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‘My dress fitted perfectly and everyone said that I looked like a sunbeam in it.’ 


MAYA ANGELOU, 


I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings







   

How to use this ebook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.










INTRODUCTION



IN 1998 I WAS IN New York. It was a sunny day and I’d taken the N train from Manhattan to the big Salvation Army in Steinway, Astoria in Queens. Ben E. King was playing loudly on the radio while all kinds of people rummaged through the huge store looking for a stylish bargain, or just sitting on the sofas, happy to have a place to rest. I remember it as one of the happiest days of my life. Here I was, alone, sun shining, doing what I loved to do. 


I was working as an assistant at a photographic agency but I spent every lunch break and weekend seeking out new thrift stores and returning to my favourites. Whenever I turned up to meet friends, I was always hauling a black bin bag full of other people’s old clothes over one shoulder. Old clothes gave me new ideas. I loved imagining who would have worn the clothes hanging up and thinking about how I might borrow the glamour or rebellion of a previous era. The purple and black zebra tight V-neck was pure Joan Jett. I found a perfect early eighties tobacco-coloured cashmere Calvin Klein coat that was totally a young Brooke Shields. I’d put on a preppy men’s shirt and could imagine I was Lauren Hutton; picking up a polka dot YSL blouse put me in a mind of Catherine Deneuve. Clothes gave me a confidence in myself as a storyteller that I’d never had at school. 


When the dazzlingly stylish Kira Jolliffe, a friend of my older sister, said ‘I am going to start a fanzine called Cheap Date about second-hand clothes, c’mon board!’ my hobby became a part-time job. One of my first projects was interviewing and photographing Chloë Sevigny. I’d seen her at a party wearing patent high pumps on which she’d tied a red velvet ribbon around the arch in a bow and I had been fixated by this thoughtful detail. When she opened the door of her apartment in Gramercy Park, she was wearing a thrifted little yellow bathing suit with a lace collar. She was amazing. I took her picture with my point and shoot camera and she was our Cheap Date centrefold. It’s still one of my favourite photos. 


Marlon Richards was the Art Director and it was through him that I met his mother, Anita Pallenberg. She was standing by the office window, smoking a cigarette and wearing huge shades, a striped roll neck and tough Maharishi trousers. I was suitably intimidated. 


When I moved back to London, I would go to Anita’s house in Chelsea, look through her wardrobe and lie on the early Vivienne Westwood velvet and leopard cushions piled on her sofa, while she told me about the stories behind her clothes. The thrift shops around World’s End in Chelsea were brilliant – still are. They were the only shops we ever went to. Boy, did she have an eye! She would find amazing stuff everywhere – sneaking off around a corner and then emerging triumphant, holding her trophy in the air, grinning ear to ear. She had the most refined taste but loved a bargain and we delighted in giving each other things that we’d found and knew the other would love.


For the last few issues of Cheap Date we’d created fake ads riffing off the styling and typefaces the big houses were using for their advertising but using clothes we’d found. The idea was to make people do a double take and rethink their ideas about the difference between high fashion and thrift stores. While at first glance, it might have looked like Yves Saint Laurent, the model was wearing Salvation Army. Calvin Klein became Cancer Care, Burberry was Borrowed, Cartier named Castoff, Bulgari morphed into Budget – you get the idea. What was brilliant was that thanks to the generosity of models and photographers (Craig McDean and Glen Luchford), our images were shot and retouched (thank you, Pascal Dangin) by the same people who were creating the luxury labels’ images. Albeit ours were done in thirty minutes, which meant there wasn’t time to steam the outfits I pulled out of my bin bag. 


