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  My duty is to understand. To understand the world. This is our exchange for the luck of being alive. From people who have lived before us we can

  rediscover different visions of the world through art – this is the true meaning of culture – and by comparison, we form our own ideas of a world better than the one we are in, the one

  that we’ve made a mess of. We can change our future. In the pursuit of ideas you will start to think, and that will change your life. And if you change your life, you change the

  world.




  VIVIENNE WESTWOOD, 2014




  





  
EVERYTHING IS CONNECTED




  

    

      A child sees everything in a state of newness; genius is childhood recovered at will.




      

        CHARLES BAUDELAIRE,




        The Painter of Modern Life


      




      Never dance without a story in your mind.




      RUDOLPH NUREYEV
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	The ancient symbol of snakes devouring themselves, redrawn by Vivienne to express the relationship of economy and planet.


	

  




  



  Paris Fashion Week. Spring / Summer Collections 2014.


  ‘Don’t talk to me now, Ian, I’m really, really busy.’


  I am sitting, typing this, beneath a clothes rack, under ninety thousand quid’s worth of frocks. To one side, Vivienne Westwood, in beanie hat and frayed cardigan, is pinning glittery
  appliqués onto knitwear and evading my questions. On the other, a largely naked model sways on platform heels. We’re somewhere in the 2nd arrondissement. It is three o’clock in
  the morning.


  A few things you need to know about Vivienne:


  She seems to be indefatigable. It’ll be dawn soon enough, and she’s still going strong, working as hard as interns fifty years her junior.


  She looks fabulous: ‘skin like porcelain’, as her friend Tracey Emin described her to me. She seems to live on apples and tea.


  She’s super bright: don’t be fooled by the ditzy-Northerner shtick, she’s sharper than the pins in her sleeve.


  She is a tad hard of hearing. I suspect this to be a tactical deafness. It serves her well against the clamour around her.


  But mainly what I’ve learned about Vivienne is this: she has maintained the child within herself, against all the odds. Wide-eyed. Inquiring. Open. Stroppy. Mercurial. Dressing up
  sometimes. Rude, some of the time. Heart-soaringly loyal and loving at others. She behaves, mainly. Sometimes she goes off on one.


  At seventy-three, you might not think that’s quite dignified. Not quite the thing for a Dame of the British Empire who is head of a global fashion brand and one of the most famous
  Englishwomen on the planet. Not very grand couturier here in Paris either, for a woman who might easily be admiring her own laurels or resting on them: ‘the Coco
  Chanel of our times’, a woman more famous in the Far East than the Queen or Madonna, and who is still cycling down Battersea Bridge Road to work every day in her eighth decade.


  If so, this story may not be for you. If you think fashion can never be more than frippery or that seventy-year-olds have less right, not more, to lecture the world about its future or
  bear standards for its past, then you can lay aside this book. As Vivienne said to me the other day, ‘it’d save on trees’.


  If, on the other hand, you can go the rounds with this punk-grandmother, who is still in the ring, fighting for what she thinks is right and thinks is beautiful when, let’s face it, many
  of her contemporaries have settled for a Shackleton high-seat chair and their memories, then stick with her. You may be in for as much dazzle and as much unexpected insight into the workings of a
  unique mind as I have had in my year with Vivienne. My Year of Magical Blinging. Because this is a story that is far, far more than fashion, though it is woven with cloth.


  ‘Look: I only mean don’t talk to me just now, Ian. I mean, I’m thinking. Go and have a drink. They’re free. I’m not.’


  The other thing you should know about Vivienne is that she can be very funny.


  26 September 2013, 2 a.m., and there are sixty hours to go. In sixty hours the new Vivienne Westwood collection will be revealed in Paris for the first time. The Gold Label
  collection is the flagship line for the Vivienne Westwood Group, and its biannual launches in Paris (spring / summer, then autumn / winter) are the highpoints of the design year for Vivienne.
  Although there are other collections – Red Label (ready-to-wear) and Red Carpet (as it sounds) amongst them, plus ‘diffusion’ lines like Anglomania that filter her ideas and
  classic designs to other territories under licence, and also a range of menswear (‘MAN’), showcased in Milan as well as shows in the Far East and elsewhere
  – these Paris openings are the mother of all shows for Vivienne. It is the same for all the other fashion houses that crowd out the hotels around the Place Vendôme this time of year.
  Chanel, Dior, Prada, Comme des Garçons: this week they are all showing their collections, Vivienne’s being a partial ‘couture’ collection showing in Pret à Porter
  week. These high-end, loss-leader, identity-defining collections are still shop-windowed in Paris despite the rise of rival fashion capitals over recent decades in New York, London, Milan or Hong
  Kong. Most collections lose money, though Vivienne proudly tells me her Gold Label eventually goes into profit through special orders. Paris Fashion Weeks are the pinnacle of the fashion calendar,
  and every few hours one show closes and another opens and the pavements of Paris are crammed with matchstick women walking too fast in high heels while talking on cell phones. Seriously:
  don’t get in their way. It is a fracas of fashionistas and trade press; a glossy posse of buyers and models, photographers and liggers, and the focus of many months of work for the London
  studio of Vivienne Westwood and its Italian cutters and shoe factories. This collection Vivienne has entitled ‘Everything is Connected’ – and it’s the first time I’ve
  ever been in Paris except to eat or to try to impress a girlfriend. This time, damn it, I don’t get to do either, but all round, it’s quite an education.


  In the decades during which Vivienne has been a designer, fashion has shifted enormously in the way it markets itself. Her story defines this seismic shift in what fashion is, and in what it
  means for Western economies like Britain’s. Once upon a time the collections were aimed at an outrageously privileged cabal of women who needed outfits to attend galas and diplomatic
  functions, races and tea parties. What they wore filtered down into the mainstream relatively quickly, via magazines, patterns and rip-offs, but the grand houses made bespoke outfits in tiny,
  unaffordable numbers, the prices of which nevertheless more nearly reflected the huge number of craftspeople involved in making them. Today, a couture collection is sold at a major loss, though the
  prices involved are breathtaking. A single Vivienne Westwood outfit might retail off the catwalk at £2,000 to £6,000 – though some have been known to cost
  ten times that. Yet this is still only a fraction of the real cost of their creation and original marketing, as they are works of art that have the input of thousands of man-hours and dozens of
  highly skilled individuals. Fashion Week makes no sense. The goal is to grab the attention of a much wider public, increasingly via the Internet, who might buy versions of these styles, or buy into
  the name that is figureheaded here in Paris. Nevertheless, these Paris collections are in a sense Fashion at its purest: Fashion as Art. Fashion that reflects its moment in time. Fashion, as
  Vivienne now has it, that might even change the world.


  So these collections draw crowds both in person and especially online quite out of proportion to the number of people involved in wearing or even making the clothes. During Fashion Week, Paris
  is the epicentre of a singular phenomenon of our age: the new global fascination with fashion, a novel language, mainly online, fusing design and marketing, fame, art, sensuality and politics that
  has no real parallel in cultural history but can be traced also to Vivienne’s early punk work bringing together fashion, music, celebrity and the zeitgeist. So don’t think this is
  frippery for rich bitches. Well, it can be. But it is also a major part of the global economy, and a vital story in what Europe now is. It is a shopfront. Paris during Fashion Week is a metaphor
  for one way the global economy is heading, a trade fair on an epic scale, but also a marketing happening for Old World style, fusing fashion, music and a new narrative about being. And selling,
  increasingly, to China.


