BEHIND
THE SEAMS

The

SEWING LAB
Jane Hitch is a woman on a mission. We find
out how her career as a sewing tutor has not
only enriched her own life, but through her
charitable endeavours, has helped develop
creative skills in others
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Hi Jane, how are you today? What’s on
your sewing table at the minute?
On my table is some work for the local
school, bears being made from their old
school uniforms. I also have some fabulous
Hungarian linen to for making the new altar
cloths for our village church and
some bookmarks to match.
Can you tell us a little bit about
yourself? When did you first realise you
were hooked on sewing?
I was given a Jones VS sewing machine for
my fifth birthday with a box that my mother
had made from a large fruit box that she
had papered and divided into sections for
cotton, fabric, buttons, thread and lace.
I still have it, you would have to pry that
from my hands, although I have many more
machines, now ranging from an historic
Moldacot all the way up to computerised
embroidery sewing machines. I genuinely
have a passion for sewing, its history and
more modern techniques as well – much to
my husband’s chagrin. Sometimes, I have
to hide them!
I graduated with a Ph.D. in Pharmacology
in 1996 and after teaching at Bristol Medical
School for 10 years until 2015. I worked for
a Silicon Valley company but I was then
diagnosed with breast cancer. Therefore
I began to teach sewing because I didn’t
want to sit at home doing nothing, so I can
honestly say that setting up The Sewing
Lab contributed to my recovery as I did so
many other things and it made sure that I
didn’t focus on my illness. I never thought
that I would be running my own business
and even my own website this time four
years ago.
What are your favourite items/garment
to sew and why?
I love working with what some people
consider ‘challenging fabric’ such as stretch
and Lycra. Most people are unaware of the
stretch stitches and twin needle sewing
that you can do with a standard lockstitch
machine but what really interests me is to
teach overlocking. Sadly, so many people
are discouraged from using an overlocker
and also don’t realise the amount of other
techniques and feet that can be used.
I also really enjoy making teddy bears. It
requires a different type of sewing and even
when using the same pattern, no bear ever
looks the same. I love that unique aspect
of making a project your own and the wow
factor children or adults see when you turn
out an arm, foot or head and you can see
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the bear coming to life. This is most
lovely with younger sewists and I let
them have free range to go through
the fabric stash and find the fabric
they want for their ideal bear in
their favourite colours or to match
their bedroom.
You also teach sewing for
Leonard Cheshire Disability.
Can you tell us a little bit about
how you work together?
St Anthony’s was founded by
Leonard Cheshire, a World War
II veteran who earned a Victoria
Cross, and his wife Sue Ryder
who was one of the founders of
the hospice movement – a truly
inspirational couple who have
both changed many people’s lives.
I started talking to St Anthony’s
last year and we had some get-toThe team sew using hand-crank
know-you sessions with people that
sewing machines
were interested and talked about
possible projects we could try. St
Anthony’s has residents with a variety of
pictures of the finished items and they are
disabilities. As they are all in wheelchairs, I
put on the internal website or printed out
spent some time collecting and renovating
for the noticeboards. It is hard work to do
the old hand-crank machines that are
all of the preparation but I have such a great
unfortunately so often thrown away and
time that it doesn’t feel like a job, it just feels
skipped. This meant that the sewing group
like I am sewing with my new friends.
could use the hand-sewing machines. It is so
nice to see the machines be repurposed.
What prompted you to get involved
with the charity and what do you do?
I was asked by the activities manager at
St Anthony’s, to help with costumes for
their biannual show. She thought that, for
those residents who wanted to sew, we
could create a sewing class for them. As
this facility isn’t usually available in most
residential homes, we were treading very
new ground, which was scary but exciting.
Head management at Leonard Cheshire
have been very interested in what we are
doing and might roll this out into other
homes, which is fantastic. We are looking
at creating a how-to manual that could be
implemented over other sites so residents
there can have the same experience.
What do you enjoy most about sewing
with the residents?
We have a rich variety of personalities.
Every week we have three ladies and two
men who attend. We also have several
other residents that come to do their own
hand sewing, tapestry or just to watch. For
those that can’t sew we make presents for
their parents and friends so that they still
feel a part of the group. Every week we take

I have such a
great time that
it doesn't feel
like a job, it just
feels like I am
sewing with my
new friends

Have there been any really memorable
residents you have taught?
They are all amazing and I am humbled
by the way that they all cope with their
disabilities and make the most of their
abilities with confidence and humour –
it reinforces that it is more important
to look at abilities and not focus on
disabilities, be they physical or mental.

