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  BEFORE YOU BEGIN


  Sewing is a practical skill that is useful for running repairs and it can also be a great outlet for your creativity. There are so many interesting fabrics available today, as well as wonderful buttons and trims, that you can make something unique and personal with just a little time and effort.


  THE BOOK FOR YOU


  Modern sewing machines and sergers have so many exciting features that they can look a bit daunting to a less experienced sewer – but these not only make repetitive or complex tasks quick and stress-free, they can also open up a new world of decorative techniques. This book is designed to help you to choose the right machine for you, and then explains how to get the very best from it whatever you want to make.


  BUYING THE RIGHT MACHINE


  Chapter 1, Choosing a Machine, covers the different machines available, from a simple manual right through to the multifunction computerized models. There is advice on what particular features to look out for, depending on the type of sewing you want to do, complete with a handy flow chart to help you make your choice. Chapter 2, Knowing Your Machine, begins with how to set up your sewing area for efficient working, and then goes into a guided tour of a typical sewing machine and serger, with details of the main working parts and what they do. It covers the different types of presser foot and needle for the sewing machine and what they are used for. There are illustrated steps for basic techniques such as how to wind a bobbin on your sewing machine, and how to thread up for both the sewing machine and the serger, including how to set the correct tension on the threads for perfect stitch formation.
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    Chapter 1, Choosing a Machine, will help you to choose the right machine for your needs.

  


  


  GETTING STARTED


  In Chapter 3, Using Your Machine, we get started on sewing, with explanations of how to set up your machine and how to stitch and guide the fabric. A useful stitch glossary covers the basic stitches that are commonly available on the sewing machine and the serger. Troubleshooting sections look at common stitching or operational problems, what might have caused them, and how to put them right. A brief section on fabric covers the different types, and explains how best to handle some special fabrics. The chapter ends with information on other sewing equipment you will need for measuring, marking and cutting, along with a step-by-step basic skills section covering pinning, basting and simple hand-stitching techniques.
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    Chapter 3, Using Your Machine, will give you the confidence to get started with your new sewing machine.

  


  


  SEWING TECHNIQUES


  The remainder of the book introduces sewing techniques that you can use your machine for. Chapter 4, Sewing Seams, covers the most often used types of seam, with illustrated steps explaining how to stitch each one. There is also a short section with a range of techniques to finish the raw edges of the seam allowance after stitching a straightforward seam, to give a more professional look to your sewing. In addition this chapter covers how to handle corners and curves, as well as stitching darts. Chapter 5, Sewing Hems, covers both basic techniques and decorative treatments, while Chapter 6, Zippers and Buttonholes, looks at the different ways of inserting zippers and adding buttons, buttonholes and other closures. In Chapter 7, Gathers, Tucks and Pleats, we start on some decorative techniques, with how to handle gathers, tucks and pleats for a perfect result every time. Chapter 8, Binding and Trimming, details the best techniques for making and adding binding or piping, as well as sewing on store-bought trims. Chapter 9, Decorative Techniques, is all about embellishing techniques, such as machine embroidery, appliqué, patchwork and quilting, including the basic steps for making a complete quilt. At the end of the book is an extensive glossary, which explains all the sewing terms used in the book for quick reference.


  LEARNING BY DOING


  One of the major benefits of being able to sew is that you are no longer tied to the colors and styles available in the stores – you can make whatever you like in whatever fabric you choose. And even if you don’t have time to make a complete project from scratch, many of the techniques in this book can be used to personalize store-bought items so they are one-of-a-kind. Learning to sew is the first step into an exciting new world; learning to make the most of your sewing machine will help you to build your skills quickly to achieve professional-looking results. Don’t be afraid to experiment on your machine – you may find a wonderful new way to accomplish something and even the odd disaster can usually be turned into something different. One of the joys of fabric is that it is so forgiving – there aren’t many types that cannot be unpicked and stitched again.


  If you are new to sewing, start by making something quite simple and straightforward that will allow you to concentrate on learning to use your machine and understanding what the different functions will do for you. As you progress in confidence and skill you can move on to more complex projects – the only way to become an experienced sewer is by doing lots of sewing!
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    Chapter 2, Knowing Your Machine, provides essential advice on choosing presser feet and sewing machine needles whatever the sewing task to be undertaken.

