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The primary purpose of recycling clothing is to 
get the most value from the fabrics. In addition, 
recycling clothing can stretch your family budget, 
keep wardrobes up-to-date, and provide creative 
self-satisfaction in working with clothing. 

How you can best recycle clothing depends on 
you and your family. Recycling that involves sew- 
ing requires more time, skill, knowledge, and crea- 
tivity than other methods of clothing recycling. Re- 
cycling clothing may be as simple as shortening or 
lengthening a hem or as involved as taking apart, 
recutting, and making a new garment. 

Before you begin, evaluate. Can you answer 
yes to these questions? 

• Will the garment be worn enough to justify 
my time? Is this the best use of my time or would 
my time be better spent in other activities? 

• Do I have the skill, knowledge, and creativity 
to produce a garment that doesn't look redone and 
homemade—one the wearer will enjoy? 

• Do I enjoy this kind of work enough to keep 
a positive attitude toward the project? 

If you can answer yes, then you are ready to 
proceed. This publication provides background in- 
formation on how to go about recycling clothing by 
restyling and making over garments. 

RESTYLING 
Restyling changes only part of a garment. This 

method may be used to update garments that have 
lost their fashion appeal, to revitalize a garment the 
owner has grown tired of wearing, or remove or re- 
place worn parts so that the garment can be con- 
tinued in service. An example of restyling is mak- 
ing a jumper from a dress by removing the sleeves, 
cutting deeper armholes, and finishing the arm- 
holes. Shortening a coat into a jacket is another 
example. You may want to change the neckline or 
add a collar to give a new appearance. At times a 
commercial pattern can be used to cut new parts. 

MAKING OVER 
Makeovers are garments cut from the fabric of 

another item of clothing. Makeovers are the most 
time-consuming form of recycling, since the orig- 
inal garment must be cleaned, taken apart at the 
seams, laid flat, recut with a pattern, then con- 
structed. This amounts to salvaging the cloth and 
then re-using it. Generally a smaller garment is cut 
from the original garment. For example, a man's 
vest may. be cut from a sports coat, a child's dress 
from an adult's skirt, or a skirt from pants. 

FROM OLD FABRICS TO NEW IDEAS 

From these: Make these: From these: Make these: 
• Man's shirt child's shirt, blouse, dress, slip, 

playclothes, rompers, or sunsuits 
Leather (or 
imitation) coat 

accessories such as vest 
purse, or slippers 

,  hat, 

• Man's suit child's suit, jumper, jacket; wom- 
an's tailored dress, jacket, pants 

Sweater accessories    such   as   m 
weskit,     cap;     child's 

ttens, 
dress, 

• Overalls or child's  overalls,   jacket;   acces- sweater 
jeans sories such as purses, hats Sweatshirt bibs 

• Man's pants child's pants, overalls, skirt Knit dress child's coat • 
• 

Man's ties 
Woman's suit 

pillows, quilts, skirts 
woman's   dress,   jumper,   skirt; 
child's coat, suit 

Trims, laces 
furs 

trims for garments or craft 
ects 

proj- 

• Woman's skirt child's coat, dress, jumper, skirt, Shower curtain poncho, raincoat, rain hat 

pants, or jacket Blanket coat, jacket, cape, poncho, bath- 
• Woman's dress woman's jumper,   blouse,  skirt, robe, shawl 

(If design is jacket;   child's   dress,   blouse, Bedspread bathrobe,   vest,   jacket, cape, 
not too large) skirt, coat, or jacket shawl 

• Coat jacket Sheets blouses,   shirts,   dresses, play 
• Bathrobes child's bathrobe clothes, or pajamas 
• Woman's slip woman's panties, half-slip; child's 

gown, robe 
All kinds of 
old clothes 

woven rag  rugs, braided 
patchwork projects 

rugs, 
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STEPS TO RECYCLING 
Clothing suitable for making over and restyling 

may come from a variety of sources. If there are 
garments in your closet that haven't been worn in 
a long time, consider recycling. Garage sales and 
rummage sales are frequently sources of good 
clothing, sometimes nearly new. Secondhand and 
thrift shops are becoming increasingly important 
as sources of clothing as people realize the need 
to keep clothing in use as a resource and the econ- 
omy of repeated ownership. 

While you are looking at old clothes, keep in 
mind current styles seen in stores, pattern books, 
mail order catalogs, and magazines. An out-of-date 
garment that doesn't look up-to-date when you 
finish working on it isn't worth the effort. If you 
need ideas for ways to use old clothes, perhaps 
the suggestions on the chart will help you. 

In considering what garments you have for re- 
cycling, and what you'd like to make of them, think 
about coordinating the fabric and the pattern. 