  Hundreds of thousands are following what’s happening online. There are scores of professional fashion journos and bloggers at Vivienne’s shows alone, representing the emerging
  markets of the Far East and Brazil and Russia and focusing the concentrated attention of vast crowds, in their bedrooms and offices and high streets, from Hong Kong to Sao Paolo to Moscow. Cable TV
  and now the Internet have revolutionized fashion, and nowhere is this clearer than in the story of Vivienne Westwood, whose name is known across the globe as a result of what happens and happened
  in Paris. Paris is the international huckster for all the accessories and perfumes and magazines that feed off fashion, all of them circling what begat them in the first place: couture. And here in the centre of it all is Vivienne, one-time King’s Road punk and now a global luxury brand herself, maintaining her wry amusement at the business that is
  show, maintaining in the face of all this brouhaha her calm passion for beauty, especially beauty wrought in cloth. And all the while campaigning constantly, via fashion, for the higher goals of
  art and politics as she sees them, and the highest standards in what she makes.
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      Vivienne and the much-anticipated running order.

    

  





  It should also be noted that a Paris Fashion Week is one of the few times in the year when Vivienne Westwood, scourge of the British Establishment, grandmum, mother and eco-activist, turns her
  manxome gaze directly and to the complete exclusion of all else on that which has made her world-famous: clothes. A lot of the rest of the year, there is much else that occupies her days. But not
  in Paris. Paris is devoted to fashion. It is therefore perhaps the best place to begin to understand Vivienne, in this moment of creative calm, hectic though it is, and – oh shit – 4
  a.m. though it now is, in this storm of activity that is Vivienne Westwood’s regular rhythm of being. Paris Fashion Week ends this weekend, with Vivienne’s Gold Label collection as one
  of its closing highlights. And there are less than three days to go . . .


  Number 13 rue du Mail, just behind the Palais Royale and Paris’s Bibliothèque Nationale, has been turned upside down this week. It’s a swanky old building, much knocked around
  by war and corporate usage, but once home to Liszt, and later the Gestapo, and now housing the Paris showrooms of Vivienne Westwood in the building’s former ballroom. For three days in
  September each year this space is transformed into the base unit for the creation of the Vivienne Westwood Gold Label catwalk show. The show itself will take place elsewhere.


  Walking up the rue du Mail, it is clear to me which is the Vivienne Westwood showroom, and what’s going on. Girls with unfeasibly long legs and limpid eyes traipse in and out and onto the
  backs of waiting moped couriers. They are the models. Newly migrated from Milan like feeding locusts, indistinguishably and implacably beautiful and all dressed in black, their faces nude of
  make-up and blank, they come and go on the back of motorbikes, casting to casting, their stilettos in their bags, their legs wrapped around the dudes who work as model-couriers. With two days to go to the main collections, it’s casting day for the shows. I follow the girls inside.


  The ballroom-showroom is divided by ten industrial-sized clothes racks from which hang maybe a hundred unique couture items: satin ballgowns, Grecian draped viscose, wool and linen tailored
  suits, cotton knitwear dresses. A million pounds’ worth of frocks. On one wall, a display cabinet holds the entire range of Vivienne Westwood handbags; on another, the jewellery. Against yet
  another wall is a small encampment of desks and screens and mobile phones, the buzzing hive of event managers, presided over by Kiko Gaspar, sleek, efficient and Portuguese, and dressed head to toe
  in Vivienne Westwood. Another corner, and an impromptu studio has been set up, a cyclorama with nuclear-white lights, and a desk where a shaven-headed Italian graphics designer makes photos
  sharper, crisper, whiter. These are the images of the girls in catwalk outfits, to be printed and shuffled like a deck of cards into the catwalk running order.


  The clothes, shoes and knitwear have just arrived from Vivienne’s Italian factories and London studio. The jewellery for this collection has been impounded by customs at Calais. No one
  seems perturbed or alarmed at this last-minute glitch. Some of the clothes are less than half made, with pieces lying on cutting tables between sheets of her logo-stamped tissue paper. The casting
  session with the models doubles as a fitting for the couture items. No one seems bothered either that ten-thousand-pound outfits are in pinned segments on the floor, with two and a bit days to go
  before they are on view to the world. So I pick my way over them and through the queues of models awaiting their auditions. Shoes are lined up on the ballroom staircase, like glass slippers for a
  hundred punk Cinderellas. There is a low hum of mobile-phone conversations. I can make out five languages.


  More and more people seem to be arriving all the time, with no one discernibly in control or clocking anyone in or out. The entry requirement appears to be at least one item of Vivienne Westwood
  design and an air of cool. A tattoo seems to help. In the centre of the room, commanding by a simple presence and the accident of great height, is forty-eight-year-old Andreas Kronthaler,
  Vivienne’s husband.
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      A prized Gold Label invitation, printed before the collection even had a name.

    

  


  


  What will be news to no one in fashion, but perhaps unfamiliar to those who know only Vivienne Westwood’s name, is that her work today is co-designed by her husband
  and creative collaborator of two decades. When they met, she was a visiting professor of fashion in Vienna and he was one of her design students. Mr and Mrs Kronthaler have been together for about
  twenty-five years, which is also roughly the age gap between them. More on this later. For now, it is clear to everyone in the room that Andreas is the centre of things as much as Vivienne, and in
  the context of Fashion Week he has a certain advantage. He combines the looks of a rough-trade Jeremy Irons with the accent of Arnold Schwarzenegger. This, combined with a disturbingly mesmeric
  gaze and the build of a Tyrolean blacksmith (the family trade), makes Andreas an unlikely figure in Parisian haute couture. Everyone, including Vivienne, appears to be slightly in love with him.
  And one singular impression of this whole experience has been to watch at close quarters a couple at work together, in somewhat stressful circumstances, who nevertheless are conspicuously easy and
  happy partners in life, in art and in shared trade.


  Less easy to spot at first is Vivienne herself, somewhere behind the clothes rails, wearing a headband sloganed, appropriately enough, Chaos.


  ‘I can’t talk to you just now, Ian – but I will.’


  Each of the potential models is being photographed, some of them in the outfits that might be worn. Those who will be chosen are marked on a board with a red dot, like a sold work of art, by the
  model-booker Maiwenn. Maiwenn is working a Pearl-Harbor-geisha look with Vivienne Westwood Anglomania shoes and is the keeper of the gate so far as models are concerned. The red dots go on the
  girls’ noses. Green dots mean they fit the clothes too. Which is an advantage but not an insuperable obstacle for those who do not, as the clothes have not all been made. Issa, who combines a
  Japanese ancestry with great height and strong bearing, may open the show. Ajuma, from Nairobi, a Vivienne regular, is back for the first time after the birth of her child. Marta, from Valencia,
  who won a modelling competition but should still be at school, is as excited as a puppy and as beautiful as the day, still alive to the drama of it all, the sheer little-girl dressing-up party
  that is a Paris catwalk show. Most of the others exude an air of glamorous ennui, accessorized with iPods.


  When I leave them all to meet a Vogue editor, the line-up of both girls and dresses is beginning to emerge.


  ‘It’s availability as much as chemistry,’ explains Maiwenn. ‘Vivienne’s is not the highest-paying gig in town; it never has been, so we may lose some of the girls.
  On the other hand, this is the party they all want to be at, even if their agents don’t. That’s how we all feel about Vivienne.’


  Thirty hours to go, and I am again cross-legged at the clothes rail under a bolero jacket, this one apparently made of chenille and cobwebs. It is being pinned and restitched by Vivienne.
  Surrounded as we are by some of the world’s most beautiful women in various states of nakedness, and fabrics and creations of both beauty and oddity in various states of unpreparedness,
  Vivienne nevertheless manages to concentrate simultaneously on a press release that explains the collection, scraps of paper like fabric samples arranged around her slowly coagulating into
  prose.