  


  


  
    [image: illustration]


    Chapters 4 to 8 outline all the practical tasks you can use your sewing machine for including sewing seams, hemming and making trimmings.
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    Chapter 9, Decorative Techniques, introduces some of the creative embellishments that your sewing machine can help you to achieve.
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  Sewing is an exciting and rewarding pastime that will not only save you money but also allow you to make something that is uniquely yours. Today, it has never been easier to make your own professionally finished soft furnishings, clothes and accessories with a wide range of sewing machines on the market to help you. But how do you choose the right machine for your needs? This chapter will give you all the information you need to help you to decide which is the perfect sewing machine for you.


  TYPES OF SEWING MACHINE


  There are many different types of sewing machine available on the market, ranging from basic designs with only a small selection of stitches to computerized models that can automatically stitch detailed embroidery designs from a picture or photograph.


  WHICH MACHINE?


  While most sewing machines are suitable for a range of sewing jobs, some are designed for a specific task and will not be multipurpose. As a general rule, the more stitches and functions a machine has the more expensive it will be. However, there is very little point in paying extra for features you just won’t use. Begin by taking an overview of the different types of sewing machine available to you.


  MANUAL MACHINES


  Manual sewing machines are operated by turning a hand wheel with one hand or by pumping on a treadle with your foot. Many old, reconditioned manual machines are still going strong and can be found on auction sites or in antique stores. Generally, such machines can only perform basic stitching, but for most straightforward sewing they are perfectly adequate, if a little slow. They are sturdy and simple to service – there is little to go wrong on them – and ideal if there is not a reliable electricity supply. Machines for children are usually manual and although these are really only toys they will stitch a basic seam. Manual machines for adults are still made, particularly for communities that do not use electricity, such as the Amish. These machines generally offer several different stitches, a buttonhole function and zigzag.
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    An antique manual sewing machine has little to go wrong and well-serviced or reconditioned machines may still work well.

  


  

  
    THINGS TO CONSIDER


    [image: illustration] If you are buying a second-hand machine, make sure it is in good working order and that you can still get replacement needles.


    [image: illustration] With some basic manual machines you might not be able to stitch zigzag or alter the stitch length – all they will do is stitch a straight seam.


    [image: illustration] Some very old machines may stitch chain stitch instead of lockstitch and this is not such a secure stitch.


    [image: illustration] If concern for the environment is one of the factors in your desire to sew your own items, a non-electric machine is a truly green option.


    [image: illustration] Don’t be tempted to buy a handheld battery-driven machine – it may be fine for the odd straight seam or simple repair, but you will not be able to do any serious sewing with it.

  


  ELECTRIC MACHINES


  An electric sewing machine has a motor in the body that moves the needle up and down, coordinating it with the movement of the feed dog and bobbin mechanism below the needle plate (see Fabric Feed, for more details). The motor is usually driven by a foot pedal – the harder you press your foot down the faster you sew, while the feed dog automatically feeds the fabric under the needle at the correct speed. The foot pedal allows you to keep both hands free to guide the fabric. The stitch type, width and length are selected by turning dials. There is a wide range of electric machines available, from inexpensive basic machines with only a few stitch options to more expensive models with lots of stitches to choose from.
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    A budget electric machine has no fancy extras so it is very simple to operate. It will only have a small range of preset stitches and may not have some functions, such as the option to adjust the stitch width; however, it will be fine for basic sewing.
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    A mid-range electric machine will have a wider range of preset stitches, including a one-step automatic buttonhole, the ability to adjust stitch width as well as length, and extra functions, such as adjustable foot pressure. Check which extra functions you need before making a final decision between different models.

  


  

  
    THINGS TO CONSIDER


    [image: illustration] Electric machines are much faster and more accurate than antique manual models.


    [image: illustration] Once you have selected an electric machine you will not be able to add more stitches or functions later, so make sure it will do everything you may need for the foreseeable future.


    [image: illustration] A second-hand electric machine will give you more built-in functions for your money, but you should make sure that it is a reputable brand in good working order.


