Needlework in Nyasaland
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Being the daughter of Doug and Dot Farmery | come from a family of
needlewomen. Don't misunderstand; they're not professionals, not
tailors or designers or pattern cutters, but they are all gifted

| amateurs, au fait with the tools of the rag-trade. This is an account of
LVl how that happened, and why it was so important to my mother, Dot,
mil in Nyasaland.

The founder of this dynasty of stitchers was my mother's mother, Esther Penny but always
known to my generation as Nanna, who was born in the last year of Queen Victoria's reign
and clung as closely to the old monarch's morals and views as a pair of silk stockings
clings to a pair of legs. She was a wonderful example of the state education available at
that time as she left school with an excellent command of grammar, punctuation and
literary-style, possessed a wide vocabulary which she could spell perfectly, was able to
calculate in her head and could keep her household accounts with the accuracy of a book-
keeper. It was also at school that she learned to sew. In fact, she was so capable with a
needle that, when her teacher married, my fourteen year old Nanna made her entire
trousseau!

As a young woman Nanna sewed all her own clothes. She was working, but like most of
her peers handed her wages to her mother and had no cash of her own. However, her
father was a trawlerman who had been redeployed to the Royal Navy Reserves during the
First World War and was stationed off the coast of Ireland. Every time he came home he
brought her bales of material, not only the fine wools and linens for which Ireland was
famed but also imported silk, cotton, crepe-de-chine and other exciting, exotic fabrics.

Later, as a new wife, she continued to practice her craft by making curtains, cushions and
loose covers for her home, embroidering tablecloths, embellishing pillowcases and bed-
linen with lace-like borders of fine crochet, mending her husband's working clothes and
continuing to make her own oultfits. As the captain of a trawler my grandfather made a

good living but, in contrast to many of Hull's infamous spendthrift
"Three-Day Millionaires,' he was careful with money and insisted
that Nanna stretched the budget as far as she could so dresses

~1 | from a shop were an unnecessary luxury. Once she became a
mother there were tiny baby clothes to make; little layettes of white
and pastel hues of pink. She had three daughters and as they grew

up they were beautifully turned out, the youngest two often in matching outfits.

Their comfortable life was blown apart by the Second World War and throughout those
bleak years of strict rationing my then widowed Nanna had to 'make-do-and-mend' to
clothe herself and her girls. She became an expert at alterations and making a lot from a
little; she once even unpicked a ladies' coat, turned it inside-out and remade it - as good
as new. After the war, when the girls were leaving school, going out to dances and getting
their first boyfriends Nanna made new outfits every week. Dot, can remember going out to
work on a Friday morning leaving Nanna with a roll of material on the dining table and
coming home that evening to find a new dress hanging in her bedroom ready for her night
out. This was in the days of Dior's 'New Look,' tight bodices and full skirts and Dot was the
most fashionable girl in town. As the girls met their respective spouses, Nanna's services
were more in demand than ever and in 1956 she made two wedding dresses and fifteen



bridesmaids' dresses - my mother herself thoughtfully had six in retinue! And soon there
was a new crop of grand-daughters to sew for.

In all these years of cutting out patterns, fitting the pieces to each lucky recipient, tacking,
machine-stitching, hand-sewing, putting in zips, placing buttons and embroidering
buttonholes, raising and lowering hemlines, darning and patching... never once did Nanna
show any of her daughters how to do it for themselves; she didn't so much as teach them
how to replace a loose button. Knowing this, it seems extraordinary that all three of her
girls grew up to be as talented as she was; the eldest is a gifted craftswoman making all
manner of items such as bags, dolls, cushion-covers, aprons and so-on, although she
never dressmakes. The youngest is practically a seamstress and can knock up a perfectly
fitting tailored jacket in the most difficult of fabrics in a jiffy. And the middle one, Dot, has
spent all her married life as Nanna did; making things for her home, herself and her child.
But she didn't do any of that until she went to Africa...

