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About the Author

Mary Quant was born in London in 1934. She trained at Goldsmiths School of Art where she met her husband Alexander Plunket Greene. They married in 1957. Together with Archie McNair they opened their first shop, Bazaar, in the King’s Road: the start of a dazzling career that changed the face of fashion and make-up. Mary has received countless awards and honours, including an OBE in 1966. A year later she was elected Fellow of the Society of Industrial Artists, and in 1969 she was also elected Royal Designer for Industry by the Royal Society of Arts. Mary lives in Surrey and has a son, Orlando, and three grandchildren.



FOR ORLANDO –


Who taught me to travel


To sleep when bored


To work on planes


To put books and drawings and samples on the floor in airports and get on with what you want and ignore everything else, so I became hugely productive on aeroplanes and preferred it to anywhere else to work because no one interrupted and distracted me, and Orlando did the same.


Orlando taught me to love Japanese food and Japanese style of life.





Alexander Plunket Greene
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MY FUTURE HUSBAND, Alexander Plunket Greene, was a 6’2” prototype for Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney rolled into one. He wore his mother’s gold silk pyjamas and burgundy hipster drainpipe pants to Goldsmiths Art School, where I was studying illustration at the time. He had long, silky, jaw-length hair, flopping over one eye, and frequently clutched a film script under one arm. We met at the art school’s fancy dress ball – I was on a float wearing black mesh tights and some balloons. APG said it was lust at first sight. I was simply bowled over.


‘Come to Paris,’ he said. ‘I am busking outside the George V Hotel.’


It was 1953.


Plunket said he wanted me to call him Alexander because everyone else called him Plunket. So from that day on he was Alexander to me.


Alexander could draw like Aubrey Beardsley except that his pictures were more erotic. He carried a jazz trumpet which he practised on while going back and forth on the train between Charing Cross and New Cross – often travelling there and back again so he could get enough practice in. He was a total Louis Armstrong fan as well as being a very good player himself. He knew all Louis’s riffs and had polished them to perfection. Unbeknownst to him, Louis Armstrong and Bing Crosby were staying at the George V while he was busking outside. Bing sent out the hotel manager to invite Alexander in. They played together, struck up a friendship and Bing invited him to stay. They had two huge suites of rooms and all three became firm friends, arguing and playing jazz the whole weekend.


London was dead. Paris was different. In Paris, the food was better: life was better. In every bar and restaurant the French thumped their elbows, raised their fists and raged, arguing politics long into the night. Politics was fun. French film stars tended to be Communist millionaires and Maquis heroes, making long, angry films. Every Frenchman had a Gitane stuck to his lip, lived on hard-boiled eggs and drank black coffee in dark green cups with gold rims. All French men were intellectuals. They danced differently, spinning you round until you got vertigo. Music was Édith Piaf with Yves Montand in the wings. Even jazz was different in Paris – it was quiet; so quiet at the Blue Note club that sometimes the musicians forgot to blow at all and just kept it all in their heads. Black jazz musicians were the elite of Paris. I found it impossible not to fall in love with the city – succumbing to a besotted state of admiration that I almost resented – because it was so powerful. Paris may be all about the past but then Paris does the past so well. Even its modern architecture was dwarfed by the ancient, venerable buildings of the city, making it seem toy-like and childish by comparison.


Back in Britain, London waited with patient despair. Maybe things would return to the 1930s – as long as no one stirred it. The grown-ups had won a war and lost an empire without realising. They returned to their gardens and allotments and waited while everything calmed down, hoping that life would revert to how it was before the war. For ten years, rationing not only went on but became worse. No butter, no eggs, no meat, no sweets, no transport – yet there was still a prevailing attitude of ‘don’t rock the boat’. Government control had become a habit. London was a bombsite and the only thing that thrived was the buddleia. Burnt-out basements became jazz clubs or children’s secret smoking dens. If you went out to tea you took your own private plate of rancid butter and kept a sharp eye on it. If you had a bath there was a rota and you were allowed five inches of water. There was no heating and no hot water except from old-fashioned geysers that had a fetish for exploding. If you went to an off-licence you were told how many cigarettes or what alcohol you could buy. Young people had nowhere to go to keep warm except the cinema, and nothing to do.


