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prologue



A few days after my mother died, I took some of her things to a local antique shop in Kensington Church Street in Notting Hill where she occasionally sold unwanted china or bits of redundant furniture. There was a small Hindu carving she had plundered from a temple during her childhood in India, a folder of hand-painted Edwardian fashion prints bought for sixpence each when she and my father had lived in Leamington Spa during the war, an amber necklace given to her by one of her many admirers, but which she never wore because the colour was so unflattering.


Her death had been well publicized. Even people I hardly knew came up to me in the street, offering condolences. The papers produced a fanfare of obituaries, mourning the passing of a fashion guru, an icon; her name, they said, was synonymous with style and innovation. One eulogy was headed: ‘Janey Ironside: Professor of Fashion, Royal College of Art, the woman who changed the face of English fashion in the sixties.’ Every morning, the postman arrived with wads of letters from my mother’s grateful and now madly successful students.


As I walked with my booty into the antique shop – thick with Victorian smells of dusty horsehair and cracking leather – the owner stared at me as if he had seen a ghost. He rose from his chair, steadying himself on a desk with his hand. He was ashen.


‘Janey!’ he cried out. ‘But I thought you were dead!’


I look exactly like my mother. I am her beautiful daughter – ‘beautiful Janey Ironside’s daughter’. Guests at my house stop, embarrassed, when they see so many pictures of the person they think is me. But they’re not of me; they’re of my mother. Hanging on the walls are three portraits of her in oils, one lithograph, six drawings by my father and four drawings of my mother and me when I was a baby.


I am fed up with being called ‘Janey’ by accident, by her friends. When I stepped into the street with one of the people I’d been interviewing for this book, she said: ‘I think I’m going your way. Do you want a lift, Janey?’ Ancient, doddering people often come up to me, insisting we’ve met before, and don’t believe me when I promise them it was my mother they’d met, not me.


Twenty years after her death, I’m often asked: ‘Are you any relation of Janey Ironside?’ and I found, in a yellowing press-cutting from the sixties, that my mother had been asked the same question in reverse. ‘At forty-three, Janey Ironside has been taken as the sister of her grown-up daughter more times than she cares to remember. “Are you any relation of Virginia Ironside?” they ask.’


Having spent most of my life growing my hair, getting it permed in crazy curls or wearing it up, I’m now resigned to the fact that I look far the best with a short bob, exactly the same cut that my mother favoured for both of us, a look that I hated when I was a child, thinking it made me look like a boy.


When I listen to my own voice on the radio, I hear my mother speaking. And when I listen to recordings of my mother’s slightly slurred voice on the wireless, I hear our identical expressions – ‘Ghastly’, ‘Frightfully embarrassing’, ‘Hideous’, ‘How awful’, ‘I can’t bear it’.


Although I’m taller than my mother, and I don’t suffer from the patchy skin-pigment disease that afflicted her, vitiligo, nor her middle-aged white hair (always dyed jet black), we share the same large breasts, short sight, right-footed bunion, tussles with alcohol, a direct kind of honesty that often takes no account of other people’s feelings, and a tendency to depression. Builders shout at me, as they did to my mother when they saw her walking down the street: ‘Cheer up, love! It’ll never happen!’ Like my mother, I keep my drawing-room tidy and polished; like her, I’m unable to relax.


And like her, I’m never quite certain who I am. Sometimes I’ve looked in the mirror and seen a solemn little eight-year-old child looking back at me; lately, I have seen the heavy features of my mother in middle age peering out, with desperate, imploring eyes. After years and years of useless therapy, I’ve never been able to rid myself of my mother’s oppressive presence.


I often wonder if I’ll ever be able to exorcize her: whether, when I look in the mirror, I’ll see not Janey staring out but, instead, myself.
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TENT A garment widening from the shoulders in the shape of a modified tent. Prone, in any case, to give a pregnant look, it is much favoured as a maternity dress shape.


Janey Ironside, A Fashion Alphabet


For the first three days of my life, during the mini-Blitz of London in February 1944, I was put, for safe-keeping, under a large mahogany sideboard in the ground-floor dining-room of a private nursing home at 99 Cromwell Road.


One hundred and twenty linoleum-covered stairs above, my unhappy mother lay on a bed in a tiny room that contained a Victorian hand-basin, a pitcher and a small coal fire. She had given birth to me to the noise of shrapnel pattering on the roof and to the shuddering thumps of nearby bombs. She wasn’t allowed downstairs to see me, and when she cried the nurses told her crossly not to be so silly.


