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            Coming Apart at the Seams: My Life in Clothes

         

         I’M OF AN AGE when people look back over their lives, trying to draw threads together, looking for patterns. They go about this in all manner of ways. Writers such as Jane Miller or Diana Athill have in recent years explored the experience of reaching old age in literary memoir, weaving in memories of youth and maturity. Others look for order in more practical tasks; they sort possessions and clear out drawers. My mother, unwell and nearing the end of her life, attacked a huge collection of family photographs, sorting them into fat albums, one for each of her four children.

         How do you select from memory in striving to piece together narratives and thus make sense of a life? It must depend, in part, on temperament and values, as well as on gender and an awareness of cultural norms. Men have traditionally chronicled careers and life in the public sphere, often saying very little about their loves, wives and families; women’s stories tend to turn the focus around, and have historically been more fragmented, familial and private. Women’s recall of the past can be shot through with images of clothing, and what they were wearing at particular moments in their lives. Such memories often provoke strong feelings, whether of pleasure or pain.

         In 1925, Virginia Woolf, regularly tormented over appearances, made a note in her diary resolving to write about 8clothes, adding ‘My love of clothes interests me profoundly: only it is not love; & what it is I must discover.’ She was then in her forties, and well established as a writer. Almost a century later, Claire Wilcox, Senior Curator of Fashion at the V&A, published a wonderfully dreamlike and poetic memoir entitled Patch Work: A Life Amongst Clothes. It is essentially a series of meditations on her life, interwoven with deep knowledge about the personal and historic meanings and pleasures of clothes.

         In seeking to look back on, and to make sense of, my own life, I find that I too want to write about clothes. In my case this will be less of a celebration than an attempt to understand why clothes have mattered so much, and why how to dress has always been for me a source of tension and trouble as well as delight. I want to draw threads together, certainly, but I know this will produce a puckering, a tangle, rather than an effect of smoothness. And I hope that an attempt to look dispassionately at this tangle will yield insights into more than mere personal obsessions and pathology, and that it will throw light on some of the predicaments posed and experienced by women since the Second World War.

         I was born three years after the war ended: I still have a (part-used) clothing coupon ration book issued in my name from then. I don’t remember thinking much about how my clothes looked on me in early childhood, although I well remember the feel of certain garments: a horrible ‘liberty bodice’ with rubber buttons; a deliciously fluffy white angora-wool bolero. There was also an angora hat that I loved because it was studded with little silver and pink stars. When I think about what I wore as a child I am mostly dependent on photographs, rather than being able to retrieve images from my own memory. An exception were the outfits my mother planned for my brother and me to celebrate the Coronation. Mum had run up special costumes for us in crepe paper: red, white and blue. She stuck little gold crowns on them. But alas, it looked like rain on 9Coronation Day morning and knowing how the colour in wet crepe paper bleeds, Mum decided to forgo our special outfits. Instead, we wore our ‘dressing-up’ clothes. My brother had a cowboy suit, I was dressed as a tiny nurse. I wore a blue dress, covered with a white apron, a large red cross emblazoned on my infant chest. Gender messages seeped into what we did and what we wore, as unambiguous as the messages about girls and boys in the Ladybird reading books. On Saturdays, I went shopping with my mother and grandmother. My brother stayed with my father and they shut themselves away in the garage with woodwork. Dad made a doll’s house for me, and a fort for my brother, using painted plywood.

         Becoming a bridesmaid was a big event in my childhood. Mum and my ‘Auntie’ Phyl next door agonised over what to do about my lank and weedy hair. My grandmother had occasionally persuaded this into ringlets, Victorian style. But this required winding strands round and round with rags, and not being able to sleep at night with what looked and felt like stiff tentacles protruding from my head. Mum normally scraped my hair back into tight plaits, but for my uncle’s wedding, she and Auntie Phyl thought they’d try a home perm. A ‘Toni’ home-perm kit it was, with stinky solutions and curlers that looked like plastic chicken bones. The result was a lot of frizz. I was photographed in my puff-sleeved bridesmaid’s dress of primrose net, carrying a bunch of artificial primroses tied with gold and silver ribbon. I can’t remember whose choices these were, but I may have had some input. The posy of primroses appealed, I remember, because it was what Maria carried at her wedding to Robin in what had become a favourite children’s book of mine, Elizabeth Goudge’s The Little White Horse (1946).

         I was a voracious reader as a child, and through reading, I started to learn about clothes. Goudge’s female characters, Maria and Loveday, wore dresses in fabrics which set me dreaming. Maria wore grey silk, edged with white fur and 10crystal beads. Tiny bunches of violets were tucked into her bonnet and muff. There were pelisses in velvet and gowns of pale satin, the colour of moonbeams.
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         11My parents had a small bookcase with a shelf of Book Club edition volumes, printed on thin ‘War Economy Standard’ paper. Amongst these I came across Anya Seton’s historical romance, Dragonwyck. I found this story of Miranda’s fascination with the brooding gothic hero, Nicholas Van Ryn, particularly stirring. Miranda, from an austerely religious and provincial country background, hankers after romance and sophistication and finds it in New York and in the opulent feudal setting of the grand country house, Dragonwyck. Nicholas, Lord of the Manor of Dragonwyck, and her new guardian and employer, finds Miranda’s simple brown Merino dress and unfashionable country bonnets ‘hideous’ and he orders ‘Madame Duclos in New York’ to kit her out with a complete trousseau of clothes, perfumes and toiletries. I drooled over the details of silk dresses, ‘one green, with black velvet trimming on the flounces, one a rose evening gown festooned with blond lace’ and all the accessories: kid shoes, ivory fans and beaded reticules. The descriptions of clothes were luscious. Miranda comes to learn how clothes indicate social position and cultural values, realises how untutored was her previous taste in dress. Through my reading, I learned all this, too.