Fog permeated everything. Fog was a smell. Fog was a colour. Fog started in October with children collecting money for Guy Fawkes and did not end till March. It was railway stations and Typhoo tea, Lisle stockings and suspenders. It was going to the Classic Cinema in the King’s Road, Chelsea, eating potted shrimps in the front row and not being able to see the screen. It was going to Rules for a big treat and being lost on the way home. It was sinister but also romantic.


We dreamt of America. We knew we had to do things ourselves, or nothing would happen at all.


At that time there were more art schools per head in this country than anywhere else in the world. This ground-level flowering of the arts seemed to have grown out of the Romantic Arts and Crafts movement and was boosted by the ideas of the Bloomsbury intellectuals. Their fear of fascism was proved right by exposure of the concentration camps, which was then rivalled in turn by the horror of the atomic bomb. The government needed scientists but students wanted to go to art schools. Students were not interested in science or politics. They could see where it led: war.


The young were bored and frustrated so finally they started doing things themselves, while the grown-ups groaned and looked the other way. Out of this ten-year gloom burst one great charge of energy, high spirits and originality. Young people started to take control. Art schools and colleges became the hotbed of new ideas in all the directions that make life more pleasing. Meanwhile, the polytechnics produced writers and lawyers who orchestrated the handover of what was left of the Empire. Their elders were too depressed to tell them: ‘No, you don’t do it like that.’ Suddenly, the younger generation seemed connected to an electric current of hope. The new ethos was: if you want it – do it yourself. And what we wanted was art, theatre, film, design, fashion, food, sex and most of all music and dance.


I was obsessed by fashion. I always had been. Fashion anticipates the mood and fashion has shorter lead times than cars or mobiles. As a teenager I spent all winter one year making myself a long fashion chart from Medieval to modern clothes. When asked in a school exam paper which side I would take in the battle between the Roundheads and Cavaliers, I started by comparing the underwear, dress fabrics, colours, accessories, hair styles, hats, make-up, toiletries and demeanour of the two opposing factions, both male and female. I came down strongly on the side of the Cavaliers, as they were more chic. This so stunned the schoolmaster, who was clearly bored stiff with the usual answers, that he gave me the highest marks ever delivered.


I used to inherit my clothes from a cousin who got them first and never spoilt her frocks. I felt they weren’t ‘me’ and I hated this. Little girls used to be sent to dancing classes – ballet classes taught in French, the sort of French that never seemed useful later. But looking through a door at the dance school one day, I saw some tap dancing going on. In the middle of the class was a vision of chic. A girl with bobbed hair, wearing a black skinny-rib sweater, seven inches of black pleated skirt, black tights under white ankle socks, and black patent leather shoes with ankle straps and a button on top – the sort of button you need a button hook to do up.


But it was the white socks that did it for me. Rearrange the focus in fashion and you have something brand new – legs. She was older than me, perhaps eight or nine. The look was everything I loved. I started trying to make my own clothes. That’s all I wanted to do. Design clothes and tap dance. And I have never changed my mind.


I wanted to go to fashion school. My parents were dead against it. There is no future in fashion, they said, and from their perspective they were probably right. There was no future in the old ways. Fashion came direct from the top couturiers of Paris, and was produced in cheap copies by mass manufacturers for everyone else. Dior’s ultra-luxurious and opulent New Look, for instance, was developed out of a longing for past ideas of female beauty and a desire to sell more fabric – Dior being owned, directed and backed by the millionaire cotton manufacturer Marcel Boussac. The look was so impossibly extravagant and unwieldy for everyday street life that it probably helped hasten the demise of the domination of Paris couture. If I had gone to a fashion school at that time I would have been taken to Paris to see the collections and taught to adapt them for mass production, as that was the way things were done. Luckily I wasn’t. But I longed to design clothes. My parents and I settled on a compromise. I enrolled at Goldsmiths.


