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SEWING FOR LIFE
Below: Young Roma  
wgirl learning to sew at  
a centre.
It was delightful that 
another girl dropped in, 
emptied her school bag, 
set up a sewing machine 
and quickly mended a 
gaping seam in the bag 
before repacking and 
heading home.

Rob Wells shares with us his 
experiences of a trip to Albania 
where for the local women, the 
ability to sew is life changing

I
t’s so easy to make the statement, “sewing 
has changed my life”; however I have just 
returned from a trip to Southern Europe 
where I’ve seen first-hand how sewing is 
transforming the lives of very poor people for 
the better.

For several years now, ladies who sew, 
embroiderers, patchworkers and quilters, mainly 
around North Gloucestershire and Cornwall, have 
been helping my wife Di and I to raise money for 
International Community Assist (ICA). This charity 
aims to help desperately poor people out of 
poverty in Albania, the second poorest country  
in Europe. 

Our cash goes into their sewing projects 
which give ladies sewing skills and access to 
sewing machines. This enables them to sew and 
mend things for their own families, sew to help or 
barter with neighbours, or sew for a living either 
from home or in a local factory. My ICA visit to 
Albania was split between walking in the beautiful 
Albanian Alps and visiting sewing projects.

How do these projects work? Well, initially 
the sewing machines are put into centres where 
sewing courses teach the ladies how to sew. Then, 
where funds allow, sewing machines are given 
to competent sewers to use at home or time is 
made available for the ladies to continue using the 
machines in the centre.

Albania has several minority groups such as 
the Roma and Egyptian communities who have 
a very hard time. Rural communities are often 
agonisingly poor and there are many widows, 
often made so as a result of very poor health and 
safety at work and on the roads, plus continuing 
family blood feuds in some areas. There are also 
more disabled citizens there than here in the UK as 
the medical system is not as widely available or as 
good at mending injuries.

Here are some examples of the good work 
being done by ICA’s sewing projects. 

“THE CHARITY HAS TAUGHT 265
LADIES TO SEW OF WHICH 145 ARE 
NOW IN FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT

AND 68 ARE SELF-EMPLOYED.”
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In the Northern city of Shkoder, 
Kydret and his wife wanted to set 
up a community centre in their 
disadvantaged Roma area. Unable 
to find anywhere suitable, and with 
their children “grown and flown”, 
they have given over the upstairs 
of their house to the community. 
One former bedroom is now the 
sewing room. Here, they run courses 
for 6 ladies at a time, two to each 
machine. At first, the ladies sew 
items by hand, using paper instead 
of fabric. Next, they learn to use 
a treadle sewing machine and 
graduate to fabric. When/if they 

become accomplished enough, they 
begin to use an electric machine.

Local firms had traditionally 
discriminated against the Roma 
when seeking employees, but 
Kydret and his wife persuaded one 
factory that their students now had 
high levels of sewing skills. A few 
were given the opportunity of a job 
and were found to be skilful, hard-
working and reliable. There are now 
60 Roma ladies working in the local 
clothing and shoe factories. Sixty 
weekly wage packets have really 
boosted the well-being of the Roma 
community. 

Domestic violence is a problem in many 
countries and communities where women 
are not seen as equal to men. During my 
visit, I helped deliver a consignment of five 
sewing machines to a refuge for victims of 
domestic abuse, trafficked girls and women. 
We were not given the address but were led 
by a tortuous route to a tall steel gate set 
into a high wall. Inside was a haven of peace 
with kind and well qualified staff plus good 
facilities for the ladies and their children. 
Now that they have their own sewing 
machines, these vulnerable ladies can learn 
and practice sewing in house without the 
trauma and danger of travelling across the 
city to a skills college. They can also keep an 
eye on their children, knowing that they are 
playing safely in the crèche in the next room.

The ladies (and Refuge Centre and 
Social Services Staff) were delighted when I 
showed them photographs of Di’s work and 
were truly amazed to see pictures of some of 
my quilts, especially the one made from my 
old ties as one of the ladies had herself made 
a miniskirt from ties, complete with a saw-
edged hem from the shape of the tie ends. 

It is a tradition in Roma Communities for 
girls to leave school at the age of 13 or 14 
to marry very young. Marsida, an orphan 
girl aged 13 (see image below – yes, she 
looks much younger than 13) lives in a 
poor suburb of the capital, Tirana. Now 
that she has left school, learning to sew  
at the centre will transform her chances  
of looking after herself and also her family 
if she marries. Here, she has dropped in  
to practice at her local Roma Women 
Centre, this time in the downstairs of 
someone’s house. 

