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1 Getting Here


 



Beginnings



Monty: The jewel garden really began in the spring of 1981, when we started the jewellery business. Sarah and I were living in London, in a rented basement flat just round the corner from the Angel, Islington. The nearest we got to a garden was peering through the locked French windows of our tiny bedroom. Officially I was a postgraduate student at the London School of Economics, but in reality I had dropped out of my course and was biding time as a waiter at Joe Allen’s restaurant in Covent Garden. Although it was fun to go from a student’s penury to having cash in my pocket, and although I knew that my postgraduate work on Economic History was a sham and therefore any kind of paid work was preferable, I also knew I was wasting time.


From the age of 13, school had been a disaster. I hated the public school I was sent to, they hated me and finally, at 15, they kicked me out. The Basingstoke comprehensive was more friendly but closed its sixth form after I’d been there a year. The sixth-form college that followed had girls and, thrown into a state of erotic astonishment, I did no work at all. I left school at 18 with a meagre batch of terrible ‘A’ levels. I retook one at night school whilst working as a building labourer, did well, and decided I’d go to Cambridge. So I rang the sixth-form college for advice. They openly jeered at my pretension. I clearly remember the single exclamation of my old tutor – ‘You!’ I thought, yes, you bugger, me, and I’ll do it just to spite you. Perhaps he was canny enough to know how to get the best from me, but I think that’s being over-generous. So I got a job on a pig farm in the mornings and spent every afternoon for six months going through old Oxbridge entrance papers. At the age of 21 I was accepted. Older than most of my contemporaries, I was a bit of an outsider, but was taught by a wonderful man, Arthur Sale, who valued and nurtured in me all the things that I wanted to be. I left determined to be a writer.


Sarah: Montagu and I met at Cambridge. He was an undergraduate and my then husband was a postgraduate at the same college. In 1979 I left my well-off husband for this penniless student. Trying to escape the inevitable mess that we had created, Montagu and I ran away together to the North York Moors where we were offered rooms in a house for the winter, so long as we paid the rent by riding the owner’s horse every day and painting all the windows. We now look back on that time as a rich experience, but there was real hardship. Montagu was trying to write a novel and helping out on local farms, while I was making jewellery. We were more or less broke.


In early 1980 I started a part-time course in London. We both headed south and, after a spell while Montagu worked as a dustman back in Cambridge – which he loved because he could finish by lunchtime and write in the afternoons – we found rooms in London.


Things seemed to be going wrong. I was 25, with a degree from Cambridge but no qualifications of any kind, I wanted to write but had published nothing, had dropped out of the LSE and was a waiter. Nothing wrong with that as far as it went, but it was not how I had seen my life unfolding. Apart from anything else I was a country boy, and the nocturnal urban life was as far removed from my world and its rhythms as could be imagined.


Then I was hit by a bout of depression that kept me to my bed for a number of weeks. If nothing else – and one of the points about depression is that there is nothing else for great spans of muddy time – it gave me time to think. Since leaving school seven years earlier I had done any job going to provide myself with money, usually involving hard physical graft.


From a small boy I had wanted only to be a writer and to work on the land. A hurdle-maker’s life seemed to me to be ideal, coppicing your materials with hand tools in the woods and then making hurdles with hypnotic skill. As a student I had seriously considered becoming a thatcher. In an ideal world I would farm as well, but I had worked on farms and seen that only those with money had any chance of owning their land and for me, possession was a large part of the draw. The only writing that I considered was fiction. It never crossed my mind to write about gardening, even though by then I had written – and destroyed – a couple of excruciatingly bad novels, and was facing the sneaking suspicion that I might not be any good at it.


Whilst I was taking stock of my life Sarah was going through the same process.


When I was 19 I married for the first time, and went to live in Papua New Guinea, where my husband was researching the winged bean. During my four years there I collected primitive jewellery and artefacts and ended up with a substantial collection. This was the beginning of my interest in jewellery. I then apprenticed myself to a jeweller called Casty Cobb, who let me work in her house for eighteen months, where I learned all the basic techniques. During this time I also spent four months in Rome studying Etruscan and classical jewellery.


I assembled a collection of tools that would fit into a trunk. I had decided that I would spend my life travelling round the world with my husband and wherever I landed, I could open up the trunk and get to work. However, the marriage collapsed, and I was left with my trunk of tools and Montagu on the North York Moors.


Jewellery


After the bleak isolation of Yorkshire in winter, I enrolled at the Sir John Cass College in Whitechapel and found myself surrounded by 17-year-old apprentices. This was a new and fascinating world for me. Jewellery and silversmithing were divided up into different trades – polishers, finishers, planishers, platers and engravers, each with distinct skills and applications and most working in almost Dickensian conditions in small workshops in an area based around Clerkenwell.