    [image: illustration] Some early electric machines had each stitch pattern on a small pattern disc. If you buy a second-hand machine that operates this way, ensure it has a good selection of discs as you will find it difficult to source more.


    [image: illustration] A cheap, no-brand supermarket buy may seem to have all the functions you need, but will it be sturdy enough for frequent use? Accessories may not be available to buy later, and you should check that you can adjust the stitch width and length, as if these are preset your stitching options will be limited.

  


  COMPUTERIZED MACHINES


  Computerized sewing machines have many more stitches than ordinary electric machines and often include extra functions to allow you to create your own simple patterns. A computerized machine has several motors that power the different functions of the machine, giving precise control and making it possible to produce hundreds of different stitches. It contains computer chips with the correct tension, length and width for each stitch style programed in by the manufacturer, and in addition these can usually be adjusted to create special effects. Stitches are selected either by pressing a key or by using a touch pad linked to an LCD screen on the front of the machine. Many computerized machines feature the ability to memorize sequences of stitches so you can create and store designs you use often. On top-of-the-range models you may also be able to copy extra stitch patterns onto the machine from a CD or memory card, connect to the Internet via computer to download new designs, or use your computer to create personalized designs.


  Using software


  Customizing and digitizing software can be used in conjunction with computerized sewing machines but it will require a separate computer to run on. Before buying any software, do make sure your computer has the correct specification to run it. The subject of software is too complex to go into in detail here, but if this is an area you are interested in, look at the available software first and choose the best program for your needs, then check out the sewing machine models compatible with it. And remember, on some machines you can create and save stitch sequences and motifs – if this is all you require you may not need software.
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    A basic computerized machine will have a wide range of preset stitches, including several buttonhole designs, and stitch width and length can be used as preset or adjusted to create special effects.
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    A higher-specification computerized machine will have hundreds of preset stitches, as well as extra functions, such as the ability to create and memorize a stitch sequence.

  


  

  
    THINGS TO CONSIDER


    [image: illustration] Be realistic about how many of the stitches/functions you will use – spend money on a better-quality machine rather than hundreds of stitches you won’t need.


    [image: illustration] Check the clarity of the LCD screen – are diagrams sharp and is the text easy to read?


    [image: illustration] If the sewing machine is designed to connect to a computer, make sure you have a compatible model.


    [image: illustration] If there is a possibility that you will want to add further stitches at a later date, make sure the machine has the facility to do this.

  


  EMBROIDERY MACHINE


  These are designed mainly for embroidery, although some models have general sewing functions too. The entry-level machines generally stitch all the parts of the embroidery design that are in one color and then stop until the next color thread is threaded onto the machine. Some of the more expensive machines will switch automatically between several different color threads which are threaded up at the start. As well as offering a range of embroidery stitches, motifs and borders are also included, and new designs can often be purchased and added as required. It may also be possible to create your own designs using design software on a computer; and, with some models, designs can be edited on screen before they are stitched.
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    A top-of-the-range multifunctional embroidery machine will offer extra functions, such as being able to plan out large stitch sequences and the ability to embroider or quilt across a large area in sections without a visible join.
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    If you are investing in a basic machine solely for embroidery, it will save you time to choose one that can be threaded with all the colors needed before you start and that changes between colors automatically.

  


  

  
    THINGS TO CONSIDER


    [image: illustration] If you want to stitch large motifs, check the maximum embroidery area the machine can handle.


    [image: illustration] For embroidery with large blocks of color, a machine that can take cones of thread rather than spools will need rethreading less often.


    [image: illustration] If the machine uses many colors simultaneously, an automatic threading feature will save time.


    [image: illustration] Some models allow you to rotate, mirror and enlarge designs. Decide how much flexibility you need to alter the patterns provided.


    [image: illustration] If you want to use computer design software, check it is compatible to the model you choose.


    [image: illustration] If you are likely to stitch large areas of complex embroidery regularly, check the stitch speed – 650 stitches a minute is reasonably fast, 1,000 stitches a minute will save more time.


    [image: illustration] A combination embroidery/sewing machine is more compact than having two separate machines, so, if space is an issue, it may be sensible to buy an embroidery machine that has general sewing functions too.