  At this juncture I should introduce you to the Vivienne Westwood players dotted around the room. I can’t see a chain of command here as such. There’s no call sheet,
  no director. Things happen by stealth and by osmosis: word spreads. People whisper. These seem to be the main cast: there’s Vivienne and Andreas, obviously. They loiter between the boards of
  pictures and the half-screened dressing rooms where the naked models change. Andreas paces. Vivienne sits, or works on a mannequin. As the hours tick by, the models are more often being dressed in
  full view of everyone. Christopher Di Pietro – head of marketing and merchandising – comes and goes, and is deferred to on all things non-design. Brought up variously in London, Paris
  and Ulster, ex French military, now sporting Vivienne Westwood ensembles so striking he is accosted in Paris restaurants and a beard that half masks his Gallic good looks, Christopher is a voice of
  clear intelligence and one of the many wise and loving presences Vivienne has arrogated to her business. Carlo D’Amario, CEO and Italian godfather to Vivienne Westwood ‘Inc.’, is
  also in and out. Looking like a Borgia pope, shaven-headed, powerfully built, Carlo likes to let it be known that he is responsible for the economic success story of the
  Vivienne Westwood Group, and on this Vivienne concurs. Certainly they go way back, he and Vivienne, all the way to the King’s Road in the 1980s and a brief love affair in Italy. He is only to
  be seen properly at the Gold Label show itself and afterwards with the Italian lawyers and Far Eastern buyers. Likewise, the ‘big three’ in design terms, after Vivienne and Andreas, are
  absent until the show. Murray Blewett and Mark Spye, design managers who have been with Vivienne since the early eighties, and Brigitte Stepputtis, head of couture, are all intimately involved with
  the making of any collection and also its later dissemination. The teddybear presence of Alex Krenn, who does all the graphics on textiles, and the married graphics team of Joe and Beata De Campos,
  make up the visual language of Vivienne Westwood on cloth and paper. Kiko Gaspar, from Lisbon, is head of events, so this is his battle if not his war. He smiles at everyone while not quite making
  eye contact: a general benediction and a general admonishment to get the fuck on with it. He seems to be surgically implanted with a headset. In the showroom and later backstage, Peppe the
  super-on-trend design assistant and his friend Ilaria seem to be at the centre of things creatively, with stylists Yasmin and Rachel. Make-up is a separate command structure, as is hair,
  field-commanded by Val Garland and Sam McKnight respectively. Maiwenn Le Gall and Brice Compagnon sit at one of the few desks, casting models. They live on Planet Fashion, but it appears to be a
  happy place for them. Rafael, heavily bearded in the way of this year’s menswear looks, beams constantly through the haze of sleep loss. Westwood archivist and assistant, Rafael solves all
  problems for all people while running coffees and food from the kitchenette to the showroom. His ready laughter and indeed his ability to explain what the fuck is happening make him my lodestar
  through the strangeness of it all. This is a role usually played by Tizer Bailey, Vivienne’s PA, a woman who combines ethereal beauty – she was one of Vivienne’s signature models
  in the nineties – with the soothing efficiency of the perfect Home Counties head girl and a rather dirty laugh. Then there is Benedikt, another six-foot-three Austrian, with blond hair down
  his back, currently held up by pencils. He is Andreas’s assistant, and recruited, like so many others here – Georg, Alex, Brigitte – from some part of the
  Habsburg empire where all tempers and histrionics are banned. Truly, I’ve seen more drama and tantrums at WH Smith’s than at Vivienne Westwood’s. It’s almost
  disappointing.


  ‘You need to know, this is a great place to be. We want to be working here,’ says Christina Nahler, an intern. ‘I’m paying to be here, to get
  here, I mean, but I am learning much more than I would anywhere else. And it means something, you know; it’s fashion for a reason, and with a story. I mean: this is
  Vivienne-fucking-Westwood. We’re part of a legend.’


  Twenty-eight hours to go and now it’s the styling of the chosen models, the creation of the entire ‘look’; which shoes go with which dress, and then the compiling of a running
  order – the much vaunted ‘story’ of this collection, along with hair and make-up tests. Andreas is fitting girls to outfits.


  ‘We tell a story,’ smiles Andreas from under his thick eyelashes and baseball cap, ‘that’s why people pay attention. What we are doing, it is fashion
  like it used to be. Vivienne is constant. You recognize what we make because it is not fashion; it is a story about her, and her reaction to the world.’


  The temperature has gone up about ten degrees. The interns sew.


  The models who have been booked for tomorrow turn up for fittings and loiter around, changing in and out of outfits and footling on iPhones, being photographed. Walls fill with glossy printouts
  of them in differing looks, their hair uniformly drab. The air is heavy with expensive scent and nervous laughter. The last of the shoes, missent to London, arrive and take their place on the grand
  staircase, the cavalcade of heels. The collection’s jewellery is still impounded, but otherwise everything is now here, and everything is unwrapped from a growing mountain of tissue paper,
  all of it stamped with the distinctive Westwood logo of royal orb and Saturn-rings. It looks like Christmas Day, sponsored by Vivienne Westwood.


  Of the thirty or so models needed, fourteen are now booked: red dots on their noses and green dots on their bodies. Five are on standby. Many of the top girls are booked to other designers and
  catwalks through the afternoon, girls with names like Dasha and Iekeline – girls from every corner of the globe and of every ethnicity who have in common only their preternatural beauty,
  height and need for a good meal. Their average age is nineteen. My flirty conversation with Marta is broken up by her manager. Who turns out to be her father. Who turns out
  to be slightly younger than myself. As the day runs into evening, more and more models arrive. It’s going to be an all-nighter, and the salads and fruits provided for the girls are replaced
  with butter cookies and chocolates and the constant burr of the espresso machine.


  The creation of the look of the show is not just down to the clothes. It is a stage show featuring lights and music and themed hair and make-up. This is a specialist art form all of its own.


  ‘I adore working with Vivienne,’ says Val Garland, exponent of this rarefied art form, taking a pause from testing a Kabuki-white face paint. ‘It’s a
  creative holiday.’


  ‘The girls love working here,’ says the model-booker, ‘because they are treated with enormous respect, and they become part of the story. Which is easy to forget. With Vivienne
  and Andreas, it’s all calm and respect, and both are quite unusual in our business.’


  To one side, Mr and Mrs Calm and Respectful are bickering over knitwear:


  ‘It looks a mess, Vivienne,’ says Andreas.


  ‘No, look, Andreas, look: you can just stitch around and around and tie it here: that was my idea; there’s plenty of room.’ Vivienne demonstrates. Andreas shrugs.


  ‘You just leave it on,’ Vivienne whispers to the intern, ‘and don’t show him.’


  Twenty-three hours to go. The press and marketing team from London arrive. Giordano Capuano, Laura McCuaig and Victoria Archer set up shop halfway up the grand staircase, scrambling for power
  sockets and Wi-Fi connections, stuffing envelopes with VIP invitations and ‘access all areas’ wristbands. Because I am used to seeing them in the London HQ of the Vivienne Westwood
  Group, all three of them invariably exuding elegant executive style and fashion savvy (though Giordano is keen to point out to me that he is as much a devotee of rugby as couture), it feels odd to
  see them huddled like students at a sit-in, fretting over their piles of papers and lists. It’s every man and woman for themselves. They work harder than anyone I know outside of medicine,
  and, like stressed doctors, combine this with an enviable ability to party through the night when the job requires it. Which it occasionally does. The press teams from the
  Far East and from the International wing of the VW Group arrive and set up slightly to one side. The Taiwanese team produce a ‘celebrity’ profile of the Far Eastern stars who will be in
  attendance; Annie Chen and the rock star Wubai, ‘one of the biggest in Southeast Asia’, are illustrated with Google-images so that they might be treated with suitable deference.


  Sometimes, not always, out of a Vivienne Westwood show one girl emerges who ends up being the ‘look’ of the collection. Naomi Campbell was it in 1993, in part because she fell off
  her platform shoes on the runway. Sara Stockbridge became the poster girl for Vivienne’s late-eighties tweeds and crinolines.


  ‘It may or may not be the first girl, or the last girl in the wedding dress,’ Vivienne explains to me later. ‘Andreas is a genius at choosing, at getting the perfect girl for
  the perfect look. I remember once Naomi Campbell in tears wanting to wear this amazing glittery dress, with metal flowers made by Andreas’s father, and Linda Evangelista was going to wear it,
  and Andreas said, “Naomi, you’d look like Diana Ross” – in my opinion no one is better at choosing than Andreas, or dealing with models.’ Ajuma, from Nairobi, and
  Marta from Valencia seem to be in the running for this year’s girls.


