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Here to help: Motasem lent her skills to the Scrub Hub

Sabina Motasem 
Wedding dress designer turned mask-maker

Wedding dress designer Sabina Motasem, from north London, 
found demand for her haute couture gowns disappeared 
overnight, as brides were forced to postpone their weddings. 

However, she soon noticed the Scrub Hub, where people were 
making scrubs for NHS workers. “I wanted to do something to help,  
as did many of our seamstresses and pattern cutters,” says Motasem. 
“It was great to be able to use our skills in a different way to help. It’s  
a bit different sewing a couture, several-£1,000 wedding dress, 
compared to making hundreds of scrubs from polycotton.”

After her father was rushed into hospital with Covid-19 
weeks after a heart operation, Motasem focused her 
efforts and created the Islington hub. “It spurred me on 
to make as many scrubs and masks as I could.”

While she had plenty of volunteers, the difficulty 
was sourcing the fabric. “It was really critical about 
two months ago, but a lot of the NHS suppliers have 
opened up more now,” Motasem says. 

In total, her team made 1,386 scrubs and  
2,000 masks. These she delivered to more than  
20 hospitals, medical health centres and care homes  
in Camden and Islington NHS Foundation Trust.

Her business began 13 years ago when a friend  
was in search of a dress that was “timeless, simple  
and elegant”, and Motasem now makes up to 90  
bridal gowns a year. 

Her focus is now on the range which will have zero 
waste: they are converting all the fabric scraps into  
craft kits for children and adults to make their own 
masks, or for others in need. 

“Doing the scrubs has completely 
changed my values,” she adds. 
“Although the scrub project has 
now ended, I want to continue 
helping the community.”

When the Brompton Bike Hire team was 
approached by St Barts Hospital for 
help at the start of the Covid-19 crisis, 
they couldn’t have predicted the 
impact their support was going to have 
on the London hospital’s staff. 

What started with a goodwill gesture of 
lending 25 of its folding Brompton bikes to 
NHS key workers uncomfortable with using 
public transport has now snowballed into 
something much bigger. 

In the months since, the aptly-titled Wheels For 
Heroes scheme has raised hundreds of thousands 
of pounds to manufacture hundreds of bikes for 

The lingering uncertainty that led to 
lockdown could not have come at a  
worse time for Cyrus and Pervin Todiwala,   
below left and right,  owners of Café Spice 
Namasté in Whitechapel.

They had the restaurant’s 
25th anniversary to  

look forward  
to, Cyrus’ new 

NHS key workers to use for free, and has garnered 
support from sporting and celebrity legends.

Though the Brompton team initially thought it’d 
be lending just 25 of its bikes, which can usually 

be borrowed for days at a time from docking 
stations across the country, they were 
quickly met with intensifying demand.  
They realised that in order to meet the 
needs of the hospital staff keen to cycle to 
work, they needed to up the ante.
“By the time that it went through social 

media and people told people, we suddenly 
found ourselves with 200 bikes from our excess 

fleet – which is all the bikes that we had – gone, 
and we had another 250-300 people who’d all 
registered on our bike hire site saying they  
would like a bike,” explained Will Butler-Adams, 
CEO of Brompton Bike Hire and Brompton Bicycle. 

When coronavirus struck, The Berkeley hotel 
had to close, but the kitchens remained open, 
with staff preparing 500 hot meals a day for 
London’s emergency services and 1,500 
meals a week to elderly and vulnerable 
neighbours in Westminster.

The entrance forecourt’s canopy was turned into 
a drive-through station to provide much-needed 
hot food and drinks to all NHS workers, police,  
fire service and paramedics. Key workers enjoyed 
dishes ranging from BBQs to vegan 
options and roast dinners. Michelin-
starred chef Marcus Wareing, who has 
a restaurant at the hotel, also donated 
his time and talents. 

