Say yes to the old dress
Our forebears did it out of necessity, but we are returning to their ways
out of a desire to preserve the planet for future generations. Claire
Jackson investigates the return of our make-do-and-mend mentality
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HEN The Duchess of Cambridge wore an Alexander
McQueen gown in February
this year that she had been
pictured wearing back in 2012, she was
praised—by the very same publications that
have historically shamed public figures for
turning up to major events in previously seen
clothes. Why the sudden U-turn? Because
‘fast’ fashion—that is, the purchase of a new
shirt or dress for every occasion, facilitated
by highly affordable catwalk-copycat brands,
such as ASOS—has been replaced by a ‘slow’
fashion movement. Reports that 300,000
tons of used clothing ends up in UK landfill
every year has prompted a revival of make
do and mend, encouraging increasing numbers of people to take a renewed interest
in maintenance, to buy second-hand and
to choose quality over quantity.
Lauren Bravo, author of How to Break Up
with Fast Fashion (published by Headline,
2020), is a former shopaholic. ‘I was constantly shopping, either scrolling on my
phone or walking up and down Oxford

Street,’ she confesses. ‘Since finding out
more about the humanitarian side of fashion
—the exploitation found throughout the
supply chain—I decided to go for a year
without buying anything new.’ In her book,
Miss Bravo highlights that textile production
creates some 1.2 billion tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per year, which is more than
international flights and maritime shipping
combined. Of course, there are some textile
recycling collections, but the technology
doesn’t yet exist to fully rework all old
clothes into usable fabric. ‘At best, it gets
used in mattress stuffing or insulation,’ she
explains. ‘That’s obviously better than landfill, but it’s still labour intensive. The best
thing we can do is to use less, for longer.’

Facing page: The Duchess of Cambridge
wearing Alexander McQueen in 2012 (left)
and again in 2020 (right). Below: Classes
in sewing and mending are proliferating

Although the old adage ‘buy cheap, buy
twice’ isn’t entirely watertight—expensive
brands may well be equally exploitative of
their workers and the planet—it’s certainly
true that buying fewer, high-quality pieces
uses fewer resources in the long term. Items
such as top hats, bowties and smoking
jackets, which are often worn infrequently, can be passed down the generations, but fabric-based family heirlooms shouldn’t be limited to formal wear.
‘When you have an emotional connection

A fixed fray is a badge
of honour and a new
craft has emerged:
visible mending

to an item, there will always be a place for
it, no matter what the fashion,’ believes Miss
Bravo. ‘I wear one of my granny’s green
jumpers all the time—it wasn’t particularly
expensive and it certainly wasn’t her favourite.
It’s a cliché to say that one person’s trash is
another’s treasure, but it’s true.’
‘There used to be a stigma attached to
wearing second-hand clothes,’ reflects Anita
Taylor, co-owner of The Posh Dress Agency
in Farnham, Surrey, a boutique that specialises in pre-loved women’s formal wear. ‘We’re
now meeting people who are coming into
the shop having committed to not buying
anything new for a year and are sourcing
their clothes from agencies such as ours.
People are coming from all over—one New
Yorker popped in when visiting family in the
area, having read about us online.’
Launched in 1997 and taken over by the
current owners in 2007, The Posh Dress
Agency takes in items by appointment only,
with a focus on designer labels. ‘We don’t
take pieces more than two years old and are
selective about brands—we keep an eclectic
mix,’ explains Mrs Taylor, who was a customer and employee before taking on the
business. ‘We stock dresses by the likes
of Chanel, Burberry and some high-street
shops such as Zara—and we sell them at
a very reasonable price.’
Keeping garments for longer makes maintenance crucial; all shirts need buttons
replaced from time to time. However, despite
the growing interest in mending, basic
sewing skills—particularly among younger
generations—are surprisingly scarce. How
many hotel sewing kits ever actually see
action? What was previously taught in
home-economics classes is now the preserve
of more specialised textiles lessons. Courses
and workshops have stepped in to fill the
void and artists, such as Celia Pym, visiting
lecturer in textiles at the Royal College
of Art, teach various classes on darning,
patching and repairing.
In days gone by, wearing a visibly mended
jacket would have been considered something of an embarrassment. Rips were sewn
together with tiny, neat stitches, in thread
that closely matched the fabric, to ensure
the repair remained almost unseen. Now,
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As good as new:
expert menders
Lighting
W. Sitch & Co
Founded in 1776, lighting specialist
W. Sitch & Co has been based in Berwick
Street since 1903. The Soho company
repairs antique lighting fixtures—preserving originality, yet ensuring safe and efficient
functioning—and sources accessories,
such as chains and candle tubes.
48, Berwick Street, London W1
(020–7437 3776; www.wsitch.co.uk)
Cutlery
Chimo Cutlery Hospital
If your spoons could do with a spruce
up and your forks require a facelift, send
them to the Cutlery Hospital. Part of cutlery and silverware specialist Chimo and
based in the home of fine silverware, the
hospital can repair, replate and refurbish
a range of items, including antique pieces.
White Rose Works, 137, Carlisle Street,
Sheffield, South Yorkshire (0114–249
0969; www.cutleryhospital.com)