         By the time I graduated to junior school, I was well aware of clothes as a source of desire, delight and longing, but aware, at the same time, that since people would judge you on what you wore, you could get it badly wrong. Secondary school, with its stringent requirements around school uniform, swung a massive wrecking ball into all this, obliterating most of the delight and pleasure. The theory behind school uniform often claims that it is egalitarian: everyone looks the same. But they don’t of course. Our uniform – in a selective girls’ grammar in the Midlands – was expensive. Parents of new entrants were 12supplied with a detailed list of items to be purchased from a classy supplier. It seemed endless. Gabardine tunics, shirts and ties, summer hats, winter hats, indoor and outdoor shoes. Games kit in house colours, overalls for science. With casual racism the colour stipulated was ‘Nigger Brown’: at that time almost all the pupils at the school were white. Girls whose parents tried to economise might be conspicuous on account of garments sewn or knitted at home which attempted to replicate the more expensive kit bought from the official supplier. And their stuff was probably named with inked-on letters, rather than sewn with woven Cash’s name tapes.

         School uniform was also about hierarchy, discipline, the obliteration of individuality and the rigorous suppression of any burgeoning sexuality in adolescent girls. The gymslip-type tunics were tight across the chest and had to be worn with collar and tie. Skirt length was strictly regulated, as was the ‘denier’ or thickness of tights. My mother observed that as a grammar school girl in the 1930s, she had been obliged to wear black stockings: they had been unfashionable then and she had hated them. In the 1960s black stockings were much more fashionable and so the girls’ schools, predictably, came to frown on them. It was the same with the length of skirts. Short in the 1930s might mean girlishly acceptable. In the 1960s it signalled sexy and was banned.

         The school I attended, Solihull High School for Girls, was housed in a wonderful old building, once an elegant eighteenth-century mansion, called Malvern Hall. The headmistress was Flora Macrae Forster. She was a scholar who had studied at Somerville College, Oxford, alongside Vera Brittain and Margaret Kennedy (a close friend of hers, who after Oxford achieved fame as the author of the best-selling novel, The Constant Nymph). Miss Forster was what I can best describe as ‘a gentlewoman’. She took a tough line on anything she considered representative of female pusillanimity, and 13discouraged girls’ interest in fashion and appearance. For many years, even her staff were forbidden to wear lipstick; it would have been considered ‘vulgar’. In the late 1950s, teenage girls loved to puff out their skirts with what were then called ‘paper nylon petticoats’, sometimes starched at home in sugar water. This was a particular bugbear of Miss Forster’s, and any sixth former caught with layers of net or tulle under her uniform summer dress was likely to be told to strip. She threatened to hang a row of the offending petticoats like trophies on the hooks outside her office. One of Miss Forster’s favourite texts, regularly read out to the whole school in morning assembly, was St Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians. As a first former, the bit about charity ‘not being puffed up’ made me picture the sixth formers sadly deflated by the removal of their petticoats.

         Nonetheless, I admired and respected Miss Forster. When I won prizes, I loved being invited into her study which had beautiful old furniture and was tastefully furnished in lavender greys. It reminded me a bit of Maria’s bedroom in The Little White Horse. Even then, I was impressed by Miss Forster’s passion for history and heritage. She cherished the illustrious past of Malvern Hall, and its connections with Constable, who had painted both the house and a portrait of Henry Greswold Lewis, owner of the property in the 1780s. It was Flora Forster who appreciated the Coade stone statues which had graced the property in the past. She restored two of them to niches in the entrance gates and understood the value of another two imposing figures which had stood on pedestals on each side of the entrance. As a young pupil I found these highly romantic, alongside two marble statues of young girls in the entrance hall. One of the latter, slightly kitsch, had flowery garlands. The other showed a girl weeping for the loss of a pet bird which had expired and lay dead in her lap at the end of a silken thread. I now suppose this was Lesbia, lamenting the death of her pet sparrow. Some would read this as a lament for lost 14virginity. We learned about Catullus in Greek lessons, albeit in a highly expurgated form, but I didn’t make the connection until much later.

         Much of this is with the benefit of hindsight: in spite of my then grudging respect for Miss Forster, I was aware of a need to contest the values of genteel femininity which the school encouraged. To many of us, regulations about the wearing of gloves and hats and never eating ice-cream in the streets seemed silly. And then there was domestic science, with its attendant humiliations. We had to do needlework and cookery. In needlework we were made to sew ‘cookery aprons’ in coarse cardboardy cotton with an ugly gingham trim. Horrible matching caps made us look like nippies (waitresses) in a Lyons’ Corner House. Domestic science had an uneasy status in a selective, academic high school. We noticed that the domestic science mistresses, unlike the rest of our teachers, never wore gowns in assembly. Many years later, researching the history of girls’ education, I learned that in the 1900s, the Girls’ Public Day School Trust, pressured by the Board of Education to introduce domestic training into the curriculum in the schools they administered, had refused. But state schools had often no choice in the matter and had generally – albeit reluctantly – complied.

