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designing a

LIFETIME
of STYLE

FROM psychedelic paisleys to faux fur, the
founder of the WHITEHOUSE Institute
of Design, LEANNE Whitehouse, has
PINNED together the foundational fabric of
AUSTRALIAN DESIGN.
WORDS: EDWINA STORIE

What does one Wear when
meeting the woman behind one of the
most influential fashion design schools
in Australia? Black. Wear black.
In the last 25 years, Leanne
Whitehouse’s college, The Whitehouse
Institute of Design, has churned out
highflyers Camilla and Marc and Yeojin
Bae, among countless others, who
have gone on to design for the likes of
Vivienne Westwood, Burberry, Cue and
R.M. Williams. This is a woman who’s
won the Fashion Group’s International
Lifetime Achievement Award for her
dedication to design, ahead of Carla
Zampatti and the founder of Sydney
Fashion Week, Simon Lock. And on the
school’s quarter-century anniversary,
Leanne was personally congratulated
by Collette Dinnigan for building the
framework of the Australian fashion
design industry.
It’s an intimidating thought when
walking into the light-filled, industrialstyle top floor of the college’s
Sydney campus. Yet the moment you
meet Leanne, a warm, motherly cloud
envelops you.
“When we first opened the school in
1988 on Liverpool Street [in Sydney] we
only had one tiny, little section of the
building, and when we left to move here
[in nearby Surry Hills], we’d nearly taken
over the entire place,” she smiles. They
now have a second campus in Melbourne
and one in Queensland is on the horizon.
Two decades on and Leanne sees the

Institute as a cultural hub of design and
collaboration.
“Design is a lifestyle for a lifetime,” she
says. And it runs through the bloodline,
with daughter Billie now working closely
by her side. When I met Billie, she had
just stepped straight off the plane from a
design conference in America and made
a beeline for the office. Forget jet lag.
“Well, this is what I love – it’s the family
business,” Billie says.
Seeing Leanne and Billie together is
like watching two old friends. As the
creative duo chat back and forth adding
to each other’s sentences, Leanne’s
mind follows the business of beauty
while Billie's oozes with new designerknowledge and innovative ideas. Billie
says every morning starts with a shared
pot of tea.
Leanne and Billie are passionately
teaching Australian students to work
against the market’s salivation for cheap,
fast fashion that mass production has
created. “We can no longer consume at
the rate we have been,” Billie says. “People
are beginning to realise that sustainable
design is the only way forward. It’s about
design that can stand the test of time and
battle against a consumer, capitalistic
society.” Both believe in a return to the
bespoke and classic style.
I’m glad I chose to wear classic black.
Speaking of style, when Billie is called
off to a meeting, Leanne and I admire
her long black jacket stitched with thin
zigzag-cut layers of faux black fur, and
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Leanne divulges, “You’ll never believe
this, but years ago [fashion and media
personality] Maggie Tabberer gave me
her monkey hair jacket! I thought it was
the most exotic, wonderful thing I’d ever
seen in my life. This was in a time when
we used to wear fur and it always amazes
me that we used to actually wear things
like that. And I have no idea whatever
happened to it!”
The jacket is symbolic of the depth of
change Leanne has witnessed over the
three decades it has been since she left her
life as a wind sailing champion in Jamaica
to establish the college.
“Life before the Whitehouse Institute
was vastly different,” she says. “There was
a different note in my tone of voice.” After
leaving mainstream school at 16 to study
design at Sydney’s National Art School,
it wasn’t long before Leanne had reversed
roles and she was teaching classes by the
age of 21. By 28 she was the school’s
acting head but it seemed too simple, and
her fear of life being too black and white
saw her make a dramatic change.
“When you’re 28, you challenge your
every thought and being and go through
your Saturn return. I sold everything –
the car, the house, I quit my job – people
thought I’d gone crazy because a job like
that came along once every blue moon,”
she admits.
Leanne moved to LA and New York to
work in the fashion industry and “learned
to really work”, earning her place amid the
millions of people competing for success
in the Big Apple. On a hiatus in Jamaica,
her good friend and founder of Ragtrader
magazine, Fraser McEwing, invited her to
the beach to test out his windsail. “And
once I had a trial, I wind sailed every single
day for 10 years.”
The need for something fresh brought
her back to Sydney where she married
Billie’s father and fell pregnant. And 16
years after that first dramatic move, she
felt it was time to return to her design