In a fix: top tips
for doing it yourself
• If you choose to rewax your jacket
yourself, Barbour recommends
a 4oz wax coating for coping with
light showers and a 6oz–8oz wax
coating for heavier rainfall
• When buying second-hand clothes,
don’t be put off by the colour. ‘If older
garments are faded or a pastel shade
that’s not to your taste, you can dye
them,’ offers Anita Taylor. Dylon has
been selling home-dye kits since 1946
and now offers colour pods to use in
the washing machine
• Most stubborn smells and stains
can be removed with bicarbonate
of soda: sprinkle dry powder into
shoes or mix with water if used
directly on fabric
• Avoid adding heat to any fat or proteinbased stains; work in detergent and
rinse in cold water. White vinegar acts
as a natural stain remover
• Keep any spare fabric from
clothes alterations. ‘I often use
the scraps in place of wrapping
paper,’ says Lauren Bravo. ‘My
mum and I have a piece of fabric
that we’ve been passing back and
forth for months’
• If you are reattaching buttons, it’s
important to ensure the button has
enough room to move, but still remains
tightly attached to the fabric. To achieve
this, slip a matchstick under the button
as you sew. It’s a little fiddly, but worth
persevering
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a fixed fray is a badge of honour and a new
type of craft has emerged: visible mending.
This practice means that socks are darned
in contrasting colours, buttons are replaced
with statement oddments and holes are
filled with obvious patches. Contrary to
appearances, in some ways, this method
is more skilful than a ‘standard’ mend and
many institutions offer specialist courses
(including the V&A Dundee in Scotland and
West Dean College of Arts and Conservation
in West Sussex). Visible mending has its
roots in sashiko, a Japanese technique
involving a running stitch and geometric
patterns. Originally a craft associated with
poverty, an enforced mend and make do,
it is now prized for its beauty and utility—
the tag #visiblemending had 85,100 posts
on Instagram at time of publication.
One classic garment famed for its longevity
is the Barbour waxed jacket, which the maker
claims can last a lifetime with the appropriate
care. The Barbour repairs and rewaxing
service can be traced back as far as 1921 and
continues to this day. Reproofing can also
be undertaken at home—this may be slightly
messier than Barbour’s beautifully filmed
‘how to’ video suggests, but remains
straightforward. Ensure the jacket
is clean (using cold water—never
If a beloved item of clothing
is no longer fit for purpose,
let your imagination run riot

put the coat in the washing machine) and
soften the specialist wax by standing the
tin in warm water. Use an old cloth (repurposed boxers or socks work well) to work
the melted wax into the fabric, particularly
the seams. Blast the coat with a hair dryer,
then hang it in a warm room and leave overnight (but ideally for longer).
Reviving old items can require patience,
but even calamitous cleaning challenges can
be overcome. ‘I have a beautiful pastel dress,
custom-made by designer Lofty Frocks, who
makes clothes out of old bedsheets,’ recalls
Miss Bravo. ‘I had saved the dress to wear on
holiday in Italy and, on the first day, I spilled
pesto down it. I ran to a pharmacy and
bought some talcum powder, left it on the
stain for as long as I could and it saved
the fabric. I’ve since discovered that dry

Toys
Margaret’s Doll World
Norwich-based toy hospital Margaret’s
Doll World fixes and restores all types
of dolls, from bisque and cloth to vinyl
and wood. Surgeons carefully mend
shattered faces and tend to damaged
joints and limbs. The repair centre also
cares for bears and other stuffed toys.
The Lodge, Coast Road, Bacton,
Norwich, Norfolk (01692 650738;
www.margaretsdollworld.co.uk)
Upholstery
Clare Laughland Interiors
The soft-furnishings family firm Clare
Laughland Interiors offers a bespoke
upholstery service, including re-covering
furniture and refurbishment of antique
sofas and chairs. It also builds and fixes
headboards, stools and other items from
the farm-based workshops.
52, Downing Street, Farnham, Surrey
(01252 727054; www.clarelaughland.co.uk)
Retinning
Newlyn Tinning
Good-quality copper cookware can last
for generations with the correct care and
Newlyn Tinning provides a hand-wiped
retinning service, using 100% virgin tin,
that will have those pots and pans as
good as new.
5, Foundry Lane, Newlyn, Penzance,
Cornwall (07938 935361;
www.newlyntinning.com)
China and ceramics
Marron Cheshire
Accidents happen, but, before you bin
that damaged ornament, consider letting