Left: Picture shows the five 
machines and at the back is a 

selection of the donated fabrics, 
needles, threads, notions, zips etc. 

that I carried in my luggage.

Below: The sewing room of a Roma social centre  
in the upstairs of Kydret’s house in Shkodra

Above: Craft centre in 
Elbasani for the disabled (the 

only one in Albania) where 
Di and I pay for the teacher. 

These are sewn items made by 
the pupils for sale to support 

the centre.
Below left: The other two are 

in the sewing room of a Roma 
social centre in the upstairs of 

Kydret’s house in Shkodra.
Below right: Chinese machine

Case Study One

Case Study Two

Case Study Three
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Fatima is a young mum. Not long after her 
marriage, both her parents died. She had a 
baby and then her husband suddenly died, 
too. Without any family and with a child to 
support, her future was bleak. ICA has taught 
her to sew and has given her a sewing 
machine so that she can work from home.

 
Matilda is a mother of 5 children whose 
husband died.  ICA found her a place 
to live; she had been taught by her 
Grandmother and could already sew. ICA 
gave her a sewing machine, at which she 
was more than delighted. “This has been 
my dream! It will change my life!” Now she 
is hard at work, sewing and teaching her 
five children to sew so that they can all 
work together.

In Fushe Kruje, working with another 
charity, ICA has another sewing project. 
Here, there is a novel approach to 
promoting sewing amongst the local 
community. The very best student from a 
series of courses will be supported to set 
up a local sewing centre and shop to sell 
the sewn wares of the local ladies and run 
courses etc. 

Hot favourite to scoop this prize is 
Briselda who popped in to sew as we were 
visiting the centre. The previous evening, 
Briselda had cut out and tacked a pair 
of child’s trousers and a rather fetching 
leather-effect skirt. This latter item was 
obviously for a daughter, niece or friend as 
she is six months pregnant. Without fuss, 
Briselda set up an electric machine and 
started sewing. 

Pictured here, Briselda is wearing blue 
and alongside her is Esmeralda, aged 14. 
Like Briselda, Esmeralda has already left 
school with few skills, so sewing will be 
a real lifeline for her. She is real family 
success story - Esmeralda’s mother had 
learnt to sew on a course and had landed 
a job at the local shoe factory. Her obvious 
skills soon impressed the management 
and she had then persuaded the factory 
to employ her husband in their sales 
department. Previously with no wages, the 
family now has two and their daughter, 
Esmeralda, may soon be earning and self-
sufficient, too.

This is some of the sewing stuff that I carried with me. 
It had been donated by ladies and sewing shops

Case Study Five

Case Study Six

Perhaps you are wondering, “What 
happens when machines break?” Well, 
Pajtim, the charity’s driver, has been 
trained in repairing and maintaining 
sewing machines so whilst out and about 
he can drop in to sort out problems, an 
excellent set up that works very well.

It was humbling to be thanked during 
my visit so often and so sincerely. The 
money that we send is being very well 
spent by ICA’s small but hard-working 
staff. It was great to deliver the donated 
items that I had carried and I was 
saddened that I had not had the luggage 
allowance to take more. However, I took 
several hundred pounds in cash to fund 
more purchases of machines.

Families’ lives are being changed for the 
better. Sadly, we cannot send sewing stuff 
out there, so we raise cash instead and this 
is used to support the local economy by 
buying machines and fabric etc, in Albania. 
A good deal has been haggled with a 
sewing shop to support this.

Just £80 buys an all-metal treadle 
sewing machine. A machine in a centre can 

transform the prospects of a succession 
of ladies, it is certainly money well spent. 
ICA now has 91 sewing machines in 10 
centres plus 20 sewing machines in ladies’ 
homes. The charity has taught 265 ladies 
to sew of which 145 are now in full-time 
employment and 68 are self-employed. 
These ever growing numbers are up to 
date as of March 2015. There will soon be 
more machines in use as we are about 
to send the charity a further £700, the 
proceeds of an ‘Open House’ and selling 
Di’s patterns on the Craftsy website.

I guess that many of you as families 
and individuals and many quilting groups 
will have your own favoured charities, 
maybe inspired by the needs of someone 
known to you. However, it is rather apt and 
somehow poetic for ladies who sew for 
pleasure in the UK to support their sisters 
abroad for whom sewing is a lifeline to lift 
them out of poverty. 

If you could help raise funds then 
please contact International Community 
Assist (ICA) directly, or Di and myself via 
www.diwells.co.uk.  BC

Case Study Four
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