  


  SERGER


  A serger or overlock sewing machine can stitch a seam, trim, and finish the edge all in one step, giving a professional finish to garments and other projects. A serger is so much faster than a conventional sewing machine for such work, but it is unable to offer the full range of sewing functions, such as buttonholes and topstitching, for instance. However, if you are a regular sewer, the serger may be worth investing in for sewing hems and seams. Depending on the model you choose, it may also offer built-in functions or the possibility to purchase attachments for stitching rolled hems, gathering, attaching bindings, creating special effects and making decorative edgings.


  A serger stitches in a different way than a conventional sewing machine. Stitches are formed by needle threads combining with looper threads which take the place of the bobbins. Sergers can stitch with two, three, four or five threads, using different combinations of needles and loopers. A machine with the capability to handle more threads can also be set up to use less, so will be more versatile. Cutting blades can be set to trim the fabric edge immediately in front of the stitching as it is formed. For more about how the serger works and different serger stitches.
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    If you want a professional finish to the inside of your projects, a serger is just what you need. The high-end models are more versatile and can also be used for decorative effects.

  


  

  
    THINGS TO CONSIDER


    [image: illustration] Generally a serger will not replace a general sewing machine. However, it will save you the time that you would otherwise spend finishing off raw edges and is useful for creating special effects, so it is worth investing in if you plan to do a lot of sewing.


    [image: illustration] With some of the less expensive sergers, the fabric may stretch and pucker as you stitch. This is quite a common problem, so be sure to try out several models before you buy.


    [image: illustration] Some sergers use standard sewing machine needles, but many models use special needles, so make sure these are easy to purchase.


    [image: illustration] For more sewing options, choose a machine with differential feed. This will enable you, for example, to adjust the feed when working with knits to obtain a good flat seam, to speed up the feed to create a ruffle on a single layer of woven fabric, or to create a waved edge effect.


    [image: illustration] There are now several lightweight inexpensive sergers on the market, but be very wary of these. A serger is designed to sew at quite a rate, so it needs some weight to keep it firm and steady on the table. A very light machine may start to jump around as you speed up, which can be dangerous.

  


  SEWING MACHINE FEATURES


  To help you to decide which sewing machine is the right one for you, it is useful to know how a sewing machine works, to have an understanding of the common features shared by most machines – and how these might differ from model to model – and to be aware of any special features offered.


  A COMPACT UNIT


  The workings of the domestic sewing machine are protected within a strong, molded body. Hinged sections provide access to some parts, such as the bobbin case or threading areas, stitch selectors or a built-in tool compartment. These will vary from model to model, but you should never open up any other part of the case or you may invalidate the manufacturer’s warranty. The flat bed provides a surface for the fabric that is being stitched to rest on as it is fed between the upper and lower threading runs. On some sewing machine models the flat bed area can be extended or reduced according to the fabric area to be stitched.


  Extension table


  An extension table fits onto the machine at the needle end and gives a much larger sewing bed to support large pieces of sewing, such as quilts or drapes. When no longer needed, it can be removed again so the machine is easier to store away.


  Free arm


  If a machine has a free-arm facility, it is usually brought into use by detaching a piece on the base of the machine, leaving the arm protruding. Narrow cylindrical items, such as sleeves and pant legs, can then be threaded onto the arm for easier stitching.
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    This sewing machine has a hinged case on its top that opens to reveal the start of the upper threading run.

  


  

  
    TIP Visit a specialist retailer for advice on buying a sewing machine and take the chance to try out as many different models as possible. Testing the machine’s buttonhole function is a good way to check that it makes even, balanced stitches in all directions.

  


  THE NEEDLE THREAD


  The upper thread runs from the thread spool through thread guides, the tension mechanism and the take-up lever to the needle (for more detail on how to thread a machine see here). Most machines thread more or less in the same way with only minor variations, so once you have learned the principles of threading you should be able to figure out how to thread almost any standard machine. However, it always helps to have a diagram and some modern machines have the threading run marked on the case in some way, which is useful for a beginner sewer.