One of the funniest comments I had
was from a resident – she said ‘thank
goodness we have someone here that
isn’t just going to show us how to glue
pieces of paper and put glitter on cards.’
It gives validation to make sure that the
residents have activities that keep their
mental faculties alert and alive.
What are some adaptations that
can be made to ensure those with
restricted mobility can keep up
their sewing hobby?
The most important aspect is needle
threading at St Anthony’s. I do most
of this this but for those that are less
mobility restricted, the push-through
needle threaders rather than the
pullback old fashioned metal ones, are a
joy. This can be important with the older
Singer and Jones machines as they go
from left to right and angling your head
and arm around the machine or moving
it is more difficult for those who are
more restricted.
Older machines have bobbin winders
with a rubber wheel, which can slip
or the rubber can perish so I would
encourage buying a standalone bobbin
winder or making sure that sewists
pre-wind bobbins before a class as this
means that a bobbin can be changed
within a minute without having to rethread the machine. My top tip is to buy
a bobbin tray and pre-wind bobbins in
common colours in advance.
The biggest challenge is to find ways
that we can sew using fabric that
doesn't need too much preparation
such as non-fray fabric, to alleviate the
use of overlockers. When using cotton,
we make sure that all edges are internal.

Clive, Andrew and Mark using
the embroidery machine

This has been brilliant for the aprons we
have made as even the laundry services
at St Anthony’s have commented on the
robustness of the design and how they have
held up in the industrial machines.
Do you have any tips for anyone
considering volunteering their
sewing skills to teach others?
It’s a challenge mentally and creatively
as it requres a different way of thinking
about sewing. For example, some sewists
might struggle to hold the fabric, or might
grip it too much, which distorts it as it goes
through the needle and feed dog. How do
you make sure the fabric is guided in a
straight line or deal with pins if sewists
can’t take them out? It is all doable with
the right preparation!
When starting, get to know your class first
and have a couple of visits. Make some
samples, but most importantly ask what
the participants want to do, rather than
imposing your ideas, while giving them
input to what is realistic. Sometimes the
requests may be overly ambitious so keep
the projects simple to start with, but don’t
be afraid to experiment – my class next
week are starting on teddy bears and I
can’t wait for that. It is hard work, but the
rewards are immensurable.
Do you have any exciting plans with
the charity next year?
My fabulous group are now setting up their
own business. We have started a range of
cushions, aprons, wash bags and mobile
phone covers that they will sell based on
the projects that they have done. Using
my embroidery machine, we have taken a
handprint of all of my sewists, digitised it
so we can embroider it with each sewist’s
handprint and a ‘Made by [name]’ with
different logos. They are all so excited by
what we have done recently and, using the
profits, we could take them all out for a
fabric shopping trip to Birmingham Rag
Market. The residents now feel that they
are contributing to their own sewing club
and making a difference which I’m sure will
help their self-confidence and self-esteem.
In December, Mark and Clive from the class
are going to be in charge of the stall and the
raffle tickets and Anne wants to do a skirt
for the show based around the sewing class.
Finally, do you have any sewing
resolutions for 2019?
I have to be organised with my fabric
because I love teaching such a varied
number of classes and styles and I end up

Rani, Mandy and Clive with their
handmade cushions

with so many bits and bobs. Whilst it is great
to have a such a stash, I need to organise
them! I would also like to do more with
the computer side of embroidery and push
my digital skills into creating my own free
standing lace patterns.

FIND OUT
MORE
To explore the courses and
workshops Jane offers, visit www.
thesewinglab.co.uk. For more
information about volunteering or
supporting Leonard Cheshire, visit
www.leonardcheshire.org