  ‘She’s my biggest supporter in the industry,’ says Ajuma, former Kenyan 400-metre sprint champion and one of many ‘girls of colour’ (as she puts
  it) chosen by Vivienne and Andreas. ‘In New York and London and also in Kenya with our charity work, we work together. It’s like a reunion when I see them. In the campaign we did there
  [Vivienne supports a charity that makes her bags in Kenya, through the United Nations International Trade Centre Ethical Fashion Initiative] I went with them to places I had never been
  – hard-core slums . . . they are brave people . . . but in Paris, I always want to be in their show. I’ve just had a child. But now I am back, so it feels like: let’s see if
  I’ve still got “it”!’ The running order, and the first and last girl positions remain, until the last moment, up for grabs.


  Vivienne takes off her fake-crocodile pumps and pads around in her socks, arranging folds of knitwear over the semi-naked form of Silvia. The loose hanging tabards of knit
  are tied and stretched into a ruched stocking, ablaze with appliqué and rumpled around the buttocks and below the breast in a classic Westwood line. Here she is. Beatific. At work. At one
  with cloth and needle and living body. ‘Vivienne is at her happiest now,’ whispers Christopher as he passes by. And so she is, working on into the night.


  More staff arrive: cutters and design team members as well as more interns and press officers. In total, a workforce of sixty people, representing eighteen hundred man-hours over the course of
  these three days that will make up the Paris show. The numbers mount. Layer on layer of expense and industry, as well as art: the palimpsest of luxury in action: sixty ‘looks’;
  twenty-nine models; forty hair and make-up professionals. Eight hundred and fifty-seven named guests. Two hundred pairs of handmade shoes. A million pounds’ worth of clothes. A budget of over
  £200,000 on the event. It is costing the VW group directly a mere £120,000, but there are also sponsors to keep happy, along with the international press. Everyone involved wants
  constant updates and images for their respective blogs and PR teams, and Victoria and Laura dutifully feed snippets of information and a draft version of Vivienne’s press release text –
  typed-up and almost ready now – gleaned from the notes and quotations strewn around the showroom.


  Early in the wee hours, Vivienne’s finished press release circulates. She quotes Shakespeare, references the Renaissance, the Enlightenment and Frida Kahlo, and, in her new-minted title
  ‘Everything is Connected’, makes allusion to E. M. Forster. ‘I often think of the titles,’ Vivienne tells me. ‘I’m good at that.’ ‘Everything is
  Connected’ invitations, still smelling of printer’s ink, are pressed into envelopes in Kiko’s corner. They sport a logo for the collection hand-drawn by Vivienne herself of two
  serpents eating each other’s tails, an ancient emblem of aggressive symbiosis used to express the economy devouring the planet. ‘This is the main message of the
  Climate Revolution and of my life now: that everything each one of us thinks or says or does can make a difference,’ she says. Everything is connected.
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      Vivienne’s studio sketch, and the finished Gold Label detail.

    

  


  


  The call comes to listen to the music that will accompany the show. Composer Dominik Emrich samples widely, from baroque court marches to English madrigals and folkloric
  Cretan pipes. There’s a snippet of Alfred Schnittke and some Saint-Saëns underscored with an insistent beat both dancerly and portentous: ‘like bang – it’s the
  end of the world – watch out!’ booms Andreas, beaming one of his high-energy smiles. He’s a man having fun: either high on fashion or determined to fight sleep
  deprivation with laughter. Vivienne is more contemplative. She struggles to hear these days if there is a buzz of background noise. ‘I can’t hear what’s being
  said,’ she complains of Dominic’s offstage mantra, ‘the Oracles of Mother Earth . . . the trail of blood’, which would please her as a refrain, I dare say,
  if she could hear it. The conversation between Andreas and Vivienne meanwhile ranges from shoes to bags to hairstyles to confusion over how to describe the look of it all: ‘It should all be
  apposite,’ says Andreas, indicating lopsided hairdos. ‘You mean opposite,’ Vivienne corrects. And then Rosita Cataldi and Paola Iacopucci of the Westwood Italian
  factory arrive, bearing flowers and kisses for Vivienne, who lights up in the warm embrace of friends. The chatter turns easily and fluently to Italian, a softer sound in Vivienne’s mouth
  than her native English, sensuous and light-filled.


  Fifteen hours to go, but a long night stretches ahead. ‘It has to be last minute – you have to have all the molecules in one place, and then
  whoosh.’ Andreas gestures a tree growing or an atomic mushroom cloud, his physical theatre as expansive and indeterminate as his accent. ‘We do it for ourselves, you see,
  Vivienne and I, making things as perfect as can be. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. So long as we know every girl looks amaaaazing.’


  Fourteen hours to go. In fairness, I’ve been out at Café de Flore knocking back espressos and whisky while trying to keep up with the fashion talk – but Vivienne, when I
  return at 2 a.m., is up to her neck in the running order and the music and models. Do these people ever sleep? They are now trying the ‘show pieces’: that is to say, items that will
  never be made commercially, but which might feature in a Vogue editorial or could, perhaps, be ordered bespoke by a favoured and moneyed client. The main focus seems to be around a
  metallic knitted bikini, which may or may not be paired with drapes or a knitted vest in tomorrow’s couture show. It is, it has to be said, very sexy. The house model is used for the final
  fittings and pinnings, and she is as unflaggingly upbeat as she is beautiful. A concentrated calm seems to have descended upon Vivienne, born of many years in the business
  and many Paris collections. She ponders snapshots of models, and mouths to me, or herself, or anyone who might be listening, ‘I’ve no idea what we are going to do,’ but she
  clearly does. There are twenty-nine pink-edged body bags laid out on the floor, with the names and mugshots of the booked models – the clothes bags that will hold their outfits. Two each. The
  names are mainly indistinguishable Middle European.


  ‘It’s been the way, this last decade,’ explains Rafael, the assistant.


  ‘Slavic cheekbones and cool manner – it’s not what Vivienne is famous for, but models with attitude and sex appeal are more difficult to find these days. Perfection is
  easy,’ opines the model-booker.


  Finally the press release is ready, whittled down by Laura and amended by Andreas with a fashiony sign-off to his ‘Darlings’, which may or may not be tongue-in-cheek.


  ‘I am going to call the show “Everything is Connected”,’ Vivienne has written, ‘because that is the main message of the Climate Revolution and
  of my life, that everything each one of us thinks or says or does can make a difference.’


  Thirteen and a half hours to go. It’s three in the morning, and the collection and its running order are complete. Vivienne sits hunched in a chair, her legs swollen, she complains, her
  eyes a little bloodshot, sipping at a glass of red wine. Andreas drinks white.


  ‘It’s all about the order at this stage, really. We have to get it right, and especially what goes first. It sets the tone.’ In the end, one of the Frida Kahlo-inspired
  ensembles is to go first, worn by an angular and androgynous Japanese model. The picture of her has been moved around the board numerous times, but keeps going back to the top. Ajuma will wear the
  white column dress; Marta, amongst other looks, the chenille lace. A lot of last-minute attention goes too on items of styling that will pull together the story – the idea of pilgrimage, the
  references to Kahlo – some of which are just now being made: headdresses with giant flowers and antique ribbon; garlands and walking staffs. ‘There is no one better at this than
  Andreas,’ reflects Vivienne, ‘at styling. We carry on until it’s right. It’s about perfection, and when you see it, there it is, and then you can go
  to bed.’ Vivienne and Andreas help finalize prices that have been argued over in London and Italy already, and that range from merely expensive to oligarch-unaffordable. It’s late, and
  some of this can wait until after the show and the sales days that happen back at the showroom once it’s all over.


  Four in the morning, and apparently it’s impossible to get a cab in Paris in Fashion Week. It takes me an hour and a half to walk back to my friends’ apartment. What Vivienne
  Westwood shoes lack in obvious practicality they make up for, it turns out, in comfort and durability. The men’s ones, anyway.