         Many of us loathed domestic science and considered it a waste of time. Some years later I read The Female Eunuch. Acknowledging the weirdness of girls’ schools basing their curriculum on that of boys but then cramming in ‘fatuous’ subjects like domestic science, Germaine Greer sympathised with the schoolgirl who she pictured ‘in her absurd version of masculine uniform, making sponge fingers with inky hands’. She ‘must really feel like the punching bag of civilisation’, Greer continued. I enjoyed a pleasing shock of recognition.

         There were further humiliations around domestic science and needlework. I had passed my eleven-plus a year early and 15was the youngest in my form. I still had a prepubescent body. We were made to pair up for dressmaking, in order to measure each other’s vital statistics. This was fine for those with average measurements but mortifying for the fat girls and for those who were weedy like me. The average bust measurement in the class was something like 34 or 36 inches: my partner measured mine at 25. She giggled, the class giggled, even the needlework teacher looked amused.

         Being female had started to feel seriously problematic, both at school and back home. At home, my brothers weren’t expected to do anything in the way of domestic chores. I resented them, and especially my mother, for differentiating between us and for being soft on the boys. Ponies and horse-riding provided an escape in these years. The stable yard was a refuge from girliness, and equestrian dress offered a delightful kind of drag: jodhpurs with tight boots and a well-tailored hacking jacket felt liberating, and I liked the idea of a hairnet, a well-brushed bowler and a buttonhole.

         School trundled on with low-level but incessant guerrilla warfare over dress and ladylike behaviour as we grew older. We could choose books for school prizes. I realised that I was pushing the boat out a bit when instead of one of the classics, I asked for a book on show jumping by Daphne Machin Goodall. I got away with it. I still have the book, embossed in gold with the school crest. Miss Forster, who knew a lot about adolescent girls, wouldn’t have batted an eyelid. But by then she had retired and her successor conspicuously failed to measure up to her in wisdom, taste and personality. I remember her wearing shocking pink Courtelle suits in assembly. Avowing ‘modernity’, this new headmistress had briskly repudiated elements of the school’s heritage, and worst of all in my eyes, she got rid of the statues. I could never forgive her for that.

         All sorts of resentments festered. We began to look at boys with more interest than previously, even the noisy and silly ones 16we encountered on the bus home. This brought even more self-consciousness about looks. Girls queued in the toilets after the bell went at 4pm. They backcombed their hair in order to perch the hated hats precariously, as far back on the head as possible, and applied tinted Clearasil to camouflage adolescent spots. There were daily fights with teachers over details of school uniform.

         At weekends I would go with a friend to a local coffee bar. Well, I say ‘a’ local coffee bar but there was no choice, it was the only one. It was no more than a tiny greasy spoon café in a village about a mile and a half away, a rather sad haunt, but it did have a juke box. I could dress up in my hairy purple mohair skirt, tight polo neck sweater and pointy shoes. My friend and I experimented with talking to one or two of the local boys, but the conversation was terribly stilted and never went anywhere. Once I came home on the back of a boy’s motorbike and my father was appalled. There was an occasional ‘disco’ in the local church hall. This was a sorry affair, too. We were all paralysed with self-consciousness. Dad insisted on picking me up at 9.30pm and was critical if I wore too much eye make-up.

         Looking back, I can see clearly that my slow-budding sexuality coincided with some kind of crisis in my parents’ marriage. Dad had a certain image of femininity which was at odds with how my mother saw things. Four children and incessant housework tired her out. Dad, inspired by his role as provider, wanted to give her luxuries: jewellery, a fur coat, elegant clothes. Mum, knackered, oozed hostility. They probably didn’t talk much about this but I’m pretty sure the conflict put paid to their sex life. I remember Dad coming home with what he thought was a desirable gift: a pale yellow, frothy, lace-trimmed negligée. Mum was horrified. I felt sorry for Dad but could instinctively understand both points of view. I admired Dad’s gift and said I found it pretty: Mum threw it across the room and told me I could have it; she had no time 17for such nonsense. Consigned to the dressing-up box, the thing soon disappeared.

         My father was generous though, in that, encouraged by my mother, he decided to give me a regular clothing allowance. Mum had long agonised about me turning out ‘too bookish and always thinking too much’ and desperately wanted to see more evidence of what she thought of as ‘more normal’ for a teenage girl: that is, an interest in clothes and boyfriends. As far as I can remember I was given £5 a month: equivalent to about £108 a month today. It enabled me to take a train into Birmingham in order to walk around Richard Shops and C&A. I recently re-read Emma Tennant’s memoir of growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, Girlitude. Tennant, from a wealthy and privileged background, dressed either in ‘couture’, or in clothes ‘run up’ by the family dressmaker. This was a time when ‘the poor’, she recalled, ‘struggle along dismal pavements with little but C&A or Richard Shops to sustain them’. Well, I certainly didn’t feel poor on my new allowance. Synthetic fabrics in bright, citrusy colours were all the rage at the time. I bought a lemon-coloured, spongey-feeling Courtelle coat and wore it with long boots. And a blue woollen sheath dress with a rose at the neck in matching satin, in a little wreath of real mink fur. These little rose brooches surrounded by fur were fashionable in the early 1960s and ‘vintage’ examples can still be found. Looking at them today, it is hard not to see them as suggestive of female private parts.

