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A glimpse into the creative heart of today’s
most talented sewing & quilting artists.

UPCYCLE
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Cover: Upcycle Logo Found on Pinterest,   
 Original Designer Unknown 

How do you use old sweaters?  My husband wears beautiful 
sweaters in an array of colors and textures.  Gaining weight — 
shhhh, don’t tell him I put this in writing — triggered a purge 
of his closet.  I could not bear to throw out or even donate the 
sweaters, so I recreated a cheerful sweater for myself.  Using 
three of his sweaters, some odd buttons on hand, and because 
I sew, this recycled sweater became a favorite.  A comfy neck 
scarf was also a byproduct from combining two blue sweater 
sleeves.  Whatever you call reusing garments – recycling, 
upcycling, refashioning, you will be inspired by the four ladies 
in this issue with four very distinct and creative recycling 
perspectives.  Next time you clean your closest, think about 
how to bring new life into your discarded clothing.
Sew SCHMETZ® & Grabbit Too!

Rhonda Pierce
Spokesperson, SCHMETZneedles.com
info@SCHMETZneedles.com

What Inspires
YOU to Sew?
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Rhonda’s upcycled sweater.
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Needle
    Points     with  Rhonda

Needles no longer sewing worthy?  Try these ideas:

• Hang pictures, quilts and objects.  A sewing machine needle is sturdy, 
 can bear weight and leaves a nearly unnoticeable hole in the wall.  
 Use three, four or five needles to hang large quilts .

• Create texture and designs on decorative cards and paperwork.

• Make jewelry.

• Collect dull needles in tins or old prescription bottles, so you and the 
 trash collector avoid nasty needle pricks.  

• Check out your local recycling facility or scrap metal business.

How do you upcycle or recycle needles? Let us know at
 https://www.facebook.com/schmetzneedles.

Upcycle or Recycle Needles
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Sewing
    Star

Recycle

Restyle

Refashion



Recycle,Restyle,Refashion
For generations, women who sew have been recycling.  
They start with one thing and, with their sewing skills and 
imagination — a transformation results into a completely 
different thing.  Patchwork quilting began because frugal 
women couldn’t afford to waste any bit of useable fabric.  They 
needed to save money, and had to “make do” with materials 
on hand.  In the process, they created something useful and 
beautiful that would be handed down from grandmother to 
daughter to granddaughter.  

The four women featured here are as different as the things 
they choose to recycle . . . but what they share is the desire to 
give new life . . . transforming the ordinary and familiar into 
something extraordinary.  

UPCYCLE Recycle
verb (used with object), upcycled, upcycling.

to process (used goods or waste material) so 
as to produce something that is often better 
than the original:
I upcycled a stained tablecloth into curtains.

 verb (used with object), recycled, recycling.

to treat or process (used or waste materials) 
so as to make suitable for reuse:
recycling paper to save trees.

http://www.dictionary.com



6

Michelle Paganini always wanted to be an artist.  
After 30+ years working in the medical device field she 
decided to pursue her dream. When her children went off 
to college, she did, too.  She studied fashion design and also 
joined a local wearable art guild, PenWAG, Peninsula Wearable 
Arts Guild. These venues opened up a whole new world of 
creativity.

When Michelle learned that fashion is the second largest 
polluting industry on the planet, she was shocked and 
decided she would no longer buy new retail clothing.  She 
started to refashion thrift store finds. Michelle says, “Women 
stopped me asking about my clothing, and that is how I knew 

I had a business.  I thought if I could write instructions to help 
others upcycle successfully, we sewers could use our magical skills 
to help green fashion.”

In 2013, I took a class from Susan Khalje at the Sewing Workshop 
in San Francisco.   I wore my own upcycled designs.  Susan, a 
contributing editor at Threads magazine, said she thought an 
article on upcycling might be a good topic and encouraged me 
to submit a proposal.  I did and it was accepted!!  Knowing that 
my article would be published in early 2014 started a fire under 
my efforts to start Paganoonoo.” 
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The challenge was how to write the upcycling instructions for the 
Paganoonoo patterns.  This was not something taught in school.  
Using “pattern” is actually a misnomer as there are no pattern 
pieces to cut out and pin.  

What Michelle does is to define disassembly and reassembly 
instructions.  The Paganoonoo motto is “Upcycle Sewing Made 
Simple.”

Paganoonoo’s focus started with restyling men’s dress shirts, 
taking advantage of the high quality fabric and beautifully 
finished details.  Michelle starts with garments from thrift 
stores, sometimes eBay.  The trick is to save those intricate 
tailoring details and use them in the restyled design:  the 
collars, plackets, buttonholes. The other point of focus is 
designing for baby boomer women, creating green fashions 
with plenty of hip and belly room that are both stylish and 
flattering. 

Peggy Blouse Ellie T-Shirt

www.paganoonoo.com

Ashlee (child), Patti (adult), Patti (child)
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Luveta Nickels lives on a working farm & cattle 
ranch in South Dakota with her husband Steve.  She started 
collecting jeans not knowing that someday . . . they would 
become her livelihood.  Luveta says, “I’ve always loved the 
complicated workings of jeans — the zippers, tack buttons, rivets 
and all those flat felled, double-stitched seams.  I experimented 
with ways to take them apart, and keep those wonderful details 
in tact while making something entirely new and different out of 
them.  I would turn jeans into vests, jackets, skirts . . . .”

