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INTRODUCTION

Opening a bricks and mortar storefront was always one of our goals. A place to work and sell our wares but also a place where customers could visit, see how we worked and connect with the things we make. We found a perfect spot in Toronto, just to the west of downtown, near some parks and a collection of like-minded shops, artists and makers.

Being part of a craft community was about connecting with other artists. It was also about supporting each other through work, collaboration and conversation. And in many ways our shop was a place that we could share with creative friends, so before too long we had a full roster of exhibitions, workshops and markets throughout the year. My favourite was our annual holiday market every December. Joined by family and fellow artists we would all decorate the space and fill the front window with handmade items and ornaments specially made for the event.

But our shop wasn’t just for work – it was also our home and before too long we were working alongside a couple of little ones taking part in all the holiday activities. As a family of makers we’ve always encouraged creativity, and having everyone involved makes it a meaningful experience for everybody. When they are young, it’s not unusual for kids to see that gift giving is also about making. I always looked forward to getting poorly wrapped presents with crumpled wrapping paper decorated with drawings and writing. Those are the things that make holidays even more memorable. And whenever possible I still believe that handmade gifts are the best – they are personal, making them unique and special.

In the years since our work has expanded in so many ways, with travel and teaching, developing craft projects for social media, and three project books already in print. But our holiday traditions, in our shop and at home, are still my favourite times. So, it made perfect sense to put together a collection of projects that celebrate the holiday season as a time of making. Projects that find inventive ways to decorate, wrap and make gifts using a range of techniques suitable for any skill level. Projects that reflect our design ethos of being creative with everyday materials, including many things you may already have on hand, in ways that are simple and modern.

My hope is that this book will inspire readers and suggest new possibilities for making with friends and family.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Making decorations and gifts for the holidays allows you to express yourself in ways that store bought items cannot. There is just something about handmade items; the materials and qualities mean anything you make will be uniquely ‘you’. And one of the joys of making is sharing that experience with others. I’ve always loved making ornaments and wrapping paper with our kids, and creating handmade gifts will make anyone feel special. With that in mind, my intention with this book was to collect a wide range of projects that we have made over the years – items from our studio work as well as our own holiday traditions – and combine them with techniques and materials that have always been important to my work. I’ve placed an emphasis on materials that are readily available and reflect the natural qualities that I love, with various techniques that don’t require a lot of tools or equipment and are accessible for anyone with any skill level. And these are projects that can be worked on over a period of time, so that you can pick them up whenever you have a moment.

I’ve organized the book into two main sections – Decoration and Gift – both containing a range of projects using various materials and techniques, but each with a different focus. In Decorations, I’ve gathered projects to create seasonal settings throughout your home. Items to hang as tree ornaments or to accentuate walls and window settings, and with a special focus on ideas to decorate your table with centrepieces, overhead garlands and to personalize individual place settings. In Gift, I’ve included a wide range of handmade gifts that are as imaginative as they are useful. Things that won’t take too long to make and can easily be customized. You can add your own expressive elements or – even better – you can personalize them with specific recipients in mind. There are enough projects to cover anyone on your list, and they will hopefully encourage everyone to bring back the tradition of making gifts. In addition, to complete your gift-giving needs, I’ve included creative ways to make your own wrapping.

Each project contains all the information you will need along with step-by-step instructions, drawings and photographs. We’ll have discussions on all relevant techniques and suggested materials used, and I’ll provide some hints to further personalize your work. You will find that some projects are quite simple, while others are more complex with additional steps that sometimes involve multiple techniques. With that in mind, I think you will find that there will be plenty to occupy anyone who wishes to closely follow my steps. But how precisely you follow my steps is entirely up to you. In one sense, the instructions are just guidelines that will allow you to achieve your desired results. But in reality, creativity is full of variables. My approach is quite often intuitive; gathering information but modifying certain things when I need to, and adding elements or changing the look of something to suit my particular vision. So, if you like, feel free to adjust projects to meet your experience as a maker and allow yourself to express your own ideas as well. If you should want a bigger challenge, projects can easily be modified by adding additional elements or details. This is important for the things we make – they are always better with our own personal touch, especially when they are a gift or will be adorning our home. So, once you feel confident, think of these projects as inspiration as much as instruction. In this way, everything you make will be your own, and you’ll always have reason to come back and make new items every time.