         My adolescent body continued to generate anxiety. Sweaty armpits that left dark stains; armpit and pubic hair. Deodorants like Odorono didn’t work very well and many women still sewed little pads into the arms of dresses (‘dress-shields’) to soak up sweat and protect clothing. We had dinky little Ladyshave razors in tiny plastic boxes a couple of inches long. They came in pale pink, baby blue or primrose yellow. One summer I spent some of my clothing allowance on a beautiful new swimsuit 18from C&A: ice-blue, and the synthetic material had a slightly sparkly, iridescent quality. I’d tried it on and thought it looked good, but stepping into the sea I was mortified to discover that the fabric went see-through when wet. As I crept up the beach, everyone could see the dark triangle of my pubic hair. I had to hasten back to the hotel where I hacked the hair off with nail scissors and set to work with the minuscule Ladyshave, suffering an itchy rash for days afterwards.

         Shopping trips to C&A didn’t completely replace home dressmaking. Most of my friends were reasonably competent at making their own clothes. Many of us haunted the paper pattern sections of the village haberdashery or nearest department store where the latest offerings from Simplicity, Butterick or Vogue were featured in loose-leaf books with plastic coverings, chained to the counter like medieval Bibles. I thought a lot about what I could run up on my mother’s sewing machine: most of my ideas were romantic. I remember a white satin ‘dolly’ dress, with an empire line. The bodice was covered in tiny frills of overlapping lace. I think I only wore it once. It was hugely impractical. I recently read an early novel by Margaret Drabble, The Garrick Year (1964). The heroine wears a black velvet suit with a blouse that she has made herself, the front and cuffs of which were ‘covered in tiny, thick-starched lace frills’. It had taken her weeks to make and she was very proud of its ‘archaic, Victorian photograph quality’. I think I must have been aiming at something similar but would not, at that time, have had the sophistication or the means to go for a black velvet suit.

         Simple things worked best. I made a loose, tent-shaped dress with long sleeves out of gorgeous silky stuff printed in bold, swirling psychedelic colours. As a university student in the late 1960s, many of us continued to make clothes. Our all-female hall of residence provided sewing machines. And there were many ‘formal’ balls and celebratory occasions, for which we 19constructed long, ambitious ballgowns out of cheap materials like lining silk. I ran one up in red lining taffeta; it had an empire line and puffed sleeves. The seams were a bit of a mess on the inside. It was common to start making something like this a day or two before the event. I remember making a raincoat, too, out of a sort of vinyl material covered in tiny forget-me-nots which I wore with white plastic boots, I think from Freeman Hardy & Willis, the nearest I ever got to Courrèges in the sixties. My imagination often ran away with me, I think. Rather a lot of the clothes I made ended up botched and bundled at the back of the wardrobe.
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         20My years as an undergraduate coincided with the revving up of the ‘Teenage Revolution’. I remember that when I went for university entrance interviews, my mother was insistent that I should wear what she called ‘a costume’ or a tailored two-piece. I fell in with this, managing to get something suitable from Richard Shops. It was wool, in dark, forest green with a kind of battledress top. The skirt was just on the knee. But once I left home all hell was let loose, sartorially, as I experimented enthusiastically and chaotically with various styles. I instantly abandoned the kind of demure, efficient typist get-up that Mum thought suitable, and went for miniskirts and boots (almost always referred to as ‘kinky’ boots at the time). I remember that at home I had expressed a distinct sympathy with Christine Keeler and particularly the witty Mandy Rice-Davies in the early 1960s. Mandy Rice-Davies had lived very close to us: she sounded smart and funny in the papers. My views on such subjects had driven my father spare. Poor Dad. He softened quite a lot as the years passed, though my values and opinions, not to mention style of dress, must have constituted a terrible challenge. Mum confessed some years later that on one occasion they had driven down to Reading (where I was a student) to take me out for lunch. I had greeted them wearing my mum’s wedding dress (cut down, the ivory slipper silk train 21brutally hacked off at the back of the knee… how could I have done this?), accessorised with a fox-fur stole, tails clipped into the fox’s head’s mouth, along with a blood red rose… Dad had buried his head in his hands, Mum recalled, and slumped over his steering wheel. But he rallied.
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         These were years of radical change in dress codes, particularly amongst the young. In the history department at Reading after the war, Lady Doris Stenton, wife of the Anglo-Saxon historian Sir Frank Stenton, had set the tone: she had strongly disapproved of women undergraduates wearing trousers. Undergraduates were expected to wear gowns in hall for formal dinner. The disapproval of trousers for women didn’t survive the 1960s, although on formal dining occasions they could still cause eyebrows to lift and some restaurants banned them. One or two bold spirits, challenged at the door for wearing trouser suits, offered to remove the trousers and to dine wearing just the jacket as a micro skirt. This usually had the desired effect, unnerving any officious doormen.22