  Five hours to go. I’ve slept a little. Most of the VW team have not. They moved at 8 a.m. from the showroom on the rue du Mail to the venue for the show itself, which had a team of
  builders and set decorators in overnight to create the show space and backstage areas. Normally 18 rue du Quatre Septembre, near the Bourse, is a bank. Its grandiose central atrium, part Victorian
  opera house, part futuristic hangar, gives it the air of a Blade Runner set revamped by Tim Burton. It’s vast. You could fly a small aeroplane down its central hallway. You have to
  enter up a huge staircase, guarded by stentorian security staff sporting regulation dark glasses, Hugo Boss suits and a menacing manner, and through security barriers, all of which gives the right
  meet-the-queen ambience. Music thunders around us, a soundcheck for Dominik’s music, and the composer himself is huddled over a computer console, chewing his scarf, trying to arrange the
  finale that will accompany Vivienne and Andreas for the catwalk curtain call. Beyond the atrium, and visible through a tangle of glass bridges and translucent floors, the bank drops away three
  floors underground. Escalators rise up from this subterranean vaulting, and it is via these that the models will rise, and then descend, looping around a hexagonal catwalk with a phalanx of
  photographers – eighty are expected. Giant mirrors have been hung over this gallery space so that the models are reflected ascending and descending like angels on Jacob’s ladder, but
  they also serve to reflect the audience, and indeed the press photographers themselves, through the looking glass.


  In the basement area, flooded with daylight, forty dressing-room stations have been erected, ablaze with lightbulbs and frenetic with activity. Val and Sam are recreating
  their mud-spattered look by flicking brown body paint off brushes. The girls blink.


  Two hours to showtime, and Kiko calls a production meeting. Two dozen international staff of the Vivienne Westwood Group, speaking over twelve languages in total, all there to greet and seat the
  press, the clients, buyers and sponsors from their respective corners of the world. A third of the seating is given over to the Far East, with press and buyers from China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and
  Japan. ‘It’s an extraordinary venue,’ Kiko rallies the troops. ‘Let’s make it a great show!’ Such is the crush on the steps that Laura topples backwards off her
  Vivienne Westwood heels, a domino effect only just averted by one of the many men in Vivienne Westwood tartan suits.


  There are three tiers of seating and a strict hierarchy as to who sits where. ‘It’s rather like Versailles must have been,’ quips my French friend. The British and American and
  Far East press are all front row, up where they can see the models first. In another corner, but with prime view, are the couture buyers: the select women and men who buy Westwood Gold Label
  designs off the catwalk, to wear or to collect. One loyal customer has been known to buy every single outfit from the season’s collection, an outlay of many hundreds of thousands of pounds.
  Time, Harper’s Bazaar, the Sunday Times, the Telegraph, Marie Claire, the New York Times, the International Herald Tribune are afforded prime
  seats. Vogue is accorded a lot of seating, for its various international representatives. And there on the front row of the international glossies is Gene Krell of Vogue
  Japan. Gene Krell, former proprietor of Granny Takes a Trip and consequently a fashion legend as the man who sold glam-rock to London, was also once Vivienne’s lodger – saved solely,
  according to his own account, by Vivienne from heroin addiction and early death.


  Down below, the models wear T-shirts printed with ‘VW GOLD LABEL SS [spring / summer] 2014’, their elaborate pompadours in hairnets, looking like rockabilly Nora Battys. Most wear
  nothing else but thongs.
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      The model Juana Burga in rehearsal T-shirt.

    

  


  


  Ninety minutes to go. The Shoe Rehearsal. This is a ritual of couture shows, but of particular importance for Vivienne Westwood’s as her shoes are famously high, and, after Naomi
  Campbell’s notorious 1993 fall from them on the catwalk, worth rehearsing in. Six-foot models, six-inch platforms, plus an arrival onto the catwalk from a moving
  escalator, demand an attentive dress rehearsal. The last of the girls arrive.


  In theory we are now only half an hour away from the show. It’s 4 p.m., and the call comes from the Paris Federation that the previous shows have overrun, so we are likely to go up at
  4.45. There is a palpable sense of relief. Vivienne pulls gowns off shoulders, rearranges elaborate Frida Kahlo garlands and laurels, and photographers snap at everything. The girls are used to it,
  and pose against stark white and black backgrounds: perfect, serious, and then flirty and playful, hanging out in twos and threes and posing for the myriad smartphones and anonymous photographers
  who also have ‘access all areas’. They are snapped between outfits and with their hair still in nets. They are snapped in their knickers and half naked. There is no place that is not on
  view, and about to be online.


  Vivienne, in headscarf and glasses, has suddenly the air of a madam at a madcap bordello: ‘I’m quite tired, actually,’ she allows, ‘but it’s beautiful, isn’t
  it, when it comes together?’


  Five minutes to go. Apparently there is an emergency. There is a tsunami approaching, a moving tide of obsequious humanity and arc lamps, with at its centre the diminutive but instantly
  recognizable form of Pamela Anderson. Slightly under normal height, even in Vivienne Westwood heels, Pamela is nonetheless ablaze with big hair and celebrity wattage. A loyal, if recent, muse in
  the world of Vivienne, she has flown in from LA simply for this event, booking a bank of suites at the Plaza Athénée hotel. Dinner afterwards will be with Pamela and a former Westwood
  model called Carla Bruni who seems to be quite well known in Paris. ‘Just a few friends: we’re all very tired,’ explains Christopher. Pamela, Carla and Vivienne have a lot to
  catch up on in their shared world of eco-politics and animal rights. Who knew?


  And so, Suzy Menkes finally sits down and Pamela Anderson is in place, and the show begins, half an hour late and exactly three minutes before Vivienne would get fined by the Paris Federation.
  The lights dim and an arc lamp leers over the rig a hundred feet above us to pick out the first model as she steps onto the escalator up towards the atrium. The giant mirrors
  reflect the photographers as well as the opening girl, and four hundred and fifty expensively perfumed necks crane upwards. The atrium erupts with flashbulbs, and like two hundred crocuses
  instantly coming into bloom, a field of smartphones are raised amongst the audience, everywhere but on the front row. On the front row, one doesn’t take one’s own photographs.


  The long struggle over, the running order appears to have settled into a montage that begins with Frida Kahlo, moves into the colours and textures of pilgrimage and folklore, and ends up with
  some nods to serious couture and Yves Saint Laurent and the structured baroque tailoring that made Vivienne’s name as a couturier in the years after punk. The girls all adopt the
  super-serious, super-sexy steeliness that is their professional armour. Twelve minutes seems a long time. In the absence of real narrative or language, and given the insistent rhythm of one girl
  after another every thirty seconds, the show does get difficult to ingest. That, and the sheer visual overload. The colours and shapes, the preternatural beauty of the clothes and the girls; it is
  occasionally as if the world has decelerated into slow motion. As they walk away and out of my view, the clothes move in gravity-defying billows, airy nothings that hold the weight of a fashion
  empire’s expectations, but also manage to laugh a little at the beauty that can be wrought with cloth and the human form. Here I am; touched by beauty. Mark Spye, I see suddenly as we stand
  at the end, is in tears of rapture. Not what you expect of a burly man of fifty in a lumberjack shirt. ‘It’s one of her great collections,’ he opines. ‘It’s what she
  does best.’


  And it’s over. There is a slight kerfuffle over whether Andreas or Vivienne will arrive first on the catwalk, and in the confusion the bouquet is lost that Vivienne should carry. And they
  hold hands around the catwalk, until Andreas breaks off to join the applause for Vivienne, who smiles shyly, as is her wont, to accept her ovation.
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      Vivienne and Andreas, the catwalk bow, minus bouquet.

