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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.
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Introduction

How I Became a Leather Craftswoman

I never set out to be a leather craftswoman.

The whole journey began when I was still a designer working in a digital agency in London back in 2011. My boss offered me an industrial sewing machine one Christmas, and soon after another colleague handed me a leather hide he had sitting around at home. At the time, I was already making fabric bags in my spare time and offering them to friends and family. Eager to create a bag from this piece of leather, I drew straight onto the back and crudely cut into the hide with kitchen scissors. The sewing needle on my machine fumbled its way across the thickness. By the end of the evening, I had made my first leather bag – a beautifully shaped yet terribly stitched piece of work.

I began to seek out workshops, seminars and events across the world to learn the different aspects of leatherwork. My training took me to Hong Kong to learn traditional saddle stitching and back to London where I studied the technical art of pattern making. I then travelled to the Netherlands to understand how to use traditional methods of production to create functional, contemporary designs. Finally I went to Italy to see how the masters work their craft.

Powered by this training, I created my own collection of handcrafted leather bags and accessories. I began to spread my skills by teaching traditional leatherwork to enthusiasts and novices. Sure enough, just as it did for me, these new-found skills led some of them to create their own collections of leather items.

I no longer work in graphic design, yet the skills I learned in my former career have no doubt influenced the bags and accessories I create. Each one of you who is working through this book or has attended one of my classes will have a story of your own, perhaps not dissimilar to mine, of discovering a passion for a craft that sweeps you off your feet. I hope my story and designs throughout these pages will inspire you and become a part of your journey to becoming a leather craftsperson.
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How to Use This Book

This book is designed for the novice craftsperson to begin an adventure with leatherwork. We will start off with the materials, tools and essential techniques you’ll need. The projects begin with easy makes, and then move on to intermediate and advanced items. We then progress to creating your own designs, by adapting some of the styles and techniques from the earlier projects. You’ll learn how you can take the basics from a project and make the design your own.

The best way to begin is to get an overall feel of the book by looking through the essential techniques and then seeing how these are applied in the projects. Use the first four beginner projects to get used to your tools and practise essential techniques, including cutting, pattern making, saddle stitching, strap cutting, burnishing and edge finishing.

Working on the Projects

All the projects in this book, with the exception of the Belt, start with pattern making. A detailed pattern is provided at the beginning of each project and it denotes the exact lengths, widths, prick marks, holes and skive edges that you will need to make. All measurements are given in both metric and imperial. Always use one system or the other; do not mix them.

When cutting the leather, lay out the leather in full, with the grain (finished) side up, across a flat surface with a cutting mat underneath. Always cut on the grain side (unless specified) so that you can see where the best parts of the surface are and arrange the pattern pieces on top. For example, the front pieces of a bag should be placed on the best part of the hide, while the base would benefit from being cut from the centre of the hide where the leather is strongest and least stretchy.

Unless advised otherwise in the instructions, all the leather pieces must be prepared before assembly, which means that holes must be punched, skive edges skived, and notches and prick marks made with the awl. All markings should be made on the grain side unless specified.

For the projects in this book, we will work with a pricking chisel to hammer down the stitch holes in preparation for saddle stitching, rather than a pricking iron which would require you to pierce each mark with an awl to make the holes before stitching. Always use the same size chisel throughout a project unless specified. This is to ensure that when two pieces of leather come together for stitching, the holes will align.

The seam allowances in the projects have been set to 5 mm (¼ in). When instructed to score a stitch line, set the compass to this width. Only a few projects have used a smaller seam allowance, but this is clearly indicated. This also applies to skiving: most skived edges are made 1 cm (⅜ in) from the edge, unless otherwise indicated in the project’s instructions.

With this in mind, go forth and enjoy!
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