Cheap Date led to a call from Alexandra Shulman. I remember thinking ‘what do I wear to meet the editor of Vogue?’ and deciding on a pair of huge furry Yeti boots. The first idea I pitched was a shoot using the clothes that Anita and I had accumulated from our second-hand and charity shops trawls. Together Anita and I pulled together our collection. Anita insisted we include her white fake fur monkey jacket (way before fake fur was a thing), I was obsessed with a banana-print top, little shorts, a weave belt and Kira’s old cowboy boots. Juergen Teller shot the story and Kate Moss was, of course, the perfect model. She looked so good in the gold sequin jacket I’d found for seven dollars in the Salvation Army store on Spring Street that I gave it to her. 


That Vogue shoot, the first time a fashion magazine did a story using old clothes, was twenty years ago. Last year I worked with Oxfam on curating the show that opened London Fashion Week. It feels like the conversation around second-hand – the importance of sustainability in fashion as well as the creative joy of curating an original look – has come a long way. 


Editing this book has been like putting a fashion show or magazine story together – but with a lot more words. It is, I hope, richly textured and full of the delight that comes with finding something unexpected. With enormous thanks to the incredibly stylish and inspiring people who have opened their hearts, and wardrobes, to be part of this book, I hope it inspires you to appreciate the many ways clothes can let us feel who we most want to be.


Bay Garnett
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PART 1



FREEDOM


‘Vain trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than to keep us warm. They change our view of the world and the world’s view of us.’ 


VIRGINIA WOOLF, Orlando


 


 


‘I do like underwear, but not all the time. Sometimes you gotta let the girls go free.’


DEBBIE HARRY












BERNARDINE EVARISTO 


on Making a Statement 


This piece from the first Black woman to win the Booker Prize for her novel Girl, Woman, Other (2019), first appeared on ‘Net-a-Porter’ in 2020. 


AS A CHILD, I WAS called a ‘tomboy’ due to my rumbustious energy, tendency towards scruffiness and propensity for climbing trees, instead of comporting myself with ladylike decorum. It’s such sexist nonsense, of course, and it’s astonishing that these gender proscriptions are still imposed on children today. Eventually, my spirited younger self morphed into a teenager who wore patched-up jeans, hippy sandals (aka ‘Jesus creepers’) and shapeless sweaters. It was the beginning of my conscious rebellion against gender expectations. I did once succumb to wearing a pair of platforms but, when I fell over and almost snapped my ankle, I swore never to wear heels again.


By my early twenties, I was deeply politicized and raging against the machine. I sported baggy old coats, men’s trousers, knitted waistcoats, red baseball boots, and my hair was either in a buzz cut or exploding with spiky dreadlocks. I was often mistaken for a boy, which annoyed me because I wanted my image to reflect my feminist theatre-maker identity as a woman, in spite of my attire. I was also rejecting the tacit expectation that, as a black woman in 1980s Britain, I should try to be as unnoticeable as possible; to mitigate my darker skin through conformist clothing.


In my novel Girl, Woman, Other, the characters of Amma and Dominique (lesbian feminists who run a black and Asian women’s theatre company) best illustrate my younger countercultural sartorial sensibility, as they similarly strive to break free from society’s shackles. Conversely, Shirley, their schoolteacher contemporary, straightens her hair and clads herself in understated ‘feminine’ clothes, hoping to be regarded as an unassailable paragon of respectability. A generation later, Carole, a working-class girl of Nigerian parentage, adopts the same modus operandi. Her meticulously perfected grooming represents the straitjacketing of her personality in order to succeed in the corporate world and the elevated social circles of her aspiration. In one sense, these are two extremes of black British womanhood. Amma and Dominique’s ‘warrior wear’ style signals their readiness to do battle with an unequal society, as it did for me, unaccepting of the secondary status imposed on me as a woman of color in a majority-white society.


By the end of the 1980s, I was beginning to change. The fire that fuelled my fury at an exclusionary society did not stop burning, but instead it was transmuted from anger into an energy that has kept me going ever since. I left theatre behind and worked in arts management to support my writing career. At one stage, I began to dress as if I worked in an office – according to a friend who was appalled at my adoption of skirts, blouses, nylon tights and brogues. She chose to ignore the fact that the skirts were funky, the tights a bright tartan, and my brogues an electric blue. At this stage, I wanted to write books, with no idea if it would work out. It was a leap of faith motivated by the desire for my stories to be heard in this society. And, over the years, I felt it was my duty to never give up because, if so, how could I justifiably complain about our marginalization as women of color?


