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Introduction

In 2019 I was living in Brighton, England and working as a textiles technician in a high school. It was a job that introduced me to teaching in a way that I had never considered before – being an introvert, the idea of standing at the front of a room and addressing a whole class terrified me! But the kids were amazing, and I absolutely loved sharing sewing and textiles knowledge with them individually, from the sidelines. This was also the year that, while browsing vintage shops with my sister, I found a Speedweve darning loom hidden away in a glass cabinet, boxed and in perfect working order. Having always had a penchant for traditional sewing tools (scissors, thimbles, thread unpickers and the like), I was over the moon. But at that point I had no idea that these two events would be the start of my visible mending journey.

I’ve always repaired clothing invisibly where I could – taking up hems, fixing buttons, covering up holes – but visible mending opened up a whole new creative avenue. I studied fashion design at university, and have since spent over 15 years working with textiles in one way or another: I’m constantly fascinated by the lifespan of all forms of textiles. From the initial design sketches through to the cloth production, then on to the pattern cutters and garment workers who bring the clothing to life, there is a whole story woven through our clothing before we’ve even started wearing it. Although my love of textiles never wavered, I struggled with the industry, and it was during my time at university that I began to learn about the huge environmental impact of mass-market clothing production, as well as the horrifying truth about some garment workers and the abuses they endure. It took a long time for me to find a space in which I felt able to continue working with textiles in a way that reflected my values. Slow stitch club became that space.

Slow stitch club took shape during 2020 when I started putting together a kit and designing tools to help people get started with visible mending. Instagram became a gallery for me to post the repairs I was creating, as well as sharing the truths I was learning about fast fashion, along with – as it turns out – many other people in the online visible mending community. I also began teaching workshops online (after just one inperson workshop in March, before the COVID lockdown) to small groups of people all over the world who wanted to learn how to start repairing their clothes. In the years since, I’ve set up an online shop selling my kits and tools, and continue to run workshops. I take on repair commissions for those who aren’t able to do the mending themselves, and have also worked with brands like TOAST and The Seam to help promote the importance of clothing repair.

I really believe that our favourite pieces of clothing can become a wearable scrapbook for us. The wear and tear our clothing collects tells a story of the lives we have lived in them, and will always be unique to us. I think it’s an amazing act to take the time and skills to mend our clothes, and this act is as integral to the life of a garment as the weaving of the cloth or the construction of the seams. Mending techniques such as patching and darning can be seen throughout history, whether it was done at a time when fabric was valued as a currency in its own right, or out of necessity due to poverty or wartime scarcity.

Visible mending takes traditional techniques such as patching, darning and sashiko to repair clothing in an intentionally visible and creative way. It flips the idea of repair on its head by taking what was once a skill judged by how invisible a repair could be and turning it into a celebration of the stitches and skills required to give clothing a new lease of life. It also allows us the time and space to slow down and express our creativity in a joyful way that not only rejects perfectionism, but also makes a political statement against fast fashion.

Another thing I love about visible mending is that you can never ‘complete’ it or finish learning. Every single piece of clothing will present a new kind of damage or require a specific kind of repair technique. I find it inspiring that this means that every repair presents its own challenge, and the chance to hone the techniques you most love to do.

My hope is that this book can act as a compendium for visible clothing repair, one that you’ll return to time and time again, no matter the item of clothing or the area of damage. I want it to inspire you to look at your clothes differently, and to feel excited to try your hand at creating your own tactile and wearable scrapbook: a collection of stitches on the clothes you love that tells your stories, changes the way we view damage, reclaims traditional craft skills, and allows you the time and space to slow down and feel encouraged and supported to live a more sustainable life.

Our favourite pieces of clothing can become a wearable scrapbook for us.
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Sustainability: why mend clothes?

