
Lady Helen Hamlyn: Philanthropist 
 
1934: Born in London 
1950s: Graduated as a fashion designer from the Royal College of 
Art before working as head designer for Cresta Silks and 
Debenhams 
1984: Given her own charity, The Helen Hamlyn Trust, as her 50th 
birthday present 
1986: Created the New Design For Old exhibition at the V&A 
Boilerhouse, focusing on design for the elderly 
1986: Sponsored a night at the Royal Opera House for people who 
had never before seen opera in order to celebrate her husband’s 
60th birthday. The tradition continued annually for 12 years 
1991: Founded the DesignAge programme at the Royal College of 
Art 
1999: The Helen Hamlyn Centre for inclusive design at the Royal 
College of Art was founded in her name 
Today: The Helen Hamlyn Trust sponsors numerous arts and 
education projects in Britain and abroad as well as a centre for 
robotic surgery at Imperial College. 
 
 
 
 
It all happened purely by chance. My father died during the war, leaving 
his wife with two daughters, including me, the eldest and somewhat 
headstrong. Given these circumstances, she was determined we should go to a 
co-educational school.  
 
It never occurred to me that there might be limitations attached to 
being a girl. We were sent to a school called St Christopher’s – not the most 
academic, but it gave us the space to grow whatever it was that we had within 
us. My sister became a marvellous potter. I became very focused on doing 
something creative. 
 
We were among the very first people to go abroad when the war 
ended. You were only allowed to take five pounds with you, as I recall. I was 
fourteen and I remember very distinctly looking at the women when we 
crossed the channel. It was the time of the Dior ‘New Look,’ and suddenly 
there were all these wonderful women with their small waists and twirling 
skirts… I can’t imagine what I was wearing but it can’t have compared well! 
 
I was sent to France every summer after that – it was like opening a 
gateway to heaven. I lived with wonderful families, meeting interesting 
people, eating real food instead of rations … I didn’t learn a lot of French, but I 
learnt a lot of other things that went on to influence my life enormously. 
 
In England, I’d learnt that if you were clever you had to be plain. If 
you were pretty, then you were stupid. In France, it was exactly the opposite. 
If you were intelligent, you made jolly well sure that you made yourself 
attractive. And if you were unintelligent, you remained plain.  



 
Attitudes in England, I realised, needed to modernise. So I started 
designing and making my own clothes and decided that that’s what I would do 
- be a fashion designer. 
 
Mummy thought art school only marginally better than going on 
the street, or into the theatre. It was very much frowned upon. I had to work 
hard to persuade her to let me go to one. She wanted very badly for me to go 
to university because, having been born in 1901 herself, she’d never had the 
opportunity.  
 
I was the youngest student at the Royal College of Art, and still was 
when I finished my course. I was seventeen when they accepted me and was 
totally amazed. I’ve been attached to the college ever since, it’s the most 
wonderful institution. 
 
I had rather a lot of operations when I was young, I had rather messed 
up insides. I found myself spending a lot of time in hospital, looking at 
Country Life magazines and developing a passion for old country houses. 
 
I renovated my first house at the age of eighteen. I persuaded my 
mother to buy a delicious little mews house off Eton Square in London and I 
worked on it. 
 
I like things to be beautiful, I think it is an incredibly underrated value in 
society. There is so much ugliness around. If you can create a bit of beauty it 
has a knock on effect - people feel better in nicer environments, they work 
harder and enjoy life more. 
 
I married very young, at twenty-one, to an architect. He was very clever 
and well connected. While he was designing huge buildings, I got on with 
designing our own apartment. 
 
My reputation grew by word of mouth. I did the odd house, here and 
there, people liked them and would ask me to do more and I never really 
stopped [In 2006, Helen was appointed Chevalier d'Ordre des Arts et Lettres 
by the French government for her restoration of the 13th century Château de 
Bagnols.] 
 
“You’re much too young for this job,” said the people at Cresda Silks 
when I applied for the role of chief designer. I was twenty-one, they produced 
a range of couture clothes and since I rather liked nice, good quality clothes, I 
applied. 
 
They came back to me six months later and said, “Ok, we’ll give you 
a try.” They took a big risk on me, but it seemed to work out alright. I was 
there for fifteen years, in charge of the design side of the boutique. 
 
I developed business sense along side my designing skills. If you’re 
going to have a responsible job, you have to know what sells, what doesn’t and 



why. I helped them choose the materials; I bought silks and designed the 
collection. It was terrific fun, I loved it.  
 
But I think fashion is for young people. It’s like pop music or 
advertising, it’s a response to what’s happening now. After you’ve been with it 
for a while you think, ok that’s enough. When I met my second husband - Paul 
Hamlyn, the well known publisher, the management and design of our home, 
his offices, his exhibitions, it all became my job until... 
 
Bingo! For my fiftieth birthday present, he gave me a charitable 
foundation. It might seem an odd gift, to some, and there were certainly 
times when I wondered why I hadn’t asked for diamonds instead! 
 
When his sixtieth birthday came round, mind you, I took the same 
approach: as a present, subsidising a week at the Royal Opera House for 
people who had never been before. He was a great opera lover and we 
continued the tradition until he became terribly ill more than a decade later. 
 