As the sirens and buzz-bombs howled outside, and nearby underground trains rumbled past every few minutes, rocking the building, I imagine my mother felt intolerably lonely. My father came to London on the second night of my existence, and walked back from the nursing home to his mother’s house in Chelsea where he was staying. The black-out was illuminated, he wrote to my mother, ‘by brilliant light from burning houses every step of the way. So romantic!’ But the following morning he had had to get back to his job as a Camouflage Officer, a hundred miles away, in Leamington Spa.


They discussed what names to call me. Janey liked ‘Virginia’, which might have seemed a smart choice at the time, perhaps with echoes of Virginia Woolf. It would, my mother argued, be a far more suitable name than her own austere ‘Janet’, which she had changed to ‘Janey’ when old enough to decide for herself. Then there was ‘Harriet’, a sop to the same side of the family that christened my mother ‘Janet’ – dutiful, hard-working, middle-class professional Northern Irish relations, who my mother said were ‘so mean there wasn’t even a sherry cupboard for them to keep a key to’.


The last choice was ‘Clementina’, after my father’s grandmother, whom I would meet once when I was tiny. Attended by a much-bullied lady companion, she sat crabbed, clutching a stick, dressed in a black Edwardian dress and hat, in her final quarters, a Gloucester Road hotel, just round the corner from the very nursing home where my mother was now staring gloomily at the ceiling.


In the end, I was christened all three – Virginia Harriet Clementina Ironside.


My mother had found herself pregnant in 1943, and she didn’t like it at all. She felt awful, she looked fat and unattractive, or so she thought, and, lacking any maternal feelings, she didn’t feel like painting a nursery or buying bootees or rattles. She was depressed all the time and it was lucky for me that on hearing the news of my arrival, her family, at least, was enthusiastic.


My mother’s sister, Kitty, knitted a coat. ‘It looks to me enormous,’ she wrote from India, ‘but perhaps it will be the right size by the time it reaches you. I hope it’s a girl because it would be much more fun to dress and probably much easier to look after. I am afraid the Cashmere wool is rather peculiar, rather thin but beautifully soft to feel. Anyway you can always give it to some orphanage or something if it’s not right.’


My mother’s mother sent fussing letters from Kashmir, where my grandfather was Resident, advising weeks in Bournemouth and a course of Parish’s food – ‘Do take it, Janet, and also Calcium as it’s a great help to your teeth to say nothing of the infant’s bones’ – warning her to keep out of draughts – ‘You ought to put felt strips all round the doors and possibly windows too; it makes a huge difference’ – and enclosing useful garments – ‘Today I sewed up a skirt and smock for you in a perfectly good duster which may be useful. It is lined with an old “pettie” and has all been washed to get out dirt. I was given the pattern by an experienced Mama as being very useful and comfortable towards the end, and the smock will always do for housework afterwards.’


I can imagine the face my mother must have made as she unwrapped the parcel when it eventually arrived. ‘Oh, God,’ she would have said to my father. ‘I couldn’t possibly wear that! Oh, dear, it’s so kind of mummy, but honestly – look at it! It’s ghastly!


All my mother could bear to wear, in public at least, was an elegant blue-grey brocade Chinese coat with bands of silk embroidery, which I still have, given to her by an ancient cousin of her mother’s who had escaped death during the Indian Mutiny. My mother wore it with home-made silk trousers. When she wasn’t doing the housework, which she hated, she didn’t bury herself in the then fashionable baby books of the time by Truby King, preferring to read Dickens, Trollope, Somerville and Ross, Proust, Tolstoy, George Eliot – all recommended by my uncle Robin, an avid member of the London Library.


The week before I was due, my mother left Leamington Spa and came up to London to stay with my father’s mother, Phyl, who lived in a tiny little house in Groom Place, off Belgrave Square, where my uncle Robin was also lodging at the time. Robin was my father’s brother, a gaunt, emaciated flame of a man with glittering eyes. At the time, he was Assistant Director at the Tate Gallery.


When air raids started and shrapnel began to fall into the small courtyard in front of the house, Robin would bring out a cherished bottle of whisky, pour three slugs, and place them on the drawing-room table where they could be seen, like talismans, from the cramped positions that he, my mother and grandmother took in a tiny cupboard under the stairs. When the all-clear sounded, they had to be very nippy to seize and swallow the whisky before Robin could pour it back into the bottle. It was supposed to be kept for the times when bombs began to shake the house. Knowing her, I’m sure my mother was the nippiest of all three.


My mother must have enjoyed those few days. My uncle was amusing, clever and bohemian: my grandmother, funny and overwhelmingly kind. So to find herself suddenly in this grisly nursing home after a painful birth must have reminded her of being sent to boarding-school. Certainly, on first being shown her room, she immediately burst into floods of tears. There was now nothing to do but cry or read – and nothing to read except an old copy of Vogue, a few P. G. Wodehouses and a copy of Elders and Betters that Robin had brought round, written by his friend, the virtually inaccessibly surreal novelist, Ivy Compton Burnett.


