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Preface

I spent much of my childhood watching my mother whip up anything and everything on her 1967 Singer Touch & Sew. Skirts, dresses, overalls, T-shirts, Halloween costumes—there was nothing she couldn’t make. I was always so proud to show up on the first day of school in clothing she made especially for me.

When I was expecting my first child in early 1991, I dreamed of the day when I could sew clothes for my own daughter. After two boys and nearly 14 years later, I had a little girl of my own and could begin to make my sewing dreams a reality.

Thankfully, sewing is cool again! The range of fabrics and notions available is mind-boggling. It’s not unusual for me to spend the first twenty minutes in the quilt shop just wandering around to get a feel for what’s new (and to see what fabrics start calling my name). I love it so much—I’ve even been known to help other customers pick out just the right fabrics for their projects.

Push aside all the trends and popularity, though, and you’ll find that sewing fills a need to be creative, to make something useful, to experience the type of satisfaction that comes with knowing, “I made that!”

I used to be embarrassed to admit to someone that I’d sewn my daughter’s outfit, unable to accept the compliment. Luckily, I’ve gotten over that and am now very proud to show off my work. I hope you find that kind of inspiration here and make the kind of memories for your daughter that my mother gave me.

Happy sewing!
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What is “boutique"?

Children’s boutique clothing is something of a grassroots movement. Although the word “boutique” may bring to mind pricey European clothing brands, the children’s custom boutique market is actually more of a homegrown industry born out of creativity and necessity. Think thousands of at-home seamstresses designing, sewing, and selling their work in limited quantities to an eager audience searching for unique clothing that’s always a perfect fit.

Hallmarks of this cottage industry are high-quality quilter’s cotton fabric, appliqué, coordinating accessories (hair, shoes, jewelry), themed apparel, made-to-match ready-to-wear garments, and often one-of-a-kind designs.

The mother who buys or sews custom boutique clothing wants her child to not only be well dressed, but also to have her (or his) individuality shine. It’s less about following the pack and more about setting the trends.

Perhaps one of the biggest benefits of boutique is always having clothes that fit perfectly. One thing that launched me on the path to sewing boutique clothing for my daughter was her hard-to-fit measurements. Any pants I bought that fit in length were always too wide in the waist (and looked ridiculous with the adjustable waistband cinched in). If pants fit her waist, they were inevitably too short. How could I resist the opportunity to make perfectly fitting apparel?

Sewing your child’s boutique wardrobe gives you the chance to create unique, well-fitted clothing that is unlike anything you can find on a store’s clothing rack.


Choosing fabric

Give any ten people the same pattern, and you’ll likely get ten very different interpretations of that garment, each with a very different “feel.” Much of that variety has to do with the fabrics they choose. It’s not just about color; it’s also about how the colors and prints work with (or against) each other.
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The outfits designed for this book and pictured throughout were sewn with a variety of cotton fabrics, primarily 100% cotton. I often use quilting cotton for dresses, tops, and skirts and occasionally for pants. For most pants, however, I prefer sewing with heavier-weight fabrics, such as twill, corduroy, or denim. These fabrics are sturdier and better suited for pants. I like to accent the pants with lighter-weight fabrics that coordinate with the tops I make, to add a punch of color and pattern.
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I’m often asked how I choose fabrics for the clothes I sew. For me, it usually starts with a fabric print that catches my eye. As I try to visualize what I could sew with it, I note all the elements involved—straps, sleeves, ruffles. I then figure out how many different fabrics would work for what I have in mind. As I sort through, I sketch out my ideas and note my thoughts about complementary fabrics.

Textile companies that cater to quilt shops create complete lines of fabrics made to work together. It’s a fast and easy way to choose a selection of fabrics made to coordinate. Of course, you don’t have to limit yourself to just one fabric line. I’m a huge fan of combining several different fabric lines.
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Lines of fabric are designed to work together, making it easy to choose and sew coordinates.
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Tiered Twirly Peasant Dress (page 77) and Ruffled Pants (page 94) in two different fabric combinations

The bright aqua, red, and white of this peasant dress give it a fun, bold feel. The same dress done in romantic floral prints, however, has a completely different look.

When I pick fabrics for a project, I think about whom I’m sewing for, how many fabrics I want to use, and where I’ll use them. It’s not unusual to see me wandering around the quilt store with bolts of fabric in my arms, trying to find just the right coordinating fabrics. I’ll lay them on top of each other to see how the colors and patterns work together.

But it’s not so much about matching colors exactly; instead, it’s about seeing if the fabrics are harmonious when placed beside each other. I love seeing how different accent fabrics can make the background colors in my main fabric pop. Different fabrics can completely change the feel of an outfit, making it seem like a new outfit when really, it’s just the fabric that’s different.

When you’re scoping out fabric, think about the scale of the print. Most fabric lines made by quilting fabric manufacturers include a large print, a medium print, and a small print. Why? Because when you are combining fabrics, it’s pleasing to the eye to have prints of varying scale. A good rule of thumb for choosing a fabric based on scale is “fewer seams, bigger print.” Larger pieces of fabric will maintain the integrity and feel of the print, whereas smaller prints can more easily accommodate more seams and smaller cuts.

I nearly always prefer to buy my fabric from my local quilt shop, because I like supporting small businesses. In addition, I can usually find what I’m looking for there. Use the Independent Fabric Shop tool on the Project 95 website to find a quilt shop near you (see Resources, page 126).

Of course, there may not be a quilt shop near you. Or perhaps you want to improve your sewing skills before you start working with more expensive designer fabrics. If so, visit one of the variety of chain craft and fabric stores, which carry fabrics you can use for the projects in this book. Always check the end of the fabric bolt to make sure you are buying 100% cotton fabric. You also can find endless fabric sites on the Internet (see Resources, page 126).
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Embellishments
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Embellishments like lace, rickrack, Ruffle Rac, yo-yos, and ribbon add oomph to an outfit.