By the noughties, society was changing around me, too. We were becoming more integrated in Britain, although the flames of feminism were on the back burner and would remain so until recently. It was really only the #MeToo movement that precipitated a paradigm shift in our culture that saw young women, in particular, claiming and defining feminism for a new generation. Once that happened, I began to see young black women with a similar look to my younger self, with their shaved heads, gender-disrupting clothes, heavy laced boots and edgy attitudes. The big difference is that, these days, they are to be found modelling in the fashion pages of magazines.


In spite of my early sartorial androgyny, I feel comfortable with the gender I was assigned at birth and have never felt the need to transition to an alternative, but I understand why some people want to dispense with the idea of gender binaries altogether, along with its restricting and reductive codes and rules.


In the novel, Megan, one of my twelve protagonists, transitions from being a woman to identifying as non-binary, choosing the name of Morgan, and adopting the personal pronoun ‘they’. Morgan undergoes a voluntary mastectomy, wears non-binary clothes and perplexes people who want to categorize them as either male or female. Their new identity is considered a radical act in a society steeped in restrictive gender binaries that are inculcated in us pre-birth, indeed, as soon as our parents start buying blue baby clothes for a boy and pink for a girl.


At different stages in my life, I have been a flamboyant dresser, just as I am a flamboyant writer, a literary experimentalist who treasures individuality. When I go hunting for clothes, I scan shops for the brightest, most distinctive colors. A shirt of bright pink, lemon and orange swirls? Lovely! This I will mismatch with a multicolored African-print headscarf. Beige is anathema to me. Black depresses me if I don’t break it up with a startlingly loud color. Whenever I am forced to travel in the rush hour, I am amazed at how even my, say, bright orange scarf stands out amid the overwhelmingly dark clothes. Women of color are hyper-visible in some situations, on account of our darker skin making us stand out, and simultaneously invisible, when we don’t have a platform from which to speak out. My style is a visual statement and representation of myself as a woman in the arts who is a creative thinker. It signifies that I cannot be stereotyped, controlled or silenced.










DAVID BOWIE 


on Ziggy


A sensational style chameleon, David Bowie invented characters and pioneered looks. In a programme on BBC Radio 1 in 1993, he talked about the evolution of Ziggy Stardust.


MOST OF THE LOOK FOR Ziggy was basically from the Kubrick film Clockwork Orange. I thought the jumpsuits in that movie were just wonderful. I liked the malicious, malevolent, viscous quality of those four guys, although the aspects of violence themselves didn’t turn me on particularly. I wanted to put another spin on that, so I went to Liberty’s (probably a shop on Tottenham Court Road but Liberty sounds better). I picked out these very florid, bright quilted kind of materials which took the edge off the violence of those suits but retained that type of terrorist ‘we-are-ready-for-action’ kind of look. And I borrowed the wrestling boots with laces – but I changed their colour and made them greens and blues. So that was the basic look but instead of just having one eyelash I went the whole hog and had two eyelashes.


Even the inset photographs of the inside sleeve for Ziggy owed a lot to the Malcolm McDowell look from the Clockwork Orange poster – the sort of sinister-looking photograph somewhere between a beetle – not a Beatle person, but a real beetle – and violence. Burgess’ idea of having this phoney-speak thing – that drew on Russian words and put them into the English language, and twisted old Shakespearean words around – fitted in perfectly with what I was trying to do in creating this fake world. It was like trying to anticipate a society that hadn’t happened.










HARRIS REED 


on Fluidity 


Harris is half-British, half-American and all style. His distinctive creations are designed to spark conversations about liberation, identity and social justice, and caught the eye of celebrities when he was barely out of his teens. He’s created his own demi-couture clothing brand, worked on campaigns for Gucci and gender fluid make-up for Mac. He sometimes wears his waist-length auburn hair in two plaits.