roots and establish the Institute.
While her partner at the time was a
successful Sydney businessman with
“the beautiful house in Vaucluse and the
luxurious pool, garden and everything
that went with it”, it was time to move on
from the relationship. “It was very hard
taking Billie from all that luxury into my
poverty-stricken life,” she says.
Leanne knew there was a demand in the
market from her time at the National Art
School; witnessing how they could only
accept 60 of every 2000 yearly applications.
Yet it was a brave move for a woman of
the ’80s to go it alone when business was
still very much a man’s world. “The bank
wasn’t going to lend me any money – and
not only because I was a woman, but a
single mother,” she says.
“I withdrew my AU$1300 superannuation
money and placed one little ad in a
magazine. I got 25 calls and 24 people gave
me their money. And I didn’t even have a
premises!
“I remember my very first student’s
name – González. José González. And he
gave me the deposit on the 7th of January,
1988. And of course, halfway through the
first year we ran out of money!”
Leanne’s dear friend John Henry
mortgaged his house for the equivalent
of a million dollars to help her keep the
institute running. “That gave us enough
money to get through the rest of the
year and I paid him back the following.
What trust. And he delivered Billie – talk
about a best friend! And [he’s] not a
gynaecologist!”
After grinding away, building the brand,
establishing a premier reputation and
making her students the priority, Leanne
says every good deed she’d ever done
finally came back to her tenfold. By now,
she was almost 40. “They say when you
start a business it’s five years of really hard
work – they’re lying. It’s seven. It’s at
least seven years of incredibly hard work.”
Leanne was born with a love of
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composition, art and beauty. “It was in my
blood,” she says. From the age of four she
was drawing and soon making clothes for
her original inspiration – Barbie. “You can
imagine they were pretty dreadful! One
was in psychedelic paisleys of hot pink,
lime green, acid lemon and turquoise –
it was very ‘psychedelic Barbie goes to
Hawaii’. And I made a matching muumuu for myself!”
Leanne has not only watched style
evolve from psychedelic paisleys and
monkey hair jackets to technological
pieces, she has influenced it. The Institute
has become a platform teaching students
that design is not only sewing together
the elements of line, shape, form, texture,
tone and colour, but interwoven evidence
of dedication and hard work.
“The only industry that’s harder is
theatre and acting,” she says. “It’s a
lifestyle, not a work choice,” Billie adds;
the courage to go against the grain of fast
fashion and mass production.
And Leanne’s story illustrates this. It
searches for more than the easy journey,
and teaches that when you’re seeking
something extraordinary, you have to
be prepared to work for it. Like a classic
design, it’s making decisions stand the
test of time. After all, says Leanne, “style
is an evolution.”
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LEANNE AND BILLIE:
HOW TO MAKE IT IN DESIGN
> Learn the rules and then learn to break
them. If you are not doing anything
disruptive in a marketplace then you
are not doing anything at all. Culture
and creativity eat strategy for breakfast.
> Be savvy enough to know how to make
your products saleable. Always give
more than you’re asked. When starting
up, be prepared to do absolutely
everything.
> Commit 1000 per cent. Look after the
people around you and realise if you
give more than you get, it comes back
tenfold.
> When starting your own business, not
everyone is going to love you. And
some people just don’t like the boss. Be
bold.
> Give thanks 1000 times a day – there’s
a lot of good luck in business. See the
beauty in everything. Inspiration is
endless and wonderful.

First Whitehouse
Design Class

