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Evaluation report 
 

Project Director    Justine Wheatley 

Project Coordinator and Textile Artist Miranda Thomason 

Textile Tutor (for Vintage Vision)  Emma Jones 

Photographer     Toril Brancher 

Writer      Jane Blank 

 

Participants     7 

Project workshops    10 plus planning, evaluation and ‘next steps’ 

 

The project 
 
Green Fire Fashion was a sewing based project funded through the Arts Council of 

Wales and the New Grove Farm Trust, and was a partnership between Arts Alive 

Wales and social enterprise ‘Vintage Vision’ in Abergavenny. Ten creative workshops 

were held on Friday mornings in the sewing room at the Vintage Vision shop, from the 

beginning of May 2011 until mid July. The final session was held at the Arts Alive building 

in Crickhowell, which provided the group with an understanding of the organisation and 

also focused on celebrating the achievements of the individuals involved in the project. 

 

We aimed to engage a group of 8 to 10 women aged 16 years and over from 

Communities First area in North Abergavenny, targeting those who had least 

opportunity to participate in activities either through ill health, lack of educational 

opportunity and confidence, economic or social reasons. We also hoped to uncover 

stories associated with individual garments handed down through families and record 

these in images and writing. 

 

The project offered opportunities for women to explore their creativity, personal taste 

and style, to learn and develop skills, to build confidence and self-esteem and hoped to 

offer participants inspiration to explore sustainable ways of clothing.  

 

A creative team worked to deliver the project; a writer and a photographer worked 

alongside two textile practitioners, one of which was also the project coordinator. 
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Engagement and Participation 

 
 

Arts Alive contacted partner agencies such as Sure Start, MIND, Communities First, 

WAIMON as well as individuals. The project coordinator had previously worked on the 

Communities First initiative, and also delivered and supported other community 

projects in the area, so was able to contact an established network of agencies and local 

people. Time was given to meeting up, making phone calls and writing emails to explain 

the project and identify women who may like to be involved. 

 

Seven women participated in the project: - 

Two of these came via Communities First – they both volunteer at the resource centre. 

Two came via a support group for parents affected by depression who meet at the 

Acorn Centre. 

One was a Spanish woman who has recently moved to Abergavenny and approached 
Arts Alive. 

One was an older woman who had previously attended workshops at Vintage Vision. 

One was a woman who was not connected with any group or organisation but who 

knew the project coordinator via Communities First, when it was based at Abergavenny 

Community House. 

 

Three of the women had young children. 

Three of the women had grandchildren (two of the three were under 50). 
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Participants said they came along for the following reasons: - 

 

 To meet people. 

 

 To do something creative. 

 

 To learn some sewing skills. 

 

 To get out of the house. 
 

Effort was put into keeping the women involved. Each week the coordinator would send 

a text to remind participants that it was ‘sewing on Friday!’ People said they really 

appreciated this contact, as lives were busy. The creative team made sure that there was 

tea, coffee and biscuits at every session to welcome the women. We made sure the 

women felt ‘cared for’ and valued as part of the group which was vital in building their 

trust and confidence to come back each week. Apart from the occasional problem due 

to illness, or other commitments the women came every week, on time. 

 

During the workshops, while everyone was busy making, women shared personal 

experiences (good and bad). Whilst enjoying themselves and having quite a laugh, some 

of the more serious things that came up were: - 

 

Four of the women told us about long-term physical health problems. 

 

Three of the women told us about mental health problems. 

 

Two of the women told us about domestic abuse situations. 

 

Three of the women talked about the lack of parental (maternal) care and 

encouragement they had received in their lives and the impact this has had. 

 

Two women told us about personal bereavements, one of a sibling and one of a friend 

who had a drug addiction.  

 
These problems may help to explain why these women had barriers and low self-

confidence and needed encouragement to get involved with group activities in the 

community. 
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The project was structured based on the needs of the women involved. We considered 

the practical issues such as childcare (morning sessions were held when young children 

were in nursery), and start and finish times, school holidays etc. We also followed the 

creative interests of the women and what activities they would like to try. Each week 

the women would input into ideas for activities the following week and the creative 

team would ensure that materials would be brought along to support this. 

 

Creativity and Personal Development 
We began the project by providing each participant with a journal so that they could 

begin collecting cuttings, fabric swatches, ideas, sketches and writing. Everyone made 
fabric covers for the books – the women rummaged in a suitcase full of interesting fabric 

scraps to find the pieces they liked and made a collage which was sewn together by hand 

or machine. This was a great way of getting a taste of sewing, explore personal taste and 

style and not get too precious about technicalities.  

 

This activity continued in the sessions alongside personal projects such as revamping a 

bridesmaid dress, making a child’s ‘spider’ costume, making a petticoat dress, a textile 

picture, flower accessories etc. Some women found the process of using a book to 

record their ideas, feelings and journey through the project very useful and enjoyable. 
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The photos taken during each session were brought in each following week and 

provided a focus for discussion and laughter. People stuck pictures in their journals and 

gave them captions. Having pictures of themselves was a vital ingredient in building self-

esteem in the women, enabling them to reflect on what they had been doing and what 

they looked like. They began to see themselves in a more positive light and we noticed 

that every week we all started to come along to the sessions ‘dressed up’ for the event! 

This again provided lots of opportunities for compliments and inspiration. 

 
Half way through the project we brought in the subject of body shape and used ‘Trinny 

and Susannah’ books to get people involved. It took at least three sessions to nurture 

the women to look at these images and identify their body shape. This demonstrated a 
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real fear in looking at their own body and recognising their good features and physical 

make up. We found that encouraging women to work in pairs to discuss this was the 

most successful and although at first this was slightly intimidating the women overcame 

their barriers and got to know themselves a bit better. 