I DRESS TO DREAM AND I design clothes for people to dream in, but my style is not just otherworldly; it’s also very specific. At Central Saint Martins I became obsessed with history, and Victorian and Edwardian styles in particular. I fell in love with the opulence of the billowing fabrics, the lace and trimmings. I feel romantic about those eras.


Romanticism for me is dark, sultry and Gothic. I think we’ve lost some of the romanticism of everyday life now that we all live online and everything must be instantaneous, new and clean. It’s harder to design and wear clothes with mystery because we’re all so obsessed with novelty, with the latest streetwear brand or micro-trend. It risks feeling a little superficial. I miss the escape into imagination that’s inherent in Romanticism. I think we need that in challenging times. It can also be a way to tackle contemporary issues with elegance and depth. Fluidity and sustainability are my two recurring style obsessions, and I like to imbue them both with a touch of Romanticism.


My own style is genderless. I make what I think of as bodyless clothes that can be worn by anybody. Gender fluidity is one form of fluid identity but there are so many more. Fluidity is about adaptation, and fluid thinking allows ideas to flow from one state to another. That’s what connects gender fluidity and sustainability for me.


I tried to bring all this together when I designed a collection for Oxfam using wedding dresses that had been donated to their stores. I love to wear and use found objects and there was something magical about taking these dresses that had been made for a single day, and turning them into clothes that could be worn over and over, by anybody who loved them. When I did the collection I was just starting out. I loved rich fabrics with beading and embellishment and embroidery but I couldn’t afford to buy them new. My intention was to make luxe accessible for a broad range of people, including myself. Taking a piece of clothing that some would say had reached the end of its life and transforming it with the power of your appreciation and attention: I think that’s a romantic act.


Clothes allow us to pass on love from one person to another, or one generation to another. It’s an old-fashioned idea to buy a beautiful jacket or dress, cherish it and eventually pass it on to your son or daughter, but it also feels very contemporary.


Somebody with great style has a bold personality that they allow to speak through their clothes. It’s about being authentic, which really just means being specific to you. Rather than buying what magazines tell you to, or what’s cool on Insta, you dress for your personality. Being stylish is also about thinking in slightly disjointed ways that leads to mismatched looks. It’s putting together a melange of something old and new, borrowed and given. I have this conversation with people a lot. Sometimes I say, ‘This is beautiful, but is it you?’ Be true. That’s the only way.


Style for me has always been about freedom, and has been quite separate from the reality of the physical body. Though I’ve recently had to start making some concessions to what my body might need, as opposed to what my dreaming mind wants. I’ve just bought a pair of jeans and some vintage loafers, on my doctor’s orders. He basically told me that my back was ruined from wearing platforms all day every day, and I might never be able to have children if I didn’t get out of tight pants! So flat shoes and loose trousers are now my look for working in the studio. But when I go out, it’s back to heels and tight pants.


The thing is, growing up as a queer person in a very conservative part of the United States, I really had to inhabit my own head in order to convince myself that everything was going to be okay. I got used to living at a remove from my body. I’ve embraced the power of that. Imaginative freedom, mental freedom, that’s what clothes represent to me. So a restricted range of movement or a certain degree of discomfort really doesn’t bother me. Clothes are transformative. They allow us to embody who we always wanted to be and who we really are.


It’s not always been easy for me to convey these ideas. At university, some of my tutors suggested that I was making costume and I should stop designing menswear. I struggled to explain that this is just my take on daywear. It took Harry Styles to wear my pussy-bow blouse and chiffon-trimmed flares for people to get it. I’m fine with that. Sometimes you have to see something to believe it.