“It has been our honour and privilege 
to support our emergency services at 
this challenging time,” says general 
manager Knut Wylde, right. “Our 
teams have all volunteered to 
help, and as hospitality is in our 

blood this is one important way we could 
make a difference.”

In total, volunteers from The Berkeley 
have prepared and served more 
than 50,000 meals.

The Berkeley Blue Light 
club offers special touches 
for emergency services 
too, including opening 
the drive-through once 

a month for 
complimentary 
lunches and 
snacks. “London 
emergency services will 
forever be part of our family and 

we will continue to look at 
ways we can 

support 
them,”  
Wylde adds.

cookbook had just been published and they 
were also scheduled to host several charity 
dinners in the spring. 

“Being forced to shut hit us hard, but we 
decided to use the time to focus on what really 
matters, which is our staff – whom we still talk 
to every day – and our community,” says Pervin.

Despite his fame as a chef, it’s his reputation  
 as a local community champion 

that Cyrus truly 
cherishes, with 

education and 
sustainability 

being the 
causes closest 
to his heart.

Their relationship with St Paul’s Whitechapel 
CE Primary School has continued during the 
coronavirus crisis. They helped the school win a 
grant for teaching resources from the Antonio 
Carluccio Foundation, and are working with 
headteacher Darren Rubin on several projects. 

“Like many schools, St Paul’s has leaders  
with vision but limited budgets,” says Cyrus. 
“The projects we are working on will teach 
children where food comes from, the 
importance of healthy eating, how to grow  
and cook good food, and how not to waste it.” 

The restaurant is set to reopen fully in 
mid-July and they are exploring the use of 
technology to rebuild customer confidence.  
The takeaway and delivery options are also 
keeping the team very busy. 

As business and life returns to the new normal, 
ultimately, what the Todiwalas want to do is help 
enrich kids’ knowledge and experience of proper 
food so that they enjoy it throughout life. 

“Schools are the breeding ground of the 
future,” Pervin adds. “We must never stop doing 
what we can to help.” 

“Then we thought there’s clearly demand, we’re in 
the middle of a crisis – we’ve got to do something.” 

They decided to set their goal at producing 1,000 
bikes, pledging £100 towards the cost of every 
model made and hoping to raise the rest on 
Crowdfunder. Within 18 days, the number hit 
£320,000, including a joint donation of £100,000 
from Cycling England and British Cycling. 

“The nice thing about having British Cycling [on 
board] is that they’re there,” Butler-Adams says. 
“We will have quarterly meetings to check that 
those bikes that effectively have been given to us 
are being used in the right way – and we’re not 
using them to make profit.”

Just as things looked like they were starting to 
calm down, Brompton Bike Hire was contacted by 
Sky Sports: a host of celebrities – including Chris 
Froome, Mel C and Olly Murs – were going to be 

doing a sponsored ‘bike ride’ from home, and 
the money raised would be supporting the 
Wheels For Heroes campaign. An impressive 
£25,000 was raised – and the funds will be 
used to build a dock in an NHS hospital.

With 800 bikes now out and  
waiting lists continuing to grow, 
Brompton Bike Hire has had to 
reassess its approach. “We’re 
putting in place a scheme 
now as we’re stabilising,” 
Butler-Adams explains.  
“What we’re saying to 
members of the NHS is 
come and take a bike 
– take it for 
 a month, it’s free 
– but after a 

month you’ve got to bring it back because 
you’ve got another 600 people that are  
waiting to pick up a bike.”  

Though what the future holds remains 
uncertain, Brompton Bike Hire’s CEO has 

hope for the scheme’s ongoing impact. 
“These bikes will last more than five 

years, so the legacy will be quite 
long,” Butler-Adams says. 

“We may find that there are other 
causes that could use Wheels For 
Heroes bikes,” he adds. 
GREAT Inspirations celebrates the 

people who have done extraordinary 
things during the pandemic. 

Visit greatbritain 
campaign.com/
inspirations
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