The environmental impact of clothing

The fashion industry is one of the top most polluting industries on the planet. Overconsumption has become the norm, which means the value we attach to our clothing is diminishing. Clothes are staying in our wardrobes for less time and, due to the rapidity of trend cycles and reduction in clothing costs, they are not considered to be worth repairing. In 2022, fast fashion brand Pretty Little Thing was selling clothing for as little as 8 UK pence (approx. 10 US cents) on Black Friday – a shockingly low cost that promotes the attitude that clothing is disposable.1 It’s important to question here what the garment makers were paid for their work if the retail price was so little, as well as considering the conditions and working environments that would have been necessitated by the production of this clothing. Alongside them, online retailer Shein has been said to churn out an unbelievable 10,000 new products a day, while their website features a countdown clock which creates a false sense of urgency about the clothing available to buy at a particular price and encourages excessive purchasing.2 An increase in the production of synthetic fibres and fabrics also means that the clothing being discarded is often not recyclable and heads straight to landfill.

In a blog post from July 2022, the environmental news organization Earth.org found that since the year 2000, clothing sales have doubled from 100 to 200 billion units a year, but the average number of times that an item of clothing is worn has decreased by 36 percent overall.3 The charity Clothes Aid states on their website that Britons send 700,000 tonnes (700,000 US tons) of clothing to recycling centres, textile banks, clothes collections and to charities each year, which is enough to fill 459 Olympic-size swimming pools.4

The repercussions of this on the environment can be seen from the diminishing Aral Sea in central Asia through to the clothing mountains in Chile’s Atacama desert (see opposite, above). There is also a huge amount to unpack here in regard to the overconsumption of fashion in the Western world and how this is affecting Indigenous areas and cultures that have been dumped – quite literally – with the problem. This book aims to share the skills and techniques you need to get started in repairing your favourite clothes, based on my experience of textiles, but I really recommend learning more about these issues from those who can share their stories and knowledge. I’ve put together a short reading (and listening!) list at the back of the book (see here), which I hope you’ll find helpful in giving this important subject more context.

The importance of mending

The term ‘climate anxiety’ has become all too familiar in the last few years. It can feel overwhelming to know what to do when large companies wield so much power, yet so little is being done to help combat the huge climate issues we face. Although I have, on occasion, been told that my efforts to repair clothing right down to my socks won’t make a difference, the act of mending in itself has become a therapy to help me find my place, and I have repeatedly heard this from people attending my workshops too.

In Autumn 2021, the Waste and Resources Action Plan (WRAP.org) released their latest report: ‘Clothing longevity and circular business models receptivity in the UK’. They cite a strong link between clothing longevity and repair; the findings suggest that a repair can add, on average, 1.3 years to the life of a garment.5

The repair techniques that I share with you in this book aren’t a new solution – they’re as old as the techniques used to weave the cloth in the first place, and have simply been forgotten now that convenience and throwaway culture have taken precedence over ‘mend and make do’ attitudes. Now more than ever, we need to shift our perspectives on repair to make sure that it is an accessible option for all, but also one that is no longer associated with any sort of class discrimination or prejudices that cause people to shy away from it.

I think it’s also worth clarifying that buying new clothes isn’t inherently bad. I’ll always advocate for shopping second hand or vintage where possible if you need new clothing, but the reality is that people live in different locations, earn different wages and have different levels of access to shops, materials, time and education. I know it can be easy to get swept up in wanting to buy more clothing from sustainable brands so that you can get rid of any fast-fashion items, but try not to get sucked into that mindset; the most sustainable clothing options are the pieces that you already own. And when it comes to repair, I talk a lot about how every single stitch matters, and I really mean it. Whether you go on to mend one pair of jeans or half of your wardrobe when the time comes, just that subtle shift of perspective towards placing enough value on your clothing to find it worth mending will have a huge impact. It’s natural, once you’re aware of what happens behind closed doors in the fashion industry, to feel guilty about buying new, but I think the best mindset is to carefully consider what you’re buying. If you love a piece of clothing enough to know that you’ll want to cherish it and to repair it when the time comes, that’s a great place to start.

How I repair

When I reached out to people for items of clothing to repair for this book, I was told countless stories of the sentimental value, the memories or the wonderful comfort and favourite fit that each of these garments brought to their owners, and it has been an honour to repair every single piece. I’ve used the traditional techniques that work best with every fabric and every area of damage, not only to repair, but also to celebrate the garment’s journey so far.