I’ve been very influenced by theatricality, performance and the idea of clothes as a prop for transformation. The avant-garde choreographer Lindsay Kemp, David Bowie and glam rock have all been inspirational, as has Sally Potter’s film Orlando. The costumes were so sumptuous and I loved the way the character flowed between genders and different historical periods. That film made me believe in my more out-there, theatrical ideas. Tilda Swinton herself has become a bit of an obsession. She can wear a super femme Chanel gown one evening and razor-sharp tailoring the next. She’s fiercely otherworldly. These days I’m also inspired by fifteen-year-olds on TikTok wearing their boy- or girlfriend’s closet, thrifting with so much style and dressing up in found items. I love that high energy and boldness.


My thinking brain tells me the world is not in a good place and fashion is wasteful with raw materials being a leading cause of carbon emissions. So if I’m going to make things, my dreaming brain needs them to be beautiful and true and full of purpose.


The first piece I bought with my own money:


When I was thirteen I bought a pink Lacoste shirt and wore it to school in Arizona. That caused a stir! The first expensive item was a pair of silver platform boots, which I bought just after I made the first collection of tour clothes for Harry Styles. I donated them to the V&A for their menswear exhibition in 2021.


The one piece I’d save if my home was on fire:


A faux-snakeskin and faux-fur Alexander McQueen jacket I bought in a second-hand store in Palm Springs when I was seventeen. It was just before I left the States to move to Britain to study. I felt like Penny Lane in Almost Famous when I tried it on. That confidence-giving jolt of power was exactly what I needed as a queer person moving to a new country. My shoulders are bursting through it now but I don’t know what I would do without it. It’s an emblem of freedom and discovery. 










VIRGINIA WOOLF



on Change 


Virginia Woolf is one of the most influential modernist writers of the twentieth century. Inspired by her lover and fellow Bloomsbury group member Vita Sackville-West, Orlando (1928) follows the remarkable life of its gender-fluid, time-defying titular protagonist. 


ORLANDO LOOKED NO MORE. HE dashed downhill. He let himself in at a wicket gate. He tore up the winding staircase. He reached his room. He tossed his stockings to one side of the room, his jerkin to the other. He dipped his head. He scoured his hands. He pared his finger nails. With no more than six inches of looking-glass and a pair of old candles to help him, he had thrust on crimson breeches, lace collar, waistcoat of taffeta, and shoes with rosettes on them as big as double dahlias in less than ten minutes by the stable clock. He was ready. He was flushed. He was excited, but he was terribly late.


[image: Ornament image]




Different though the sexes are, they intermix, in every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is only the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath the sex is the very opposite of what is above.
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Vain trifles as they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than merely to keep us warm. There is much to support the view that it is clothes that wear us and not we them; we may make them take the mould of arm or breast but they mould our hearts, our brains, our tongues to their liking.










AMROU AL-KADHI 


on Discovering Their Drag Aesthetic 


Self-described ‘professional unicorn’ Amrou Al-Kadhi – aka Glamrou – is a queer British-Iraqi writer, actor, director and drag artist. The following extracts are from their Polari prize-winning memoir, Life as a Unicorn.


