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that with just a little tuition they can leave 
armed with enough knowledge to start 
their sewing journey.”

Claire-Louise has been sewing so long 
that she can barely remember a time when 
she couldn’t. “I know it was taught to me 
by my Nanna, and was an activity we 
shared,” she says. “Nanna taught me all 
sorts of crafts, including knitting, but I 
loved the speed of sewing – you could 
chop up fabric rather than having to knit it!”

As a child, Claire-Louise was adamant 
that she wanted to go into nursing, but 
was held back by chronic eczema. “My 
other passions were English and Drama, so 
I looked at drama schools and kind of fell 
into a Technical Theatre course,” she says. 
During her first year at college she worked 
towards the goal of becoming a stage 
manager, before falling for the charms of 
the costume syllabus for year 2. “It looked 
so enticing that I switched!” 

Not having studied any aspect of sewing 
at A-Level turned out to be an unexpected 
advantage. “Having sewn my own clothes 
in my own style and not in needlework 
classes meant I was open to sewing in a 
different way, and was a blank canvas for 
my lovely sewing teacher, Iris,” she recalls. 
“Sewing costumes professionally is very 

different to home sewing, and some 
students struggled to unlearn their A-Level  
needlework.” The costume course paved 
Claire-Louise’s way into a career working in 
film, TV and theatre. “The amazing thing 
about costume is that it can be applied to 
lots of different mediums,” she enthuses. 
“Also, there are so many roles and jobs 
within the Costume world that it’s easy to 
try new things and never get bored. I’ve 
changed the direction of my career a few 
times, yet remained working in Costume 
and I’ve been blessed with so many 
amazing opportunities.”

The majority of her work has been with 
theatre productions touring the planet.  

“I love the immediacy of the work – the 
show literally must go on as it’s live, so 
there’s always an adrenalin rush doing 
quick changes, or fixing a costume in the 
dark behind the scenery!” she exclaims. 
“I’ve met costumiers from all over the 
globe, all working in slightly different 
ways, which gives me a real buzz.”

She enjoys the differences between 
working in TV, film and theatre. “While 
Costume for TV and film isn’t live, there’s a 
different energy, and I love that you still 
have to think on your feet,” she says.  
“If you’re dressing extras in a field in the 
middle of nowhere, you have to be 
prepared! You can get away with sneaky 

W
atching the programme The 
Great British Sewing Bee, it 
would be easy to imagine that 
all the heaving shelves of the 
haberdashery stockpile are 
put together by an assortment 

of elves. In fact, there really is a team of 
sewing elves, led by ‘sewing fairy’ Claire-
Louise Hardie, as she’s been nicknamed by 
some former Bees.

Claire-Louise first came to the attention 
of the show’s production company thanks 
to the sewing classes she runs as part of 
her business, The Thrifty Stitcher. 

“I met with the production company 
when they were developing the show after 
one of the team came on a course,” she 
says. “They needed a behind-the-scenes 
technical sewing advisor, and I jumped at 
the opportunity.” 

As the series developed, Claire-Louise’s 

The CosTumier
From stage to screen, few sewists we know have forged a career as exciting and varied 

as Claire-Louise Hardie’s. We find out how she made it all happen...

role became more extensive as she took 
on the job of sewing producer.

She admits that working on the 
programme presents a number of hurdles. 
“TV always means working up to tight 
deadlines,” she says, “and working on a 
competition means 
we must have 
everything that 
might possibly be 
needed on set. Once 
a challenge starts, 
there’s no time to nip 
out and buy missing 
bits of fabric or 
haberdashery.”

One of the biggest challenges is what 
she’s prevented from doing by the 
competition’s rules. “I’m not allowed to 
jump in and show the contestants how to 
do things if they get stuck! As a teacher it’s 

hard to watch people struggle with an 
unfamiliar tool or technique.”