I know exactly when the seeds of my social conscience were sown. 
When I arrived at the Royal College of Art, Mummy insisted I stay in the 
Women’s University Settlement in the east end of London.  
 
So there I was with the rats and mice and a warden I didn’t like. But 
we were all expected to do a bit of social work on the side of our studies and I 
got very involved in work with the elderly and the youth clubs up at the 
Elephant and Castle. It was very poor and very rough and very much an eye-
opener. It was the best thing my mother ever did for me, to make me realise 
how very fortunate I was.  
 
It was normal for many of the kids that mum was a prostitute and 
dad in prison or an alcoholic. They were such wonderful kids, most of 
them, but it was very, very tough for them to escape the environment that they 
had been born into. That stayed with me, acutely. 
 
One elderly chap I worked with taught me how to pick locks. It came 
in very useful when Paul and I took our annual drives round France, I always 
knew how to get into old abandoned chateaux that we passed. I only once 
came across an owner who wasn’t too pleased… 
 
If you do have the wherewithal, it’s immensely rewarding to help 
those less privileged. But since I was given the Trust, it’s also always felt a 
big responsibility: I must use this money, in my husband’s name, as well as I 
possibly can. 
 
The elderly population was going to explode and I realised I wanted 
to help them stay at home. People don’t want to go into care homes. But 
no one, then, was thinking about design for the elderly. They needed better 
kitchens, bathrooms, lights, all sorts of things. 
 
I twisted the arms of everyone I knew who could help: Terence 
Conran lent me his galleries for an exhibition. Fifteen of the world’s top 



industrial designers designed something for the elderly. I got important 
manufacturers involved, too, because design is useless unless it’s made. It was 
called New Design for Old and it was absolutely seminal.  
. 
We set up holistic Day Centres to care for the elderly in conjunction with 
the social services, local councils and Primary Healthcare. We set up the 
Design Age programme at the Royal College of Art… It was hard, hard work 
but we really made our mark and helped influence thinking for the better.  
 
What does influence mean though? The influence the Trust has over 
policy makers and institutions is nothing like as important to me as the 
influence we’ve had over real people’s lives through these projects.  
 
Four years ago, the Royal College altered their ordinances for the 
first time in their 150-year history, to make the Helen Hamlyn Centre a 
core part of the College for perpetuity. So when I’m up on my cloud I shall be 
able to look down and check if they’re doing well down there.  
 
I don’t care about my name being famous, though. It’s not about me; 
it’s about the work we can do. You have to have a deep passion for a subject to 
do what I’ve done, so I think the Trust is steered by my vision. It’s something I 
believe in very deeply, it hasn’t varied, it’s grown.  
 
But do I worry about what will happen to it without me? Yes and no. 
Things develop and change. But I will go on being as involved for as long as I 
can. As long as I keep hold of most of my marbles…! Next year, I’ll be eighty. I 
know I can’t keep it up forever and ever amen, but there’s still an awful lot I 
would like to do. 
 
I feel my role, now, is to act as a catalyst. I can bring people together 
and get them to do things that perhaps they wouldn’t have achieved on their 
own. I think that’s as valuable a contribution as I’ve ever been able to make. 
 
It still excites me as much as it did at the very beginning. More so, in 
fact, because you realise there is less time so you have to make decisions about 
what you’re going to do and support – where can a little bit of help really 
make a difference?  
 
SHORT	  EDITED	  VERSION	  
 
 
We were among the very first people to go abroad when the war 
ended. I was fourteen and I remember very distinctly looking at the women 
when we crossed the channel… In England, I’d learnt that if you were clever 
you had to be plain. If you were pretty, then you were stupid.  
 
In France, it was exactly the opposite: if you were intelligent, you 
made jolly well sure that you made yourself attractive. And if you 
were unintelligent, you remained plain. Attitudes in England, I realised, 
needed to modernise. So I started designing and making my own clothes and 
decided that that’s what I would do - be a fashion designer. 



 
I had rather a lot of operations when I was young, I had rather messed 
up insides. I found myself spending a lot of time in hospital, looking at 
Country Life magazines and developing a passion for old country houses. I 
renovated my first house at the age of eighteen. I persuaded my mother to buy 
a delicious little mews house off Eton Square in London and I worked on it. 
 
I know exactly when the seeds of my social conscience were sown. 
When I arrived at the Royal College of Art, Mummy insisted I stay in the 
Women’s University Settlement in the east end of London. So there I was with 
the rats and mice and a warden I didn’t like. But we were all expected to do a 
bit of social work on the side of our studies. It was very poor and very rough 
and very much an eye-opener. It was the best thing my mother ever did for 
me, to make me realise how very fortunate I was.  
 
For my fiftieth birthday present, he gave me a charitable 
foundation. It might seem an odd gift, to some, and there were certainly 
times when I wondered why I hadn’t asked for diamonds instead. 
 
It still excites me as much as it did at the very beginning. More so, in 
fact, because you realise there is less time so you have to make decisions about 
what you’re going to do and support – where can a little bit of help really 
make a difference?  
 
 