Goldsmiths Art School was more of an arts club; you collared a table and got on with whatever you wanted to do. The staff were all working on their own projects – painting, sculpting, illustrating or appliqué – and it was up to you to elbow them if you wanted some attention. But the atmosphere was terrific. There were life-drawing and painting classes going on, but what you chose to participate in was up to you. I think there is a lot to be said for this approach. Box ticking would have been laughed out of the place.


Male students in their twenties, returning from war, were older than anyone alive should ever be, through dint of ghastly experience. Meanwhile the teen generation were thoroughly anarchistic. Life drawing exaggerated this distinction: some of the veterans were so war-damaged that they sat on their benches, called ‘donkeys’, just sharpening their pencils over and over, while other teenage students were producing pornography that they sold in Soho. Quentin Crisp was the most admired model and the most difficult one to draw. He knew it and struck crucified poses for us to interpret.


By going to Goldsmiths Art School I escaped the fashion-school straightjacket. At Goldsmiths, fashion was designed by young people for themselves. It did not occur to me to look to Paris couture. I knew I wanted to design solely for myself and other students: we were our own market. Most art students dressed like Augustus John models, with dowdy skirts and a deliberately ill-kept look, but my four friends dressed like me. Instead of corsets, we wore wide elastic belts at the waist, called ‘waspies’, with shorts or peg-top skirts like Mods and Rockers, and slick little pintucked tops or tight neat sweaters. Our legs would be covered with knee socks (or bobby sox for the Sinatra fans) or theatrical fishnet tights if you were lucky enough to find a source, and our hair would be tied back in ponytails. Small triangular polka-dot scarves tied sideways, cowboy-style, rounded off the look. We devised our own clothes, making semi-circular gingham skirts you could jive in. Fashion became democratised for the first time.


We were Picasso fans. We loved French films and ‘riverboat shuffles’, adored cheap French food and Paris, but longed to get to America. We dined on trad jazz and the style of New Orleans, and drank in the new forms of modern jazz and rock.


New ways to dance, new ways to dress, new ways to live.





Childhood
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IN MY FAMILY, everyone’s mind worked on very different tracks. My father, a lecturer and historian and schoolteacher, was passionate about music. Every night he practised the piano, Mozart and Schubert mostly, to my enormous pleasure. As a child I was terrified of the dark. I could not sleep because I had to watch the gap of light under my bedroom door, as I knew that pirates would be mounting the stairs, ready to attack. But as long as my father played the piano I was safe. My father’s great pleasure was not only his piano but also going to concerts. After a visit to the Albert Hall or wherever, he would sit with the sheet music – not a recording, just the sheet music – hearing the orchestra in his head over and over again.


My mother was a small, chic woman with Mary Jane shoes, Lisle stockings, skirts with low box pleats, and pretty pintucked blouses under neat cardigans. She wore her cloud of dark-red hair loosely pinned up into a soft knot at the top of her head, with tendrils falling down at the sides. She looked way into you, with big china-blue eyes. She was never daunted. Once she confronted two ragingly drunk American soldiers chasing a group of small boys, who they accused of throwing firecrackers at them on Guy Fawkes Night. The local bobby saw the situation, turned tail and ran home. My mother stood between the children and the drunks and told the Yanks they should laugh it off and be on their way.


She had been one of those child maths prodigies. They usually seem to be Chinese or Indian, but no, my normal English mother just arrived at the mathematical answers to any enormous calculation without seeming to work them out. This caused me to abandon maths from the beginning – after all, what was the point? My brother Tony, when he wasn’t reading medical books from the age of ten or eleven, would rescue sea birds covered in oil and bring them home in cardboard boxes. Then he would painstakingly clean the oil off and take them back to the beach in Pembrokeshire near where we were living at the time (we spent much of the war moving around the country as evacuees). At a later date he kept part of a human head and jaw to practise his dentistry and medical skills on in the outside loo. Meanwhile, I was busy cutting up bedspreads, trying to make the clothes I wanted. We may have had separate enthusiasms, but we were all mad about tennis and I was lucky enough to have a Surrey coach teaching me. Years later I was called in to play with the male team from Goldsmiths Art School, playing the priests’ seminary near Guildford. Nobody told me it was a male affair until I arrived there in the shortest shorts seen by mankind at the time – to rapturous applause from the priests.