After his visit, there was no question of my father ringing the nursing home. Had he done so, he would have had to call after 6 p.m. (cheap time), and leave a message with a nurse. My mother had to be consoled by daily letters, written in his small and florid italic hand. He tried to cheer her up by telling her domestic things, about the cat, about the chop he had had for supper, the apple sago, the dried egg, the spluttering gas fire, but it was his overwhelming passion for my mother that would have pleased her most of all.




Darlingest Janey, I love you, darling snoopsit doopsit, to distraction and long for you to be back here with me and I want to see my little baby Pinny Bean again. With all my love darlingest heart, Christopher.





Had she managed to get out of bed to look out of the window, my mother would have seen, to her right, Gloucester Road underground station, and, to her left and opposite, long terraces of identical, huge Victorian houses. The windows would have been blacked out; in the window-boxes, spotted laurels and leggy geraniums struggled for survival against the traffic fumes; and in the porticoes of those huge, dank buildings, many of them turned into residential hotels for the retired, single, upper middle class, there might have hovered a nervous widow with hat, gloves and umbrella, on her way to a walk in Kensington Gardens. If my mother had had a periscope, she would have been able to see the corner of Stanhope Gardens, the street in which she had stayed, a few years previously, as a young art student – and the street in which, in another flat, at a later date, she would try to kill herself.


In the days after my birth, however, my mother had nothing to anticipate except, perhaps, a plate of boiled fish and potato, delivered by a grumpy nurse at six o’clock.


Finally, on the third day, my mother was pronounced well enough by the nurses to stumble down the stairs to visit me.


I can only imagine her thoughts when she peered under the sideboard into the crib. They were probably a mixture of horror (‘Oh-my-God-what-have-I-done-now?’), acute anxiety about how on earth she was going to cope, and a slightly wistful sorrow that I wasn’t a boy (though later she once said, rather creepily: ‘Thank goodness you weren’t a boy, darling, or I would have fallen in love with you’). But the overwhelming feeling must have been: ‘Isn’t she pretty! I simply must get back to Leamington and make a proper nightdress for her – and then I must cut her funny hair as soon as possible, pity about the scratch-marks on her face, oh God, I wish she’d stop screaming, poor thing!’


Then she would have added to herself, grimacing in a humorous, self-deprecating, hope-it-won’t-rain-but-it-probably-will kind of way: ‘I do hope she’ll be happy and her life won’t be too ghastly!’
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GYM TUNIC A sleeveless garment with a flat yoke from shoulder to above bust point, carried on by deep inverted pleats hanging straight to the hem. On growing schoolgirls worn with a tight girdle, this is a very ugly line devised as a decent garment for the gymnasium when physical exercise for girls became the fashion in the 1920s. However, transformed by British designer Mary Quant, and worn loose on a flat-busted girl, it can achieve great charm.


Janey Ironside, A Fashion Alphabet


Clothes were always my mother’s passion. Even in middle age, my mother could recall every design, every textile, and every stitch of everything she had ever worn in her life. One of the earliest photographs of her shows her wearing a Muslim girl’s dress given to her, at two years old in India, by the Begum of Dehra. She remembered that the dress was a deep indigo blue, with scarlet, emerald, yellow and orange embroidery, and the little shoes were made of pale leather, the toes turned up with pompoms of pink silk.


Of her first party dresses in India, she wrote: ‘One was made in yellow moiré silk with a fitted bodice and a full skirt. Two brown velvet bands crossed to the waist with a bunch of little artificial flowers at the end of each ribbon. With this I wore dark brown lizard-skin pumps with heels one inch high. The other was pink, round-necked and short-sleeved, with the bodice reaching to the hips – the skirt was made up of three flounces. I now realize it would have been quite pretty if it had not had to be too long to cover dreaded knee-length knickers.’


As a child, she was dressed in old-fashioned holland smocks, stitched in red, with over-buttoned and embroidered knickers, both reaching to her knees. Her little pyjamas were made of pure silk crêpe-dechine, exquisitely hand-embroidered by the pupils of a convent.


My mother had been born into an exotic world of servants, status and respect – the world of Rudyard Kipling. She was my grandparents’ first child, and arrived, in India, on 29 December 1917 in a bungalow in Lytton Road, Quetta, where my grandfather was serving as a magistrate. She was immediately handed over to a loving ayah, the Indian nanny, and spoke fluent Hindustani until she was six years old.


My grandfather, James Glasgow Acheson, had been a golden student, a scholar at Trinity College, Dublin. He entered the Indian Civil Service in 1913 and, only a year later, at twenty-two, was given his first job, as Governor of the gaol at Agra, home of the Taj Mahal. When he married Violet Field, my grandmother, their first home was in the gaol itself, where they were waited on by prisoners. It took Violet a few days to get used to the clanking leg-irons of their convict servants.


