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Behind The Seams

While Claudia, Patrick and May are back on 
our screens for the third series of � e Great 
British Sewing Bee, there is a fourth, secret 
member of the team who viewers will never 
see. Clare Louise Hardie is the show’s sewing 
producer and onset mentor, and though she 
remains � rmly behind the scenes, it’s her tasks 
and know-how that help decide who wins the 
coveted title of Britain’s best dressmaker.

Professional wardrobe mistress, costumier, 
sewing teacher and writer Claire Louise (known 
as CL) has been with the show since its � rst series 
in 2011. A� er touring the world with the Royal 
Shakespeare Company, � xing trousers for Sir Ian 
McKellen and re-hemming frocks for Vanessa 
Redgrave, she now runs the � ri� y Stitcher 
sewing studio and teaching centre in Stoke 
Newington, north London.

As the show’s sewing producer, her work begins 
long before even the auditions start, and involves 
sourcing tools and fabric needed throughout the 
series. She also devises the patterns and challenges 
and answers any questions the production team 
has about anything sewing related. She’s on hand 
throughout the auditions and, when the shooting 
takes place, CL acts as on-set sewing mentor 
when the need arises. Finally, she’s there for post-
production editing and fact checking. 

It’s her job to make sure that the audience 
understands the processes that are going 
on. “� e show’s very much about people’s 
personalities, and the interaction between them,” 
she says, “but it’s also 
about being presented 
with a challenge that they 
don’t know anything 
about... so we want to get 
footage of them sewing, 
and the sewists’ approach 
to their sewing. Being the only sewist on set, I’m 
the only one that knows we’re focusing on the 
invisible zip that week, for example. It’s also my 
job to keep an eye on set, what’s going on – the 
judges can’t possibly watch everyone all the time, 
so if I see something that they might want to get 
involved with, it’s up to me to call their attention 
to it.”

Do the contestants get intimidated when 
you’re watching over them? 
“Part of my role is to support the contestants 
during � lming” she explains. “I know the 
sewing room and the challenges inside out, so 
I help them � nd a speci� c tool they’re looking 
for, or explain the wording on an instruction 
if they’re confused. As I’m not a judge, the 
contestants are always happy to let me cast an 
eye over their work, even if they’re not happy 
with their work and are struggling to get 
through the challenge. � e Sewing Bee really 
showcases talent and the contestants trust me 
to help them get the best results on the day in 
the sewing room. I’ve become good friends with 

many of the contestants 
across all three series, 
and the hardest part 
for me is watching 
anyone leave, as I’ve 
been involved with each 
contestant through 

every stage of the show. I even cry when I watch 
them leave on air, which is da�  as I know what’s 
coming. 

“� e production team [who also make � e 
Great British Bake O� ] is good at making 
the kind of TV show that’s about people and 
feelings, and their approach,” she explains. “So 

while it may seem mean to give a challenge that 
involves a technique they haven’t come across, 
by putting someone out of their comfort zone – 
you get to see their approach, and see more 
of their personality. 

“In spite of it being a competition, it’s a really 
friendly competition. When no one knows what 
they’re doing, they ask each other questions. 
� e sewists all have a shared hobby, so for a lot 
of them they’re used to sewing on their own, 
and never interacting. Now they’re with other 
people who love it just as much as they do. Part 
of giving them challenges that they don’t know 
how to handle is that it sparks that chat, and 
makes them want to help each other.”

Have any of the contestants ever surprised 
you with what they’ve created? 
“Every sewist that’s walked into the Sewing 
Bee room has inspired and surprised me. � e 
quality of the sewing and the ideas they bring 
into the room are outstanding. Speed sewing 
against a clock in a timed challenge for TV is 
really tough, yet so many amazing clothes get 
made. I can’t highlight them now, as it would 
be a spoiler, but the forthcoming series has a 
couple of pieces that blew my mind! If I had to 
pick one or two pieces that I still think about, 
I’d choose Lauren’s � nale dress, as I wasn’t 
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armhole. What I really love about this technique 
is that you can do it all on the machine, without 
any � ddly hand-sewing at the shoulders. My 
biggest struggle with this book was cutting down 
all the tips and tricks gleaned in my career and 
from contestants across all the series. I could 
have written the book just on those alone!