JL»\S the fabric worth your time and effort? It 
must be sturdy enough to withstand the expected 
wear of the finished garment in order to justify 
your time and effort spent on construction. Hold 
the fabric up to the light to see any worn areas. 
Maybe you can avoid or mend them. Sometimes 
worn areas can be concealed with patches and 
pockets, while worn edges can be bound or re- 
finished. If the right side of the fabric shows signs 
of wear, has knit picks, or is faded, perhaps the 
wrong side could be used. Good-quality fabrics 
mean better-quality makeovers. 

Is the fabric one you will enjoy wearing again? 
Do you like the color? Are harmonizing colors and 
fabrics for the restyling project available so the 
garment and additions look as if they belong to- 
gether? If you are tired of the fabric, would you 
prefer to discard it or make it over for a child or 
someone who is not tired of it? 

Is it suitable for a child's garment? For chil- 
dren's clothing, choose soft, smooth fabrics that 
will not irritate the skin. Avoid making children's 
clothing from large prints, mature designs, or fab- 
ric that is too heavy or bulky. To brighten a fabric, 
consider combining it with another color, bright 
print or plaid, or a new trim. If the fabrid is worth 
reusing, it may be worth the cost of additional fab- 
ric or trim. 

^•Is there enough fabric for the planned gar- 
ment? Help determine this by laying the pattern on 
the used garment before ripping it apart. Carefully 
plan how you will use each piece, and if possible 
reuse such design features as buttonholes, pock- 
ets, collars, and cuffs. If some fabric pieces are too 
small for the pattern you may be able to add a de- 
sign line such as a yoke to seam small fabric 
pieces together into one piece that will accommo- 
date the pattern. 

If you are restyling a garment will the parts that 
are removed during restyling furnish sufficient fab- 
ric to make the desired changes? Sometimes it 
may be better to select the pattern after the gar- 
ment has been ripped apart. Only then can you 
judge the size and shape of each available fabric 
section. 

%J» Select a pattern that will make up well with 
your fabric. Nothing labels a garment as a "made- 
over" more quickly than poorly coordinated fabric 
and pattern. The hard finishes often used in suits 
may look best recycled into tailored suits and jack- 
ets. Sport suits of tweed and other rough weaves 
can be made into a variety of casual clothes. 

As you search pattern books for a style like the gar- 
ment you wish to make, keep in mind the number, size, 
and shape of the fabric pieces in the clothing you are 
recycling. Be resourceful. Think out ways to adapt the 
style you want to the fabric you have, but don't let the 
reworked outfit show signs of skimping and scheming. 

While it is easier to sew a garment having a few 
large pieces, patterns with several smaller pieces 
will be easier to lay out and cut from an old gar- 
ment. Look for patterns with small pieces that can 
be juggled to fit the existing fabric shapes. 

A way to adapt the pattern to limited fabric is 
to change the design lines of the pattern. For ex- 
ample, make the bodice pattern smaller by dividing 
it, using a yoke seam or a vertical princess seam. 
Be sure any change in pattern design harmonizes 
with the style of the intended garment. 

If you don't have enough fabric, consider com- 
bining it with another fabric of harmonizing color 
and texture. If possible, combine two used fabrics 
because a new fabric can make the old one look 
shabby. If you combine two fabrics of nearly the 
same color, consider contrasting textures. If two 
colors are being combined, use different amounts 
of the colors so that one dominates. Combine fab- 
rics of similar weight that require the same clean- 
ing method. Preshrink any new fabric, trims, and 
zippers. 

If there is not enough fabric to turn up a hem, 
bias hem facing, seam tape, ribbon, bias tape, and 
lace can be substituted for hems and facings or 
the edge could be bound to repeat binding used 
elsewhere on the garment. 



»• Prepare the fabric. Because old clothes are 
often neglected in their last days, it's necessary to 
recondition all the fabric you intend to use with a 
thorough cleaning. Sewing is easier and more 
pleasant with clean fabric. Worn areas, spots, or 
stains are more evident if the garment is clean. 

Before cleaning the garment, pretreat the 
stains with a spray pretreatment, liquid laundry de- 
tergent, or presoaking. You may choose to wash or 
dryclean garments obtained from thrift stores and 
rummage sales, if only because you'll be more 
comfortable in working with them and wearing the 
recycled garment. 

Most washable garments can be laundered by 
machine. Follow the directions on the care label if 
it's still attached. 

Some wools and delicate fabrics should be 
washed by hand in the sink or bathtub with a mild 
detergent. Rinse them several times to completely 
remove the detergent, press out excess moisture 
in a towel, and dry flat if possible. Before the fabric 
is completely dry, you may wish to take apart the 
garment in order to press to remove folds and 
stitching lines and straighten the grain. Press 
lightly by lifting and lowering the iron rather than 
sliding it around on the fabric surface. Keep a 
press cloth between the iron and fabric. Don't 
over-press or the fabric will become hard and life- 
less. 

Some fabrics require dry cleaning. Coin-oper- 
ated dry cleaning may be used unless the label 
reads "professionally dry clean only." 