Both my parents had Firsts from university and were the prize pupils of their vintage – so there was little hope for us children, as we both saw ourselves as duffers by comparison. But despite this early success my father still felt he had failed. The tragedy of his life, as he saw it, was that he had won a scholarship to Oxford University from Cardiff, something he wanted more than anything else, and then lost it to a rival. My father had been wounded in 1914, which had made it impossible to play rugby, a sport he had previously excelled at. The other young man could. This made my father depressed at times for the rest of his life, although he found solace in music. My mother, understanding this, bought him a Steinway piano with her first earnings. He could not bear to be without that piano or her. My mother had a degree in maths and chemistry and later taught at the London School of Fashion. She could always pick up any sheet of music and sing it straight away. I do think education must have been much broader in their day. They both coached other people’s children and older students in the holidays, while we skulked about and played tennis.


My mother’s parents were the headmaster and headmistress of a village school, somewhere in South Wales near Kidwelly and Llanelli. They were both dead before I was born. My mother won a local scholarship to grammar school when she was ten years old, and her two brothers backed her going on the long journey and later to university in Cardiff, which was quite unusual for a girl at that time. At university she met my father. Although his family were not Welsh – coming from Somerset originally, I think – they kept a greengrocer’s shop in Merthyr Tydfil. Others in the family were coal miners, and played rugby as he did. My father ran away from school aged fifteen or sixteen. He lied about his age to enrol in the army for the First World War, as many boys did, over-enthused by Kitchener’s recruiting campaign, which exhorted that ‘Your country needs you!’


He was sent to France, flung on a horse and found himself in the battle of Ypres. Wounded in the leg, he managed to crawl back at night through the mud and the trenches. He was told he had gangrene and that his leg would have to come off. But a young army doctor, also a rugby player, had a new idea about dealing with gangrene and managed to save it. Recovering in Nottingham with the army invalids, my father started to study. He made extra pocket money by playing the piano at the local cinema to accompany silent films, adapting the music for the story line. He also played the piano to entertain the other troops, for sing-songs at night. So eighteen months later he managed to go to university in Cardiff, where he was asked to show the Prince of Wales around when he visited South Wales, discussing with him the plight of the miners who were marching on London, and the wave of unemployment that had engulfed the country after the war. My father knew about hardship, too. The family grocer’s shop had recently been bankrupted as people had no money to spend.


I am embarrassed to admit that being a child during the war was enormous fun. Grown-ups did the sort of things that children love – making marmalade out of carrots, cakes out of paraffin oil and soup out of nettles. Born in London, my brother and I were sent to various locations around the country to keep us safe. But we seemed to follow the action. West Malling, in Kent, just in time for the Battle of Britain; back to London for the Blitz – don’t want to miss anything; on to Swansea for the incendiary bombs; and finally back to London for the doodlebugs. A mad chaotic time, made even more so by the dozen or so schools we ended up attending.


In Kent we were allowed to run wild all over the Downs. There was only one rule: back before dark or they would send the dog out to find us with a message attached to his collar saying ‘Come Home’.


Home. Where was it exactly? Even the soldiers of the Kentish Home Guard didn’t seem to know. Their field exercises went on all the time. Once, the Goudhurst Home Guard had to take Horsmonden railway station from the Horsmonden Home Guard, who were to protect it from 6 a.m. until 4 p.m. tea time. All of us children were crawling about in the brambles and railway banks so that we could oversee this manoeuvre. Crawling about and getting into things unseen is what small children are best at. So on this hot August day, well supplied with Tizer and scrumping apples, we took a ringside seat to watch the Horsmonden Home Guard sweltering in their thick, felt uniforms, weighed down by their helmets and camouflage and rifles. They’d been creeping in and out the hop fields and oast houses over a five-mile radius since breakfast, quite unable to get to a pub. Back at the railway station, the station master paced anxiously up and down the platform, with one Home Guard in support, and no sign of the enemy.


