A Basic Introduction To Needleworking

By: Lady Maria Cabeca de Vaca

What is Needleworking?  Needlework is the art of creating something with needle and thread, more specifically embroidery, black-work, counted stitch, Hardanger, Needlelace, etc.  

What makes me qualified to teach the Needleworking arts?  I have been sewing since my mother showed me this wonderful art when I was only 6 years old.  Since the first day she gave me my very first thing to stitch, I have been hooked.  Many of my pieces I have done have been mundane pieces and I have donated them to various charities or gave them to my family as gifts.  Though I have not tried all forms of needlework, I have the basic concepts of most forms of this fantastic art.

In his first article, I will about the equipment that you will need to get started. Needlework does not need to be an expensive hobby.  In my opinion, it can be one of the cheapest and most easily portable hobbies in our society.  The basic materials that you going to need are:

A box to keep your work and supplies in:  Does this need to be an actual sewing box? No.  You can buy a cheap plastic show box to put your things in when you are not working on it.  If you want something more period looking, you can use a wicker basket with a lid, or make a pouch.  For my smaller projects, I use my pouch at events and at home a shoebox (and sometimes even a Ziploc bag).  You can get a plastic shoebox at the Dollar General Store for $1.00)

A hoop: What size do I need?  Well, that depends on the size of your artwork.  I have a variety of different sizes that I have accumulated over the years.  The size I find myself working with the most is a 7” hoop.  There are plastic ones and wooden ones?  Which should I get?  For a beginner, I recommend a wooden hoop.  Why? They are about half the cost of the plastic hoops and unless they just poorly manufactured, I find they hold just as well as the plastic ones.  Besides, at an event they are more period looking.  Can I paint my hoops?  I don’t recommend this.  The paint may wear and chip off over time and the paint can cause the material to stain.  You may buy hoops at Wal-Mart for around $1.00 to $2.50 or you can wait, look in garage sales and resale stores and get them really cheap ($.10 to $.50 each).

Needles:  Wow!  There are so many different types!!  Which ones do I choose?  This will depend on the type of needlework you want to do and your eyesight.  For me, I try to choose something with a medium size eye (like an embroidery needle or crewelwork needle).  Darning needles are too small and yarn needles are too big.  You need to also look at the point of the needle when making your decision.  You need a needle with a sharp not a blunt end.  Also, you need to look at the circumference of the needle, the wider the needle the bigger the hole in your fabric.  You can buy most needles from Wal-Mart for around $2.00 to $3.00 per package.

Thread:  What kind of thread should I use?  There are a number of different embroidery threads out there on the market.  They range from really expensive silk thread to really cheap poly-cotton thread.  The most famous of name-brand embroidery floss is DMC.  DMC is nice because all the colors are coded with a number and it is easier to match the colors.  For the beginning embroiderer, I recommend that you get the floss that comes in a plastic bag at Wal-Mart (this is what I use).  They have some with color schemes (i.e. Red, white and blue, Christmas colors, spring colors, etc.).  For just starting out, they have a package that has basic colors…I recommend this package because it will have most of the colors you will use on a regular basis.  Can I use sewing thread?  You can use sewing thread, but at this time I don’t recommend it because it may be more frustrating for you as a beginner.  Here again you can buy your thread at Wal-Mart.  DMC costs around $.30 per skein and the packaged thread you buy at around $3.00 (each skein’s price comes out to about $.15 per skein)

Material:  What type of material should I use? Do I have to use linen? You do not have to go out and buy expensive linen right out of the shoot.  Though linen was used in period for embroidery, it can be very pricey.  I use cotton or a cotton-poly mix.  It’s easy to work with and is cheap.  If you are doing a counted type stitch, they do have Irish Even-Weave Linen, again this can be pricey.  For a beginning project, I would recommend Aida cloth. I will talk more in depth over counted stitch projects in a future article and the things you need.  Cotton material can be bought just about anywhere for around $2.00 to $3.00 per yard.  Wal-Mart is the cheapest I have seen for Irish Even-Weave Linen (around $4.00 per roll) and Aida cloth (around $3.00 per roll).

Transfer paper:  I can’t draw!! How can I get my pattern to my material?  There are several methods that you can use.  But for our purposes, we will use carbon paper.  Yes, the type that can be bought in the office supply section.  It’s cheap and easy to work with.  We will go over how to trace your design in a future article.  Office Depot, Office Max and Wal-Mart are all about the same price on this product.

Well, this is it for this month’s article.  I hope you found it enjoyable and informative.  Next month, we will go over how to transfer your design with as little mess to your fabric, as possible, lengths to cut your thread, how to keep you thread from knotting up and we will start with some very basic embroidery stitches.

Yours in Service,

Maria