My mother had a retinue of servants, albeit rather peculiar ones. The man employed to push the pram into town when she was a baby was a ‘delightful’ ex-convict who had killed no fewer than four men. Later, he would play pram-pusher to her two brothers and her younger sister Kitty as well. When Janey was a little older, she had her own groom for her pony, and a personal launderer, who washed all her clothes in the morning and returned them, ironed, every evening.


By the time my mother was eight, my grandfather had risen to become Deputy Foreign Secretary, and the family lived in a Lutyens-designed bungalow on the outskirts of New Delhi, which was growing up around them. My mother shared lessons with the children of several families, including those of the Viceroy of India. Every summer was spent in the cool hills of Simla. She was secure and loved – at least until that painful parting which affected so deeply the many children of people who worked in India. At twelve years old, my mother was sent ‘home’ to school.


In the boat back to England, she had no premonition of the hideous contrast to her present life that awaited her; six years of more or less continuous unhappiness. She was billeted on her maternal grandmother, Madre, a sharp-tongued, amusing and bitter woman who lived in Fleet, in Hampshire, a ‘kind of Anglo-Indian living graveyard’, as my mother described it. The cold house they lived in was called Aram, which, though it meant ‘rest’ in Persian, my mother regarded as a very unsuitable name because Madre seldom gave her husband, or her, a moment’s peace. Gone were the exuberance and colour of the Indian bazaars; instead there were the mean, grey shops of England. Smiling, fawning servants were replaced by one surly daily help. The skies were always grey; it rained constantly.


Far worse, my mother had to undergo a complete change of clothes. For school, the hated St Swithun’s in Winchester, she was forced to wear a navy-blue, alpaca or serge pleated gym slip, black lisle stockings (not too fine) and a strange navy-blue felt pudding-basin hat. The gym slip, hideous over the girls’ developing figures, was belted with a woven wool braid and the rule was that the slip should measure four inches from the floor when the wearer knelt down.


‘Why does that awful Mary wear knitted woollen stockings the colour of her hair!’ she wrote in her diary. ‘With such an unfortunate carrot colour she ought to avoid repeating it like poison. And she wears a dreadful short gym tunic with her girdle round her hips and her horrid red mane hanging down behind.’


All her life, Janey dreaded the sound of pealing church bells because they reminded her of Sundays evenings in Fleet, sitting in a cold sitting-room and listening to the wireless with Madre. Her grandmother kept asking ridiculous questions about the crossword like ‘What is a seven-letter African bird beginning with F?’ when all my mother wanted to do was to go up to her room to mooch about, listen to records and imagine herself back with her family in India. She felt she had been cast out and abandoned.


Everything about her life seemed horrible. Even being a girl was beastly. She longed to be a boy, like her adored brother Jimmy, a pupil at nearby Wellington College. She couldn’t see a single advantage in being a girl, ‘unless one calls having a door opened for one, or being allowed to go first an advantage, which I don’t,’ she wrote, angrily. At fourteen, my mother was developing the gloom, pessimism and insecurity that was to dog her all her life.


It was her conviction that she was ugly that was partly to blame. As a child, my mother’s almost Chinese eyes, huge, flopping mouth and shiny, dark, bobbed hair hadn’t been considered remotely attractive. It was the delicate blonde and small-boned look that was then in fashion, and any self-confidence my mother might have developed about her looks as she grew older was cruelly eroded by Madre, who would say things like ‘You’re not going out in that, are you?’ after my mother had spent hours adjusting and altering a dress to make it look more fashionable. ‘You look like a monkey!’
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A self-portrait by Janey at sixteen





The last straw came when she was sixteen, when a girl at school caught her across the mouth with a lacrosse stick, breaking one of her front teeth. From then on, she had to wear a plate. (At almost precisely the same age, swinging on two desks at school, I fell on my face, and one of my front teeth broke. My mother was far more upset about this than I was.) Janey felt this disaster was some test sent by God to try her. She feared that she was turning into ‘a blighted person’. She was certain that she’d never ever look even reasonably pretty.


‘If I hadn’t such awful teeth and not quite so snub a nose, I could really be very attractive,’ she wrote in her diary. Then, with a typical echo of Madre, she added, scathingly, ‘If!’


There was only one consolation: shopping. When she was just seventeen, she was occasionally allowed up to London, where she could walk up and down Oxford Street and look into Peter Robinson, Marshall & Snelgrove and D. H. Evans. Once, she found two evening dresses at a guinea shop – one in pale yellow artificial silk with black spots and one in black lamé. Though they were cheap, she comforted herself with the fact that after she’d finished altering them, they’d look much more expensive. Another time, she found some green velvet and silver lamé at John Lewis, and saw some glorious velvet, deep, glowing blue-green ‘with the most perfect lights in it’, but when she heard the exorbitant price, so many tears rose to her eyes that she had to walk away quickly.


