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Cutting Edge Textile Group Make do and Mend Project  

 
To mark the 80th anniversary of the start of WW2 Cutting Edge Textile Group is inviting members 
to participate in a Make Do & Mend project which will focus on creating pieces of work from 
recycled materials or materials that are often discarded e.g. fabric scraps, ribbons, wools etc. 
 
The theme has been chosen because it fits well with the group’s ethos of sewing, knitting, 
crocheting and recycling - all the sorts of creative activities that the group enjoys.   
 
The list below provides some examples of items that have previously been created by members 
and hopefully will provide some inspiration!  
 

 Quilts made from old shirts/ties or fabric scraps 

 Fabric collage/landscapes.  

 Denim bags/quilts made from jeans 

 Apron from curtains 

 Teddy bear made from a vintage linen table cloth 

 Cushion made with tray cloth 

 Rag rugs 

 Crazy patchwork needle case 

 Fabric postcards 
 
Also, similar to our previous WW1 challenge some of you may choose to base your work around 
family photographs or experiences related to the 2nd World War. 
 
Inspiration can also be drawn from Google images and Pinterest. For example, there are many 
wartime posters and postcards that could be replicated in fabric or form the baseline for a piece of 
work – the possibilities are endless and we are confident that a number of you will be inspired to 
join in. 
 
And…. we welcome ideas from members for any activities similar to the fabric windmills and 
postcards that can be done as a group  
 
The project will start in January 2019 and participants will be required to submit their completed 
work by the end of the year with a view to staging an exhibition in 2020. 
 
We look forward to seeing some innovative pieces of work in the coming months! 
 
If you have any queries please email cuttingedgetextiles@gmail.com 
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Background 

 

2019 will see the 80th anniversary of the start of World War II which ran from 1st September 1939 
to 2nd September 1945. 
 
During the Second World War there was unprecedented government intervention into everyday 
life on the British home front. Food rationing began in 1940 and clothes were rationed from 1 June 
1941. Fabric was essential for war purposes, such as uniforms. By reducing civilian clothing 
production, factory space and labour could be freed up for war production. 
 
Make Do and Mend was a pamphlet issued by the British Ministry of Information. It was intended 
to provide housewives with useful tips on how to be both frugal and stylish in times of harsh 
rationing. With its thrifty design ideas and advice on reusing old clothing, the pamphlet was an 
indispensable guide for households. Readers were advised to create pretty ‘decorative patches’ to 
cover holes in warn garments; unpick old jumpers to re-knit chic alternatives; turn men’s clothes 
into women’s; as well as darn, alter and protect against the ‘moth menace’.  

 
With fabric so scarce and precious it is unsurprising that 
many of the quilts made during wartime contain many 
small, leftover scraps of dress and furnishing materials. The 
‘Make Do and Mend’ campaign included thrift classes and 
the distribution of pamphlets featuring characters like ‘Mrs 
Sew-and-Sew’, telling people how to make their woollies 
last longer, how to patch elbows and trousers and how 
every woman could become her own ‘clothes doctor’. This 
thriftiness is reflected in many wartime quiltsi. 
 

Dress making classes were set up. This photo: London 1943 
 
Sewing in Wartime Timeline  
 
1941 On 1 June clothes rationing was introduced, with everyone receiving 66 coupons for 15 
months worth of clothing (this drops to 60 coupons in 1942) 
 
The Canadian Red Cross begin sending quilts to Britain for evacuated and  
homeless families, refugees, hospitals and the armed forces 
 
1942 The Government introduce the Utility Scheme to save material. The scheme imposed strict 
rules about the amount of fabric that could be used to make each item of clothing. Utility garments 
had to have a ‘CC41’ label  
 
1943 ‘Make Do and Mend’ guide prepared and published for the Board of Trade by the Ministry of 
Information. ‘Mrs Sew and Sew’ help pamphlets distributed 
 
If You Can Knit - You Can Do Your Bitii 

During the War the Women’s Institutes and other patriotic ladies held knitting 
circles, influenced by the slogans on the hoardings, etc, with the reminder that 
‘if you can knit — you can do your bit’. So they knitted for the Army, Navy, Air 
Force and ARP workers. Knitting patterns were printed called ‘War Knitting’ 
and Sirdar Wool Company produced wool specially dyed in service colours, 
i.e. khaki, navy blue, Air Force blue and grey. They knitted pullovers with long 
sleeves, sleeveless pullovers, gloves, balaclavas and other garments which 
were cosy and warm. 
 



During the Second World War the Office of Censorship banned people from posting knitting 
patterns abroad in case they contained coded messages. There was one occasion when knitting 
was used for code. The Belgian resistance recruited old women whose windows overlooked 
railway yards to note the trains in their knitting. Basic stuff: purl one for this type of train, drop one 
for another typeiii. 
 
WW2 Posters 
 

The artist John Gilroy featured a 
dustman leading a figure made of 
rags for recycling. This poster was 
designed in 1943 to encourage 
people to give any fabric material 
to the rag collector for salvage. 
Rags could be used to make 
uniforms and blankets for soldiers. 
 
 
 

Homing Pigeons 

 
During World War I and World War II, carrier pigeons were used to transport messages back to 
their home coop behind the lines. When they landed, wires in the coop would sound a bell or 
buzzer and a soldier of the Signal Corps would know a message had arrived. He would go to the 
coop, remove the message from the canister, and send it to its destination by telegraph, field 
phone, or personal messenger. 
 
A carrier pigeon's job was dangerous. Nearby enemy soldiers often tried to shoot down pigeons, 
knowing that released birds were carrying important messages. Some of these pigeons became 
quite famous among the infantrymen they worked for. One pigeon, named "The Mocker", flew 52 
missions before he was wounded. Another, named "Cher Ami", lost her foot and one eye, but her 
message got through, saving a large group of surrounded American infantrymeniv 

 
A chimney in a home in Surrey, England, was found in 1982 
to hold the remains of a carrier pigeon bearing a World War 
II coded message.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

i Quilting & Patchwork during WW2 (2011). Quilt Museum & Gallery www.quiltmuseum.org.uk 
ii If you can knit you can do your bit https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ww2peopleswar/stories/26/a6041026.shtml 
(accessed 12 September 2018) 
iii How knitting was used as code in WW2  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/the-filter/qi/10638792/QI-how-knitting-
was-used-as-code-in-WW2.html (accessed 12 September 2018) 
 
Useful links 
War knitting Pinterest https://www.pinterest.co.uk/genaortega/war-knitting/?lp=true 
What did the WI do during the 2nd World War 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/what-did-the-womens-institute-do-during-the-second-world-war  
Fashion on the ration https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-clothes-rationing-affected-fashion-in-the-second-world-war  
https://www.iwm.org.uk/learning/resources/second-world-war-posters  
ivHoming Pigeons  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_pigeon  
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