  Thread guides


  Thread guides keep the thread in line as it goes from the spool to the needle. There are usually one or two between the spool and the tension mechanism, one on the front of the machine after the take-up lever, and one on either side of the needle. The thread guides can either be a small knob with disks to slide the thread between, a wire loop or an open-ended metal hook.
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    For most home décor projects you can manage quite happily without a free arm, but if you intend to do a lot of dressmaking, it will be invaluable.

  


  

  Auto thread


  A semi auto-thread function that threads the needle for you will save time if you are new to sewing or if your eyesight is not perfect. A small hook located behind the needle pulls the thread through the eye as the hook is withdrawn (see Using an Auto Threader, for more details). The auto threader works best on threads of average thickness – very thick or specialist threads will almost certainly need threading by hand.
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    The spool pin for the thread is either right on top of the machine at the right-hand end, or set on a shelf just behind the body. On some models, the spool pins can be retracted when not in use.
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    On some machines the spool pin may be set horizontally, and may be concealed inside a hinged section of the body.

  


  

  THE BOBBIN THREAD


  The bobbin holds the lower thread and sits under the needle plate. Bobbins can be top-loading or side/front-loading. A top-loading bobbin is dropped into the machine through a sliding or lifting panel in the needle plate. A side/front-loading bobbin is placed into a bobbin case, which is then inserted into the machine through a door in the front or the side of the flat bed.


  Lockstitch


  Most modern domestic sewing machines perform lockstitch, in which one thread comes down through the needle and a second thread comes up from the bobbin. The needle (or top) thread and bobbin thread each stay on their own side of the fabric, but if the tension is correct, they interlock in the middle of the layers of fabric, creating a secure stitch that looks the same on both sides (for more on thread tension see here).


  FABRIC FEED


  The fabric is normally fed through the sewing machine by the drop feed mechanism. When the needle moves upwards and withdraws from the fabric, the feed dog comes up through slots in the needle plate and the serrated top surface grips the material, which is held firmly against it by the presser foot. The feed dog moves horizontally backwards, so the fabric is dragged backwards into position for the next stitch. The feed dog is then lowered again and returns to its original position while the needle makes its next pass through the fabric. While the needle is in the fabric, there is no feed action.


  Lowering or covering the feed dog


  When doing some kinds of stitching it is better to be able to move the fabric around freely under the needle, instead of allowing the feed dog to move it automatically as you stitch. If you are planning to use your sewing machine for free-motion quilting, machine embroidery or darning, you will need to be able to put the feed dog out of action by dropping or covering it.
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    The needle takes a loop of thread through the fabric and down through the hole in the needle plate.
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    The loop of thread from the needle is caught by a rotary hook and looped around the thread from the bobbin.
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    The rotary hook finishes its circular rotation, releasing the needle thread so that it pulls the bobbin thread up into the fabric.
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    The feed dog comes up through slots in the needle plate and the serrated top surface grips the material.
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    The feed dog is then lowered and returns to its original position.

  


  

  Dual feed


  As you sew, the feed dog pulls the fabric through the machine. When sewing together two layers of fabric, the fabric layer next to the feed dog will tend to move at a slightly faster rate than the upper layer. When stitching most fabrics this speed difference is usually unnoticeable, but if you are stitching multiple layers or very slippery fabrics, or if you require very precise pattern matching – on plaids, for instance – the discrepancy may become an issue.


  A dual feed system is designed to move the top and bottom fabric layers at the same rate, so eliminating slippage. Dual feed may be built in, usually as a second foot that can be lowered behind the presser foot to pull the top fabric layer along in tandem with the feed dog pulling the lower fabric layer. When not in use, the dual feed can be pushed up behind the machine out of the way. If there is no built-in dual feed system, you may be able to buy a special presser foot – called a dual feed foot, even-feed foot, or walking foot – with its own feed dog that has a similar function.
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    Some machines – particularly models aimed at quiltmakers – have a built-in dual feed system.

  


  

  PRESSER FEET


  The presser foot is a shaped piece of metal or plastic with a hole through which the needle stitches. It sits below the needle and holds the fabric securely against the feed dog as the machine stitches. It can be raised when you want to slide the fabric under the needle, then lowered again to hold the fabric against the needle plate (see Presser Feet Techniques).


  The presser foot can be removed completely quite easily if you want to change to a different type for
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