It was only when she was sent to finishing school in Switzerland for a few months, that same year, that Janey’s view of herself began to change. With her sunburned skin and her straight black hair cut in a fringe and a bob, she was known either as l’indienne or la petite chinoise — and she began to realize that, if not exactly a beauty, she might just get away with being described as ‘jolie-laide’. When she got back to London, she touchingly wrote down in her diary every compliment paid to her.


‘A man opposite me in the tube looked at me and whispered to the woman beside him, “Attractive, isn’t she?” “Quite,” said the woman coldly.’ And she met an artist friend of her aunt’s who said: ‘I would love to paint you, you’ve got such lovely colouring.’ ‘First I’ve heard of it,’ remarked Janey acidly, to her diary.


*


It was, however, at a party given by her parents, when they came over to London, that my mother had an experience which was to change everything. Her father had arranged a lunch at the Carlton Club to which he had invited his friend, the society portrait painter T. C. Dugdale. Seventeen-year-old Janey wore a clinging pink and black sprigged dress with pleated sleeves that she had bought for four guineas, and a droopy white hat with a pink rose. Her hair was done in a small, neat bun and with her high-heeled French shoes, she felt reasonably sure that she looked all right – in other words, grown up. Everyone grouped around a table with drinks, waiting for the guests, and when Mr Dugdale appeared, he greeted her parents. Then he turned to Janey, but as he was about to shake her hand, he stopped. He stared at her for several seconds. Finally he said: ‘Good heavens! How beautiful you are! I must paint you!’


After the lunch was over, my mother remembered only those magical words: ‘Beautiful – beautiful – beautiful!’


True, when she mentioned the fact that Dugdale wanted to paint her to Madre, her grandmother had simply laughed disagreeably. ‘But he said I was beautiful!’ said Janey. Madre, typically, responded scathingly: ‘He must have been joking, I always look upon our Janet as the ugly duckling of the family!’ And even her friends were rather confused. My mother remembered one girlfriend commenting, thoughtfully: ‘Artists must like you, Janet. Though I’ve never made up my mind if you are ugly or beautiful.’


But no one could dampen her euphoria. The idea of being painted, being admired, transported my mother with delight. She was grown-up. She was in London. She was going to be painted by a fashionable artist who lived in Chelsea. She was beautiful.
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The Dugdale portrait





At 11.30 on an autumn Tuesday, feeling nervous and excited, she turned up at Mr Dugdale’s studio at 58 Glebe Place, clad in her ‘glad rags’ – pink frock, black shoes, floppy white hat. Mr Dugdale, wearing a blue painting overall, led her upstairs to his studio. She remembered every detail later – the Persian rugs on the parquet floor, the well-polished mahogany furniture, the three large windows, one of which filled nearly a whole wall.


Sitting her on the artist’s throne, Mr Dugdale tried various poses and finally arranged her sitting on a chair with her legs crossed. Her hands rested on her lap, palms upwards, holding long gloves; her head was tilted a little to the left. While he painted, my mother ate chocolates and ‘thought interesting thoughts about clothes’.


Before lunch, Mr Dugdale gave her a cocktail. She had already tasted the odd sip of alcohol at parties in India, but this was her first grown-up drink. Because she drank it on an empty stomach, it made her feel giddy and sick – but she enjoyed it. Over sandwiches and fruit off a tray prepared by the charlady, she listened, naïvely impressed, as the artist talked about everything from the Abyssinian question and the situation in Europe, to the châteaux of the Loire. Or he gossiped about all the people he knew, like the actors Dame Sybil Thorndike, Talmadge, Gordon Harker and the painter, Dame Laura Knight. It was a glimpse into a world she couldn’t wait to inhabit.


The following year, she returned to India. My grandfather had been made Resident for Waziristan in Dera Ismael Khan, or DIK (known in the Indian Civil Service as Dreary Dismal Khan) and my mother was dying to meet masses and masses of young men.
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Janey in India, sitting by her father’s knee. Her mother sits next to him on his right.





She led a frantic social life – once she was asked to a special evening given by the Maharajah of Cooch Behar – and her days were spent galloping in the hills, reading Vogue and eating sumptuous meals. She fell madly in love with a young man called Ian, but I know nothing about him because, after she was married, my mother tore every photograph of him out of the albums, destroyed every letter, and ripped up every page of her diary in which he gets a mention, no doubt due to my father’s jealousy. Ian came back into her life just before she died. He got in touch and asked to come round to tea. He only had one leg, and my mother thought he was rather boring and not nearly as attractive as he used to be.


