
I had always planned on being a nurse, but a chronic case of eczma meant I 
couldn’t start the training. I did a costume design course and soon realised, after several 
nerve-wracking auditions crippled by stage fright, that I belonged backstage, not on it.

I started out making costumes. I’d always sewn from a young age. As a teenager 
I couldn’t get clothes to fi t me, so I’d run something up. Because I was only interested 
in the end result, I’d often sew myself into an outfi t, then cut myself out of it when I got 
home. I fi rst started working as a dresser on Wind in the Willows; I got to dress Des 
Barratt as Toad and it was quite a special time for me as I made some of his costumes.

Working on Monkey: Journey to the West was a challenge. The cast was all 
Chinese and there was only one translator. I got an app for my iPhone and I’d literally 
try a pair of shoes on them, type in ‘do these fi t?’ and it would translate. They would 
type back yes or no and the app would translate it back into English.  

Working backstage in theatre is a young person’s job – carrying costumes 
back and forth or spending hours leaning over a machine. I wanted to think about 
something I could do as a career before I was at the age where I had to make the 
decision. That’s when I came up with Thrifty Stitcher.

Essentially it’s a friendly sewing school. Because I’m freelance I can keep my 
hand in working backstage on shows, too. It has been inspiring for me because I’d got 
out of touch with sewing – it takes the fun out of making things when you’re doing it 
for a deadline. Since I’ve started teaching sewing I’m making my own clothes again. I’ve 
almost come full circle.

I’ve made so many friends since joining the WI and it opened my eyes to things 
that I hadn’t seen while I had my head down at my sewing machine. Sometimes at events 
there will be an activity you aren’t immediately interested in, but if you get involved 
you’ll learn something new. 

Claire-Louise is a member of Stoke Newington WI, Essex Federation. Contact The 
Thrifty Stitcher at www.thethriftystitcher.co.uk or Tel: 07779 255087.

As Wardrobe Mistress, Claire-Louise 
Hardie has hung out with star actors – and 
seen more than she bargained for!

My job as Wardrobe Mistress has taken me on some real adventures, 
from touring the world with the Royal Shakespeare Company to repairing giant 
octopuses for Blur star Damon Albarn’s opera, Monkey: Journey to the West.

It’s my job to get the actors ready for stage, so I have to learn the show inside 
out and work out all the costume changes, and where on the stage they take place. That 
can mean anything from getting them laundered, repaired, transported and laying them 
out in the right areas, to actually helping the actors get changed for their next scene.

Normally I meet someone for the fi rst time and then a few minutes 
later I see them in their underwear. Doing a play with Richard Dreyfuss, I kept 
thinking, ‘Oh my gosh, you’re Richard Dreyfuss  and you’re in your underpants!’

The most exciting person I’ve dressed is Sir Ian McKellen, because 
I spent a lot of time with him and really got to know him.  We toured for 17 weeks 
with Othello and King Lear in Newcastle, Singapore, New Zealand, Australia and the 
USA. Sometimes we’d sit in his dressing room and chat about life, the universe and 
everything; other times he wouldn’t want to talk at all. That’s something you learn when 
you work backstage – responding to the needs of the actors you’re working with.  
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