At four o’clock the London train came in and, armed with rifles and hand grenades, the Goudhurst troops poured off the train, taking Horsmonden station – immediately. With cheers and jeers and whistles, the children tumbled down the embankment, pelting the men with apples and laughing fit to burst.


It was during all this moving about that I developed a horror of milk. The memory of hearing rattling crates of milk bottles being delivered, knowing that later I would have to swallow the sickly white liquid, still lingers. The dreadful smell of milk, the sound of the bottles rattling in the crate, seemed to follow me about. At one school the milk was put to warm on an oil heater, from the beginning of the day until the mid-morning break. I would keep an uneasy eye on it all morning. As it grew hotter, the milk would slowly rise to the boil and then flow over into a large bowl set to catch it, only for the process to start all over again, rising and boiling and overflowing two, three times, the smell growing ever worse. By eleven o’clock, when I would have to drink it, a blanket of thick skin lay on the surface, moving up and down like something on a stagnant pond. I knew it would lodge in my throat, never to go down. Horlicks tablets were offered to help, but this only compounded the misery. I simply couldn’t drink it and I would have to sit in a special chair in disgrace.


That whole school was taught by one woman, known simply as ‘Governess’. She taught all the children after the infant school, up to the eleven plus. The children would be working at different levels while Governess circulated, whacking their knuckles with a ruler as hard as she could if their work was not up to scratch, sometimes even when it was. When the infant school teacher fell ill, I was asked to teach them myself. I was all of ten years old. I think the idea was that because my parents were teachers, I would somehow know how to do it. And I suppose they were right, because I loved it and got results. The ‘mixed infants’ were in the old stone school building with a coal fire burning. I would teach the little children to read, all of us blissfully warm, enjoying every minute. It was some time before my parents found out about this, and it was then sadly dropped.


And I was back to the boiled milk.





Fashion: How It Was
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‘FASHION’ IN THE early half of the twentieth century was the preserve of the grand, not something for ordinary everyday women. It was not seen as a very English thing to do, much the same as going abroad. Before the war it was only the rich and a few academics who left British shores. Upper-class young men were encouraged to travel through Europe, especially Italy, before they thought about marriage. Wild oats were sown and sophistication achieved this way, after a rather wild and indulgent time at university. Girls only went abroad to finishing schools to polish them for a better marriage. In the early fifties you were only allowed to take £25 in foreign currency out of the country each year, and many people did not realise that they could actually go to France with only this amount of money.


As far as fashion was concerned, middle- and upper-class men had tailors, but women’s fashion was thought a frivolous extravagance. Quite grand young women had to have their frocks made by aged retainers retired off in the upstairs attics of Victorian-style households. Young women would point out the charms of some delicious dress in French Vogue and Mabel the ex-nanny would have a bash at making it, with some heavy fabric bought, reduced, in Jacqmar’s sale. The poor girls then had to compete with a chic debutante over from Paris. No wonder our fashion reputation was a joke. In Alexander’s mother’s family it was thought laughably extravagant that one of the wives went to London once a week to have her hair done. After all, the cook could have done it for nothing – and washed it in Lifebuoy carbolic soap, no doubt.


So Englishwomen always looked best in the country, where masculine tweeds, Hunter boots and fishing hats, or jodhpurs and riding jackets, are so attractive – but they looked a disaster once they dressed up for a special occasion, a ball or a wedding. Englishmen didn’t generally mind this as they usually expected to marry a woman and leave her in the country during the week while they visited their London club – and studied the London talent, of course. The wife’s hats would come out of the attic and be rehashed for all occasions. Enough clothes for several generations would be found there. Englishmen also often inherited their clothes, but at least they were carefully altered by terrific London tailors. New things were not much admired – it was seen as déclassé, like having to buy your own furniture.


After the war, Nancy Mitford must have been one of the first Englishwomen to have the guts to buy a Paris couture dress – Dior, my God. And buy it herself for good measure. Nancy was an emancipated woman but it shocked her family. So it’s not surprising that Englishwomen were generally regarded as being good looking but without style.


No wonder so many British women joined the Wrens, to wear a terrifically chic uniform. We were good at uniforms.