When she came back to London a year later, she rented a sunny back room in Stanhope Gardens, South Kensington, and signed up at the Central School of Arts and Crafts. Naturally, the course she chose was dressmaking. Even during her most miserable days in Fleet, she’d never lost that desire to ‘look right’ and at school, although she was forced to wear a brown beret with the initials of St Swithun’s embroidered on to it, she always wore it in the French way, down on her face, and, apparently, looked marvellous. Now she took her obsession to such a degree and saved up so much of her money for clothes that she often didn’t eat enough and fainted from starvation, much to the concern of her mother back in India, who begged her to spend more on food. My mother promised she would and continued exactly the same as before.


One day, she was travelling back from Holborn to South Kensington on the Underground when she noticed, sitting opposite her, the most attractive young man she’d ever seen in her life. Apparently her first thought was: ‘That is the only person I ever want to marry’.


A week later, she saw the same man walking towards the Central School and a little while afterwards she spotted him at the New Year’s Eve Chelsea Arts Ball at the Albert Hall – then a ‘must’ occasion. When she finally saw him in the art school itself, signing the register, she asked another student who he was. The answer, with a groan, was: ‘Oh, you’re not another – that’s Christopher Ironside. He runs a drawing class here and everyone seems to be infatuated with him.’


Later that evening, at Holborn station, she spotted the gorgeous Christopher hanging about on the steps. She pretended not to notice but she was vain enough to hope for the next move – which came when Christopher, obviously just as attracted to my mother as she was to him, approached her and asked if he could ring her up. Their first date was a jaunt to Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, followed by dinner at Quaglino’s.


My father was tall, dark-haired and dark-skinned. On a hot day, he only had to pass from the shadow of one tree to another via the merest slant of sunlight to turn a deep shade of brown. Had he been rigged up with a dishcloth on his head, banded with rope, and let into the streets, I honestly believe that mobbing crowds would have refused to accept that he was not Rudolph Valentino himself.


There was some dispute about where his dusky looks came from. His mother, born Phyllis Cunliffe, used to whisper that we had a ‘touch of the tar-brush’, handed down from a distant great-uncle who ran a plantation in the West Indies. It was said that he had married an ‘octoroon’, a woman of Spanish and African blood, and I still have her slave bracelet.


The Cunliffes were really something. At least, they thought they were something. They had owned one of the first of the grand houses in the Little Boitons in South Kensington, a sumptuous place filled with servants and boasting a version of the earliest form of central heating in London. It was this house that probably made my father and me feel inextricably bonded with that part of London, which we both regarded as a kind of ancestral stamping ground. Now, I only live five minutes away, in Shepherd’s Bush, but I still feel like a blighted villager who’s been condemned to live outside the castle walls.


Because one Cunliffe became Lord Radcliffe, a high-powered legal eagle who wrote the Constitutions of India and Cyprus, and because another had been knighted, ‘nobody ever got over it’, said my father. ‘I am afraid the Cunliffes were terrible snobs.’


All my father’s relations said ‘lorst’ instead of ‘lost’, and anyone who said ‘toilet’ or ‘settee’ or, worst of all, ‘leownge’, was considered frightfully common. Idiotic as he thought it all was, my father had been marinated so long in the upper-middle-class system that although he wanted to treat everyone as an equal, he was never completely successful.


If a carpenter or plumber came into the room, my father would rise to his feet with exaggerated noblesse oblige, put out his hand and say: ‘To what do we owe the extraordinary honour of this visit, my dear sir?’ Or: ‘My dear sir! How absolutely splendid to see you!’ The workman would stand rather baffled, but usually charmed, by the effusive welcome.


By the time my mother met my father, he and his brother Robin were sharing a bed-sitter in Exhibition Road. Always passionate about drawing, Christopher had enrolled at the Central School of Arts and Crafts and the moment he finished the course he was offered a job teaching there.


Robin, after a couple of years at the Sorbonne and then studying the history of art at the Courtauld, had got a job at the Tate as Assistant Keeper in 1937, eventually becoming number two under its director, John Rothenstein. Every night, Robin used to return from work, walking from South Kensington Station in a long black overcoat and black hat and carrying a briefcase, umbrella and a small brown paper bag. This contained a whipped-cream walnut which was eaten on his arrival home with almost ritual solemnity. After dinner, he would write and paint far into the night.


Although my father didn’t have the wild imagination to make an artist, he was a superb draughtsman. He could draw everything, from sheep’s back hooves to ornate palaces, nude figures, charging bulls or filing cabinets. Ask him to draw a railway-station waiting-room and he would immediately put it down on paper, with the correct moulding on the ceiling, the broken bulb hanging down from a wire, the timetables in their oak frames on the wall behind the padded benches. He would draw the station-master with his head peeping around the door, with exactly the right moustache and the right cap. He knew precisely how everything worked and was put together, and could pin it all down – beautifully – on paper.


