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“The day my  
shop opened  
was the proudest 
day of my life”
Michelle Regan never planned on being a 
shopkeeper, but deciding to open her vintage store 
was the beginning of a labour of love and a journey 
that still brings her immense job satisfaction
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LEFT AND BELOW 
The shop is a 
treasure trove  
of vintage pieces; 
you’ll find your 
missing Scrabble 

letters here, plus 
everything from  
cake tins and 
handbags, to 
colourful clothes  
and decorative items

“The displays have unleashed my  
creativity. I found a pair of 1970s  
roller skates and a glitterball recently,  
so the next theme might be a disco one”

ABOVE AND RIGHT 
A mannequin 
wears one of the 
vintage outfits for 
sale in the shop. 
Michelle ensures 

everything is 
presented in  
a way to make  
it a pleasant 
experience to 
wander around 

“The low points in your life 
can lead you to a positive 
place. I’ve never really known 
what I wanted to do, and  
now I’m happy in my work”

he window displays of Michelle Regan’s vintage 
emporium, Mabel’s Five & Dime, in Sydenham, 
south London are infamous in the area. ‘Everyone  

is excited to see what I’ll do next,’ says Michelle. ‘I enjoy creating 
them, although there is a pressure now to make each one better 
than the one before! The whole theme can start with just one 
object – my dad is a carpenter and he inspired the recent 
woodworking theme. I found an old tin and added some paint 
drips down the side. Someone came into the shop and said, 
“I’m loving the paint can – your window display is like an art 
gallery!” It made me so happy to know people get a kick out  
of little touches like that. The displays have unleashed my 
creativity, and I never thought of myself as creative before  
– I hope they catch people’s attention as they pass by. I rotate  
it every six weeks or so and am always making notes when  
I get inspired; I found a pair of 1970s roller skates and a 
glitterball recently, so the next theme might be a disco one!’

Michelle named her shop after her beloved dog, Mabel,  
who is happiest when sitting among the window displays,  
and ‘Five & Dime’ refers to the discount stores popular in 
America in the early- to mid-20th century. Opening in 2016,  
the shop had an interesting journey on the way to becoming the 
aesthetically pleasing treasure trove of goodies that you’ll see 

today. ‘In August 2010, my mum passed away after a long 
illness and, on the same day, I was made redundant from  
my city job – it was the catalyst for me to step back and take 
some time out to reassess what I wanted to do,’ says Michelle. 
‘I did some small crafting projects and, in April 2011, the West 
Norwood Feast monthly market launched, which was the ideal 
opportunity to have a stall and turn a hobby into a business.’ 

Selling cake stands and setting up shop 
‘My partner, Ian, has an antiques shop called Maddison’s in 
Forest Hill, south London, and I was helping him with house 
clearances. At the time, we had lots of odd porcelain plates, 
which people didn’t seem to be buying, so I came up with the 
idea of using them to make cake stands. We drilled holes in 
the plates and got them ready so people could make their 
own. That was my first market stall and it was a success; after 
a few years, there wasn’t anyone in the area who didn’t have 
one of my cake stands! We hired them out for weddings  
and parties, then the opportunity came to set up a shop.’

Michelle’s in-laws owned the building that houses her shop 
today; it was previously used as storage for a plant-hire firm.  
‘I made my in-laws a cheeky offer for the property and they 
accepted,’ smiles Michelle. ‘It needed a lot of work as it was >>>
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LEFT Colourful  
vintage tins are 
popular; they’re a  
great way to add  
a touch of nostalgia  
to a display 

ABOVE The window 
displays always catch 
the eyes of passers-by; 
this was a carpentry 
theme, complete with 
original tools 

LEFT AND BELOW 
Everyday elements, 
such as cameras and 
black-and-white photos, 
tell a story about our 
social history and are 
worth preserving
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pretty derelict and it took about six months of building and 
fixing before I could put my mark on it. My dad and brother 
are both carpenters and they helped out; it makes me feel  
so proud to look around and know my blood, sweat and 
tears went into creating how it looks now.’

