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PASSION

Fashionista helps women create  
homemade couture through blog

Sew  
rewarding

W R I T T E N  B Y  J U L I E  T .  S E T T L E 
P H O T O G R A P H S  B Y  T I M  K I M Z E Y 

F
rom her basement sewing room working at her 
Bernina sewing machine, Spartanburg resident 
Sarah Gunn is causing an international stir in 
the sewing community. With thousands of peo-
ple following her sewing excursions on her web-
site, goodbyevalentino.com, and blogging for 
the Mood Sewing Network, the mother of two is 
gaining lots of attention sewing her own “ready 

to wear high-end couture” fashions.
What began as a one-year commitment nearly three years ago, 

has morphed into a flourishing, potential career path for the seam-
stress. During the summer of 2011, Gunn found herself fed up with 
the expense of clothing herself and two young, fashionable daugh-
ters. After one particularly expensive shopping day in August, she 
decided that enough was enough. Gunn resolved then to tap into 
her latent, but not forgotten, talent for sewing and commit herself 
to wearing only garments fashioned from her own hand for one 
entire year. 

“I said to myself, ‘I’m not doing this anymore, I know how to 
sew, and I’m going to sew my own.’ ” Gunn said. 

Sarah Gunn creates her own ready to wear high-end couture fashions 
in the basement of her Spartanburg home.
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So after not having picked up a needle and thread in 25 years, 
Gunn began her year-long Ready-To-Wear fast Aug. 31, 2011. 
Over the course of the following year, she made 64 garments and 
blogged about each of them, along the way picking up hundreds of 
followers.

One piece in particular was a sleeveless blouse made from a flo-
ral silk purchased nearly 20 years ago in London. Gunn said over 
the years she would purchase fabrics that caught her eye because 
“I would always have these big fantasies of sewing, but then I’d 
never do it.”

During the fall of that year, the gifted artisan was wearing the 
garment while browsing in a Neiman Marcus store for inspiration. 
She was taken aback when approached by a salesperson exclaim-
ing, “I love your top! Whose is it? Who’s the designer?” Gunn re-
called with a laugh. “I wish I’d had a business card on me.” 

Another piece Gunn produced during the fast garnered indus-
try attention from a designer at Vogue Patterns. After fashion-
ing her own version of a shingled dress, inspired by designer J. 
McLaughlin, using a Vogue pattern, she was contacted by the com-
pany and asked if she would allow them to post her pictures on the 
Vogue website. She acquiesced and has since received more acco-
lades from readers and other industry pros. 

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that Gunn would be a master at 
the sewing machine since her mother was also an avid seamstress.

“My mother was a home economics major, and I think she 
made me take sewing lessons before I got my driver’s license,” 
Gunn said. 

After the fast ended, things got even busier for her. Mood Fab-
rics, the designer fabric store featured each week on Lifetime’s 
Project Runway, contacted Gunn within weeks of wrapping up in 
2012. After coming across her sewing blog, a representative from 
the store recruited her to be one of nine bloggers nationwide to 
participate in the Mood Sewing Network. Now she receives a 
monthly allowance from the store and blogs twice a month about 
garments made from their inventory. 

Along with industry attention, the former executive director 
of the Music Foundation of Spartanburg found herself inundated 
with followers on her website. Gunn was pleasantly surprised by 
how many people she inspired. 

“I had hundreds of people who had written to me, and I realized 
that I was influencing people and even inspired some to start sew-
ing,” Gunn said.

Though the fast was intended for one year, the influx of support 
inspired her to continue sewing her own clothes. And inspiration 

Blue Party Dress
As a blogger for Project Runway’s 
go-to fabric store, Mood Fabrics, 
Sarah Gunn sewed this cobalt blue 
cocktail dress using a Carolina 
Herrera silk brocade from Mood.
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Katie Spade — Ivory Wrap 
Dress with Ruffles and Sash
Inspired by the Kate Spade ‘Aubrey-
Wrap’ Dress, Gunn made this ivory 
silk dress after locating a vintage 
Simplicity pattern online.

