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Crew Clothing has grown 
a great deal since 
opening its first shop 
in Salcombe, Devon, in 

1993. But when the Covid-19 
pandemic struck in March, the 

DIVERSE PROJECTS 
KEEP CREW AFLOAT
Clothing fi rm navigates uncharted waters with 
charitable endeavours and support for workers

nautically inspired retailer was 
forced to close all of its shops – 
more than 80 across the UK. It 
continued to sell online but 
Georgina Clark, Crew Clothing’s 
brand director, says the business 

CHARITY DONATIONS

also wanted to play its part in the 
response to Covid-19. “We wanted 
to give something back at such a 
difficult time,” she recalls. “We felt 
we were in a position to help.”

Heroes for Heroes was the 
retailer’s first initiative. It invited 
customers to nominate the 
frontline workers making a 
difference to their lives – not 
just doctors, nurses and other 
emergency workers, but also 
supermarket staff, farmers, 
delivery drivers and more. 
Everyone nominated 
was sent a piqué polo 
shirt, one of Crew’s 
hero styles.

More than 
1,000 shirts 
have been 
despatched 
so far, says 
Clark. “We 
were in tears 
reading the 
nominations 
– they were 
just so 
incredible,” 
she adds. “It was 
a lovely thing to 
be able to do.”

Crew Clothing’s next 
project was to raise money for 
good causes, focusing on NHS 
charities, food banks and mental 
health groups. It launched a 
“rainbow edit” of products online, 
donating £5 to the charities for 
each item sold. The initiative has 
raised more than £50,000 so far 
and has continued in-store now 
that the brand has been able to 
open some of its shops.

Crew Clothing’s third 
community-minded project
has also continued beyond the 
lockdown period. While its 
shops were closed, Crew created 

a template for an origami boat that 
people could make at home. It 
asked customers to make as many 
boats as they wanted, adorned 
with messages of thanks to people 
in their communities, and then to 
bring them back to its stores once 
they had reopened.

“It’s been a lovely way to fill our 
windows with positive messages 
now we’re coming out of being 
closed,” Clark says of the idea, 
which also played on the retailer’s 

seaside heritage. “The boats 
are now up, and they 

look wonderful 
– we’ve had 

customers 
coming down 
to take photos 
to share with 
their friends.”

Crew 
Clothing 
is now 
beginning 
to return to 
normality, 

having begun 
opening its 

stores in England 
once it was allowed 

to do so. The retailer 
is taking a range of 

precautions to keep staff 
and customers safe, such as 
installing Perspex screens at till 
points, putting in two-metre floor 
markers, instituting a one-way 
system for shoppers and imposing 
limits on capacity.

The business also makes 
sanitiser available to customers. 
During the lockdown period, it 
teamed up with Salcombe Gin to 
create their own brand of hand 
sanitiser, which it has also begun 
selling to customers who want 
more than a quick squirt as they 
peruse the store.

Good company: 
a Crew Clothing 
shop in Winchester 
and, right, 
brand director 
Georgina Clark

FROM SCENTS TO SANITISER

With a population of 
just 1,900, the Isle 
of Harris in the 
Outer Hebrides 

isn’t where you’d necessarily 
expect to find an international 
candle, fragrance and gift 
business with six-figure 
revenues. But that’s exactly 
what managing director Jamie 
McGowan has built at Essence 
of Harris since founding the 
company on the island five 
years ago. He now oversees 
a thriving exports business, 
selling to markets all around 
the world, and four retail 
outlets – a flagship store on 
Harris itself, and stores in 
Glasgow and in Aberdeen 
and Inverness airports.

SAVED BY A SPIRITED 
COLLABORATION
Fragrance fi rm Essence of Harris didn’t expect 
to fi nd a new line of business during lockdown

Sadly, all those stores 
have been closed. 
“We were heading 
for our best year 
of trading ever 
in 2020, but 
Covid-19 hit us 
like a brick,” 
McGowan 
says. “We had 
to close all our 
stores and our 
stockists also 
closed.” At 
a stroke, the 
company’s 
revenues dropped 
almost to zero.

Then McGowan had 
an idea. Contacting other 
businesses across the Hebrides, 

he was able to secure the raw 
materials required to produce 
hand sanitiser to the World Health 
Organisation’s specification. 
The company’s manufacturing 
facilities on Harris, sitting idle 
with no stores to supply, were 
restarted in order to produce 
something very different from 
Essence of Harris’s usual range.