Before she met Christopher, my mother had very clear ideas about what the man of her dreams should have to offer. It could be looks. At sixteen, she had written: ‘If I marry I hope I marry someone nice-looking. Think of the shock when you are out of love and one day you look over the breakfast table and see, instead of the Adonis you have been imagining, a fat, red-faced elephant with sandy hair and eyebrows.’ Or it could be money. At seventeen, she wrote: ‘Hursley Park was the most glorious place, lovely old trees and rolling green park land, and then we caught a glimpse of the gardens, lovely clipped lawns with great rhododendron bushes and a little blue lake. I so wish I had been born into a place like that, never having to buy cheap clothes and feel inferior. I would marry a man who wasn’t too repulsive who would offer me grounds like those, beauty like that.’


Certainly her husband would have to be someone that she had chosen herself. At eighteen, she wrote: ‘I sat opposite a revolting young man in the train home. Fat, white and sandy with pimples and a poky nose. He stared at me throughout the journey. When I finally got out he sprang forward to get my suitcase and handed it to me and nearly carried it out but I said: “Thank you” and firmly grasped it. As I took the handle his hand touched mine and I felt the white warmth of it through my glove and thought I would be sick on the spot. Then I thought: supposing I had been a Victorian girl and my parents had arranged a marriage for me with a young man like that, what would I have done? His touch would have made my flesh creep.’


Christopher had no money at all, but he was only a couple of years older than her and he couldn’t have been more glamorous. Fat, white, pimply or sandy he was not. Along with hundreds of others, Janey and Christopher got engaged just after war was declared in 1939, and were married at the Register Office in Marloes Road – where I myself was to marry in 1970. My mother wore a black and white print with square shoulders and a full skirt worn with black peep-toed shoes. Christopher nervously broke matches into little bits.


Madre, who sat with other relatives in the waiting-room, announced through pursed lips that ‘Marriage is like a besieged fortress. Those outside want to get in and those inside want to get out.’
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Janey and Christopher after their marriage. Notice the sandbags – and Madre lurking in the background.
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NEW LOOK In 1947, French designer Christian Dior brought out a collection which turned the fashion world (hitherto restrained by Government wartime regulations) upside-down. He introduced a sloping-shouldered, tight-waisted, full-skirted outline. The skirts, which were approximately 7 inches from the ground, had a hemline even in daytime of sometimes up to 20 yards. The look was completed by small hats of veiling or flowers, very high-heeled ankle-strapped shoes and long elegant umbrellas. His sloping shoulder and sleeveline in one with the bodice created a new type of cut, involving an underarm gusset to allow movement.


Janey Ironside, A Fashion Alphabet


A couple of weeks after my birth, escaping the nursing home and the bombs, I was taken back by my mother in a basket to our house in Leamington Spa. Much to everyone’s relief, both my father and his brother had been spared from actually fighting in the war. While my uncle was safely employed at the Tate Gallery, in charge of evacuating hundreds of old masters from London to Upton in Gloucestershire, my father had applied to the Ministry of Home Security Camouflage Unit, and was posted to Leamington Spa as a Camouflage Officer.


For the inhabitants of the sedate spa town, the invasion of a bunch of artists in their midst must have been a complete shock. My father said that the camouflage people were generally regarded as ‘a group of maniacs’. But the task of these maniacs was crucial: to disguise Britain from the enemy. Every so often, my father would go up in a plane to take aerial photographs of sensitive targets that the Germans might have their eye on, like factories and aerodromes, and then, with the aid of paint, netting, seaweed and sludge – the residue of oil from ships’ tanks, which was used to darken all kinds of surfaces, from roofs to runways – the camouflagers were commissioned with the task of transforming them, using their knowledge of colour, shadows, angles and dimensions, so that from the air they would look like innocent fields of sheep, residential housing estates, or pieces of forest or scrubland.


Every day, my father turned up at the Leamington Ice Rink, which had been converted into a giant studio, and joined the other artists slaving away over enormous turntables on which they had constructed models of factories and aerodromes, lit by ever-moving moons and suns attached to wires, trying out different ways of painting them to make them invisible to enemy aircraft. The models were made to look as if they were being seen from four miles away and lamps were provided with colour filters to simulate different weather conditions.


The Camouflage Unit teemed with men who would become huge artistic cheeses in the years after the war. They were the painter Tom Monnington and the architect Hugh Casson (both future Presidents of the Royal Academy); Richard Guyatt, the graphic designer (future Rector of the Royal College of Art); Eric Schilsky, the sculptor, and Edward Wadsworth, whose later semi-abstract woodcuts were made on the black and white ‘dazzle’ theme that arose from his experience as a camouflage designer. The painter and lithographer Julian Trevelyan and the artist Edward Bawden worked in camouflage units nearby. But the key figure was Robin Darwin. He was secretary of the Camouflage Committee and a man who would play a consistently powerful role in both my parents’ lives.