Floral Ruffle Top and 
Purple Silk Skirt
During a 1994 trip to London, 
Gunn purchased a French floral 
silk crepe. Eighteen years later, 
she made the ruffled top based 
on designer Cynthia Rowley’s 
Simplicity pattern. The skirt is 
sewn from silk dupioni. 

Shanel Suit
Gunn spent a week with 
the revered couture 
dressmaker and teacher 
Susan Khalje learning to 
make the classic French 
jacket. Made with a lofty 
Chanel boucle, Gunn 
models her “Shanel Suit.”
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for her skill continues to abound for her personal style, which she 
identifies as “ready-to-wear high end.” From department stores 
and the Internet, she’s yet to run dry of ideas for her craft. 

“Inspiration comes pretty easily. Pinterest — I’m constantly 
pinning clothes. I also get inspiration from stores and my friends. 
While I’d like to say I’m inspired by runway shows, and I might 
love a Christian Dior ball gown, I know my limits. And I’m not 
there yet. That’s a whole different ball game,” she said. 

In the past two and a half years, her inspirations have helped 
her create garments using patterns from the “Big 4” (Vogue, Sim-
plicity, McCall’s and Butterick) including dresses, blouses, skirts 
and pants. She even re-fashioned a pair of her husband’s plaid 
pants to fit her. 

But even the most skilled can improve themselves. Gunn has 
taken many online sewing courses to hone her skills. And as if she 
needed further confirmation of her talents, Craftsy.org, the site 
where Gunn has taken most of her classes, recently asked her to be 
an affiliate for them. 

“When I came back to sewing in 2011, one of the things I dis-
covered is that the sewing industry has changed all for the bet-
ter since I was away. It has embraced technology — you can order 
things online and take classes online,” she said. 

Recently, Gunn decided to take her craft a step further attend-
ing a week-long class in Baltimore, Md., with nationally known 
couture sewing instructor, Susan Kahlje. With attendees from as 
far away as Australia and the Netherlands, Gunn received first- 
rate, personalized instruction in how to build one of the most well-

known couture jackets in the world — the Chanel jacket. Gunn 
learned the technique used to make the famous tweed jacket first 
created in 1916 by Coco Chanel. 

“I spent a week with this woman who is so incredibly helpful,” 
Gunn said. She learned the painstaking process of making the 
jacket, which requires “approximately 100 hours” of machine and 
hand-sewing. “There’s a reason these jackets cost thousands of 
dollars,” she said. Coined the “Shanel” Jacket on her website, Gunn 
produced a tweed wool skirt to match, completing her suit. 

Future plans for the seamstress include a second Ready-To-
Wear fast which began January 1st. Gunn has reason to be excit-
ed about this second fast, since this time around she has the sup-
port of approximately 275 women “of all different ages, sizes, na-
tionalities,” she said. Women representing the US, Canada, Eng-
land, Poland, Czechoslovakia and New Zealand have all pledged 
through her website to complete the challenge of wearing only 
what clothes they make themselves for all of 2014. 

This fast will prove to be even more challenging as Gunn looks 
toward dressing herself for her daughter’s August wedding. “I’m 
going to need a mother-of-the-bride dress,” she said. 

And while Gunn’s creations may appear difficult, she encour-
ages anyone to try their hand at sewing. “I really hope the blog 
serves as an inspiration not only for sewing, but also for people to 
tap into their own talents and personal ways of living,” Gunn said. 

As her website touts, “Anyone who can read a recipe can read 
a pattern. Anyone who can drive a car can operate a sewing ma-
chine.”  X
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Ivory Top and Yellow 
and White Skirt
“Experimenting with fabrics 
and patterns is part of the 
fun when it comes to sew-
ing,” Gunn said. After dying 
a piece of ivory silk yellow, 
she pieced strips of alternat-
ing colors together to create 
striped the pencil skirt worn 
with a coordinating silk top. 
(Mood Fabrics)

Black and White Houndstooth Dress
An easy mock-wrap dress in a houndstooth 
jersey is Gunn’s solution for daytime dressing. 
(Mood Fabrics)
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