If the nap is worn off in places, the material 
sometimes looks better if you use the wrong side. 
This will depend on the weave, color, and design. 
Some fabrics have a definite right and wrong side 
and cannot be reversed. 

*J« Take apart the garment or the part of the 
garment to be restyled. Cut apart the garment 
carefully because it is easy to tear material when 
you are in a hurry. If there is plenty of fabric, save 
time by cutting right on the seam line. If you will 
need every available inch of fabric, including the 
seam allowance, use a seam ripper or a single- 
edged safety razor blade. Cut every fifth or sixth 
stitch on one side of the seam and pull the thread 
on the reverse side. In some places you will have 
to pick out each stitch carefully with a seam ripper 
or pin. 

Remove and save all good buttons, tapes, zip- 
pers, snaps, hooks and eyes, trimmings, linings, 
and interfacings. If possible, reuse these in the 
recycled garment or in another project. 

Brush dirt and lint from the inside of the seams 
and hems and press pieces flat being sure length- 
wise and crosswise grains are at right angles. Fab- 
rics that easily fray or ravel may be machine- 
stitched next to the edge to prevent stretching or 
further raveling. 

Mark holes and weak, worn, snagged, or 
strained areas by basting around them with con- 
trasting thread. Avoid these areas whenever possi- 
ble or consider covering them with an applique, 
pocket, or self-fabric trim. 

Pin together corresponding pieces, such as 
sleeves With the right sides together. This will save 
time when you cut. 



%!• Lay out the pattern on the fabric. There are 
not set rules for laying on the pattern pieces, but 
you must follow the grainline. Each makeover is an 
individual problem. If your fabric has a one-way 
design or nap, be sure all the pattern pieces are 
laid in the same direction. 

Treat the fabric as if it were new, handling it as 
little as possible. To determine the grainline, locate 
a lengthwise thread or row of knit stitches if part of 
the selvage is not available. A prominent yarn, a 
woven stripe, or a check are good guidelines for 
locating the grainline. Then mark the grainline 
with chalk or a thin sliver of soap on the wrong 
side and use this line as a guide. It is important 
that each pattern piece be placed carefully with 
the grain of the material, so do not shift pieces off 
the grain, even if they would fit better. 

Since a pattern layout is like a puzzle, try sev- 
eral arrangements to find the best one. You might 
outline the pattern pieces on the garment pieces 
as you try various arrangements. Use chalk, soap 
sliver, or pins that will not damage the fabric. Do 
not cut until all the pieces are placed and you have 
checked them carefully. This is the time to decide 
whether to use details such as buttonholes or set- 
in pockets. 

Try to avoid letting old stitching lines and 
creases fall in a prominent place on the new outfit. 
In some of the newer man-made fabrics' the orig- 
inal seam lines and creases cannot be removed so 
avoid them when you cut the garment. 

Seam allowances can be narrower than 5/8 
inch (1.5 cm) if there is limited fabric, but be sure 
to mark them. 

If the pattern has to extend over the edge of 
the fabric, pieces may be sewn together so neatly 
that only you know they are there. The secret is to 
sew the pieces with the lengthwise or crosswise 
yarns matching exactly. Piecing can be done in 
less obvious places such as under the arm, under 
collars, and lapels, inside pleats, on facings, at the 
back crotch of pants. On the other hand, pieced 
seams can look like part of the garment and be 
emphasized with decorative stitching or top- 
stitching if they are planned as design lines. 

'• Construct the restyled or made-over gar- 
ment. Although the fabric may be old, you want the 
garment to look like new, so a lot depends on how 
accurately you cut and sew. 

Cut out the pieces carefully, cutting notches 
outward. Mark darts and design lines and those 
seam allowances narrower than the standard 5/8 
inch (1.5 cm). 

Handle each piece as little as possible by fol- 
lowing the unit method of sewing in which you 
complete each piece as much as possible before 
you join it to another. 

Press each unit as you complete it. Always 
press a seam open before crossing it with another. 
Don't fold the cloth more than necessary. When 
you have sewn the shoulder and side seams, put 
the garment on a hanger while you work on other 
parts. 

Careful construction, pressing, and fitting will 
help you create a fashionable garment. 

OREGON STATE UNIVCTSITY EXTENSION SERVICE 

Prepared by Ardis Koester, Extension textiles and clothing specialist, Oregon State University. 

Extension Service, Oregon State University, Corvallis, O.E. Smith, director. This publication was produced and distributed in furtherance of the 
Acts of Congress of May 8 and June 30, 1914. Extension work is a cooperative program of Oregon State University, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and Oregon counties. 

Oregon State University Extension Service offers educational programs, activities, and materials— without regard to race, color, national origin, 
sex, age, or disability—as required by Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, and Section 504 
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Oregon State University Extension Service is an Equal Opportunity Employer. 


