



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]




For Tom, without whom
I would completely unravel.
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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




INTRODUCTION


I am made and re-made continually
VIRGINIA WOOLF


It all started with a pair of socks. White, woollen – my favourite pair. The heels had become thin and threadbare; then a small hole appeared on one of the toes. Too precious to throw away, I decided to mend them. I chose a ball of yarn from my mother’s wool collection and she found me her old darning mushroom, which had once belonged to my granny, and explained the basics. I remember the feeling of it: threading the needle with a strand of contrasting grey wool, while pulling the heel over the domed wooden mushroom; weaving my needle in and out of the surviving strands; making little bridges back and forth like a lawn mower; slowly closing the hole. The process was instinctive. I can still recall the feeling of pride and achievement when I had finally finished. Sure my darn looked a little rustic, but I had given my socks a new lease of life, a second chance.


Growing up with dyslexia, I was always making mistakes and was often made to feel bad about it. But here, in the threads of these old socks, that didn’t matter; in fact it could be celebrated. It’s this idea that drew me to repair. It struck me early on that to mend things yourself can instil a confidence that can last a lifetime – that you’ll survive the knocks of life, like your favourite pair of jeans.


Today, I work as an illustrator, artist and textile repairer from my little studio in Brixton, south London. Every day is different. One day I might be working on my illustrations and the next I might be mending something. Sometimes I collect damaged garments from clients and sometimes they are posted to my studio. Each repair job is defined by four crucial things: the garment, the fabric, the damage and the client. It could be an expensive dress or an old cushion cover or jacket; the client might want a visible mend or an invisible one. Every job is unique, but the principles are always the same: choose the correct cloth or thread for patching or darning; reinforce to last and never for the moment; always take your time.


[image: illustration]


I have been sewing for most of my life, but I have never had any professional training and I didn’t study textiles. The story begins, like most things, with my parents. I grew up in Somerset, in a household of makers. My mother was a full-time children’s physiotherapist, but she also dabbled in all things sewing. She started a hat-making business in the late 90s from her sewing-room at the end of the house, which I was eventually banned from after ignoring her advice about wearing shoes and continually getting pins and needles stuck in my feet. My father has worked as a special effects model maker for much of his life. At home he made giant rabbit hutches, three-wheeled tricycles and very good birthday cakes. He also happens to be rather good with a needle and thread and when he married my stepmother he made his own wedding suit entirely out of red satin. My brother and I were always encouraged to be creative. Home was a place where things were made and mended.


After a couple of years at primary school, where I was often told off for not listening, my parents decided to send me to the local Steiner school and I’m very glad they did. At Steiner we were allowed to learn at our own pace, and creativity was actively encouraged and valued. Alongside traditional subjects, we studied painting, music, movement, pottery, weaving and embroidery. By the time I left Steiner, when I was ten, I felt certain of just one thing – that I was going to be an artist of some kind.


On leaving school, I went on to Falmouth art college to study illustration, and then moved to London, determined to work as an illustrator. I needed part-time work, to support myself, and here my sewing skills came into their own. I began doing odd bits of hand sewing and embroidery. I also started repairing clothes. A friend asked if I could mend his green cotton trousers. The damage was so bad (around the legs and knees) that I decided to conceal the patches on the inside of the leg and hand stitch through the tears from the front. It worked a treat. I didn’t know it at the time, but I had accidentally discovered a kind of Japanese Sashiko, a technique I still use today. My friend paid me £10 and a pint. He was very happy. From then on, I had requests to mend a favourite jumper or jacket and the pile of repair jobs grew bigger.


My first professional repair work was at a little shop in a converted dairy in Belgravia called Egg. Egg make clothes from beautiful fabrics (papery petal-like silk, heavy linen, fine cottons), to last for life. My first job was to mend a charcoal silk dress, which had multiple tears. I used the same method as for my friend’s trousers. I picked out a fine silk for the patching material and with extra-tiny stitches I slowly repaired the little holes, reinforcing the damaged areas. You could see the stitch work, but it looked almost deliberate – delicate and peaceful among the folds. I continue to be Egg’s sole repairer today.


Somewhere along the way I started my collaboration with Toast, who sell durable, work-wear style clothes. I travel to their various stores around the country, with a bag full of fabric and thread, putting on workshops, where I teach customers how to care for and mend their Toast garments. During these workshops everyone is given the chance to work on a Sashiko-style stitch sampler. Wielding a needle and thread, strangers sit around a table, practising their stitch work and chatting. This is where I began to notice the positive effects repair can have. Repairing a beloved item of clothing enhances the experience of wearing it and leaves the repairer with a renewed sense of ownership. But it’s more than that. People often tell me how pleased they are to reconnect with their hands, how they are left feeling relaxed, confident and capable, how they are able to slow down.


A recent study at Harvard Medical School discovered that stitching, weaving and knitting all create a measurable state of relaxation, slowing down the heart rate and lowering blood pressure. Anxiety and depression are now commonplace in the Western world. What contributes to this, I believe, is our sense of helplessness. We have no real connection to the things we wear and the products we use. We don’t know how anything works or how things are made in the first place. We don’t see the need to repair them. Why should we, when everything is so readily available and so easily replaced? But, as the textile artist Claire Wellesley-Smith explains: ‘When you understand how things are made, where they were made, and why, you have a greater connection with them.’


In the last few years there has been a surge of interest in handbased crafts and skills. Workshops on clothing repair, ceramics, spoon carving, and so on, have all become hugely popular. It’s not so much about the end product, but the process. Using our hands creates a feeling of connection. When used often, our hands become ‘intelligent’: they begin to work unconsciously. When we repair something (anything), our motor skills are honed and our head is fully engaged, leaving a sense of calm and balance, not to mention satisfaction.


Aside from the psychological benefits, repair is undeniably good for the environment. We live in a world where we’re encouraged to desire the new; where youth and perfection are constantly promoted; where speed, convenience and cost are prioritised over sustainability and connection. Everything is made and delivered at an alarming rate, from fast food to fast fashion. This may keep the economy buoyant, but it’s not necessarily so good for our mental health, or our planet. I think we can learn from the Japanese philosophy of Wabi-Sabi (of which more later), which values and celebrates the process of ageing and the imperfections that come with it. Instead of buying new, you can choose to care for the old; you can choose to repair and the repair itself can add to the beauty of the object.


The environmental impact of fast fashion is huge. High street fashion brands endlessly advertise new lines and sales. Clothes are easily bought and easily disposed of. Every year in the UK alone, £140 million-worth of clothes end up in landfill, most of which ends up being dumped in other continents overseas – causing environmental damage and destruction to human life and natural habitats. Add to that the water waste from cotton production, the water pollution from clothes dye, the microplastic waste from clothes washing, the aviation fuel used in transport and, of course, the underpaid and often dangerous labour involved in the manufacturing process. This drive to find ever newer and cheaper clothes is entirely unsustainable (and results in poor-quality fabrics, which are actually harder to repair).
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