These repair techniques are made up of small, simple stitches that are easy to learn, but hold huge power. By learning to repair your clothing you’re keeping your favourite pieces in your wardrobe for longer, but you’re also making a statement. By refusing to throw them away and reducing the amount you buy new, you stop contributing to the huge amounts of textiles that end up in landfill and reject the throwaway-culture mindset that has become so normal.

I know that finding the time to mend your clothes can feel like a barrier to getting started, but mending can be a valuable way to slow down and find calm among the chaos of daily life. In that sense, the mended clothing almost ends up feeling like a bonus, while the time spent focusing only on the stitches becomes a kind of meditation.

If you’re a practiced sewer, then I hope that you’ll find some creative inspiration from the repairs I’ve shown you here. And if you’ve ever tried to sew before and found it difficult, or if you’ve never used a needle and thread before, I hope visible mending will inspire you to get started, one slow stitch at a time.
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__________________

1. www.theguardian.com/business/2020/nov/27/critics-slam-pretty-little-things-8p-black-friday-dress-deal

2. www.theguardian.com/fashion/2022/apr/10/shein-the-unacceptable-face-of-throwaway-fast-fashion

3. earth.org/fast-fashion-statistics/

4. clothesaid.co.uk/about-us/facts-on-clothes-recycling/

5. wrap.org.uk/resources/report/citizen-insights-clothing-longevity-and-circular-business-models-receptivity-uk



How to use this book

I’ve put the book together with the clothing that we wear in mind. Every chapter is led by a different garment and fabric type and every technique used has been chosen based on what has worked for repairs I’ve done in the past.

As with any new craft or skill, practice will make a big difference to the repairs you produce, so don’t be too hard on any wonky stitches – in fact, try to celebrate them! I say it repeatedly at the workshops that I teach: mended is better than perfect. Wanting to perfect a skill is no bad thing, but don’t let that distract you from the bigger picture and the fact that for every item of clothing you choose to repair, it’s another piece that stays out of landfill.

I’ve created the chart opposite so that you can see how the techniques shown in this book can be used across different fabrics and items of clothing. The main thing to think about when it comes to deciding on your repair technique is how the repair will blend into and move alongside the existing fabric. There’s nothing wrong with having to add repairs over repairs, but we still want to aim for a long-lasting and durable repair in the first instance.

I use a couple of specialist terms and abbreviations in the projects shown here, which are summarized below:

RS (right side of the fabric): the outside of your clothing

WS (wrong side of the fabric): the inside of your clothing

Warp threads: the vertical threads that are the starting point for any darn

Weft threads: the horizontal threads that are woven in and out of the warp threads

Tension: how tight or loose your stitches are; getting this right helps the even structure of your stitching and the natural movement of your clothing

An important proviso for the rest of the book – I am left-handed! That means that for every technique I show you I’ll always start working from left to right. If you’re right-handed, you can mirror this if it’s more comfortable for you to start from the right, but other than starting positions it won’t affect how you work any of the techniques.
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Understanding fabrics

One of the most important things to work out before you begin to mend an item of clothing is what kind of fabric you are working with. This will inform the mending method you use, and also the tools, material and considerations you will need to apply.

Woven

Woven fabrics are made on a loom and consist of vertical (warp) threads and horizontal (weft) threads. This woven structure forms the basis of several fabric types, both natural and synthetic; it is strong and durable, and can be altered at the weaving stage for a variety of finishes. There are several different weaves, such as plain weave (think cotton and linen), twill weave (think denim and drill) or satin weave (think satin and sateen fabrics).

Woven fabrics only stretch on the bias – in other words, at a diagonal to the warp and weft – as opposed to knitted fabrics, which will stretch much more easily in any direction. When using pieces of fabric for patching or reinforcement, remember to test their stretch and try to match as closely as possible to the clothing that you’re repairing.

Finishing the edges of woven fabrics is also something you’ll need to think about as you tackle different repairs. Folding under the edges of holes or patches gives a cleaner finish, but it will also add bulk, which may not be suitable for the repair, depending on where
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Needles
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Threads
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Other supplies
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Introduction to darning
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Introduction to sashiko
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Introduction to patching
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Starting & finishing your repair
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Troubleshooting: problems to look out for
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Caring for your repairs
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When not to mend: a note before we begin
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