         I did a year of teacher training before going on to postgraduate study. Some schools were tough on what we could wear in the classroom. Short hair for young men, no trousers for young women. In one school I was taken to task for wearing too much eye make-up (I had developed what was to be a lifetime’s habit of ringing my eyes with kohl). There was more trouble over skirt length, at a time when fashion was swinging pendulum-like in a deranged way between mini and maxi skirts. It was a relief to get back to university, where by the early 1970s you could pretty much wear what you liked. But what did I like? I remember this as a time when I was often and increasingly unsure. I made what I think was my last effort in the way of home dressmaking at that time, a fully lined blue dress in a filmy pale blue floral material, its neckline and hem bordered in fine, graduated bands of pale blue velvet. It was very pretty and much admired, but I felt daft in it. Milk-maidy. Wrong. So I never wore it, and passed it on to a fellow student. From then on, I bought clothes in bolder designs from shops like Etam, Biba and Bus Stop. There was a dress by Ossie Clark which I loved, in red-and-black crepe, cut on the bias. I think it was by Ossie Clark for Radley; I wish I’d kept it. Biba had huge appeal, those clingy dresses in fabrics the colour of wine-gums or bottled fruit. I confess to having worn hot pants: in black, with tiny flowers and a drawstring waist. A bit like a baby’s romper suit, but oddly, wearing them felt liberating. You could stride out in them with bare legs and not worry about stockings or tights.

         With hindsight I can see that being unsure about my taste in clothes at this time was bound up with insecurity about what I was going to do with my life, whether to embark upon a PhD or to try to get some sort of teaching job. I couldn’t really imagine other options. There wasn’t much career advice in higher education in the early 1970s. Before the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975, university appointments services were divided 23into men’s and women’s sections and the limited opportunities offered to women undergraduates were legendary. I remember vividly my interview with a careers advisory officer at Reading. She suggested teaching or a traineeship with something called The Metal Box Company. I was offered a paid fellowship to study for a doctorate following my MA at Lancaster but there was talk about a shortage of academic teaching jobs, so when I was offered a lectureship in history at what was then Bristol Polytechnic, it seemed sensible to go for it.

         I had visited Bristol for the job interview and was overwhelmed by the gorgeousness of Clifton. Living in a rented flat in Princess Victoria Street seemed like heaven. I settled down to the teaching, which required a lot of preparation, and forged close friendships with two women, Helen Taylor and Madge Dresser, which have lasted to this day. We were a small group of three, then, in a largely all-male environment. I have a blurry photo of us, from that time, standing outside the house (then owned by the architect, Berthold Lubetkin) in Princess Victoria Street. Madge and I are clad in jeans, Helen wears an Afghan embroidered dress, striped in dark blue and magenta pink. I wore what became a kind of uniform of black velvet jacket and rose- or wine-coloured needlecord jeans just about every day through my time in Bristol. The main concession to femininity was an artificial rose or bunch of violets in the buttonhole. It felt comfortable and somehow right. Jeans were good because you could wear flat shoes or comfortable low-heeled boots. You could drive in these or walk for miles. No faffing around with heels and sore feet.

         After a short time in Bristol I moved to Brighton, hoping that a lectureship at the University of Sussex would give me more space for research. I wore a skirt and demure blouse for the interview, I remember, but soon reverted to jacket and jeans. Brighton was awash with fashionable boutiques and I soon branched out into 1940s-style little V-necked sweaters 24in bright colours, with Fair Isle patterns and slightly puff ed sleeves. I had sweaters in black and silver chevron stripes, and a slightly tarty one in red edged in black, which I particularly loved, with a little loop at the neck. I still have it, though the wool is now lumpy and matted: I can’t bear to throw it away.
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         I met Nick von Tunzelmann, whom I was to marry, at an academic conference. He was an economic historian, and a lecturer in Cambridge. He approved of my academic ambitions, which was most unusual in my experience of men up to that time. Academic Cambridge was very diff erent from Brighton. On formal occasions men and women might even dine separately: men in formal academic dress, drinking like fi sh and on occasions throwing pudding at each other. (It was rumoured that in one college there was a special recipe for 25something called ‘Wibbly Pudding’, designed for drunken lobbing.) Women might eat presided over by the Master’s wife, no academic dress, very polite. Or there might be gender segregation after mixed dining and dessert. The atmosphere was very public school and middle class and, of course, male. There were all sorts of odd customs designed to put outsiders and the uninitiated into a defensive position: which way to pass the port, what to do with snuff, bowls of rosewater and snowy napkins after dinner, not lighting a cigarette until the youngest Fellow in the room had done so, etc. (I may have made this last custom up but similar rules existed, everywhere.)

         The talk of admitting women into male colleges amplified the misogyny of some male academics in both Oxford and Cambridge in the 1970s. This wasn’t new. In the 1960s, Dacre Balsdon, a fellow of Exeter, had imagined a future in which the fellows of an all-male college, forced to admit women, barricaded themselves in the wine cellars, drinking through their entire contents before setting the college on fire rather than see it ‘desecrated’ by a female presence. Ten years later the movement for co-education had gained traction and feelings were sharply divided. Many of those in the women’s colleges were as hostile to the idea of mixed colleges as the men: they feared losing their own strongholds, they feared that women might lose out. I was to research and write about all this many years later. It wasn’t easy being female in Cambridge in the 1970s, as many female academics have attested.