I love incorporating lace, rickrack, ribbon, and other embellishments in my sewing projects. They add a little bit of oomph that takes an outfit from pretty to pretty fabulous.

My preference is to use 100% cotton trims whenever possible. Michael Miller Fabrics makes a gorgeous line of trims called Ruffle Rac that come in a huge assortment of colors and prints—and also are made with 100 percent cotton fabric. Check the item’s label for fiber content before you make your purchase.

I tend to gravitate to crocheted and Cluny laces, because they are typically made with cotton yarns. You can use polyester lace, but be warned—polyester can melt when pressed with an iron (and, yes, I know this from personal experience). Prewash trims just like you would your fabrics.

There are many creative ways to add embellishments to your boutique clothing. Consider adding rickrack over a seam, securing it as you top-stitch along the edge. Or use rickrack along the hem, sewing it with right sides together and then flipping it down so it makes “waves” below the hem. I’ve added rickrack near the bottom hem of the Essential Pants/Capris (page 91) to coordinate with one of the main colors in the Ruffled-Neck Peasant Top (page 85).

Consider using the Clover Quick Yo-Yo Maker (my friend Jenn Cooper of Take A Bow Creations is the yo-yo diva) to make yo-yo flowers. Try using buttons at the yo-yo centers and rickrack for stems to create adorable fabric “flowers.” (Note: Be cautious when using any small embellishments on clothing for children under three years of age to avoid a choking hazard.)

Try your hand at embroidery (either by hand or by machine) on any of the patterns in this book to make a truly personalized garment. A variety of tutorials are available in books and online.


Handmade vs. homemade

Home-sewn clothing gets a bad rap, because we often see poorly constructed garments that scream “homemade.” With practice, and by paying attention to details, however, you will elevate your sewing to new levels.

You cannot make an outstanding outfit if you do not cut your pieces properly. Make sure you trace the pattern pieces precisely. Then exercise the same level of care in cutting out your fabric pieces.

Remember to take your time while you sew. As you grow more comfortable with your sewing machine and skills, you’ll naturally get faster without sacrificing quality. If your seams are wonky, your gathers goofy, or your edges uneven, rip out the sewn stitches with a seam ripper and try it again. There is no shame in “unsewing” your work. My seam ripper gets a lot of use, so I make sure to keep it handy.
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Pay attention to your seams and make the effort to finish them in some way. Most sewing machines have a zigzag and/or overlock stitch to finish fabric edges. If you find that you really enjoy sewing and are doing it often, consider investing in a serger or overlock machine. These machines enable you to sew together and finish the seam in one step.

Topstitching is one of the quickest ways to add a professional, finished look to your garment sewing. It also adds durability and increases the comfort of a piece by securing seam allowances flat. I topstitch all seam allowances in which one piece is gathered to another. To do so, I finish the seam, press it toward the ungathered piece, and then top-stitch. I’ve even done this on side seams of jumpers and pants.

But the best advice I can give you is to just sew. The more you sew, the more comfortable you’ll become, and the better results you’ll have over time.


How to use this book

This book consists of four project chapters, each broken down by garment:

• Basic Bodice

• Peasant Top/Dress

• Pants

• Skirts

Each garment can be sewn with several variations on the basic design introduced at the beginning of each chapter. As you work through the projects, these variations increase in complexity.

Different embellishments and elements are added throughout to show you how to mix up things, but don’t let that limit you! Take an element that you like from one—say, the hem band on the No-Hem Skirt (page 109)—and add it to another project, like the Knotty Apron variation (page 39). The whole point of this book is to help you see the potential in each pattern and to then build upon it, giving you a truly unique boutique wardrobe. For example, I might say to use a 3” ruffle in a pattern, but you might prefer a 2” ruffle. By all means, go ahead and change it up! After my friend Jessica tested the On-the-Border Skirt (page 114), she told me she thought she’d make a longer ruffle the next time she sewed it. I was so happy to read that, I did a little dance!
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Changing up elements makes for infinite customization options. The Classic Peasant Top/Dress (page 66) takes on new life when the neck ruffle (Ruffled-Neck Peasant, page 85) and hem band (No-Hem Skirt, page 109) are added. No-hem sleeve bands complete the look.

Layer one of the Basic Bodice pieces (page 32) over a T-shirt or, better yet, over one of the Peasant Tops (page 64). Stick a pair of Ruffled Pants (page 94) under a variation of the Peasant Dress (page 72) for a truly girly look. I like pairing the Basic Bodice with any of the skirts (and have even given them as gifts with the Treasure Skirt, page 111).



THE RIGHT FIT

One of my favorite aspects of these pieces is how easy it is to adjust them to get the best possible fit for the wearer. Check out the size chart (below) and compare it to your child’s measurements. If you need to add length to any garment, use one of the horizontal lines (empire cutting line on the Peasant top, tiered pants line on the Pants, and so forth) to add an inch or two. Just keep in mind that any added ruffles or tiers also affect the garment’s overall length.

The included pattern pieces—Basic Bodice, Peasant Top/Dress, and Pants—are graded from size 2 to 6. I’ve included measurements with each project for cutting the simple rectangles used to create elements like skirts and ruffles.

The only limit to what you can do with these patterns is your own creativity!
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A Peasant Dress variation makes a fun combination with Ruffled Pants in coordinating fabrics.
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qilting cotton for the tiers to keep the pants

{ from getting too heavy.
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Before cutting the ruffles, place your ruffle fabrics.
on top of each other to be sure that the color of
the bottom ruffle will not show through the top
ruffle.
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