The South of France
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ALEXANDER GAVE ME a beautiful Edwardian umbrella, which became my pride and joy. I took this with me on our first journey to the South of France, while we were still at art school. I wore my black-and-white gingham skirt and black, sleeveless, pintucked poplin top, nipped in by a twenty-three-inch black waspie belt.


Alexander and I had to sleep on the floor of the train corridor, me armed with my umbrella, he with his trumpet. We had only £25 of French currency, which was all we had and all one was allowed to take out of the country at the time. Dawn broke and I stood up and looked out of the window – and there before me lay Provence, just as Cezanne had painted it. I was shocked; I thought he had made it all up, invented it in a purely stylised form, but there it was – dead spit. The train stopped at every little station on the line, all with the most romantic names, hugging the sea as it went. At breakfast time an old man lurched along the corridor with a tray of burnt bread and bowls of ink-black coffee. It was heaven.


We got out at St Raphaël and found a hotel we could not afford. We then headed straight for the sea and lay on a rock all day in that extraordinary sunshine, and swam, snoozed and swam again. We ate cheese and peaches and figs, which we had never tasted before. That night Alexander was burnt to a cinder. He looked torched – he couldn’t move. Next day we had to stay in; I smuggled in bread and cheese. The hotel, getting the gist of things, sent up a complimentary basket of fruit with a note from the manager. Two or three days later, when Alexander could be peeled from his blood-soaked pyjamas, we paid the bill and left for Cannes. As the bus started with us on board, a waiter rushed after us waving APG’s bloody night clothes.


It was August and Cannes was full – every hotel packed. One kind woman said Alexander could sleep in the airing cupboard and I could sleep on a board on top of the bath. We had arrived in a heatwave. There was a foot-wide square window in the bathroom covered in mesh. I ran the cold tap in the bath under me to keep air moving. Next day we saw from the newspapers that our currency, sterling, had been devalued. We were broke already, with only a ten-pound note left, which nobody wanted. We swam all day and ate bread and moved on to Monte Carlo. I watched a woman fishing. She had a line tied to a pebble with a hook and a piece of bread. She caught a fish and went home.


There was nothing for it. APG went to the casino, bet our last bean and won thousands of francs.





Mad Hats
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ART SCHOOL HAD finished and I needed a job. So did APG. There was a very smart hat shop in Brook Street, right next to Claridge’s, called Erik’s. A small notice, placed low in the window, well away from the most delicious hat, said: ‘Milliners and apprentices wanted.’


I was wearing a three-quarter circle skirt made from Asher’s spectacular black-and-white printed fabric, and a tight black pintucked and tab-necked poplin top, which I had made, clinched with a four-inch-wide waspie belt. Accessorised with a swishing ponytail, knee socks and ballet pumps, it was a rig that no one seemed able to classify as day or night. So I pulled up my knee socks and went in.


A small, theatrical man interviewed me, circling round and flicking my high ponytail. ‘This will have to come off,’ he said. ‘You can start work on Monday – three pounds ten shillings a week and you can iron the veils.’ All hats had veils then – just short eye veils attached to the front. And very seductive they were. I was to iron the veils into a bevelled shape ‘to dramatise the eyes, curve just over the nose and heighten the cheek bone’. The bevelled, curved shape you had to coax out with the iron.


I soon learnt to make flowers as well, using round ball-shaped irons on sticks to shape the petals – a very satisfactory feeling. Then there were the hats themselves, which were wonderful. Each hat took two days or more to make, and would be a copy or variation on a design in the collection. All the hats were heading for Ascot or lunch or cocktails or weddings at Claridge’s. Most excitingly of all, I was allowed to design a hat myself, and it sold – twice, three times! It wouldn’t stop!


I pricked my finger sewing hats so many times that it occurred to me to use a curved surgical needle, which I borrowed from my brother who was now working at Guy’s Hospital. This speeded things up and saved the hats from bloody fingermarks. I loved making those hats – and the hats I designed were terrific. Each to me was a small piece of sculpture that projected a provocative or classy face. The trouble was that if it rained at Ascot, the customers would return them and ask for their money back.