SHArINg THE LOVE
Claire-Louise’s sewing school The Thrifty 
Stitcher came into being in October 2009 

due to her desire to 
pass on her very 
impressive suite of 
skills. “After five and 
a half years, there is 
still nothing that 
gives me more joy 
than seeing 
someone learn to 

use the sewing machine for the first time,” 
she says. “It’s the reason I love to teach. 
Sharing my skills with others is a real 
privilege. Each of my students walks into 
the studio with their own personal reason 
to learn sewing, and it’s wonderful to think 
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“afTer five and a half years, There is 
sTill noThing ThaT gives me morejoy 

Than seeing someone learn To use The 
seWing maChine for The firsT Time”

Left: Claire-Louise in sleeveless shell top. 
Centre: Relaxed capri trousers.
right: Kids’ board shorts (and boxing gloves!)
All garments are from the Fashion with Fabric 
book (see below for more details).

In addition to spending her time 
working as the sewing producer on 
the TV series,  Claire-Louise Hardie has 
produced this gorgeous book, 
complete with a whole separate pack 
of patterns. The Great British Sewing 
Bee: Fashion with Fabric, features 30 
garments to sew, from T-shirts to 
jackets and even a jumpsuit. To find 
out more, go to www.quadrille.co.uk

sewing bee fashion
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pinning and alterations on film that 
wouldn’t be ok for theatre, while, 
conversely, accurate period detail is crucial 
on camera, yet can be ‘fudged’ for the 
stage when the viewer is so far away.”

Working as a freelancer makes 
motivation an 
essential attribute, 
and it’s one that 
served Claire-Louise 
well when it came to 
launching The Thrifty 
Stitcher. “I’ve always 
had a short boredom 
threshold, which is 
why the freelance life suits me so well,” she 
comments. “My contracts have always 
been limited short runs of plays, and I’ve 
never signed up for a long-running show. 
I was looking for extra stimulus in 2009 
when I read a magazine article about 
sewing no longer being taught at school. 
I was horrified – I can’t imagine not being 
able to use a needle and thread!”

Claire-Louise began researching adult 
sewing classes, and realised that there was 
a growing appetite out there. “This was 
just on the cusp of the big sewing revival, 
and I discovered that many women in cities 
like London were yearning to get away 
from their computer screens and try it. This 

prompted me to coerce a good friend into 
helping me, and so The Thrifty Stitcher was 
born.”

It also meant that when the opportunity 
to work on the Bee came along, Claire-
Louise was able to make the most of it. “I’m 

really lucky to have a 
whole network of 
costumiers and 
sewing enthusiasts 
that help run the 
classes when I’m 
working on the Bee. 
TV work is a full-time 
job, so when we’re 

making the shows I hand over The Thrifty 
Stitcher reins to my brilliant colleagues, 
and concentrate on the Bee.”

STAYINg ON TrACK
Juggling so many roles means that every 
day is different for Claire-Louise. “I have in 
the past taught in the morning, worked on 
the Bee in the afternoon and then gone to 
work in the West End for an evening 
performance,” she says, adding that a plan 
is essential to staying organised. “I need a 
list of what I have to achieve or complete 
every day.” She does find some time to 
relax. “When I’m not working, I love totally 
switching off,” she says. “I’m a bit of a spa 

fiend, there’s something about steam and 
water that is so deeply relaxing. I also 
treasure the moments when I can read for 
pleasure, and my guilty secret is enjoying 
historical fictions or gory crime novels!”

Sewing clothes has always been the core 
of Claire-Louise’s passion. “I’m not really a 
crafty sewer, so I don’t make quilts or do 
embroidery,” she says. “I make stuff to 
wear, or things that I need to use, like bags, 
and gifts. As I’m petite with a full bust, 
dressmaking means I can get the fit I like. 
I’m not particularly driven by seasonal 
fashion trends, I prefer to wear clothes that 
suit and flatter my figure, and often that’s 
not what’s on offer in the shops. I love 
making and wearing dresses, and have a 
wardrobe full of them!”

