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

Kenneth D. King
All Grown Up!
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Cover: Kenneth D. King
 All Grown Up  

Kenneth D. King is colorful and delightfully forthright. In Rita’s 
Farro’s interview, Kenneth freely shares advice that personally 
resonated with me: The importance of multiple revenue 
streams, owning your own timeline, the empowerment of fit 
and letting go of perfection. Thank you Kenneth! Once you 
read Kenneth’s interview, you too will be enticed to sign up 
for his classes, follow him on-line and listen to his podcasts. 
Kenneth speaks from experience with authority and charm. 
After all, Kenneth D. King is All Grown Up!!
Sew SCHMETZ & Grabbit Too!

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

What Inspires
YOU to Sew?
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Meet up with Rhonda in SCHMETZ classes at spring sewing shows:  
QuiltCon, Sewing & Stitchery Expo, Original Sewing & Quilting 

Expo-Atlanta & more.  She will be wearing the Lemon Cream Vest.
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Sewing
    Star

Kenneth D. King
couture for the twenty-first century
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Kenneth D. King

Bark Coat, Boiled Wool.
No vertical seams. Shaping created by 

joining horizontal, style lines.

Kenneth D. King is a custom couture designer, an adjunct 
professor in the Haute Couture Certificate Program at the 
Fashion Institute of Technology and an international sewing 
celebrity.  As an authority on sewing and fashion, he has 
written multiple sewing books and is a Contributing Editor 
for Threads Magazine. Kenneth’s work can be found in the 
permanent collections of museums such as the Victoria and 
Albert Museum in London, and in the private collections of 
celebrities like Elton John, Don Johnson, and Geena Davis. 
He developed a class for Burda University on making a 
couture dress, and according to Craftsy.com, “Kenneth’s vast 
construction and patternmaking knowledge makes his classes 
an indispensable resource.  His charisma and humor make them 
a joy to watch.”

The question is, how did a little boy born in Salina, Kansas 
grow up to be the renowned designer Kenneth D. King?  
We’ll let him tell it . . .

My mother and grandmother sewed, so I started making 
Barbie clothes at an early age.  (I was four.)  Barbie was my 
fashion inspiration, and in my mind, she was 27 years old, 
lived in a Big City, drove a convertible, went to the theater and 
restaurants, and only owned evening clothes. So, I guess that 
sparked my interest in being a designer.

I started making clothing when I was in high school, and the 
first thing I made was a blue chambray shirt.  I had trouble 
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with the collar (I didn’t understand much about how it went 
together), so even today, when I’m installing a collar, I feel a 
little anxiety.  From there, I just sewed and sewed.
  
As far as my education, my B.S. degree is in Fashion 
Merchandising, with my specialization in window display.  
Since both of my parents were do-it-yourselfers, I knew how 
to do wallpapering, building, sewing, upholstery — a good 
skill set for window display.  That job was as close to being 
a designer as I could imagine, living in Oklahoma.  Window 
display got me out of Oklahoma to San Francisco, where I 
eventually worked for a nightmare boss.

Having a nightmare boss pushed me into starting my own 
business.  I had a chance to kill him and make it look like an 
accident (and almost did it).  That was my wake-up call.
  
At that time, I met my first paying customer, and it changed 
my life.

In 1983, a friend introduced me to a woman who wanted a 
mother-of-the-bride dress.  She’d looked in London, Rome, 
New York, and San Francisco but couldn’t find anything she 
liked.  That was my first paying gig and I realized I could earn 
money doing this.

Fortuny Duffle with Leather Trim.
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What does your day-to-day look like?
     
There is no typical day.   I deliberately do many different things, 
so there is revenue from a variety of sources.  Also, this means 
no one person has such a high percentage of me that I can’t 
say “NO” when I need to.  It also provides some cushion in the 
ebb and flow of revenue. 
 
What have been the turning points  in your professional life?
  
Looking back, the turning points were:

Coming out:  Deciding to be who I am instead of who people 
wanted me to be, freed up the energy to pursue my interests.  
I did it in college.  And it made everything else possible.

Moving to San Francisco:  This was a Big Risk.  I went from a 
secure situation, to something that was very uncertain, and 
living in a city that was three times more expensive.  But I 
knew if I didn’t take that chance, I’d end up being a burned-
out, bitter old man doing window display in Oklahoma City, 
saying “shoulda-woulda”.

Starting my business:  I quit my regular job in March 1987.
  

Hair Jacket
Photo by Jack Deutsch for Threads Magazine.
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After making the dress for my first customer, I started 
researching what kind of things I wanted to design.  I was 
advised that hats would be making a comeback.  So, I made 
evening hats.  I decided to package them in black velvet boxes 
lined in black taffeta.  I knew you can have a great product 
but if it’s in a crummy package, it’s a crummy product.  Since 
I wanted to charge a lot for my work, and  I was handy with a 
hot glue gun, I built a box for each accessory piece.