    

  



  You’ve got to wonder. Quarter of a million quid. Twelve minutes. Sixty outfits. Eighteen hundred man-hours. You do have to wonder what the point of all that really is. As
  Lord Chesterfield opined (about sex, but it holds for couture), the spectacle is ridiculous, the price exorbitant, and the pleasure momentary. The world must be peopled, but surely it has been peopled with enough fashion? Anyone can see the sheer ravishing beauty of cloth moving over perfect bodies. There is everything to be said, here in Paris especially,
  for the perfecting of any human art form as a discipline, a craft, a religion. But in the cult of fashion, as opposed to, say, fine art or even food, there is a fetishizing of ‘now’
  that works its own magic, to the detriment, sometimes, of the art form itself. It’s about the economy, stupid. Which of these designs will stand the test of time? Why design more and more and
  more? How can Vivienne justify the expense, the air miles, the sheer concentrated focus of hundreds of supremely talented and largely underpaid individuals? It is to her credit that she takes on
  board these criticisms and suspicions, and addresses some of them head-on. My Year with Vivienne has taught me more than most men are ever blessed with knowing about why fashion might matter, and
  what it is that draws its devotees back to the altar of Vivienne’s art, and what keeps her creating. There’s the industrial imperative, of course – the economic one. A lot of
  people now rely for their living on Vivienne and Andreas’s ongoing creativity. There is something more at work also: a passion for the importance of fashion at the centre of cultural life,
  and a passion to explain the world as Vivienne sees it, through clothes.


  Vivienne is at the centre of a swirling mass of fashion journalists after the show. Cameras and live television coverage: the epicentre, albeit briefly, of the moving media tornado of Fashion
  Week. She takes it in her stride, perhaps the only woman in the room not greatly exercised about her clothes or her appearance, assured that her style will shine through. She parries brief fashion
  interviews in French, Italian and German, though mainly in the international language of fashion that is Anglo-American. Even the Taiwanese have Carrie Bradshaw accents. Thick Derbyshire cuts
  through all of this, nonetheless:


  ‘I had a vision of a girl on a pilgrimage . . .’


  The next morning, slightly hung-over, I sit with Vivienne in the showroom before the buyers arrive.


  ‘Some places give birth to legends,’ says Vivienne, ‘like Venus from the island of Cythera.’ This is not, of course, the sort of answer you expect to ‘Do you like
  Paris?’, but bear with her. ‘Paris changed everything for me. Here’s the thing. I get myself into situations. The reason I’m sitting here in Paris
  with you and am a dress designer is because I thought it was my duty to be one. For Malcolm, my boyfriend at the time, to help him out. I said, “Malcolm, either I help you in the music
  business or you help me in the shop. One or the other. You decide.” He said, “Fashion every time.” But then he went off into the music business! So that’s when I made the
  decision to carry on, to prove something to myself, and that’s when I did the first proper collections and that’s when I came to Paris. And fell in love, really. And like being in love,
  it was as if I’d always known: I’d always known Paris was important to me, and I’d always known, in a sense, that I had things to say in fashion. People seem surprised still that
  you can have been in punk and then also be in couture, but it’s all connected. That’s why we called one early collection Punkature. It’s not about fashion, you see; for me,
  it’s about the story. It’s about ideas.


  ‘But we should start in Paris, because it is the centre of that part of my life that is clothes. The very first time I came to Paris was with Malcolm’s punk band, The New York Dolls
  – they were going to do a gig in Paris. And it wasn’t till years later that I came to appreciate it properly: its art and history. Because of my friend Gary Ness. I’ll tell you
  about him later. But I’ll say this now: there are things I can only say in this book because time has passed and some people – Malcolm, Gary – are no longer here. I think a lot
  about Gary when I am in Paris. We made incredible statements in Paris, with Gary’s input, because he did know what he was talking about historically. My point is, I get my ideas because
  I’m interested in the past. I’m interested in geniuses of the past: the best selves people have tried to be before. I’m interested in people’s vision of the world in the
  past. We can learn so much from what has happened before; their ideals and their hopes for the future. And you feel that very strongly here.


  ‘It was Malcolm’s idea that we needed to do a Paris show. It was the early 1980s, and we had got a French PA, Sylvie Grumbach, who was very good. This was my third collection. We had done
  the Pirates, the Savages, and this was the Buffalo collection. The official title was “Nostalgia of Mud”, along with the shop we then had. The start of New Romanticism. That was me! We
  had done Buffaloes in Olympia and we decided to do a repeat of it in Paris. The reason being I’d had the experience by 1981–2 over and over and over again of
  seeing my things copied and put on Paris catwalks. Punk stuff for instance got copied all over Paris.
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      Invitation to Nostalgia of Mud, the first of Vivienne’s collections to be shown in Paris.

    

  


  


  ‘So we did a show in Paris, at Angelina’s Café on the rue de Rivoli. Compared to now, of course, it was all done on a shoestring, but it was much more exciting. And not just
  because it was new to me or I was younger. In those days fashion magazines would see the show, and then the next day they would borrow your clothes and do a shoot. Simple. It was all done in one
  go. French Vogue. Italian Vogue. Even American Vogue used to do it like that. Italian and American Vogue: they made me. It was so immediate. So exciting. You
  knew the effect you were having. Instant feedback. Of course the fashion world was smaller then too.


  ‘I wasn’t nervous. Not a bit. I’ve never, ever been nervous. Not about the clothes. Ever. I say to myself, “I love them, and that’s my best.” The first Paris
  show, the Buffaloes collection in 1983, was a sensation. It was in all the newspapers, as well as the magazines. It was so exciting. But it took years and years before I felt that I was at all
  accepted in Paris like I am now or could really safely call myself a designer. The people who always mentioned me were the Italians. I owe Italy a lot. Italian Vogue and American
  Vogue: they were wonderful about me, my two main supporters early on, because of what they saw in Paris. So, even early on, Paris began to change everything for me. Less punk. Less
  tabloid. I began to be taken seriously. But not because of Parisians or the fashion press of France. The first people I got the real support from were the Italians, the Americans and especially the
  Japanese who came to Paris buying for boutiques. Because here’s what was happening: it’s funny, and I’ll tell you this and I shouldn’t, but John Galliano, at that time, for
  instance, he was such a fan of me and he copied the clothes very closely and I know this because he used to come into the shop. And I went with a friend of mine in Paris to see John’s show,
  and she loved it, and rightly, and so did I, but that’s because it was my show from the year before. I just thought, well, fashion: it’s really weird. But it is.
  Weird. People wrote that I was unwearable, but then there it all was the next season and the one after that, copied by others, sold for much more money, with much more
  backing. I don’t know. And that upset me at the time, definitely it did. I knew my clothes were great, though, and that I had time on my side. But it was weird and it was undermining.
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      The Buffalo girl ‘look’, 1982.

    

  


  


  ‘So that’s some of my Paris story. Where it all began. You see, designing is about telling a story. I spent this morning in bed reading about Chinese art, trying to understand
  through their objects how they thought and how they understood the world. Or like I say in this collection: “She looks like she’s going to Canterbury.” It’s the equivalent
  of opening a book and looking at a medieval manuscript. And it’s the same with this biography: it’s a story, what I want to say, in fashion, in activism, in life. It’s not a
  copy. It can’t be the whole of me. It’s inspired by something. You make something by being inspired; like a breath drawn in – that here she is: a pilgrim. The
  cloak she is wearing has to be the best of all possible cloaks. It has to be Joseph’s coat of many colours. It has to be the cloak of the Wizard of Oz. It has to be the troubadour’s
  cloak. If you can breathe in those references, you have something that sums up the whole idea of “cloak”. To sum up the whole idea of “Vivienne”, not that I am sure I want
  to or that one could, you’d need to find the references; the ideas from the past and the goals for the future. Like this cloak. This is what gives clothes timelessness, you see. Weight. That
  there’s something to relate to. Like a kind of nostalgia. Like knowing that you’ve always loved Paris. A sort of nostalgia for something that you already know. When you see it, you
  know. That’s something I understand, I recognize. If I have a talent, I think that is it.’