         What did academic women wear? In the long struggle to gain access to the ancient universities, they had regularly been advised to dress cautiously and modestly, so as to look unthreatening. A disdain for feminine adornment could sometimes get out of hand. Many female students despaired at the fusty, down-at-heel appearance of their high-minded women tutors. Alice Gardner, a history tutor at Newnham, became legendary for looking unkempt. There’s a story from the early years of the 26last century that on one occasion, travelling by train, she sat down on a bench, took off her hat and nodded off. When she awoke, she found her hat full of small change. There were some exceptions. Younger women dons might dress with flair; others developed a strong personal style. Scholar of French literature Enid Starkie roamed round the pubs in Oxford in the 1950s and 60s wearing red slacks and a beret, smoking a cigar. There goes Enid, ‘in all the colours of the Rimbaud’, quipped classical scholar and Warden of Wadham, Maurice Bowra. In the 1900s, students who expressed strong individuality through dress were often gently (or not so gently) discouraged. Dorothy Sayers is said to have once appeared at breakfast in Somerville with a red ribbon in her hair and a pair of earrings featuring scarlet and green parrots in tiny gilt cages. The Principal deputed a fellow student to get her to take them off.

         As a regular visitor and sometime resident of Cambridge in the 1970s, it seemed to me that scholarly women there had developed a recognisable style: sensible, unobtrusive, middle class. Skirt length just below the knee, to facilitate bicycle riding. Comfortable, flat sandals. Shirtwaisters. Print fabrics. Very little make-up. I felt somewhat conspicuous in my blacks and reds, boots and miniskirts, eyes rimmed in kohl. I was aware that the style might look a bit ‘vulgar’ in the eyes of some, but somehow it was becoming part of my identity, and I stuck to it. A more serious challenge came from some of the feminist groups I was associated with at that time. I remember, for instance, going to a talk at A Woman’s Place, then housed in Hungerford House on the Victoria Embankment. As usual, I was wearing perfume and a fair amount of eye make-up. At some point I became aware that I was the only person there wearing any make-up and that almost everyone apart from me was dressed in Mao-style jackets and dark blue denim. I went to the loo, spat on a tissue and tried to remove some of the mascara and eye black. Then I recalled that I had done this 27twice before. Once, when as a teacher trainee I had been told to do so by a bossy older teacher, and before that, at a church hall hop in my early teens just before my disapproving father was due to collect me at 9.30pm. Oh heck, I thought to myself, you should have the guts not to internalise proscriptions and to dress as you like.

         Pregnancy was a big challenge, in a number of ways. It came at a time when many of my husband’s colleagues (and probably both of our families) expected that I would move to Cambridge and assume a wifely role of support. But I was just beginning to establish myself at Sussex and the thought of this independence slipping away from me was scary. We decided to continue living in two places, and to share childcare. It was quite a radical decision at the time. My husband was quizzed about it in college. ‘Is it really necessary, in this day and age, to have two incomes?’ he was asked by the then Master. The Master’s wife visited me in the small house we had rented from the College. She was very kind, but it was as if she was the Lady of the Manor and I was a humble cottager.

         I remember feeling terribly uncertain about how to dress and behave in pregnancy. Flowery smocks from chain-store Mothercare were out. I hadn’t taken to those frilly, floral milk-maid outfits from Laura Ashley that had been so popular a few years earlier. There was no way I could have worn such things. I searched everywhere for skirts with expandable waistbands in black. I didn’t find it easy to repress a surge of hostility to the well-meaning health workers who addressed me as ‘Mum’ and talked reverently about ‘Baby’. I baulked at being defined by motherhood.

         I am thankful that I never experienced anything in the nature of postnatal depression: rather, a surge of unanticipated delight in my baby girls. I think this may have been because I had worried so much in advance about the problems of being a mother, and its impact on my identity, and had overlooked the 28pleasures. Much to my surprise, I thoroughly enjoyed having young children. Our daughters were intelligent and funny, a stimulus to creativity, an excuse to play, a perpetual source of wonder and joy. Nick was a besotted and completely engaged father; he never reneged on his promise of sharing childcare. The only problem was exhaustion, for both of us, which was serious, but didn’t last for ever. The exhaustion did mean that I thought less about clothes, though. I tended, for a while, to dress as if for combat. I had a couple of stylish boiler suits, one in dark grey needlecord, another in grey blue, which I wore tightly belted. And I particularly remember a fur-lined pair of ‘tractor boots’. They were from ECCO, and extremely comfortable. I wore them with leggings and a black sweater, most of the time.