When seeking inspiration for the 
garments she wants to make, Claire-Louise 
looks at the clothes in shops, online, and 
being worn in the street. “I photograph 
shapes I like, or textures, and I carry a mini 
notebook to sketch ideas,” she says. “My 
studio is my designated sewing space, and 
years of costuming means all my tools and 
haberdashery items are well organised into 
specific storage areas. Sewing in a studio 
where you can throw scraps and paper on 
the floor is liberating too!”

recent sewing adventures have 
included the 30-day blog challenge ‘Me 
Made May’, for which she made and wore a 
handmade piece every day for 30 days. 
Each of the garments features in Claire-
Louise’s book, The Great British Sewing Bee: 
Fashion with Fabric, which opens up the 
chance for readers to relive the Bee by 
making a few of the outfits created by 
Matt, Neil, Lorna and co. as well as some 

“i’m noT really a CrafTy seWer, so 
i don’T make quilTs or do embroidery. 

i make sTuff To Wear or Things i need 
To use, like bags, and gifTs.”  

entirely new ones. “As fabric is key to the 
success of a project, we chose that as the 
book’s theme,” Claire-Louise explains. “It is, 
after all, the main ingredient in successful 
sewing. The series shows some really 
challenging garments, so in this book we 
wanted to have projects for the more 
experienced dressmaker, as well as some 
easy ones for newbies.”

Claire-Louise’s first task was to select 
which of the series’ garments to include.

“We started by looking across the array 
of clothes made in the series,” she says. 
“Not all of the challenges in a TV show are 
suitable for a book, however, so a couple of 
things were never going to make it in – 
wetsuit upcycling for example!” She adds: 
“The projects in a book like this need to 
have a bit of something for everyone, so 
some womenswear, kids’ stuff and 
menswear too. Once we work out what 
we’ll use from the series, other pieces need 
to be designed to complement those 
clothes. It’s a big jigsaw puzzle, and it takes 
some time to tick all the boxes.”

Once this stage had been achieved, it 
was Claire-Louise’s job to take designs 
devised in the bedlam of a TV challenge 
and adapt them into something more 
readily wearable. “Sometimes we need to 
change a design after it’s been made on 
TV, because the pattern may have been cut 
to fit a mannequin beautifully, but there’s 
no room for a human!” she comments. 
“Lorna’s capri trousers from episode one, 
for example, were fitted specifically to a 
leg mannequin, and all excess wearing 
ease that allows legs to move was 
removed. For the book, this pattern was 
then fitted to an actual human, and 
re-adjusted for movement. Neil’s boxing 
shorts from episode two required a 

pattern to be developed from the actual 
shorts. While Neil created the shorts in 90 
minutes without a pattern, we can’t expect 
the reader to do that at home!” 

Claire-Louise’s favourite part of working 
on the series takes us back to her pleasure 
of nurturing sewers and seeing them 
develop. “The biggest thrill is seeing how 
the contestants rise to all the challenges 
they’re set,” she says. “They are amateur 
sewers, working to extremely tight 
deadlines, yet we see amazing clothes 
being made week after week. The show’s 
production team work really hard 
showcasing and celebrating the talent of 
the Bees, making it a really joyful show to 
be part of!” 

Sounds fantastic to us – we must get 
that application form for the next series 
filled in at once!
Written by Judy Darley

Left: Girl’s shirred elastic dress.
Centre and right: Claire-Louise modelling a 
beautiful drapy knit dress and a kimono. 
All garments are from the Fashion with Fabric 
book (see previous page for more details).

Claire-Louise in the 
striped dress she 
made and wore for 
the 30-day sewing 
garment challenge.

Teaching at The 
Thrifty Stitcher 
sewing school.

“Give it a go! Unlike cooking, you can 
almost always fix a sewing mistake with a 
little patience and an unpicker, so you’ve 
got nothing to lose by trying.”

You’ll find more about Claire-Louise at 
www.thethriftystitcher.co.uk

Claire-louise’s top stitChing adviCe
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