Word-of-mouth business 
Michelle remembers how scary it was when she handed over 
her life savings to buy the property: ‘That was a big deal but  
I knew it was worth the risk; even if the business failed, I’d  
still have a property to trade from, and I could team up with 
Ian if anything ever happened with his shop. I already had a 
following from the markets and, because I was surrounded by 
people in the antiques trade, that world wasn’t entirely new  
to me. The only worry was that the area wasn’t massively busy, 
but it was where the property was and I got it at a good price, 
so I decided to try to build up the area. Since I’ve been here, 
three new shops and a cafe have opened – it’s about getting the 
word out and supporting other independent traders. The day 

my shop opened was the proudest day of my life; it was such  
an achievement to walk in and think, “This is all mine.”’

Most of the stock for Michelle’s shop comes from house 
clearances that she undertakes with Ian. ‘Ian used to work 
for Sotheby’s before setting up on his own, and I credit him 
for getting me into vintage. I started to take all the kitsch 
stuff he wasn’t interested in – all the 1950s, 60s and 70s 
clothes, fabric, vinyl and bric-a-brac – and the shop just grew.’ 

The shop is open three days a week, but it’s a full-time job 
for Michelle: ‘I have to source all the products, store and sort 
them and Ian and I work with estate agents and solicitors 
and homeless charities, too,’ she says. ‘We pass on things 
that aren’t right for us; modern flatpack items, for example. 
It’s shocking how much is thrown away. I wouldn’t call 
myself an eco warrior, but I try and do my bit and my 
business is the ultimate in recycling – finding new homes  
for old things. I’ve got a hairdryer from the 1960s that still 
works. Mind you, it might take you a week to dry your hair!’

It can be an emotional job, sorting someone’s possessions 

from a house clearance. ‘I have boxes of photographs at home 
because I find it hard to throw them away,’ says Michelle. ‘I 
decided to sell them individually – and whoever buys them  
will do so because they like them, which makes me feel better. 
It’s fascinating social history that we need to preserve for the 
future. Recently, I came across an original medicine prescription 
from the 1940s and a baby book all about the woman whose 
house we cleared – she kept it all these years and now I have  
a responsibility to let other people see it. It’s also sad when  
you find war medals that a family does not want to keep.’

Memories are made of this
Making people happy is a bonus for Michelle: ‘People tell me 
the sort of thing they’re looking for and it’s great to find what 
they need and see their faces light up. When someone comes 
into the shop and sees something and says, “that reminds me  
of my gran”, and they leave happy, I’ve done my duty!’ 

Michelle has thought a lot about how she presents the stock  
in her shop, so the experience of wandering around looking at 

everything is pleasant. ‘I wanted the effect to be tidy and nice  
to look at and not an overwhelming assault on your senses as 
you walk through the door,’ she says. ‘The window display has 
brought in people who’ve never come in before – it’s not about 
the value of the stuff, it’s about appealing to different people.’

Owning the shop has opened up a new world for Michelle:  
‘I never thought I’d be a shopkeeper,’ she smiles. ‘It’s funny 
how the low points in life can lead you to a positive place;  
I’ve never really known what I wanted to do and now I feel 
happy in my work. The only drawback is that you never  
seem to switch off when you work for yourself.’ 

So, what’s next on the agenda for Mabel’s Five & Dime?  
‘I decided to put the first two years’ profit back into the  
business and rebuild the basement so I can use it for storage,’ 
says Michelle. ‘My spare bedroom and garage are packed  
with stock and it would be nice to clear it all. Then, I’ll need  
to plan the next few months’ worth of window displays…’

Follow Michelle on Instagram and Facebook @mabelsfiveanddime and on 
Twitter @mabels5anddime. Visit the shop at 100 Kirkdale, London SE26 4BG

“When someone 
comes into the shop 
and says ‘that 
reminds me of my 
gran’, and they 
leave happy, I’ve 
done my duty”
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“My business is the 
ultimate in recycling. 

I’ve got a hairdryer  
from the 1960s that  

still works. Mind you,  
it might take you a week 

to dry your hair!”

ABOVE Michelle loves  
being her own boss and is 
part of a local network of 
independent traders, who 
are making the area popular 