         As the girls grew up, they started to experiment with their own style and identities. As children, they alternated between a girly femininity and a more practical can’t-be-bothered approach. They were capable of swooning over princess-y stuff – Errol Le Cain’s wonderful illustrations for fairy stories like The Twelve Dancing Princesses, or sugary Barbie doll outfits, but keen also to dress as dinosaurs, Superwoman or goths. Wednesday Addams was an inspiration for my younger daughter, Eugénie, who was also fond of dressing as Xena: Warrior Princess. Both girls loved dressing up, and Halloween parties, allowing space for a camp ghoulishness, were a riot. By early adolescence it was clear that both daughters had developed a quite sophisticated understanding of the meanings of clothes: they both would tease me about my own style and its relation to feminism. We were a household of Guardian readers and had long enjoyed cartoons by Posy Simmonds: we bought all the books which collected her cartoons together in the 1980s. A favourite was Mrs Weber’s Diary, featuring down-at-heel polytechnic lecturer George Weber and his family. George’s wife, Wendy, wore round spectacles a bit 29like mine and long skirts and sweaters (not like me at all). She cobbled together her own style of motherhood. Their daughter, Belinda, went in for sharper hairstyles and edgier and sexier clothes as she reached her teenage years and I’m pretty sure our eldest daughter identified with her. My daughters started to exert some influence over the way I dressed from the 1980s on. They were disconcertingly observant and teased me for occasionally going in for unsuitable sweaters in red or bobbly knitted orange, suggesting that I was particularly likely to make bad decisions when premenstrual. Alex could draw very well, and produced some wickedly unsparing cartoons of her parents, her sister and herself.

         One might think that by the 1980s and 90s I would have become more confident in my dress sense, but far from it. I think that my attitude to clothes became seriously deranged in these decades. I bought lots and lots of clothes and wore some of them very few times. Two things were unsettling me. First, I began to think about promotion at work, which I knew would be a terrible struggle – it still wasn’t easy for women in universities, even if they earned a reputation for teaching (not necessarily seen as an advantage back then), even if they published quite a lot, even if they got grants. It was clearly going to be a long uphill battle and one I wasn’t sure of winning. Second, as some of my energy returned after the years of parental exhaustion, I rediscovered my sexuality. So, too, did my husband. Sadly, because I don’t think we ever stopped loving and supporting each other, this was a time of great difficulty between us. We worked out some kind of compromise, eventually, but I still look back on many aspects of this experience with pain and regret.

         I oscillated between trying to look like a career woman and what I hoped was a kind of ageing sexiness. The two were often in conflict. Surveys showed that universities were particularly bad at promoting women in the 1980s, but things were difficult 30in other professions, too. I had friends who worked as GPs or in hospital medicine. I recall a conversation with one of the latter who aimed at becoming a consultant. We joked about a necessary step being one of abandoning her comfortable dresses for some kind of pinstripe skirt and jacket suit which might look authoritative or ‘consultoid’. These were years of women moving towards ‘power dressing’. Former editor of British Vogue, Alexandra Shulman, points to the assumption, common in the 1980s, that ‘clothing for women which mimicked the garb of men would help them climb up the professional ladder’. But in reality, ‘fashion was ahead of the game’ and promotions still came agonisingly slowly for most women. I remember buying a couple of suits (from M&S), one of which was in a beige linen mixture, the other in black-and-white dog’s tooth check with pronounced shoulder pads. But I don’t remember getting much wear out of either of them. I think on one occasion I accompanied my girls to a pop concert in the Brighton Centre wearing the dog’s tooth outfit. I was surrounded by teenage girls all ecstatic over Matt and Luke Goss, and looked and felt out of place.

         As for the sexiness… for the first time in my life I began to spend more money on underwear. This was partly mood, partly wish-fulfilment, I think. Desire and daydreams were surely part of it. Janet Reger’s designs for underwear had a huge effect on what became available in the shops from the mid-1980s on, and then came Madonna and the fashion for underwear worn as outerwear. The demand for bustiers and corsets co-existed with that for shoulder pads and power dressing, quite a lot of it aspirational, and probably both compensatory and contradictory at the same time. But that was the late eighties and nineties for you, and my life seemed very much an example of a general trend. Pretty crazy, it was, looking back. And yet it wasn’t the first time that fashionable trends seemed almost to undercut social movements. I think back to the suffrage 31struggles of the 1900s. Those massive plumed hats teetering atop ornate, upswept hairdos, and narrow, constricting ‘hobble skirts’ just as bicycles were opening up freedoms for women and more and more of them were fighting for the right to vote.

         I bought some daft, expensive things at the turn of the millennium. I think I knew, deep down, that these expensive purchases were compelled by illusion, the mistaken hope that they would somehow transform my life. Writer Linda Grant discusses this kind of illusion and the compulsion that goes with it in her insightful book, The Thoughtful Dresser (2009), which starts out by trying to make sense of how she felt compelled by an overwhelming ‘need’, one morning, to go out and buy a pair of expensive and impractical shoes. For me, money was less tight once the children were through education. Amid all the experimentation, I think, I started to consolidate a more personal style. Mainly black. Close fitting. Usually from agnès B. With glitter, or flashes and slashes of red. Bright flashes of colour are needed to lift the draining effects of black as one ages. Red lipstick lifts the spirits and has something of defiance in it. Remember Marlene Dietrich in the film Dishonoured (1931): she checks her reflection in the blade of a military sword and re-applies her lipstick before facing the firing squad.