The hours were tough but the smell of cow gum, which we used to stick the fabrics to the mesh base of the hats, kept one faintly high. And on a good day, after a wedding, Claridge’s kitchen staff would bring the leftover canapés through the tunnels from their basement to our dungeon. APG was working in Selfridges selling ginghams and strips of elastic for braces by the yard. He had to pull these through a sort of meter, and on a successful day he would reel over with vertigo. He would meet me at Claridge’s after work at half past six, bringing a cold leg of chicken from the Selfridges food department because he knew I would be starving and faint on the walk back to Chelsea, if he did not.


So we had jobs, but we had no money. We were staying in Alexander’s mother’s empty house in Milner Street, Chelsea. One day, in desperation, Alexander pulled out all the wooden drawers in his bedroom and threw everything on the floor – socks, pants, shirts. Some hard square things rattled to the floor. They were huge blue cufflinks with what looked like diamanté studs around the blue stones. There were also smaller blue stud buttons and diamanté to go round the front of an evening dress shirt. Then he found a jewellery box with a Bond Street address on it. APG took the haul to that jeweller and was immediately locked in the shop. The studs were huge square lapis lazuli stones surrounded by real diamonds. They had been left to APG by his uncle, David Plunket Greene. The jeweller thought they must be stolen.


After much persuasion the jeweller threatened to keep them, thinking APG would run away. Eventually Alexander managed to sell these beautiful cufflinks back to the jeweller who had made them in 1930. We were rich. Alexander bought a new trumpet and a wire recording machine – the latest thing. We went out to Quaglino’s to celebrate. Alexander was wearing a dinner jacket and a stiff white collar and cuffs but no shirt. He painted the studs down his very white chest and put on a black bow tie. I was wearing my favourite black-and-white gingham check circular skirt, very American in Paris, very fifties. The doorman was stunned but could not fault us, APG being in full DJ.





Alexander’s Family
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IT WASN’T JUST Alexander who was different. His whole family was different. Alexander’s father, Richard Plunket Greene, became a very close friend of Evelyn Waugh when they were at Oxford together. Evelyn Waugh fell in love with Richard’s sister, Olivia. In fact he fell in love with the whole flamboyant Plunket Greene family: Richard the womaniser (APG’s father), Olivia the tremendous swinger and dancer, and David the looker, plus their mother, the gothic beauty Gwen, and their father, the trad, pop and classical music singer, Harry Plunket Greene. Not to mention their grandfather, Hubert Parry, who wrote ‘Jerusalem’.


Richard and David, along with their sister, visited New York regularly in the late twenties and early thirties not only to have their trousers cut properly (cowboy-style), but also to go to Harlem for the jazz, where Olivia danced her heels off. Richard was a musician and composer himself and also set up a business with sports-car designer Archibald Frazer Nash for a short period. Eventually he married Elizabeth Russell, aunt of the philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell. She took up motor racing and won a race in Belgium. This heady brew produced Alexander.


Alexander’s father gave him his entire jazz collection, bought in Harlem in the twenties and thirties on many indulgent trips to New York. He also gave us the huge gramophone made for him with a vast horn and heavy arm to play the records. There were needles that had to be sharpened like pencils, and an electric turntable. The sound was much more live than any later developments.


Alexander had a Great Aunt Flora. She was his favourite great aunt, the other being Diana who was a whizz on the stock exchange and spoke Russian, but was rather frightening. Flora, like Alexander’s cousin Bertrand Russell, lived to ninety-eight. In fact all the Russells lived to ninety-eight, so you knew where you were with them. Flora Russell travelled the world using the British embassies as hotels since several members of her family were directly and indirectly involved in the diplomatic corps.


APG was regularly summoned by Flora Russell when he was a young man because he was dashing and so amusing, she said, but mostly because of that recording machine. Flora loved making recordings of herself and her relations and friends. Bertrand Russell would rave about the Moscow underground stations, Diana Russell would talk Russian and they all made recordings and ate half squares of black chocolate and Ryvita biscuits.
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