
I was surrounded by fabric, buttons and zippers growing 
up. My mom was a seamstress who worked from home, and 
the rumble of the sewing machine was a very familiar and 
comforting sound to me. She combed all the fabric outlets 
along Spadina to find the coolest and cheapest fabrics. 
Thick, colourful and outrageously patterned crimplene (a 
thick polyester fabric), was the staple of my wardrobe. 
My elementary school days were filled 
with mini skirts, hot pants, bell-
bottomed pants and mock-
turtleneck tops that were 
lovingly designed and sewn 
by my mother, as all my 
school photos would attest.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I didn’t know it, but my clothes were hurting me and 
the environment. Nobody spoke about the personal health 
and environmental toll of our clothing in the early ’70s, 
or at least I certainly didn’t hear or read anything about 
it. I didn’t know that most synthetic fibers are made from 
petroleum and eventually become a chemical waste, letting 
off harmful toxins when they degrade. Common artificial 
and synthetic (made entirely from chemicals) fibers such 
as rayon, acetate, nylon, acrylic, polyester, spandex, 

PBI, vinyon, saran, orlon, zylon and vectran, to name 
a few, are coated with formaldehyde finishes and 

will continuously give off minute plastic vapors as 
the fabric is warmed against your skin (outgas), 
causing unknown effects as well as known ones: 
commonly allergies and breathing troubles.  

Even in the ’80s and ’90s, when I changed my style 
and moved into cottons... jeans, corduroy pants and 
crisp shirts I wasn’t doing much better. In the ’90s, 
California’s cotton fields were blanketed by over 
17 million pounds of pesticides, and use of these 
dangerous chemicals has only increased since then. 
Globally, conventional cotton uses 25 per cent of 

all insecticides and 10 per cent of all pesticides. 
In the U.S., it takes nearly a third of a pound 

of chemicals to grow enough cotton for one 
T-shirt. It is estimated that less than 10 per 
cent of the chemicals applied to cotton are 
actually accomplishing their tasks, the rest 
are absorbed into the plant, air, soil, water 
and eventually, our bodies. Additionally, 
cotton seeds are used for cotton seed oil, 
a cornerstone of many processed foods. 
According to the UK-based Pesticide Action 
Network, at least 20,000 people in developing 
countries die every year from poisoning by 
agricultural pesticides, and three million 
suffer acute or reproductive after effects. 
These pesticides and other chemicals find 

their way into our food chain. Conventional 
cotton is also subjected to numerous chemical 
baths and treatments when the fabric is 
loomed and prepared for cutting. Additionally, 

conventional cotton uses dyes that sometimes 
contain heavy metals.
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Now that I know, I’ve decided to change my clothing 
habits by introducing as many eco-fibers into my life and 
my kid’s lives, as possible. Fibers such as bamboo, hemp 
and organic cotton are one step in the right direction 
since they are grown naturally, without any pesticides or 
chemical fertilizers.  

Before you panic and start throwing all your clothes out 
of your closet and dresser drawers, why not take things 
one step at a time. Continue to wear what you have.  
There’s no point in throwing out what you’ve already 
purchased. Once you are done with it, donate it to your 
local Goodwill so that someone else can get some wear 
from it. The longer we keep it out of the landfill, the 
better. When you are ready to buy something new, pick 
clothing made from organic cotton, hemp or bamboo (see 
sidebar). Natural fibers are gentler on the earth, as they 
use fewer (or no) pesticides and fertilizers; they feel good 
when you wear them and don’t outgas and they are often 
dyed with water-based colours. Eventually, when their 
time is up, they are biodegradable.  

There are also cool things to be found at your local 
vintage shop (older clothes may outgas less) and there 
are more and more designers that are creating clothes and 
accessories from reclaimed fabrics.

So now you know, following the fashion trends and what’s 
“in this season” takes on a whole new meaning. Buying 
natural fiber clothing can cost you a little more, although 
as the demand increases, one hopes that the prices will 
come down. In the meantime, is spending a little more 
money on natural clothes worth it? Well, you tell me.

Bamboo
• grown without pesticides or chemical fertilizers
• is one of nature’s most sustainable resources  
   and naturally regenerative
• hypo-allergenic and is thermal regulating
• naturally anti-microbial, it breathes and wicks 
   moisture away from the body
• during the summer, bamboo keeps you up 
   to two per cent cooler  and it has built-in 
   UV protection
• very fast growing with shoots averaging up to 
   24 inches or more in a 24 hour period
• feels silky soft

Hemp
• longest and strongest plant fi ber
•  rot resistant
• matures from seed in only 120 days – 
   very short 
   growing season
• doesn’t require a lot of water, chemical 
   fertilizers, herbicides or pesticides to thrive
• new technology is breaking down the fi bers 
   better in order to create softer clothing
• 10 times stronger and produces twice the fi ber 
   per acre in comparison to cotton

Organic Cotton
• grown without using synthetic fertilizers, 
   pesticides, herbicides, insecticides
• organic farmers will often use sustainable 
   practices

Wool
• naturally resistant to odors, mildew and 
   dust mites
• keeps your body at the optimal temperature 
   zone –  it breathes
• naturally resistant to fl ames – a very safe 
   choice for bedding
• very durable – if treated well, wool will outlast 
   most other fi bers

At a Glance:

~ Helen Nestor owns Dandelion Mud Pie, an eco-friendly 
shop in Toronto where you can fi nd clothes and accesso-

ries made from natural fi bers.   www.dandelionmudpie.ca 
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