Waxing, not waning: all Barbour’s waxed jackets can be given a new lease of life

an expert take a look. Marron Cheshire
specialises in repairing china, porcelain,
terracotta, stoneware and many other
types of pottery, from Beswick horses
to Staffordshire ware and Ming vases.
Marron Cheshire China Repairs,
Newbury, Berkshire (01635 248552;
www.chinarestorers.co.uk)
Rewaxing
Barbour
Waxed jackets are made to last for years,
but do require regular reproofing—the
company recommends that its cotton
jackets are rewaxed on an annual basis,
depending on usage. The brand offers
a postal reproofing service (from £35 for
coats; from £12 for smaller items, such
as hoods and dog coats).
R&R Department, J. Barbour and Sons,
Simonside, South Shields, Tyne and Wear
(0800 917 3000; www.barbour.com/
repairs-reproofing)
Clocks
Antique Clock Repair by Gütlin
Clocks and Antiques
Chelsea-based horologist Gütlin Clocks
offers a range of services, from a basic
clean and repair to full-scale restoration,
including regilding and case work for
antique clocks and barometers. The
father-and-son team provides a homevisit service, too.
606, King’s Road, London SW6
(020–7384 2439; www.gutlin.com)
Leathercare
Handbag Clinic
As a purveyor of pre-owned designer
bags, the Handbag Clinic knows a thing
or two about repairing leather and linings.

With outlets in Chelsea, Leeds and
Newcastle (as well as further afield in Qatar
and Monaco), technicians can advise on
cleaning, hardware and stitching work—
or even complete customisation.
(01207 279963; www.handbagclinic.co.uk)
Shoe care
Jason Markk
Since its launch in Los Angeles in 2014,
specialist trainer cleaner Jason Markk
has revamped more than 50,000 pairs
of shoes. Its Carnaby Street store, which
opened in 2018, brings the same service
to the UK: deep cleans, undersole and
lace refreshment for box-fresh trainers.
32, Carnaby Street, London W1
(www.jasonmarkk.com)
Wood
Wood ’n’ Things
Furnituremaker and restorer William Page
has repaired all sorts of wooden wonders,
from a solid-ash sports-car dashboard
to a fireplace rescued from a building
site and an elm smoker’s bow chair. The
Bristolian maker also offers modern and
French furniture polishing.
The Old Coach House, 30a, Station Road,
Shirehampton, Bristol (0117–938 2004;
www.woodnthingsbristol.co.uk)
Bedding
The Feather Company
Don’t discard that old eiderdown languishing in the back of the linen cupboard—
this Edinburgh-based, family-run company will use the original down filling
to make up new cotton-covered pillows
or duvets in any size you like.
36, Canaan Lane, Edinburgh (0131–447
8266; www.thefeathercompany.com)
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Colour me refreshed: shabby old chairs
can be transformed to suit any interior

shampoo does the same thing—and comes
in a small can, so is easier to store in your bag.’
If you really can’t fix something, you can
always repurpose it. ‘Upcycling’ has been
popular for the past few years, with designers
such as Annie Sloan, who has her own paint
range, encouraging crafty types to have
a go at revitalising old furniture.
The upcycling aesthetic has spawned
a new, low-fi look for cafes and millennial
abodes nationwide, with tables made from
sanded scaffold boards, plants potted in
baked-bean tins and candles in gin bottles.
Some upcycling attempts are more successful than others: using old walking boots and
wellies for planters works well, jeans (yes,
I’ve seen it done) do not.
Of course, it’s all a matter of taste. No
matter what my mother-in-law may say,
I happen to like my silver bracelet made out
of an old fork very much.

Sweet charity: thrift-shop treasures
Don’t expect to find the perfect piece.
Instead, look for potential, suggests
Lauren Bravo. ‘Be prepared to make
your own alterations, to take clothes to
the tailors or dry cleaners. It widens the
scope of things you can buy secondhand. Don’t focus too much on the label;
it could be a high-street shirt that best
fulfils a particular role in your wardrobe.’
In fact, most charity shops now
siphon off any designer brands. ‘It used
to be the case that you would have
Prada next to New Look, but it’s not
like that anymore,’ explains Anita Taylor.
Shelter recently opened a new designer
boutique in London’s King’s Cross and
Oxfam has an online designer shop, as
well as 11 specialist bridal departments

that include ex-catwalk items (www.
oxfam.org.uk/shop/bridal).
No matter the branch, there’s one rarity
to keep an eye out for. ‘Any original Ghost
pieces are a real find,’ Mrs Taylor reveals.
‘Vintage Ghost was so well made: the
company used vegetable dyes before
they were fashionable.’
Donations to charity shops are at
an all-time high. ‘It’s a reflection of fast
fashion that, when you shop in charity
shops, you can find a lot of garments
that are almost unworn and from collections from six months ago,’ believes Miss
Bravo. ‘But it’s important that we don’t
merely use them as friendly recycling
bins—we need to support them with
our custom, too.’
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