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As London Fashion Week (20-24th Feb) bursts upon us with new, fast, shimmering 
fashion, a unique slowest-of-slow project to ‘grow a London garment’ has just been 
completed.   

 
It’s taken nearly a year for groups and individuals all over London to produce a linen 
top – from sowing the seed last spring to stitching it together this month.  Probably 
the first time this has been done in London for more than a century. 

  
Gardeners all over the city sowed patches of flax, the plant that produces linen.  The 
growers then brought their harvests together in school and community workshops to 
learn and practise the ancient – but now mostly forgotten – skills of turning plants 
into thread.  They broke, scutched, heckled and spun the flax and eventually had 
enough yarn to hand over to students and knitting technicians at the London College 
of Fashion to design and knit into a garment.   

 
The idea for the project came from Zoë Burt from Seeds of Fashion in Herne Hill and 
Kate Poland, of Cordwainers Community Garden in Hackney.  They wanted to show 
the environmental and labour costs of growing thread and to inspire people to 
connect with their surroundings.  They also wanted to demonstrate that if people 
come together they can achieve more than on their own.   
 
With Natalie Mady from Cordwainers, they ran community and school workshops 
throughout the summer and autumn and worked with more than 300 adults and 
children to produce the final garment.   
  



 

Flax Facts 

 

 Linen growing and production was widespread in Britain and Ireland for 

centuries – in fact it’s probably our oldest crop – with evidence of it growing 

in Europe 10,000 years ago.   

 Egyptian mummies were wrapped in linen and it was a sacred fabric worn by 

holy men and it was used the tabernacle.  

 The word heckle is said to derive from the feisty flax workers in Dundee who 

would barrack visitors to the mill.  

 A spinster was an unmarried woman who made money spinning.  She had the 

means of supporting herself so didn’t have to get married. 

 Sleeping Beauty pricked her finger on a spinning wheel.  Later models don’t 

have sharp points. 

 Rumpelstiltskin spun flax straw into gold and tales from all over the world 

weave ideas of transformation through plant fibres to cloth including The 

Wild Swans and Cap-o'-Rushes. Ancient Greek myths of the three fates 

spinning, measuring and snipping and the competition between Athene and 

Arachne highlighted the human interest and reverence for the art of 

transforming thread into cloth. 

 

For more information 

Call Kate Poland, 07714 288 286, Natalie Mady, 07730 431 885  or Zoë Burt on 

07780 913 591, or go to @growagarment or read our blog here: 

https://cordwainersgarden.wordpress.com/2015/01/31/we-grew-a-garment/ 

Email or phone Kate for high quality jpgs or to contact participants. 

This year’s project from Cordwainers is to grow a ball of string – contact 

kate@cordwainersgrow.org.uk /nat@cordwainersgrow.org.uk  for more information. 

The project was run by Cordwainers Garden in Hackney, with Seeds of Fashion, the 

London College of Fashion and financial support from the Big Lottery and Sanctuary 

Housing.   

The linen top will be on show at the Royal Horticultural Society’s Secret 

Sunday at the Lindley Hall, London on 1st March. 
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Left, sowing at Daubeney Fields, Hackney. 
 
 
Below, processing the fibre at Brockwell 
Park Community Greenhouses 
 
 
Below left, flax harvest. 

  



 

 
Left, ‘breaking’ the flax stalks with a mallet 
at Morningside Primary School, Hackney. 
 
Below, workshop at the London College of 
Fashion. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Right, students and technicians at the LCF, 
designed, knitted and styled version 1 of the 
garment.  (Please credit: Laurel Fish, model, 
Ryan Saradjola, photographer, Quentin 
Hubert, stylist and Ka Hei Law, hair and 
make-up). They are currently reknitting it with 
more thread.  We hope to have sleeves! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