Robin de Vere Darwin was born in 1910, the great-grandson of Charles Darwin. He had been educated at Eton and Cambridge, and studied at the Slade School of Art. At Eton, he not only acquired an excellent education, but further developed what was already a hugely grand and charming manner, which made it easy for him not just to hob-nob with but sometimes even to patronize the great and the good. His illustrious family had imbued him with a confidence and certainty that fuelled a driving ambition. Added to this, he was a big man, both in height and in breadth. He cut a preposterous figure in Leamington, and caused great amusement when, off-duty, he would set out in an open Rolls-Royce, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, to sketch the countryside. On one occasion, when he was out with the sculptor Leon Underwood, this mildly bohemian behaviour caused him to be arrested as a spy.


My mother and father had begun their married life in a house in Lansdowne Crescent, where they lived with their tortoiseshell cat and two lodgers, also camouflage artists, who had been foisted upon them by the authorities. Janey bought food for them, cooked for them, made their beds and washed up after them – everything that was still expected of a woman in those early years of the war. One of the lodgers demanded that he be given his egg ration individually so that he could use the yolk for painting in tempera but my mother, desperate for different ingredients to add variety to wartime meals, rightly refused.


After a spell of ‘war work’ at Lockheed’s Hydraulic Brakes, and a brief period in the Records Section of the Camouflage Office, Janey took on voluntary work at a home for evacuees whose billeters couldn’t cope with the nits, scabies, impetigo and bedwetting of unhappy East End children, whom she entertained by getting them to pose for portraits.


‘Do me now, Mrs Iminside,’ they would beg, as my mother sat, stifling in the antiseptic air of the children’s home, with a sketchpad consisting of thin sheets of paper, drawing these sad children, many of them with their heads shaved to prevent nits and all dressed in the most unsuitable cast-offs. Tiny boys wore huge grey shorts held up by string; adolescent girls with bosoms burst out of floral dresses suitable for nine-year-olds. My mother always emphasized the clothes in her drawings: she actually drew one poor evacuee from the back, fascinated by the line of her oddly tailored coat.
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The back of an evacuee’s coat, by Janey





During her pregnancy, and relieved of war work, my mother made clothes – first, dolls’ outfits for Harrods’ toy department and then dresses for herself, flowing garments in earth colours à la Augustus John’s Dorelia, which suited my father because when he came back from work he painted and drew her endlessly.


Tiny scrap as I was at the time, I still remember Leamington with affection. It’s something about the smell. When I returned, at fourteen, for a visit with my father, I breathed in the dank, fetid air of the canals as if I were a Bisto kid, because it reminded me of dark, rank waterway paths that I was wheeled along as a baby. And yet these watery memories are inextricably linked with a feeling of melancholy. I had been born between two deaths. Four years before my birth, in the autumn of 1940, my mother had received a telegram informing her that her pilot brother, Jimmy, who had been posted to Norfolk in Coastal Command, was, at only twenty years old, ‘Missing, believed killed’.
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Janey, drawn by Christopher, pregnant and gloomy





My mother had been half in love with her dashing, left-wing brother – he’d caused terrible anxiety in the family when, as a boy at Wellington, he’d announced that he was a Communist. He used to motor over from his posting to spend weekends with her, driving her about in an open-topped sports car and taking her from pub to pub. After she died, I found a large suitcase stuffed with his letters. And a year after I was born, my mother received another blow. Her sister Kitty had died, also at twenty years old, of a brain tumour at the Military Hospital at Secunderabad in South India, where she was serving in the Women’s Auxiliary Corps.


My mother must have felt desperately alone and unhappy. Since I experienced severe post-natal depression when I had my own child, I wouldn’t be surprised if my mother hadn’t suffered in a similar way. Certainly, I was rather shocked when she told me, years later, that she used simply to dump me in my pram at the bottom of the garden for hours on end ‘so I couldn’t hear you screaming’ – not the action of someone basking in the glow of maternal contentment.


Life as a housewife and mother in wartime, blacked-out Leamington Spa seemed dreadfully bleak to a beautiful, bereaved and talented young woman. One colleague wrote: ‘Her creativity even shone in the unutterable boredom of the Camouflage Records Section.’ Although she was indefatigable when it came to cooking and looking after the house, she absolutely loathed housekeeping. When I later asked her what she thought might happen to us when we died, she replied: ‘Well, I suppose if we don’t go to heaven, we go to hell. That probably means we have to spend all day and every day washing up.’
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