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eco girlLife&Style

Customising old clothes is 
good for the planet – and 
surprisingly satisfying, 
discovers Amy Dawson

Easy ways to swap so last 
year for sew on trend

follow Amy Dawson
 @Amy_Rose_D  

SEcOnd chancES 
fOR Old juMpERS 

 ‘Y
ou probably won’t stab 
yourself,’ says ethical 
fashionista Zoe Robinson, 
looking frankly uncon-
vinced as she watches me 

grapple with a fistful of pins. ‘But let 
me know if you need a hand.’

I’m here because, as a girl whose 
previous textiles experience extends 
from stapling tissues around a Bar-
bie doll to some fizz-fuelled knicker 
embellishment on a hen do, I could 
most definitely do with Robinson’s 
help in my quest to attempt a spot of 
DIY fashion upcycling.

A resurgence in ‘make do and 
mend’ coincided with the recession. 
In 2009, Argos saw a 500 per cent 
rise in the sales of its cheapest sew-
ing machine. Continued financial 
pressures combined with a growing 
interest in sustainable living and the 
rising trendiness of traditional crafts 
means that sewing is where it’s at  

in 2014. Which is great news for  
the environment, because the better 
equipped we are to fix or mix up  
our old or broken clothes, the  
less likely we are to contribute to  
the 5.8million tonnes of textiles that 
Eu consumers chuck into landfill 
every year. 

Lisa Comfort, founder of London 
sewing café Sew over It, has seen 
business double since she opened  
in 2011. ‘I’m definitely interested in 
putting an end to the phenomenon  
of fast fashion,’ she says. ‘It’s  
crazy how we behave – and I have 
been guilty of it is as well. Doing 

things like popping out to buy a 
cheap top to wear that night, just 
because you’re tired of everything in 
your wardrobe.

‘But I’m definitely seeing a change, 
in that people are becoming more 
interested in customising – which is 
a lot easier than dressmaking – and 
getting more out of the clothes they 
already have or find in charity and 
vintage shops. People are getting 
tired of having the same poor-qual-
ity high-street clothes that everyone 
else has.’

Robinson even upcycled her own 
wedding dress – spotting the poten-
tial in a 1980s puff-sleeved number, 
which she bought in Streatham High 
Road’s oxfam for less than £20. 

But we start with much simpler 
transformations today, adding a  
neon pop to a boring grey skirt of 
mine, and a statement collar to a 
plain old jumper. It’s just a matter  

of pinning things in place then run-
ning them through the sewing 
machine, and all much quicker than 
I anticipated.

I’m starting to get cocky, so Robin-
son suggests we ramp things up a 
notch – turning a holey charity shop 
jumper into a new hat and gloves  set 
(drawing around my hands to make 
sure they’re the perfect fit). There’s 
something relaxing, almost medita-
tive about the process, and I feel 
very rewarded by the results. But 
I’m also finding out that sewing is a 
great opportunity for a natter.

I was silly enough to pretty much 
boycott the limited opportunities 
available to me to learn about sew-
ing at school – but there are now 
sewing cafés offering classes and 
courses all over the place. With  
her Sew It Forward campaign, Rob-
inson also suggests we could all go 
in for a bit of skills-sharing. ‘You 
could swap a sewing lesson from a 
neighbour for mowing their lawn,’ 
she says, ‘or teaching them how to 
cook a curry.’ 

In fact, my mum agrees to show 
me how to replace a broken zip on a 
bag when I next go round, in 
exchange for showing her how to 
load her MP3 player.

However good and green our inten-
tions, we all lust after something 
new now and again. But once I start 
thinking differently, I realise how 
many trends could be approximately 
recreated for a fraction of the price 
(and environmental cost). Studded 
boots, detachable collars, patch 

pockets, dip-dyed skirts, embel-
lished heels, lace-trim camis… all 
these and more can be achieved by 
adding to existing items, with a little 
time and know-how. 

There are hundreds of great blogs, 
such as New York-based DIY Queen 
Erica Domesek’s P.S. – I Made 
This… to look to for ideas – as well as 
a wealth of inspiration on Pinterest. 

‘There’s a whole new generation 
keen to learn to sew,’ says Robinson. 
‘They don’t want throwaway fash-
ion. They’d rather be creative, origi-
nal and save money while looking 
stylish and consuming ethically.’

For more information on the Sew It 
Forward campaign and a huge 
directory of sewing resources,  
see www.thegoodwardrobe.com
The Old School Club in Battersea, 
south London, hosted Amy  
for a day of sewing.  
www.theoldschoolclub.co.uk

EMbElliSh wiTh lOvE WhErE to buy trims and fabriCs
Offset Warehouse is an online 
haberdashery selling eco and 
reclaimed fabric, remnants, 
ribbons, eco fabric dye and 
various ‘notions’. its bargain 
basement often has some 
good discounts.  
www.offsetwarehouse.com 
Organic Textile 
Company offers a wide 
range of organic and 
naturally dyed fabric, 

thread and colourful 
pom-pom trim.
www.organiccotton. 

biz/store 
Frumble Fabric sells lace  

made of cotton in nottingham 
on traditional looms.  
www.frumble.co.uk 

Rag Rescue offers a lovely range 
of french and English vintage 
fabric, lace and trims. its selection 

of embellishments is gorgeous – 

plus, being second-hand, each item 
is likely to be a one-off.  
www.ragrescue.co.uk 
Ray Stitch is an east London 
haberdashery and sewing café that 
also sells online. Choose from 
organic fabric, pretty ribbon and, 
for the more adventurous and 
advanced diyer, a stock of 
contemporary dress patterns.  
www.raystitch.co.uk  
Zoe Robinson

Cut out and keep: Amy 
Dawson spends a day with 

keen upcycler Zoe Robinson

A plain top can be jazzed up 
with a statement collar 

Amy made matching gloves and 
hat from a holey sweater
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