It was at that time – May 1981 – that we bumped into someone Sarah had met through her jewellery class who had a studio in Clerkenwell but was moving. On the spur of the moment we agreed to take it over. Neither of us had any business experience but it felt like a good idea at the time. I threw myself into it with all my energy and enthusiasm. Working with Sarah felt like a natural extension to the rest of our life together. It still does.


I knew that I would never be a great craftsman. I was impatient and the skills took years to gain. So, armed with a basic technical knowledge, we started to make jewellery. We had a box of tools, now we had a workshop, and we had to try and earn a living from them.


Up until this point my training had been in fine jewellery, using gold and silver. But I was increasingly attracted to fashion and costume jewellery, which was essentially fake. Since the Fifties this had rather gone out of fashion. We thought that we would design our jewellery on exactly the same timetable and basis as clothes designers, doing large collections that we would show twice a year in Fashion Week. It was not such a big idea, but no one else was doing it at the time.


Everything had to be learned. The studio was up eight flights of stairs in a building on Old Street and was part of a cooperative. We learned hungrily from all the other members, everything from soldering and polishing to filing systems and how to make out an invoice. Starting a business is intensely exciting. Everything is a challenge, everything has to be done for the first time. It took me a while to learn that running one is profoundly boring.


Selling


I spent that winter trudging round London with a suitcase trying to sell the few pieces that we had made to stores, magazines and fashion designers. Most were polite but unresponsive. One buyer kept me waiting for 45 minutes, wouldn’t let me sit down, looked at the pieces that I placed on her desk, then straight in my eyes and said, ‘Why did you bother to come here with this stuff ?’ Humiliated, I repacked our precious stuff that had taken days and weeks to make and silently swore revenge. A few years later I had great pleasure in refusing to supply her prestigious West End store.


But it was not all rejection. The Daily Telegraph wanted to feature the jewellery, but would only do so if there was a major supplier. Harvey Nichols in Knightsbridge was prepared to take some on sale or return but would only do so if backed by national newspaper coverage. Catch-22. So I rang both and told each that the other had agreed to go with it. Luckily they never contacted each other and we had our outlet and publicity.


And of the various fashion designers I cold-called, Bruce Oldfield was instantly generous and asked if we wanted to provide a range to accompany his next collection. It was a gamble, as we had to borrow money just to provide the samples, but we immediately realised that our jewellery would be worn by the most famous models and seen by the world’s press. We decided to use chandelier drops that we had seen sold by an obscure Austrian firm called Swarovski. They couldn’t believe that we intended to use these heavy – and very expensive – crystal drops, but we went ahead and started a craze for big paste jewellery. One of Sarah’s designs was a chandelier drop with a hand-tied silk bow. It went on to become our trademark piece – we sold tens of thousands of pairs over the next few years, and it is now in the V & A’s permanent collection.


Over the next five years we devoted our lives to the business. Once we got going it became successful very fast, with demand outstripping any possible supply. We could not afford to advertise, but we had a policy of making six pieces of every design that were solely for the use of the press. We would deliver anything free of charge to an editorial shoot anywhere in the world. In return, they had to get it all back to us in one piece or pay for it. The system worked – soon every magazine was full of Monty Don jewellery. We still have books of press cuttings that we can hardly bear to open. It seems long ago and far away.



All in a name



People understandably assumed that ‘Monty Don’ was just Montagu. His name alone was on everything we did together. However, it was still shocking the first time an important American buyer pushed past me, saying, ‘Where is the STAR?’ It was not surprising that I did not exist to her. She did not know who I was. But there he was, resplendent, head-to-toe in black and covered in jewels. (So was I, but clearly not so fetchingly as him.)


I would spend months working on a collection, drawing, refining, going backwards and forwards to the factory, checking samples, sorting out publicity. It was always a collaboration, though the factory owner who made up our jewellery only seemed to listen to Montagu. I was invisible. I was prepared to put up with this as long as the collection was made in time. Montagu’s coming along and schmoozing him worked, but it was humiliating for me.


To be honest, I dreaded sticking my head above the parapet. I still like dwelling in the cosy bosom of my domestic life. If ever I have to do anything public I dread it. I wake in the middle of the night regretting that I have agreed to do it, longing to be struck by some illness that will excuse me from my fate. However, I loved the feeling of success when we got loads of press and the orders poured in.


The truth is that Montagu has always been noticed – not least by me. He is confident, photogenic, determined and a good designer in his own right. It was not surprising that he could charm the predominantly female buyers. But I also knew that he was acting. In his bones he was a writer, not a jeweller. He could sell so well because his soul was not invested in it. Whereas for me, this was the real thing. I also knew that the combination of the two of us, however it was divided up, invariably made a whole greater than the sum of our parts. He could – and can – annoy me more than anyone else I have ever met, but we do make a perfect team.