IN THE MARINE WORLD, GENDER fluidity and non-conformism are the status quo. There are sea slugs called nudibranches that defy sexual categorisation, containing both female and male reproductive organs, giving and receiving in each sexual encounter, with kaleidoscopic patterns to rival those of a resplendent drag queen. Marine snail sea hares are able to change sex at will; cuttlefish can alter the pigments of their exterior with the sartorial flexibility of Alexander McQueen, and can disguise themselves as the opposite gender as a social tool; while a male seahorse is something of an underwater feminist, sharing the labour of pregnancy by carrying and ‘birthing’ the young. This was where I needed to be. I mean, it just seemed so damn woke in the ocean.
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I went on eBay and ordered myself a pair of heels and a giant blonde wig (which looked a bit like an electrocuted guinea pig). I hadn’t worked out what my drag aesthetic might be at this point in my life, but these objects just spoke to me, like glittery queer Horcruxes that would make me indestructible.
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Seeing my reflection in drag for the very first time was an uncanny kind of reunion, an introduction to a person I had always had inside me, yet had somehow always missed. I recognised the person in the mirror more than I had ever recognised my own image, experiencing the same fuzzy harmony as when I first gazed into a formless marine aquarium. Again, my gender dysphoria was suddenly appeased, and here in front of me was a true manifestation of my internal self. It was time for everyone to meet her.
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One of the things that I’ve come to find interesting about being in drag, is that once you’re dressed and made up, you so rarely see yourself in drag (unless your outfit involves some kind of reflective device). As a result, your image belongs more to the people who are viewing you, and you start to perceive yourself in how you are being perceived in the eyes gazing at you. That night, the eyes of everyone I spoke to seemed bewitched by the confidence of the queen in their presence, with no knowledge of the sorrowing mess she had been just moments before the doors opened.
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Drag is a visual assertion of identity that doesn’t rely on words or explanations. When you walk into a room in drag, you immediately take up space. Your stilettos echo and your fabrics billow; the glitter on your eyelids refracts the light, and your every step has heft.
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When I created Glamrou, my drag persona, I replaced my long-felt invisibility with ultra visibility, and it told the world that I loved being me. It told the world that I was proud to be queer. It told the world that I was defiantly myself. As Glamrou, I got to live out thought patterns that were the opposite of those that governed the entirety of my day out of drag.










ROBERT HERRICK 


on Silk


A supporter of King Charles I, Robert Herrick was a Cavalier poet. This poem, written in 1648, was one of several addressed to Julia. 


Whenas in silks my Julia goes, 


Then, then (methinks) how sweetly flows


That liquefaction of her clothes 


Next, when I cast mine eyes, and see


That brave vibration each way free


O how that glittering taketh me!










DEBORAH LEVY 


on Counterpoints


Deborah Levy, twice shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, is the author of Hot Milk and Swimming Home. This excerpt is from The Cost of Living (2018), the second book in her critically acclaimed ‘living autobiography’ trilogy which humorously confronts essential questions about modern womanhood.


WHEN I WASN’T WRITING AND teaching and unpacking boxes, my attention was on mending the blocked pipes under the basin in the bathroom. This involved unscrewing all the parts, placing a bucket under the pipes and not knowing what to do next. I had borrowed a mysterious machine from the cardiologist who lived downstairs. It was like a Hoover except it had wires which were then inserted into the tube. It was early morning and I was wearing what is sometimes called a French postman’s jacket over my nightdress. It was not a deliberate decision to wear a blue postman’s jacket for a plumbing job, not at all, it just happened to be hanging on the hook in the bathroom and it kept me warm. The clash between the thick utilitarian cotton of the jacket and the flimsy nightdress seemed to sum everything up for me, but I was not sure what the final sum equalled. Now that I was no longer married to society, I was transitioning into something or someone else. What and who would that be? How could I describe this odd feeling of dissolving and recomposing? Words have to open the mind. When words close the mind, we can be sure that someone has been reduced to nothingness. To amuse myself (there was no one else around) I began to think about the genre of the female nightdress in relation to plumbing. The one I was wearing was black silk and I suppose quite sensual in a generic way. I could promenade in it and I could masquerade in it, given that femininity was a masquerade anyway. I could see that black silk was a classic in the female nightwear genre. To add to the mix, I was also wearing what my daughters called my ‘shaman slippers’. They were black suede ankle boots trimmed with abundant, queasily realistic fake furs, one of which hung like a small tail, whipping my ankles as I walked around the flat looking for a gadget called a Master Plunger. The slippers were a gift from my best male friend, who thought I needed some ‘insulation’, as he put it – which might be a plumbing term for covering up something that is exposed and raw. I appreciated the fur boots with their comforting warmth and magical properties (I suppose my fantasy was that I had skinned the animals myself) and the postman’s jacket seemed to be a counterpoint to the black silk nightdress. I was the man. I was the woman.