         I recently re-read Victoria Glendinning’s biography of Rebecca West and was reminded that even someone as intelligent and strong-minded as she was had been familiar with the kind of compulsion which has one ‘needing’ new items of clothing. For a long time, as a young woman, West was worn down by her relationship with H.G. Wells, her passionate lover and the father of their young son, Anthony. Wells was a man who ruthlessly compartmentalised his life. He had numerous affairs, but remained staunchly married to his second wife Jane, with whom he continued to share a domestic life. Rebecca and her son were hidden away in seaside lodgings, the little boy vaguely thinking his mother his aunt. Awful for Rebecca: 32indeed, awful for both of them. She confessed that it was a time when she went in for a lot of what we might now call impulse buying, purchasing extravagant ‘silk evening knickers’, and other such luxuries. Eventually she and Wells parted, but Rebecca’s love life thereafter never quite lived up to her dreams. In her mid-eighties, feeling low, we learn that she sought comfort in going shopping with her friend Madge Garland (formerly the Royal College of Art’s first professor of fashion). She wanted to cheer herself up with the purchase of a new fur coat.

         Highly successful designer and businesswoman Miuccia Prada once shrewdly suggested that much fashion was about ‘the desperation of being sexy’. I recognise this in my own life and in the evidence archived in my wardrobe. So many black dresses, red roses and silk poppies. The fur (synthetic, mostly, but I have bits and pieces of real fur from the past), the satin slips and delicate lace and camisoles. An impractical but rather wonderful Vivienne Westwood fine, black mesh body stocking with cavorting shepherds and Rococo swirls over the nipples. Getting older doesn’t do away with the sensuousness of this stuff, or with these feelings, however much part of you stands aside, ruefully, thinking of fading flowers and mutton dressed as lamb.

         Some years ago, my husband, desperately depleted by Parkinson’s disease, had to go into a care home. I learned a lot from regular visits to this place. There was one old lady unsure of who she was any more, but my goodness, she had some beautiful clothes. I remember particularly a soft lavender-coloured cashmere, and a jacket made of devoré silk-velvet, patterned like leopardskin. The wonderful staff dressed her in these lovely things, though they wouldn’t have lasted long, given the washing facilities in a care home. It made me wonder what the woman had been like, before she descended into age and infirmity, and whether her clothes helped to remind her of who she was. 33
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         Ah, but identity is complex and shifting, and there’s no escaping that. Victoria Glendinning, in a comment on Rebecca West’s unfi nished novel Sunfl ower, emphasises how much thinly disguised personal experience went into the writing of it. It was drafted when Rebecca was struggling with what was to be the last phase of her ten-year sexual relationship 34with H.G. Wells, and at a time when she became increasingly focused on her romantic obsession with Lord Beaverbrook. The text mirrors the highly contradictory facets of the author’s subjectivity. West was a public intellectual; her brain and wit were legendary. She impressed the majority of her contemporaries as a confident, powerful woman. But we know that this confidence went alongside a profound unease about her sexuality, a fear that she might unman men, reducing them to physical impotence. West was ‘a flux of alternative selves’, concludes Glendinning, more insecure in her subjectivity than the world ever knew.

         
             

         

         I am not good at clearing out my wardrobe; indeed, my several wardrobes. I joke about this. Historians are a bit retentive, I suggest, in Freudian terms, not good at letting go. They harbour, collect and archive stuff, maybe in part because of emotional needs bound up with their investment in the past, part in order to footnote, to make sense of things. But when I peer into the recesses of my many cupboards and storage spaces I quail. It has gone too far, I fear, all this accretion. Is it a bit like an eating disorder or a drink problem? Elizabeth Robins, feminist, writer and celebrated actress in (among other things) Ibsen’s plays about women, used to live just round the corner from me in Brighton with her friend, pioneering medical woman Octavia Wilberforce. Angela John, her biographer, tells us that Elizabeth had always been a hoarder. She left 102 packing cases of belongings when she died, and her executors found twenty-five black hats, all in perfect condition. This seems quite modest to me. I am not going to add up the sum of the black dresses I have bought and been unable to throw out: I think the number would shame me.

         I’m not as bad as Emily Tinne, the well-off Liverpool matron and wife of a local doctor who has often been labelled Britain’s first ‘shopaholic’. This lady went shopping every day in the 351930s and bought piles of garments she never even got round to taking out of their tissue-lined boxes. Why, we will never know. Her daughter (who donated a large part of her mother’s collection to Liverpool museums), suggested that there was an element of charitableness in the purchases: Mrs Tinne wanted to help the underpaid shop assistants who needed customers to stay in work. Writer Linda Grant suggests that Emily simply got a buzz from shopping. I wonder whether buying outfits helped to sustain a fantasy of a life happier and more fulfilling than her own. Her clothes were her dreams. There can be a strong belief in the transformational power of clothes, their unique ability to make life better for us. Clothes are close to the self. We may imagine ourselves looking different, looking good, confident in a happier and more fulfilling state of affairs.

         So, fantasy, hope and desire can all be embodied in how we dress.

         Knowing this, and even at my advanced age, I obsess about the possibilities signified by a new pair of boots; a red dress. It is autumn as I write, and a lifetime of working in academia leads me to associate the new term with new beginnings: new pencil cases, new notebooks, new projects. Just when will I learn the limits of these unruly desires? Will I ever? Probably not. Right now I’m off to buy the red dress.
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