  Vivienne suddenly looks at me. ‘Do you know Pinocchio?’ she says, pronouncing it as an Italian would if they came from Glossop. ‘The real one, not the film. I’ve
  never seen the film. That would be on the top of my reading list, with Alice in Wonderland. You have to be your best self. That’s part of the story I want us to tell. Be your best
  self. And follow your conscience.


  ‘It’s like when you make a collection: you start to think of a story. A frame. Here it is. This is what’s happening with me right now. The moment of
  attention I have off you, off anybody reading this book, I have to use to the best purpose. You have to look for the beauty. In everything. In every moment. And everyone.


  ‘“Once upon a time,” as Pinocchio has it, “there was just this little piece of wood . . .”’


  





  
THE GIRL IN THE UTILITY DRESS




  

    

      The patterns which life assumes are not necessarily conscious ones in their inception, consciousness being oftentimes later achieved through the

      painful press of circumstance on the nerve of rebellious sense.




      

        SAMUEL PUTNAM,




        François Rabelais, Man of the Renaissance


      




      I lived all my life as if I’m young, but now I’m old I realize not just that youth is precious but that it’s actually something else.




      VIVIENNE WESTWOOD
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  ‘Reading is, always was, my sublime luxury.’ One of the many bookshelves at Vivienne’s home.




  





  ‘The first thing you should really know about me is that I was born in the Second World War. Rationing. All of that. I didn’t have a banana until I was seven.

  Didn’t like it when I did. Things were scarce. And everybody was knitting. You can even find patterns for knitted wedding dresses. Hours and hours spent knitting. And we did things like

  collecting little nutshells and painting them and making little sprays of flowers. It was all about “Do It Yourself”.’




  Vivienne picks at her knitted skirt, and holds up a photograph of herself as a small girl.




  ‘I’m a fashion designer and I’m what is known as an activist. And I suppose there were signs of that from an early age. I’ve been embarrassed sometimes at telling stories

  that give the impression I thought I was special or some sort of goody-goody person. That isn’t right. I just didn’t like people to know that I felt myself this kind of champion, even

  as a little girl. I think people behave according to their intrinsic character from a very early age. These things are definitely a sort of little key to understanding me,

  and the freedom-fighter side of my life. Not a little key: it’s a very, very important indication. Here’s an example, really, of how in my way I was ridiculous as well as passionate. At

  school dinner time – lunch – we would all wait until the supervising teacher came in and invariably she would say, “Stand up whoever was talking.” This one time the head

  teacher, Mrs Booth, came and asked the regular question and I thought, “What would happen if I stood up?” – if I tested the rhetoric, as it were. I thought I might get praised for

  owning up, even though I had not been talking. I stood up and said, “It was me.” It wasn’t. I stood up alone, feeling safe as I knew Mrs Booth liked me, and enjoying the glamour

  of the self-righteous. Ridiculous. But also, I thought everyone else was going to own up as well. I really did. Like in Spartacus: “It was me”, “It was me”. But no

  one stood up. Mrs Booth did praise me for standing up, I remember – I knew she would. But I also recall thinking what a farce sticking your neck out can be. So I learned a sort of

  proportionality. I really did care about things a lot. I realized that I was unusual; I felt I was. I am not a stranger to that. And I recognized that about myself from early on: that I saw myself

  as somebody who was going to do things – that’s what I felt. So there it is. My sticking my neck out is an instinct. But I know it is not altruism pure and simple. And at the

  time I thought, “Well, I won’t do that again.” But of course I have.’




  The girl in the photograph looks four or five or thereabouts. The image, curled at the edges by sixty years’ handling, is black-and-white but hardly the less arresting for that. The girl

  is Vivienne. She stares warily at the camera, posed in her new Fair Isle sweater, knitted by her mother for when she started school in 1945.




  ‘I would have been four or five, yes.’




  This photograph, which Vivienne picks up from her pattern-cutting table high above the rooftops in Battersea, and turns over and over between hobnail fingers, is one of very few images of her

  before her teens. This is no measure of her parents’ reticence in recording their eldest daughter’s early life. It is an index of the progress of photography in mid-century Britain. A

  working-class Derbyshire family like Vivienne’s would only have photographs from holidays, weddings or christenings – or if they were for some reason in the newspaper. Vivienne, by the time she was twenty-one, had had all those occasions marked and photographed. But this is one of the first pictures that is recognizably her.
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      Vivienne Isabel Swire. Aged four-and-three-quarters.


    


  









  The girl from the photograph, four and going on seventy-three now as I register her rueful recognition of herself, is instantly the same. Wary. Quizzical. Half shy and half defiant: a manner

  that has become Vivienne’s trademark but one I suppose shared by many four- and five-year-olds as they step out into the world, was a pose forged, I surmised, by the mixed emotions of

  excitement at a new life-chapter and discomfort at new clothes.




  ‘Actually, I hated making people laugh, or that anyone might think me silly or not grown-up. So I tended not to smile for cameras. Or to try not to. I was determined to be taken

  seriously!




  ‘I remember mainly from that time a little dress my mother made too, for school. I think it really suited me, but, like this Fair Isle jumper, I’m not sure I liked it at the time. It

  was brown, this dress, with a little turquoise-and-white striped collar on it. And it was quite plain, like a little sort of orphan dress, in brown wool. And it probably really suited me, actually,

  but I didn’t like it – I never seemed to get these really wonderful, pretty princess-type dresses that I wanted – like little Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret Rose – and I

  thought of this as a little-orphan-Annie dress, really awful, but of course, as you can see, it was very smart, actually, and nicely made. My mother was very particular about clothes and what

  she’d let me wear. She made it all. And we were lucky, because she worked in a factory that had material. She made herself ill, working extra hours for us kids and what we might have and

  wear. Anyway, I don’t remember the dress because of mum. I remember it because of something else altogether. I wore it when I started school. And I remember I did the most awful thing. It was

  only a few days after school started, this day that sticks in my mind. I had to run home over the moor tops from school because we were outside the village – in the countryside, really, but

  on a main road between two villages – run home for lunch. It would be only probably about two-thirds of a mile, but I’m talking about when I was four years old. The houses where I lived

  had been carved between hills and there were these very steep banks on either side of the road, and then there were fields on the top. I’d just go up on this bank and

  walk along the tops; raspberries grew up there that time of year. Anyway, and you had to cling to this little wooden stake fence, and this boy, I remember his name but I won’t tell you

  – all right, I will; it was Barry Swindle – his grandma lived very near us and he used to come and be looked after by her some of the time, and for whatever reason I was scared of him,

  really scared, and I was climbing up. He was there with Brian Marsden. I expect they are very nice men now. Anyway, it was all slippery and wet and clay and he was there in front of me, and there

  wasn’t room for both of us on the path, and he just stood there with his stick and I had to go down in all the clay and mud to get round him and I was skidding and slippering, you know.

  Because I knew he would’ve hit me if I’d gone near him, so I risked getting the dress muddy and skidded down another route, and got scuffed, and was late back to school after lunch

  break. Anyway, when I was asked why I was late, I said he had pushed me into the mud, this boy, which wasn’t true at all. I don’t know why I lied. I’ve never told anyone this. And

  he was hauled over into our class. I felt so terrible about it. I’d like to apologize to them both now, really. So you see, I had quite a developed sense of shame and guilt at the time. And

  in the end, I found I rather loved and admired Barry Swindle and Brian Marsden. But the grown-ups at home never found out. I said I’d slipped. If I could talk to her now, that little girl,

  little Vivienne Swire, I’d say I suppose: “Don’t be scared. Don’t. If you tell the truth – the real and adult truth – people won’t be angry. Well, not

  eventually.” And I always think, you know – always listen to children. And that’s why I remember that dress.’




  From a blue file of papers and jottings, Vivienne takes out a small handwritten note on soft and yellowed wartime paper that Dora, her mother, sent to the local newspaper. Written in the

  distinctive confident curlicue that they share, it reads:




  

    

      SWIRE.




      On the 8th April 1941, at the Partington Maternity Home Glossop, to Gordon and Dora; God’s precious gift of a daughter. Vivienne Isabel. First grandchild for Mrs

      and Mrs E. Ball.
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      Dora Swire announces her daughter’s birth.