RATIONAL DRESS SOCIETY 


on the Perfect Dress


Founded in London in 1881 by Lady Harberton, Mary Eliza Haweis and Constance Wilde, wife of Oscar, the Rational Dress Society set out to change the way women dressed and, in doing so, grant women a freedom in movement and society. The following are extracts from their manifesto and the catalogue of their inaugural exhibition of 1883. 


THE RATIONAL DRESS SOCIETY PROTESTS against the introduction of any fashion in dress that either deforms the figure, impedes the movement of the body, or in any way tends to injure the health. It protests against the wearing of tightly-fitting corsets; of high-heeled shoes; of heavily-weighted skirts, as rendering healthy exercise almost impossible; and all tie down cloaks or other garments impeding on the movements of the arms. It protests against crinolines or crinolettes of any kind as ugly and deforming . . . [It] requires all to be dressed healthily, comfortably and beautifully, to seek what conduces to birth, comfort and beauty in our dress as a duty to ourselves and each other.
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For Dress Reform it is necessary to gain the ear of two parties. If one only is gained, the Reform comes to a standstill. That is to say, we must gain not only those who wear dresses but those who make them; not only must the demand be created, but the supply be produced . . . The five requirements laid down in our circular would, if it were possible to carry them out completely, give a perfect dress – perfect in healthiness, comfort and beauty. But perfection is not possible of attainment in dress, any more than in any other human work. We can only in this, as in every other undertaking, set our standard or principles as high as we can and then strive to meet them. 


The attributes of the perfect dress:


1. Freedom of Movement


2. Absence of pressure over any part of the body


3. Not more weight than is necessary for warmth, and both weight and warmth evenly distributed


4. Grace and beauty combined with comfort and convenience


5. Not departing too conspicuously from the ordinary dress of the time










SIENNA MILLER 


on Being Comfortable


Sienna is an award-winning actress and has been a style icon for more than twenty years. Her name became synonymous with Boho chic, the zeitgeist style of the Noughties, and in the process made her an expert on the challenges of style updates and the importance of knowing who you really are. 


I’M NOT SURE I FULLY understood the power of fashion when I was younger. I chose clothes and accessories intuitively, just hoping I would look good. It hadn’t really occurred to me that people would find particular meaning in those choices or want to construct a story about me from them. But of course, what we wear is powerful because it fundamentally shapes the way people perceive us. I was twenty-three when I started being photographed by the press and was just having fun with what I wore, being a little flamboyant and experimental with clothes as many of us are in our twenties. I wasn’t prepared for the amount, or the tone, of the attention I received. 


The Boho look I was tagged with was in the air back then. I didn’t create it, I just wore it and got photographed in it. It was very ‘me’ at the time but, as the scrutiny grew, I started feeling self-conscious about it, and myself. I decided to pare back my style so that I attracted less attention. I eventually switched to a uniform of nice jeans and a good jumper because that allowed me to feel more comfortable and more authentic but was still chic. As I grew up, my lifestyle changed. Once I was a parent I didn’t have time to trawl the markets looking for interesting pieces. I also became even less comfortable being looked at, though I think that’s partly a function of age and stage of life. I’m hoping that by the time I’m sixty I will have gone back to being a flamboyant-dressing version of myself. I can feel it coming already. You just start to not give a shit! 


For now, I’m really into elegance and beautiful tailoring so I buy Phoebe Philo-era Celine when I can find it on Vestiaire Collective. I like clothes that fit in an unusual way, and weird colours. At the moment I seem to be wearing lots of brown. I have a thing for shoes, especially boots, but I don’t really care about handbags. Belts on the other hand . . . I love them. I love anything you can add to your classic uniform to give it a little lift. So my style is mostly about elegance and simplicity, though sometimes of course I just want to have fun and break out the sequins. What I wear is very mood dependent. If I’m staying with friends for a weekend then by the end of it I’ll be wearing eight million scarves and a hat and loads of jewellery and having a lovely time. Boho is all still in there!
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