Turn to page 19 for CL’s � rst monthly Love Sewing 
column � e Great British Sewing Bee: Fashion With 
Fabric is out now, priced £20, www.quadrille.co.uk

Tell us about the 
new book Fashion 
With Fabric…
� e focus is, really, 
fabric and how it’s 
the key ingredient to 
a successful sewing 
project. Fabric 
choices are uniquely 
personal, and for 

many it’s a reason to sew for themselves. We 
wanted to show that elegant, timeless designs 
can be made in multiple fabric types to create 
endless di� erent looks. � e simple shell top, 
for example, can be made from cotton or a 
luxurious lace, and everyone can make a version 
that’s unique to their own style and taste. � e 
book has a project for every sewist, and we 
wanted to re� ect the skills shown in the series 
by including some more advanced projects. 
� e book contains enough projects and ideas to 
make your own capsule wardrobe. In the book 
we’ve re� ected the sewing styles of many of the 
contestants, and have included projects that are 
cut without a paper pattern as well as some that 
include full-size patterns. 

Was it tough to choose between the projects 
featured on the show to include in the book?
Series three saw some amazing projects 
made by the contestants, and it’s really hard 
to whittle them down to what appears in the 
book. Not every project on the series is suitable 
for it however, so that’s why there are designs 
speci� cally created for the book. When choosing 
projects from the series, it was helpful to have 

expecting her to sew a dress like that, and she 
pushed all her own sewing boundaries, and 
Tamara’s prom dress, because she used a really 
modern twist with neoprene, and created a 
dress I could see Carrie Bradshaw wearing.”

What does she think is behind the revival 
in dressmaking and sewing? 
“I think we’ve had a shi�  in our culture. So 
when someone talks about high street clothes, 
and they say it’s made in a factory, most of us 
are quite divorced from the concept of making 
clothes – when actually a factory is just a big 
room full of people working really fast. It’s not 
a robot making your clothes if you buy from 
an expensive store on the high street. I think 
seeing human beings make clothes when 
you’re not normally exposed to it has become 
fascinating. People have said, ‘Oh, if they can do 
that, maybe I can do that!’. Also, we don’t have 
so many independent stores on the high street 
anymore, so no matter where you go, you’re 
going to buy the same clothes as someone else. 
If you don’t want to look like everyone else, the 
only way to do that now is to make your own.”

been involved with the � lming of the series, as 
I had a gut instinct when watching them being 
created on set. We’ve included projects that were 
an outstanding example of the contestants work, 
showcasing their skills and passion.

Are there any in there you’d make for 
your own wardrobe?
When designing the clothes for the book, 
I wanted to make a selection of timeless 
designs that could be worn by anyone at any 
age. I took a lot of inspiration from high street 
trends as well as high fashion, and tried to build 
a collection of patterns that could build a capsule 
wardrobe. As I’m not a size 8, twenty-something 
woman myself – I wanted to include shapes that 
suited all � gures, including my own! I already 
have many of the clothes sewn up and in my 
own wardrobe. � e drapey dress, for example, 
is one of my favourite patterns from the book, 
and I have made three versions already, with a 
couple more in the pipeline. It was important 
to me to know that the clothes from the pattern 
were comfy to wear, so both me and members of 
my team have road-tested many of the garments 
out in the real world. In fact, I have a 30-blog 
challenge launching soon, with a piece a day 
worn as part of my everyday out� ts.

What’s the most useful tip or technique 
that you’ve picked up?
One of my all-time favourites is all-in-one neck 
and armhole facing, that was featured in episode 
one of series two, and has been included in the 
cotton shell top. It’s such a clean � nish, and an 
easy way to neaten the edges of the neck and 

Tell us about the 
new book 
With Fabric
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fabric and how it’s 
the key ingredient to 
a successful sewing 

Teaching at her Thrifty Stitcher 
studio in north London

www.lovesewingmag.com  17

CLAIRE LOUISE HARDIE INTERVIEW

LS11 P16-17 Interview Claire Hardie.indd   17 11/02/2015   17:32


