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Ashley hand towel

Production

St. Fabiola; maker/artist; 2020; Wellington
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Materials
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Materials Summary

100% cotton towel

Registration Number

GH018322

Credit line
Gift of Kirsten Sutherland, 2020

Overview

This hand towel, created by Wellington embroidery artist Kirsten Sutherland of St Fabiola, features an
embroidered image of Dr Ashley Bloomfield surrounded by love hearts. It materialises New Zealand’s
‘Covid-19 crush’ on Dr Bloomfield, and relates to the government’s health advice about hand washing.
This is the first Ashley hand towel Sutherland produced, but she was quickly run off her feet with
orders and made hundreds more for customers.

Dr Ashley Bloomfield, Director-General of Health, was widely praised for his calm and clear
communication during the national lockdown in 2020. In the first two months of the Covid-19 crisis
Bloomfield fronted more than 40 press conferences, and the 1pm briefings led by Prime Minister
Jacinda Ardern and Dr Bloomfield were appointment viewing. Songs were written in Bloomfield’s
honour, thousands of people called for him to be nominated as New Zealander of the Year, and his
fans called themselves ‘Bloomers.’

This adoration of Bloomfield was reported on nationally and internationally, although some
commentators were concerned that the ‘deification’ of Bloomfield left little room for necessary
scepticism and scrutiny of the Ministry of Health’s performance. Bloomfield himself called for several
reviews of the government’s response to the pandemic. Nevertheless, for many New Zealanders
Bloomfield’s leadership was a real comfort at a time of national crisis.

Sutherland started selling Ashley hand towels after sharing the idea with her family and finding that it
struck a chord with them. The response to the hand towels was immediate and Sutherland received
orders for more than 800 towels. They were so popular that they were mentioned in a New York Times
article as an example of Bloomfield’s newfound celebrity.

As well as paying tribute to Dr Bloomfield, the hand towel signals the importance of hand washing as a
way of stopping the spread of Covid-19. Sutherland encouraged customers to let the soothing image of
Bloomfield guide them through safe hand washing and drying practice. The government’s advice to
New Zealanders was that they should wash their hands with soap and water for at least 20 seconds.
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