She owned a fabric store, and wearing her stylish wearable 
art around town sparked an interest with her customers.  
She started to teach classes about recycling jeans, and soon, 
sewing guilds asked her to  teach techniques.  Luveta found 
herself creating patterns for garments made out of recycled 
jeans.  She closed her store because she was so busy traveling 
all over the country, sharing her love of recycled jeans!
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Nothing is built like a sturdy pair of jeans, but many are afraid 
to sew on heavy denim.  Luveta realized somebody needed to 
invent a device that would allow a sewing machine needle to 
easily pass through those heavy, reinforced seams.  One of the 
original inventors of the “Jean-a-ma-Jig,” Luveta has gone on 
to improve the concept with her new “Big Jig” device. The Big 
Jig is easier to hang on to and features a much longer sewing 
groove for more efficient sewing over the thick seams. The Big 
Jig is available in two thicknesses.

Luveta turned her love of recycling jeans into a very successful 
career in the sewing industry.  She is a respected inventor, an 
accomplished designer, and a popular teacher.  For the last 
30 years, she has been traveling all over the country, teaching 
classes and workshops at county fairs, sewing guilds, sewing 
machine conventions and consumer events.  Luveta took the 
FEAR out of sewing on jeans. Her easy-going, approachable 
teaching style makes you believe you can do it, too.

 

www.junkjeanspeople.com

Thick fabrics are easy to wrangle with the Big Jig.
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Mary Mulari lives in the Minnesota Northwood’s.  In 
1984, she got laid off from her teaching job.  She started to 
experiment with various techniques for decorated sweatshirts, 
and developed classes on that topic for community education 
programs in area schools.  She couldn’t have known it at 
the time — but those early classes about restyling plain 
sweatshirts became the basis of a very successful career in 
the sewing industry.  Mary is one of the busiest, most well 
respected speakers in the country — and her seminars and 
workshops are often sold-out.  She has written 20+ books 
on topics ranging from appliqué designs, zipper projects, 

machine embroidery techniques, travel gift ideas and Sew 
Green projects.  Mary became the most frequent guest on 
the popular PBS series, Sewing With Nancy.   Her interest in 
recycling and upcycling has always been at the core of her 
love of sewing and creating memory gifts.  

Mary has a hard time listing her favorite recycled project.  
One would certainly have to be the table runner she made 
out of vintage doilies.  “So many of us have our grandmother’s 
doilies, but they don’t fit in today’s world.  But making a table 
runner brings them out of the drawers, and they become a topic 



of conversation.  The handwork that went into making them is 
incredible, and it’s wonderful to be able to display and honor it.”
Last year, Mary wrote Second Chance T-Shirt Gifts — 15 
projects, all designed to use a family’s collection of favorite 
t-shirts to make memory gifts.  The ultimate, recycled memory 
gift is Mary’s unique spin on the ever-popular t-shirt quilt.  
Instead of trying to stabilize the t-shirts, Mary applied the 

technique of flannel ragged edge quilts.  Because t-shirt fabric 
won’t fray — it is the perfect recycle marriage.  Use flannel for 
the backside of the t-shirt squares, and BOOM — it’s an easy 
weekend project.  You’ve turned those treasured t-shirts into 
a soft, washable, useable quilt, with almost no extra cost  (no 
batting, sashing or long arm quilting required). 

Recycling gives new life to memories.

www.marymulari.com
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Gail Yellen is one of the most popular speakers on 
today’s sewing circuit.  Inspired To SEW has featured Gail before      
(http://tinyurl.com/ydha4k3c) … and, at this point in her 
accidental sewing career, is considered THE Serger Guru.  Her 
book, Serger Essentials:  Master the Basics and Beyond, 
published by Fons and Porter, gets rave reviews from serger 
owners, new or old.  Her mission was to demystify the serger 
and help sewists get the most out of their machine! 

One of Gail’s early successes was a project about recycling 
sweaters . . . well, I’ll let her tell it . . . .
 

“Of all the projects and garments sewn over the years, this one is 
the nearest and dearest to my heart. My mother died in November 
2008 and as my sister and I folded her clothes to donate to a local 
thrift shop, I looked at the stack of wool sweaters — a lovely 
palette of beiges, creams, whites and taupes. A recycling idea 
began to take shape.  I was fascinated with felting wool knits. 
The process is fun, uncomplicated and produces amazing results. 
Felted wool is easy to sew and embellish, and the warmth of a 
felted garment is a big plus during Connecticut winters. 

Why not take four or five sweaters, felt them and create a collage 
jacket? I had recently designed the Counterpoints Jacket and it 
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was perfect for this project. The collaged surface design became 
Template Set 1 in a series of three. 

In 2009, the American Sewing Guild announced a contest —
Remake, Reuse, Restyle. My jacket met all of the criteria. I filled 
out the contest application, sent the photos and it was one of the 
three winning entries. (I like to think that my mother had a hand 
in that!)” 

All patterns, interfacing and template sets are available for 
purchase on her website.

There are as many names for it as there are different ways 
to do it.  Whether you call it recycling, upcycling, refashion 
or restyling — the desire to create something new from 
something old has always existed in the soul of women who 
love to sew.   And it is truly the perfect way for the past to touch 
the present and the future.   The added benefit is that when 
you start with something like a sweater that your mother 
loved, or a shirt your Dad wore to work, or a doily your favorite 
Aunt embroidered — the project takes on a special meaning.  
It becomes a labor of love, and a treasured memory gift.   

Counterpoints Jacket

www.gailpatrice.com 
— written by Rita Farro
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Just like the original Grabbit®, but triple the fun! 3” diameter. These powerful mini 
magnetic pincushions™ can be used for more than just picking up spilled pins. Use Mini 
Grabbit® to pick up and hold paper clips, small nuts & bolts, nails, etc. The Mini Grabbit® 
fits just about anywhere. Use on sewing table, work bench, office desk, junk drawer, etc.

Available at local quilt shops and sewing machine dealers.
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