Dot arrived in Nyasaland in 1959, having travelled by boat and train. Doug, who had flown
out several weeks earlier, met her at the station in Limbe and the next day they drove up to
Mzimba where my father had been initially posted. In the two trunks which had
accompanied her on the passage from England she had all the lightweight clothes the
couple possessed including several new dresses made by Nanna and - what a novelty -
three she had bought, plus her wedding dress. There were also all their curtains, bedding
and towels, table-linen, a bale of mixed fabrics from the West Riding Mills and a hussif or
sewing kit.

Of course, throughout their decade in Nyasaland/Malawi Doug and Dot lived in Police
accommodation; the modern brick-built bungalows known as 'Blackwood Boxes' and

several old Colonial-style villas. The first of these
was in Mzimba where Dot's initial sewing task was
to alter all her curtains to fit the windows of their
new home. (Fortunately, this was a job which only
required doing once since the houses were
generally constructed in similar designs and used

standard sizes.) There were three bedrooms, one of which was used as a dining room and
so the single bed was moved into the lounge and turned into additional seating. The
curtaining was a thick, heavy linen with a textured stripe running through it in definitive
primary colours; sunflower yellow, pillar box red and Royal blue and from it Dot fashioned
not only window drapes but also a fitted cover for the bed with box pleats around the base
and legs and fat cushions to serve as backrests. All by hand and without a pattern or
much experience!

This Mondrianesque colour scheme was employed in the next house in Mzuzu, which was
just as well as Dot had more on her mind than cushions and curtains..... she was
expecting me and was more interested in making baby clothes! On her journey out to
Africa she had met a couple who owned a wool shop in England. They had sailed on to
Capetown and were driving overland back to Europe. Stopping off at Mzuzu for a few
nights, they learned of my parents' news and a few weeks later a parcel arrived, airmail,
full of fine baby-wool in pastel hues. Dot could knit and was thus occupied for the next few
months (and | still have a few of the items she made in my possession!). Of course, the
announcement of my imminent arrival caused great excitement back in Yorkshire where
my two grandmothers were thrown into a frenzy of activity and small parcels of baby
clothes arrived with regularity.

It was in Mzuzu that Dot's sewing abilities and ambitions opened up, thanks to two
serendipitous occurrences. The first of these was that she met Sylvia Hoodless, a lady of
generous spirit who made clothes for the local African children and was incredibly gifted in
the art of needlework. Sylvia hosted a weekly coffee morning where she shared both her



skill and her library of patterns with anyone interested. Dot had been surrounded by the
language and accoutrements associated with stitchcraft all her life and by a process of
osmosis had absorbed a lot of knowledge and understanding, but she lacked technique; it
was Sylvia who taught her the practicalities of sewing such as how to put in a zip or to
smock. The second fortunate event was that Dot's close friend, Enid Volak, took
possession of a very swanky new Bernina sewing machine and sold her old hand operated
Singer to my mother. Suddenly the possibilities were endless! These two things came into
her life at about the same time that | did and so she was able to hone her skills in the
manufacturing of baggy knickers that would go over nappies, big-brimmed sunhats that
shaded my face when outside and prettily smocked dresses. For the next few years Dot
made all of my clothes which were passed on as | grew out of them. I'm sure that there is
a generation of ex-Nyasaland Police children who all wore the same wardrobe until the
garments eventually found their way to the children of various cooks, house-boys and
gardeners around the country.

After our first leave we came back to be posted at Ncheu. | was two and a half, by this
time, and Dot was still making most of my clothes. She favoured little dresses which could
be run up from short lengths of remnants of Mills' fabric, brought back from leave, or even
made out of the full skirts of her own old dresses. She never made one dress but two,
because while in Ncheu | had a little African companion called Veronique who was the

daughter of our house-girl. There are numerous photographs of us
playing together in the garden wearing our summer frocks. Dot often
embellished these with embroidery or applique so that even a plain
piece of material could be turned into a whimsical creation. She also
made Doug a Father Christmas outfit so that he could play that part at
the small children's party she threw in December. My poor Father; he
must have been sweltering beneath the red flannel robe and hood and

he got no thanks for it - | took one look at him and screamed the place down! Perhaps the
other guests were more appreciative; they certainly enjoyed the handmade presents;
home-made rag dolls for the girls and little checked shirts for the boys. We all had crepe
paper party hats too, again made by my Mother's clever hands.