My birth certificate has me as ‘George Montagu Don’. I had been named after my two grandfathers. The Montagu one – my mother’s adored father – had died six months before I was born, but George Don – my father’s tyrannical father – said that he did not wish his name to be associated with such an absurd name as Montagu. Stung perhaps by grief, my parents for once stood up to the old ogre and dropped George from the equation, adding in my father’s name, Denis. When I was ten I rather unnecessarily added Wyatt, my mother’s maiden name. So, by a circuitous route, I accumulated the name Montagu Denis Wyatt Don.


I was invariably known as Montagu, without any kind of abbreviation – especially not Monty, which my mother hated. Like a fool I must have told someone at school this, with the inevitable result that I was called Monty. There was a sing-song, sneering tone to it. I assumed that it was not used in anything other than a hostile way.


I carried this assumption into adulthood, although more and more people would instinctively shorten my name to Monty without hostile intent. But my real name was Montagu and family and real friends still always called me that. Sarah has never, ever called me Monty.


But when we were looking round for a name for our new company a friend who worked in marketing said that we would be mad not to call it ‘Monty Don’. He said that firms paid good money to invent names half as good. Everyone, he said, knew me as Monty. I was a real person and it was my name. Go with it.


So we did. This completely ignored the underlying basis of our partnership. We were equals in everything. To call the company after just one of us was insulting to the other and plain wrong. But the name was, as predicted, memorable and catchy. My signature became the logo and was trademarked around the world. Bags, boxes, shop signs, calling cards – all the paraphernalia of a business were emblazoned with it. But at home I was still always Montagu.


When I started writing I did so as Montagu, as much to liberate myself from the jewellery business as anything else. It was my real work so should therefore carry my real name. Later, when I was receiving counselling, the psychotherapist and I talked at length about the dualism of the names. I saw this as a terrible problem. If I was true to myself I should only call myself Montagu – yet almost everyone wanted to call me Monty. The wise man pointed out that this was only as much of a problem as I wanted it to be. I could easily be Montagu to Sarah and a handful of family and friends, and Monty to other people. Lots of writers and performers had noms de plume. Since then I have been easy about it. I now introduce myself as Monty; at home I am still Montagu. And my children call me Monty when they think I am getting above myself, which means that the public persona has intruded into the privacy of home.


The name ‘Monty Don’ became increasingly established. Once we got Vogue’s seal of approval everyone wanted to know. It sounds far-fetched now but one Fashion Week I remember seeing a line of limos outside our little mews workshop in Islington and it turned out that they were all press, TV crews or buyers from round the world queuing up to see us. Our timing – entirely accidental – was perfect. After the dreariness of the late Seventies and early Eighties people wanted glitz. It was the dawn of designer labels and fashion became glamorous; London was hot and we were in the centre of it. We found ourselves invited to 10 Downing Street, flying to New York and Paris and being fêted everywhere. I have an abiding image of Montagu striding through Manhattan, dressed as usual in black and covered in jewellery. We could always get a cab because he looked so amazing.


There were darker moments. We were robbed and lost all our orders, but somehow rode that storm. We had a protection racket operated on us by local gangsters and had to move workshop and showrooms overnight. This was genuinely scary. All the time we were expanding, and borrowing money hand over fist to finance it. Still, I look back upon it all as a glamorous time until the hurricane of October 1987. Thereafter it all went wrong.


The healer


It was constant work. We sold our jewellery across the world, with half going to America, opened our own shop in Beauchamp Place, Knightsbridge, designed collections for films, opera, theatre and various pop stars. We employed twenty-odd people and had hundreds of others making our stuff in various factories. We bought a house in Islington with a big garden, and the little spare time we had we spent in it. We had our first child Adam. We enjoyed our work, were filled with love for him and for each other. But I was deeply unhappy. There was a discontent that travelled around with me. I felt chronically, but vaguely, unwell. My temper veered from the irascible to the unreasonable. This, as I hit my early thirties, was the way life was. I had a wife I loved and who loved me well, one adored child and another on the way, a business that seemed to be romping from success to success, a clothes rail filled with black and baggy designer clothes, a house fixed up as we wanted it with a garden out the back that I loved and was proud of, and yet I was angry with my own skin. Nothing suited.


I went to see a healer. I can’t remember if he was a herbalist, acupuncturist, homeopath or white-coated faith healer, but I liked him. He had tried to blow his head off with a shotgun, failed, and whilst they were putting his face back together he decided to reassemble his life in a different order. After spending some years in China studying traditional medicine he had set up a small surgery. I would go there once a week to be dosed with vile-tasting brown concoctions. (‘How do you feel this week?’ Much worse. ‘Great! That means the toxins are coming out.’) He had me abstain from tea, coffee and alcohol, and described my various symptoms with unerring accuracy.
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