I decided to make an evening vest — a backless men’s-style 
half vest that adjusted with straps in back.  I was taking jewelry 
making at City College in San Francisco, so I created Chinese 
knots cast in sterling silver, and matching sterling hardware 
for the back.  That vest got me traction.

I had an agent, who pestered the store Maxfield and she got 
an audience two days before Thanksgiving 1986.  Between 
7:00 in the evening and 10:30 Wednesday morning, they sold 
everything.  I got a call to send any- and everything that I had 
in my studio, and I was launched.

But then, the stock market crashed in October 1987.  I gave 
up my apartment and moved into my studio.  The studio was 
a big garage-like space, where I slept on a broken-down sofa, 
listening to the mousetraps clacking like castanets at night. 
Before things turned around, I had to melt down all of my 
jewelry to fill vest orders.  It was a character-building exercise.  
But the gamble paid off.

Leaf Bolero Jacket
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Moving to New York:  In 2000, I realized New York was the next 
step. After 9/11, 2002 was a financial nail-biter for me as well 
as everyone else.  At first, I shared an apartment in NYC and 
commuted back and forth.  In 2004, I made the leap.

Our readers love to hear about that moment of inspiration.  
Where do your ideas and/or inspiration come from?
 
My inspiration comes from architecture, especially the period 
of the Belle Epoque.  It also comes from technique.  The Belle 
Epoque is the period of time before WWI, where splendor 
was present in everyday life.  The masses of ornament, the 
blending of pattern on pattern — all of these really excite my 
eye and show up in my work.

In regards to technique, I studied pattern-making from Simmin 
(pronounced Simone).  She trained in the 1960’s at the Ecole 
Guerre-Lavigne in Paris, to be a Premiere.  The Premiere takes 
a sketch and translates it into the model garment.  She moved 
to San Francisco, where she opened a small school — I studied 
from her there.

Simmin would always declare that “you don’t want a scar on 
your face, you shouldn’t have a scar on your garment”.  She 
called seams “scars.”  My challenge was to make garments that 
either were seamless, or apparently seamless. The techniques 
I developed to achieve these garments, gave each line a 
distinct stylistic unity — the unity of technique.

Cocoon Jacket
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Simmin also preached fit — she would always say, “That 
without proper fit, everything else was a waste of time.” What I 
learned from her gave me a foundational understanding of fit.  
This has fueled my writings on fit, as I wanted to understand 
the underlying principles that make the different fitting 
methods connect.

Simmin’s influence spurred my current work.  My current 
work is three different “lines of inquiry,” all related to making 
garments that are either apparently seamless, or seamless.
  

#1: The soufflé, where I use manipulation to create 
 the shapes of the garments-smocking, pleating,  
 and other kinds of manipulation.

#2: Cutwork:  I cut spaces out of the fabric to create 
 a textile that is “to shape” of the pattern for each 
 individual garment.  The seams here appear to be 
 decorative, but incorporate the fitting and shaping.

#3: Leafing, the mirror image to cutwork.   I cut 
 individual pieces (usually leaves but can be any 
 shape), and assemble them into an entirely 
 seamless, shaped textile.

Do you still do custom sewing/designing?
    
Not so much as I used to.  I’m finding that the newer people 

Souffle Jacket
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who find me, want things for free.  This is a disease that the 
big designers (Armani and Versace to name two) started in 
the 1990’s.  Before that, any appearances I had on a red carpet, 
were bought and paid for. So I serve the long-time clients, and 
keep open to anyone who might want to order. But again, 
having multiple revenue streams enables me to say no.

What advice would you give to somebody who is just coming 
into the sewing/fashion industry?

What I have learned is that when it’s time, it’s time. Not before.  
One needs to persist, and prepare so when the time comes, 
you can take advantage. 
 

A good example is my move to San Francisco.  New Year’s eve 
1980 I decided I needed to get out of Oklahoma City.  I thought 
I would end up in Dallas.  But, in July 1981, I visited a friend in 
San Francisco, and by August I was there.  It happened quickly 
and not at all as I expected.

Starting my business was the same thing.  I was plugging 
along, trying to get traction, when the phone rang.   A woman 
I’d never met had just rented a space and heard I was looking.  
I rented it and the next day quit my job.  We were studio mates 
for 17 years. 
 

The Mermaid Gown
L.A. County Museum of Art, Permanent Collection
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My move to New York was similarly quick.  So, when it’s time 
it’s time, and not before.  The challenge is to keep pressing 
forward, while at the same time being open to opportunities 
— which might not come from where you would expect.

