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“Costume Couture” 

By Cheryl Allison

For Radnor Township’s Sandy Boyd, finding an original, well-made Halloween costume for her daughter used to be a real trick. Now she’s turning her dilemma into a business that could provide a very special treat for other families. In 2004, Boyd, of Newtown Square, launched Heirloom Designs, offering custom-made costumes that she said could be better described as “high-quality wearable art for your child.”

Crafted out of silks and satins and yard upon yard of frothy tulle, sparkling with hand-sewn crystal beads, her Glinda the Good Witch and Princess Bride aren’t just the stuff of little girls’ dreams, but “collectible pieces of art.” It all started when Boyd, a self-taught seamstress, went shopping for a costume for now 5-year-old daughter Marion’s first Halloween. “I got frustrated, going to the stores, looking at costumes,”

she said. She found the fabrics cheap, the designs uninspired.
Boyd’s education is in chemistry. Her career is in consulting on business development for the chemicals industry. She had never taken so much as a home ec class, but she had taught herself to sew in the late 1980s. “I started making suits for work. I had to attend a lot of black-tie events,” she said. Her first costume attempt was a butterfly, using a store-bought pattern. But over the last few years, she began researching and creating her own designs, finding inspiration in different historical periods and among different characters. 
Designing and sewing the costumes became a hobby after she left her corporate job and started consulting in 2001. “I like to put things together,” she explained. Boyd delighted in searching out couture-quality fabrics and trims in Philadelphia and New York. “I take a vision of how I want it to look, source it out, and pull it all together.” Still, she might have continued creating splendid dress-up outfits for her own little girl until she and Marion went to New York City last Halloween morning and ended up being selected to appear on “Good Morning America.” While she was there, “A Manhattan mom asked me where she could get one” of the Glinda costumes, and “A light went off in my head.” 
Over the last year, Boyd has created eight designs, working up a new one “every couple of months.” She started a Web site, www.heirloomdesigns.com, and is ready to take orders, either for one of the existing designs or custom tailored to a customer’s idea. “The sky’s the limit,” she said. So far, Boyd’s designs are all geared to girls, although she said she’d be glad to design a boy’s costume if requested. She’s focusing on ages 2 to 7, but will consider ages up to adult. Because each costume is made out of high-quality fabrics and requires extensive handwork, the prices will also be higher-end – from about $200 to $1,000. In that range, she sees her market as sports figures’ and other celebrities’ children. But Boyd emphasizes that her creations are intended for different special occasions. “They could be used for portraits, theme parties. They’re not just for Halloween.” 

When Boyd sets out to design a costume, she first spends a lot of time researching the particular period or character. For Glinda, from The Wizard of Oz, “I must have watched the movie 10 times. I did a lot of searching on the Web for images,” she recalled. The same goes for her Queen Elizabeth I, a majestic gown of brocade and gold pintuck shantung, complete with lace organza ruff, or her current project, a 1700s French Marie Antoinette-style gown to be done with underskirt of rich purple velvet and overskirt of iridescent double-weave taffeta. Sandy Boyd is a self taught seamstress, creating custom-made costumes for children. Her Wicked Witch is the match of Glinda, built of layers of black satin and tulle, hand sewn with hundreds of Swarovsky crystals, and with a flowing chiffon scarf trailing from the traditional pointed black hat. Her Flower Fairy and Little Red Riding Hood, again, draw details from literature and illustrations. In coming up with new designs, “I don’t try to focus as much on originality as on authenticity,” Boyd said. “I try to go a little deeper than the mass produced [costumes], … a little deeper into the character I’m trying to portray.” She also gets some expert advice. “I get marketing input from my daughter and her friends,” she noted. 

Boyd considered ways to produce her costumes in more quantity and at lower cost. She even went so far as to send one of the designs abroad to have a merchandising sample made up, but was disappointed in the quality. “If someone wants to order 10 or 20, I have a contractor in Philadelphia who can make them,” she said. For now, though, Boyd is looking forward to sewing her designs one at a time, working with customers to create their own dream costumes and family treasures. Yes, it may cost more. But, as she points out, “You’re only a child once.” For information on Heirloom Designs, visit the Web site www.heirloomdesigns.com or call 610-353-6846.