One last thought: I have often found that making is not just about expression or creativity, but also about working economically and responsibly. I firmly believe that whenever possible we should use what we have on hand – materials, tools and sometimes even techniques. I always keep my remnants and try not to waste anything, including used or found objects. I find that working this way always results in interesting new combinations and unforeseen surprises.
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BLIND STITCH

This stitch is used to close openings because the tiny stitches are almost invisible on the right side of the fabric.

Thread your needle and make a quilter’s knot at the end. Bring the needle up through one folded edge so the knot will be hidden inside. Take a tiny stitch though the opposite layer of fabric, so it will be invisible on the right side, then take a longer stitch through the folded edge.

Continue in this way along the open edge until you have closed the gap, then fasten off.
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SPLIT STITCH

The split stitch is a basic embroidery stitch that can be used to outline an image or as a filler. It is very similar to a back stitch, but rather than going back to the end of the previous stitch from the top, you stab the previous stitch from below to create a continuous line. To use split stitch as a filler stitch, create an outline of the image then fill in with rows of stitches either next to each other or spaced slightly apart.

First determine your stitch length. Start by bringing the needle up from the back to the front and make a first stitch.

Now, with the needle underneath again, bring your needle up at a spot near the end, but within the previous stitch, thus splitting the threads of the previous stitch. Then make your next stitch.

Repeat to make a line of stitches.
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COUCHING

This technique uses two threads, one that is laid down on the surface and one that is stitched over it to hold it in place. You can use two different colour threads, or two the same colour.

Bring the first thread up through the fabric and lay it along the surface in whatever shape or line you wish. Thread a second needle and bring it up through the fabric just below the line of the laid thread, wrap around it with a tiny vertical whip stitch over the top and go back down into the base cloth near to where you came out. In essence, you are creating a stitch perpendicular to the laid thread to hold it in place. After this first stitch, move along a little and repeat.

Continue along the laid thread until it is held firm with stitches along its entire length. To finish the line, take the laid thread and, underneath, turn it around to run back on top of itself for a length equal to a few stitches. Continue making small whip stitches in the second thread to fasten the folded end to the base cloth. Tie the second thread from below to end the line of stitches.
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TOP STITCHING

Top stitching is a visible stitch that is used to finish an edge of an object such as the opening of a bag or pocket. It’s a stitch that is not about construction but rather about strengthening an edge or giving it a strong visual presence. This can be done by hand using a backstitch or with a sewing machine.
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LONG SEED STITCH

A seed stitch consists of simple little stitches used to fill an area.

Sometimes seed stitches appear as a variation of running stitches, sharing a common direction but as smaller decorative stitches on top of the fabric. Other times they fill an area more randomly, similar in size, but pointing in any direction so as to appear organic. To create the seed stitch, bring your needle up from below and create a short stitch anywhere on the cloth and then take your needle back down again. Repeat this, with each stitch placed as you see fit – either as a pattern or in slightly different directions without an overall pattern.

Try to keep each stitch similar in length, and more or less equally spaced, scattered over the base cloth. As a variation, you can work the stitches in clusters, with larger spaces between each cluster. To create a long seed stitch, you just need to lengthen your stitches.
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STRAIGHT STITCH

A straight stitch is similar to a single running stitch but tends to be considerably longer, creating a line that extends between a start and stop point. This creates a simple linear element of any length that can be used in a number of decorative ways, such as filler stitches, border stitches or as lines within a pictorial motif.