“In the beginning, this wasn’t 
a commercial venture at all,” says 
McGowan of his hand sanitiser, 

which has been branded 
Spirit of the Hebrides 

in honour of the 
collaborative effort 

that went into it. 
“We did it 
because we 
knew it was 
something that 
the emergency 
services and 
key workers 
badly needed.”

Soon, 
however, 

Essence of 
Harris’s new 

product began to 
attract interest from 

other businesses and 
organisations struggling to source 

the sanitiser they needed. Over the 
course of the lockdown period, 
sales picked up rapidly – so much 
so that McGowan intends to 
continue manufacturing Spirit of 
the Hebrides for the foreseeable 
future and will sell it alongside the 
business’s other products.

In the meantime, while sales of 
the sanitiser haven’t compensated 
in full for Essence of Harris’s loss of 
revenues, they have helped reduce 
the shortfall. “It’s helped us to pay 
our bills,” says McGowan.

That is crucial for the company, 
which is desperate to trade its way 
out of trouble once normality 
returns. In just five years, Essence 
of Harris has become the second 
biggest employer on the island and 
McGowan is painfully aware that 
a handful of jobs lost in his local 
economy is the equivalent of 
hundreds of losses on the mainland.

With the Scottish government 
announcing that smaller shops 
are finally able to reopen this 
week, the business is beginning 
to return to normal. McGowan 
has been investing in new signage 
to promote social distancing, and 
is also offering sanitiser, face 
coverings and gloves as he 
reopens his shops.

Helping hand: 
Essence of Harris’s 
Jamie McGowan, 
who founded an 
international 
business on 
a remote 
Scottish island

 When lockdown began, these fi rms were forced to close their doors. But they refocused, 
helping loyal customers through online events, charity drives and even making hand 
sanitiser when supplies were scarce. Now they’re back in business. By David Prosser

Heart of the community

VIRTUAL SUPPORT

THE BABY COT SHOP’S 
PERFECT DELIVERY
With Zoom events and a new podcast, one store 
owner never stopped supporting parents-to-be

Since interior designer Toks 
Aruoture opened The Baby 
Cot Shop on the King’s 
Road in London’s Chelsea 

three years ago, the store has 
become a community resource for 
expectant parents – particularly 
first-time mums and dads looking 
for advice on how to prepare for 
their babies’ arrival.

So when the shop was forced to 
close in March as the UK went into 

lockdown, Aruoture was very 
worried about how she’d continue 
to be able to help. She was still 
able to sell her bespoke furniture 
online, but this lacked the personal 
touch that is so important to many 
of her customers.

“It’s a role that you don’t realise 
you’re stepping into until you open 
this sort of business,” says Aruoture 
of the way she has become a 
trusted and much-needed adviser, 

not just a simple retailer. “If you’re 
a first-time mum, your nerves are 
jangling and your hormones are 
raging,” she says. “You want advice 
from an expert.”

As Aruoture points out, pregnant 
mums aren’t in a position to wait 
for the pandemic to come to an end 
before accessing advice, so her 
solution was to launch video 
consultations, which allows her 
to keep serving her community.

“I remember exactly how it felt 
when I had my own first child, 
and nothing prepares you for the 
reality of being responsible for 
another life,” she says. “It is such 
a blessing to still be able to work 
with new mums.”

Having experimented 
successfully with video 
consultation, The Baby Cot 
Shop has also launched virtual 
events for parents-to-be. Prior 
to lockdown, the shop hosted 
regular talks from childcare 
experts and other specialists. 
Since then, Aruoture has hosted 
events via Zoom and she’s even 
launched a podcast, Living Inside 
Out with Toks.

The good news for The Baby 
Cot Shop’s customers is that the 
business was able to reopen its 
store on June 15. And Aruoture 
had prepared carefully for this 
moment. The shop won’t allow 
more than two customers inside 
at any given time – or three 
where the group are family 
members. It has hand sanitiser 
available at the door and also offers 
customers the option of wearing a 
complimentary face covering. The 
shop’s staff also wear coverings.

“After three months of being 
closed, it feels like starting 
a business from scratch,” 
Aruoture says. “But it was such 
a joy to see customers again.” 

And in the meantime, many 
of The Baby Cot Shop’s grateful 
video-based customers have 
become joyful new parents.

After three months of 
being closed, it felt like 
starting from scratch 
but it was such a joy to 
see customers again

Personal touch: 
shop owner 
and podcaster 
Toks Aruoture 
is back on the 
King’s Road
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