By the time Dot arrived in Ncheu she had amassed a bagful of left over scraps of material
and decided that the best way to use them up was to make a single coverlet for my bed.
However, she hadn't enough variety among them, so she entreated everyone she knew to

give her a few off-cuts of cotton to ensure the finished
8l piece would be as interesting and attractive as it was
"l useful. Soon her Nyasaland friends were passing on
M their left-overs - if you knew my parents in 1963 and
passed through Ncheu and happened to be someone
who sewed then there is almost certainly a piece of
yours in my quilt! The most regular and prolific local

| donor was Anne Hall who also lived at Ncheu and
had, at that time, a daughter known to all as Sue-Sue.

Anne made clothes for herself and Sue-Sue from fabulous fabrics in the Horrocks range;
really good quality and very pretty prints, mostly floral. She must have had it sent out from
England or South Africa because it certainly couldn't be bought in Nyasaland. Dot also
received a lot of small squares from home; Nanna was still sewing (for her grand-
daughters) and put the word out around the rest of the family and soon packages began to
arrive. Nanna's scraps were always slipped between the pages of a rolled up weekly
newspaper which she sent out. Oh! The excitement that a soft envelope would induce, the
gasps of admiration that could be heard as half a dozen brightly printed patches fell from
the folds of newsprint onto the polished red floor! Red-letter days indeed! *




After Ncheu we went to Zomba where my day wear consisted of loose pinafores which
fastened with a button or two at the back and revealed matching cotton knickers. Across
the front there was always a wide pocket which | found terribly useful for carrying my pet
rabbits and guinea pigs around in. If | wasn't in the mood for the pinafore, the animals
were tucked into the knickers, heads and front paws sticking out over the elastic. They
must have been quite biddable; | can't imagine a small squirming mammal with sharp
claws would have been welcome for long!

Our second trip home, during which | turned five, gave Dot considerable food for thought.
Nobody was wearing the 'New Look' any more and shifts were the in thing. The dresses
she had originally taken out to Africa were worn out from the rough hand-washing, and
hopelessly out-dated, but up to this point, she had never made any clothes for herself.
Fortunately, Doug, was posted to Blantyre on our return and there my parents met Bob
and Cathy Bowmaker who had a daughter, Gillian, of around the same age as me. Cathy,
a South African, was a proficient seamstress with a vast collection of trendy patterns and
encouraged Dot to have ago. Using more of the Mills material she had carried back from
England, in particular Moygashel linen which was a quality fabric that required lining but

lasted for years, Dot began to run herself up little frocks; straight,
economical, modern and relatively simple to make. As she grew in
confidence she tackled more complex projects, in particular a fine
lawn evening dress which she wore for a masked ball, the mask itself
cut from the same cloth and decorated with pearlescent beads. She
also continued to make clothes for me; | remember an extravagant
rainbow coloured creation in which | attended a fancy dress party as
Little Bo Peep, a ballet dress of white with a circular skirt lined in hot
pink silk which was only revealed as | spun around and a beautiful
party dress made out of her wedding dress when | was about seven.
We both had 'Kenya print' dresses, she made my St Andrew's school

uniforms and occasionally knitted me a cardigan or jumper.

In 1969 my parents made the decision to leave Africa and chose to make their final trip a
'grand tour' through Kenya, Israel and Europe. In preparation, Dot made us both new
dresses, a few of them matching mother-and-daughter ensembles. It was the last time she
would use her trusty Singer, which was left behind for our beloved cook, Douglas, and
once home she invested in one of those fancy new-fangled electric machines. | was at an
age to begin my own sewing adventure, starting with dolls' clothes and tray-cloths, but that
is a story set in another time and place...

*Astonishingly, in spite of all her hard work, the patchwork quilt was
not completed while we were in Africa and it came home with us in
1969, was rolled up and put away. It was not until | was 33 and living
in Mexico City that Dot finally finished it, but by then | had a double
bed so it had to be extended considerably. As a result the quilt has a
central design that tells the story of my early years but the outer
panels are made of patches from my adolescence and twenties! |
only used it for a year in Mexico, but after Doug died and Dot and |
moved in together it was put to use across her own bed so we saw it
every day. | still use it, in my new home in the Faroe Islands.