To make a straight stitch bring your needle up from below at the first point, extent the thread across the surface of the fabric and then take the needle back down again at the second point. Either fasten off for a single line, or repeat according to your design.
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QUILTER’S KNOT

This knot is used for quilting because you can adjust the size of the knot and it can be hidden between the layers. If you make a small one you can pull through one layer of fabric so it’s hidden inbetween. You will need to create a knot before you starting any kind of hand sewing or top stitching. Always cut thread an arm’s length and no longer, or it may tangle as you work.

Place the tail on the top edge of the needle and with the other hand pinch the tip. Wrap the thread around the needle several times – how many times determines how big the knot will be.

Pinch the wrapped thread with the same finger and push it towards the eye of the needle. As you get to the eye, gently begin to release a bit of your grip.

Pull the wraps down until you reach the bottom of the thread, so that you are pulling the knot and needle away from each other in opposite directions. You’ll end up with a neat knot at the end of the thread.
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FINISHING KNOT

This is used at the end of a length of hand sewing on the underside of the fabric.

Turn your work over so you are working on the back of the fabric, with the needle and thread on this side. Take your needle under the last stitch on this side and pull the thread until a loop forms.

Pass the needle through the loop. Pull until a knot is formed.

To secure the knot further you can repeat the steps for a larger knotif you prefer. Clip the thread end to 5 mm (¼ in).
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RUNNING STITCH

A running stitch is one of the most common stitches used in all types of hand sewing. In appearance it resembles a continuous line of little dashes. I usually try to keep the distance between stitches equal to the length of the actual stitches, but you may modify any spacing for visual impact. Loading the needle allows you to work faster than working one stitch at a time.

Pull the needle through the fabric from underneath until the knot hits the fabric. Next, ‘load’ the stitches onto your needle, about three at a time depending on the length of the needle, in an under-and-overmethod, then pull the needle and thread through to get the resulting dashes. Repeat as many times as necessary.
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WHIP STITCH

A whip stitch is similar to a running stitch in that it is a continuous line of stitches with visible spaces inbetween. But rather than appearing as a series of dashes in a single direction, they are stitched either on an angle or even perpendicular to the direction of the stitch line. Whip stitches can be used anywhere but are more commonly used along the edges where layers of fabric are sewn together, where two pieces of fabric are joined together, or where smaller pieces of fabric are sewn onto larger pieces.

Start your whip stitch underneath and bring the needle up through the fabric you wish to join. Make a stitch over the edge at the angle of your choice. Now, go underneath again to a position next to the previous stitch, then up through the fabric and over the edge.

Repeat until the edges of the fabric are sewn together. The edges of the fabric can be rolled under to form a neat edge or left raw.
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TACKING (BASTING) STITCH

When the stitches and spacing of running stitch becomes much longer (about 2.5 cm/1 in) then it is considered to be a tacking stitch, which is commonly used to temporarily hold together layers of fabric prior to permanent stitches. It can be used as a replacement for pins and is usually cut away after the final sewing is finished.

Follow the instructions for a running stitch but load your needle with fewer, longer stitches, and keep them rather loose so that they are easy to snip and remove.
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APPLIQUÉ STITCH

Appliqué is a technique where fabric shapes are sewn onto large pieces of cloth in order to decorate a surface. It is thought of as an ornamental form of needlework where fabric pieces are used to create pictures, patterns and compositions, or representational images. A variety of stitches such as blind and whip stitches can be used along the edges of the fabric to attach the layers.

Both appliqué and patching often use the same set of stitches, but the intent and effect of appliqué is significantly different. Patching typically uses single fabric pieces that are geometric or organic, while appliqué is an ornamental form of needlework where fabric pieces are used to create pictures, patterns and compositions, or representational images. Stitches can be used along the edges of the fabric to attach the layers. For a finished look tuck the edges under as you stitch, or leave a raw edge for a softer look that emphasizes the nature of the material.
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