 

The room at the Vintage Vision shop was an intimate and non-threatening environment 

for the women to try sewing techniques out with guidance and support from the sewing 

tutor. The approach was informal and participant led. People learned how to be more 

creative with clothes and how to sew by hand and machine as well as thread a machine. 

They felt particularly good about making finished things such as the book covers and 

individual projects that they completed, and felt a real sense of achievement.  

 

Participants said that they enjoyed chatting and making new friends and having time to 

relax and learn new skills. They also said that they felt inspired and had lots of ideas and 

felt more confident to try new things. They gained ideas for reusing, adapting and 

decorating items and began to see the potential of discarded clothes. Some are keen to 

share these new skills with others and make things like cushion covers and gifts for 

friends and family. 
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The involvement of a writer helped to generate lots of discussion around clothes and 

the benefits of getting together as a group to sew. The idea that the project would 

document stories around particular items of clothing was a difficult concept for some 

women to understand at first as many had not got any items with history. It was obvious 

that this tradition is not a part of everyone’s life experience or culture and those of us 

who had been handed down special garments or jewellery felt privileged. Some women 

ventured to try on clothes from the Vintage shop and photos were taken of people in 

particular clothes that made the wearer feel good.  

 

The importance of the Group  

 
We would often ask one woman to demonstrate a skill to another, for example, 

threading the machine or winding the bobbin. Some women really enjoyed this new role 

of supporting and encouraging others and realised that they could consider developing 

this to one day become facilitators themselves. This again was helpful in making people 

feel empowered and competent. As the women got to know one another’s interests 

and tastes, they began bringing things in for one another. They shared ideas for adapting 

and making clothes and made suggestions of how things could be tackled. There was a 

real sense of caring and sharing within the group and it was noticed if anyone was 

missing or feeling under the weather.  
 

As the writer noted: - Women in a room sewing and laughing – it’s as old as human 

beings themselves! 
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If we did it again…Learning Points 
Within this project there were two main starting point ideas: - to engage women who 

may not have got to this kind of creative group before; and to find out about clothes 

with a personal history. They were both strong enough to be individual projects in their 

own right, 

 

The project involved four creative practitioners, which was costly and could be reduced 

if the remit was not so wide.  
 

As the room at the shop was small and had very little light, it was not ideal for 

photography (although the photographer adapted and managed to get some wonderful 

images). Ideally another venue could be used for part of the time to address the issue of 

space and light. 

 

 

Next steps 
The group met up on September 9th in the Communities First resource centre to 

evaluate the project and decide on how to continue as a creative group. 5 participants, 

from the 7 involved, came along and there were 2 new participants who would like to 

be involved with the group in the future. The group discussed the following: - 

Meeting up 

The women have decided that they would like to continue to meet up on a regular 

basis. This would be once a week on a Friday morning from 9.30am – 12. The group 

agreed that between 6 – 10 participants would feel about right. 

Venues 

They would like to meet at the Communities First Resource centre and also at the 

Vintage Vision shop in alternate weeks. The group are also going to look into other 

possible venues such as the Acorn centre and the Mardy hall, which may provide more 
space and better light but may cost to hire. When asked why they felt the need to meet 

up in the community as well as down in the town the women said ‘convenience’ and 

‘confidence’. 

Creative activities 

The women would like to do activities such as: - embroidery, crochet, cross-stitch, 

jewellery, knitting and dressmaking. The group would like to plan a timetable of activities 

to include; practitioners to come to inspire and teach the group and outings such as 

visiting the art and wool shops in town, Llantarnam Arts Centre and a day trip to the V 

+ A museum in London. 
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Facilitators/ coordination 

The group felt that it would be important to have someone who ‘knows what they are 

doing’ to provide a focus and share skills with the group. We discussed the idea of some 

participants being supported/mentored to coordinate the group and facilitate the 

sessions. The participants recognised that there are useful skills within the group; people 

have skills, interests and contacts that could be shared. 

Fundraising 

Arts Alive is keen to support the group to develop by applying for a Communities First 

Trust Fund to cover costs for things such as equipment, materials and textile 

tutors/mentors. The group also suggested doing fetes, coffee mornings and having a 

market stall to raise funds. 

Naming the group 

Some ideas such as ‘Crafty Women’ and ‘Meet and Make’ were considered. The group 

decided to think about this and see if they come up with more suggestions and then 

vote to identify the most popular name. 

What next? 

The group decided to meet at Communities First again on a Friday. Toril will bring her 

knitting to show the group and Michelle will bring her cards. Other people will bring 

things they have made and things to work on by hand. Miranda will talk to the creative 

team (Jane, Toril and Emma) and Arts Alive to plan how we can support the group in 

the short term until funding is obtained. 
 

After this meeting, the group agreed they would like to return to Vintage Vision because 

of the creative, inspiring and enjoyable atmosphere that it has.  It is also fully equipped 

with the necessary equipment. 

 

At their last meeting the group have decided to try to continue meeting but have asked 

Arts Alive to apply for funding to support the purchase of some equipment, resources 

and tutor/mentoring time to enable them to develop.  They already have 3 new 

members. 

 

Outcomes for Participants 
 Increased confidence in self-expression through writing, drawing and other 

creative media and in design and constructions 

 Acquisition of new skills 

 Creation of new group for the community 

 Increased self esteem and self awareness 

 Better community cohesion 

 Involvement in 2 local social enterprise/charities on an ongoing basis with 

opportunities for further participation and  skills acquisition. 
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Miranda Thomason 09/2011 

Justine Wheatley 10/2011 

 

 
 

 

 