I’ve learned that you never know where opportunities will 
come from.   My business has evolved from custom couture 
sewing to include:  TV (Sewing Today), Threads Magazine (I’ve 
proudly served as Contributing Editor since 2006), Craftsy 
classes, teaching at FIT, traveling to teach at consumer sewing 
shows or guilds, writing books.  I could never have planned on 
or predicted things like Craftsy.  The internet didn’t exist when 
I was starting out. 

Since I’m a recovering perfectionist, this was a big lesson for 
me.  I learned that it doesn’t have to happen exactly like I think 
it should.  The Universe has better ideas, and the opportunities 
I’ve followed over my career were often quite unexpected.   
Being open to what comes, and saying yes to things, has 
broadened my scope.  If I had desperately clung to what I 
believed I would do, I most likely would be out of business 
now.  That’s where perfectionism would have hung me up — 
if it didn’t look like what I perceived as my goal, then I would 
have dismissed it, to my detriment.

The sewing world has enabled me to speak to some broader 
issues.  One is empowerment.  Recently in a trouser drafting 

The Gladstone Bag
Fortuny Caraveggio pattern with embossed leather.
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class, I had a student who was very plus-size, and just wanted 
to have a pair of trousers she would look well in.  We were able 
to get her a good fit, and she was delighted.  She said she now 
felt empowered, because she was able to make the trousers 
she wanted, and look well in them.  When people feel well in 
their clothes, it’s not just a superficial thing — it benefits the 
inner person as well.

When I started teaching, I was told not to talk about “that gay 
thing.”  But I didn’t want to pretend I was something I wasn’t, 
as it would imply that I was ashamed of myself.  I knew the 
people who would attend my classes were smarter than that 
and wouldn’t be fooled anyway.  I had a conversation with a 

woman who believed gay people burned in hell because her 
preacher told her so.  Observing me, she couldn’t square her 
experience of me to what he said.  Then her son came out.  
And she realized her preacher was wrong.  She has a good 
and loving relationship with him, she said, because I was who 
I was.
  
Having that kind of effect — empowering people and 
teaching people that we are all just people with the same 
wants and needs — love, family, satisfaction in a job well-
done.  It’s all good. 
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www.allgrownupnow.com
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— written by Rita Farro

So What’s Next?

In my next phase, I’ve added “storyteller,” with the novel and podcasts.  I have just started spending time putting 
together my podcasts.  The podcast is the novel I wrote, serialized in installments.  The end game for this is to promote 
the novel, as well as a screenplay I wrote based on Act Three of the novel.  Since I know voice-over from my video 
projects, it was a small learning curve to learn the software for recording and editing.

The novel, called All Grown Up Now: A Friendship in Three Acts, available on Amazon.com, is a story of how I 
became “all grown up.”  It’s told in the framework of a friendship — the man (named Mark) who I met in 1980 in 
Oklahoma City, moved to San Francisco. He hired on as the Visual Merchandising (display) Director of a small specialty 
chain of clothing stores, and hired me to move there and be his assistant.  Our friendship had three distinct periods, 
with an event that marked when the period had changed.  This is that story.  It isn’t a story that runs in chronological 
order, though, and it takes side roads to introduce the reader to people who were influential to me over my life.

The podcast is the same name:  All Grown Up Now.  It’s available on iTunes, Soundcloud, Stitcher, Spotify, and Google 
Play.  As of February 25, it will be sponsored by BearWorldMagazine.com!

The podcast was broken up into episodes, and the run time is around 30 minutes.  I hope people reading this will 
subscribe.

The overarching goal is to get my screenplay produced.  The screenplay is Act Three of the novel, where I go to L.A. 
from San Francisco to kidnap my friend from an abusive relationship (there were guns involved).  This happened 
during the O.J. Simpson drama, and that is the backdrop for the screenplay.  If anyone reading knows someone who 
is interested . . . . ?

Amazon link for the novel: 
https://tinyurl.com/yda8tv9j

Cool Couture link:
https://tinyurl.com/yd6jphpe

Upcoming book link, Smart Fitting Solutions 
on fitting for Threads Magazine, 

available for pre-order:
https://tinyurl.com/ybyqoqjc

Podcast link:
https://allgrownupnowcom.wordpress.com/

Web site link:  www.kennethdking.com
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Needle
    Points     with  Rhonda

What Do Those Numbers Mean?
How to Read the Needle Package.

Home sewing machines require a needle with a flat shank and a scarf 
– that little indentation above the eye on the back side of the needle.  
Needles with a flat shank and a scarf are identified as needle system 

130/705 H.  There are over 7,000 needle systems throughout the world.  
Thankfully, 99% of home sewing machines use 130/705H.

Sew SCHMETZ!

needle type

needle system

needle size

needle type

needle size
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