    


  




  




  ‘My mother was very proud of me. She was proud of me when I was little and I knew she was proud of me, of what I became. I remember my mother

  said to me that I could recite poetry at eighteen months old. I suppose she meant nursery rhymes. When I was around fourteen months old, she told me, the postman was at the door, and I said,

  “Good morning, Mr Venables,” and he said, “G’dness, Mrs Swire, dun’t that girl speak as good as you nor me?” I’ve never lost my accent. I remember when my

  mum was ill and was in hospital towards the end of her life and I’d visit her she’d call over to the nurses, “Do you know who this young lady is? This young lady – this is

  Vivienne Westwood, my daughter; she’s a fashion designer, you know.” One of the last memories I have of her was a nurse went by and Mum recognized her, and she waved. She was such a

  social person, my mum. My son Ben was with her at the end . . . and she said to him, quite clearly, she said, “I don’t want to die.” That was the last thing she said. “I

  don’t want to die.” Andreas – who really adored her, and she him – was in tears, and was with her too. I wasn’t. I was at a rally. The Campaign for Nuclear

  Disarmament. I had arranged to leave early to come and see Mummy, but they phoned up and . . . you never know how quickly it’s going to happen. So I missed her. You see. I missed

  her.’




  Dora, Vivienne’s mum, is someone I have come to know and rather admire but only second-hand: an impression from friends and family and Vivienne. One key to understanding anyone, of course,

  is to understand their mum. Dora is a constant presence still around the Battersea studio where we talk – for one thing, her little dog, Jackie, pootles about, now old herself. Dora

  died in 2008 and the dog has been with Vivienne or Dora’s grandson Ben ever since. Dora is also a presence because Vivienne, now a mum and grandmother herself, is said to be increasingly like

  her: Vivienne’s sons Ben Westwood and Joe Corré, and Gordon Swire, Vivienne’s brother, all point this out to me. And in embracing feisty non-conformity, not so much raging

  against the dying of the light as brazenly ignoring it, Dora Swire and Vivienne Westwood seem both to have embraced older age:




  ‘My mother, Dora Ball, came from the village of Tintwistle in Derbyshire. She was the second-eldest of five children. Her father, my grandfather, must have been a very

  unhappy and frustrated man. He was a spinner in the cotton mill and had left school at fourteen. He was very clever, as were his children, but he tyrannized his family: he

  once, in front of my mum and Beatrice, dashed out the cat’s brains over whatever frustration it was – he had a fearsome temper. For all his faults, my grandfather had been a very good

  scholar and was always a reader. In 1928, Dora left school and eventually went to the mill as a weaver. Maybe as a result, Dora always wanted the very best for her children – for them to

  profit by education.




  ‘Dora and my father Gordon were in bliss together all their lives. Or so it seemed to us children. He was as strong a personality as my mother, and very ambitious and

  enterprising. I remember he wanted to emigrate to Canada or Australia. It was Mum who insisted they stay near her mother. I was so proud of my dad; he was such a handsome man. They met dancing, and

  my father died in his early seventies when they were dancing. Dora said afterwards, “If we hadn’t done the Gay Gordons he’d still be here.” I simply had the greatest

  childhood. An idyll. I was born in the country, to parents who were just great and who just did everything for me and Olga and Gordon, and as well as that, my father knew quite a lot about nature.

  He was also quite a sportsman, my dad, and a very good dancer as well: very sociable and very popular, just the best possible dad. And they gave us the most brilliant childhood. We lived in

  Millbrook, a row of stone cottages in a hollow on the road half a mile from Hollingworth and a mile from Tintwistle. We had relations in each village and the short walk they had to make gave their

  many visits a sense of occasion which made my house and family, including me, seem centrally important. To me, anyway!




  ‘It was all about family. We really spent a lot of time in the countryside, visiting each other, going on walks together, walking to and from Tintwistle and

  Hollingworth. It’s very nice to go and walk and then go and meet your extended family and have tea with them, usually at Aunt Ethel’s as she was the most well-off, and then go home. Our

  weekends were that kind of thing. I was very fond of my aunts and uncles. Some of my first memories are of listening to the gossip, “taking it all in”, impressed by the affinities and

  the strongly differing personalities. Auntie Beatrice came in for the most criticism, because she herself was so critical and unbending, but she had a good heart and I loved

  and admired them all. To them I was, and always remained, “our Vivienne”.




  ‘We had a coal fire set in a blacked iron range which took up nearly all one wall of our tiny living room. The settee and chairs were pulled up in front of it. My mum sang to us for hours

  – she loved singing and she loved Romantic poetry, Wordsworth and Walter Scott. In the evening she read us Grimm’s fairy tales. We were surrounded by love. I knew little of the war

  except for rationing, which meant only that there were certain clothes and certain treasures I knew about but couldn’t have: paper decorations at Christmas, for instance, so we used recycled

  chrome tops from the salt and pepper as Christmas tree decorations. And my most precious possession was a matchbox with bits of broken glass inside copied from a friend’s make-up compact,

  which had fake gems and pearls. And I coveted the idea of a single peacock feather, but this seemed too exotic to ever hope for.




  ‘Jelly and blancmange were the staple specialities of parties and I somehow associate their coldness, and the hundreds and thousands scattered on the cake, with

  childhood happiness – but also the quality of our distempered living-room walls, where my father had faked a wallpaper effect with a crushed pad of cloth dipped in green paint. And Mum made

  sure that we children had a birthday party every year – from the age of one – and we always had a summer holiday at the seaside. I remember when I was asked to write “My

  Autobiography” for school homework Mum insisted this information was in the introduction!




  ‘I loved my home at Millbrook Cottages – the very stones. Every part was stone. The walls were eighteen inches thick and I used the window recess to play in. And I loved playing

  “tippling” – doing handstands on the walls and flipping over the other side. There were stone flags on the floor where we played marbles, a stone pantry, a stone sink and stone

  boiler for clothes with a zinc hemisphere inside. And when my parents got up I read in their bed for as long as Mummy would let me and as long as she would allow Olga to fetch me drinks and snacks.

  Then I transferred to the settee and she’d say, “Get your feet up out of my way,” and she’d be round with the broom. She was very houseproud. But she’d say, while I

  was reading, “There’s our Vivienne, she’s in her glory.” And she’d say to Olga, “You might as well leave her there: our Vivienne’s

  in her glory.” And she was right, I was.




  ‘That’s what Mum always said, and it wasn’t meant approvingly. But I still use that expression when I find myself in my own bed with nothing to do but read. Reading is, always

  was, my sublime luxury. Eventually she’d get me out of the house and when she did I loved it. I used to be out all day. I used to make little gardens, miniature gardens with moss for the

  fairies in the woods. So I wasn’t just some swot. I used to live for skipping. Skipping is fantastic. Two ropes. The best thing.’




  Vivienne’s brother Gordon, five years her junior, concurs: ‘We were very free. No one ever told us when we had to come in. We’d just come in after dark

  having been playing in the fields with friends. My mum’s theory was: plenty of fresh air and fruit and not too much reading, such that mum came to think Vivienne was too much in her books and

  it was bad for her. So when Vivienne would’ve been about eight or nine, our mum made her throw away her library tickets. She paid her to destroy them: five shillings, which was

  precisely five times our weekly pocket money. So, this is Vivienne for you: she took the money, which was quite a sum, and then she carried on getting books, borrowing with friends’

  tickets!’




  Dora need not have worried. Vivienne alternated her ‘glory’ time buried in books – from Enid Blyton to Dickens to Walter Scott – with an increasing love of the wild

  countryside of Derbyshire:




  ‘Millbrook Cottages were at the bottom of an old quarry and from the earliest age my mother lifted me over our back wall to play in a dell where bluebells grew. As I grew up I was free to

  wander in a countryside which was beautiful and intimate until you got to the moors. After that it was wild and a little frightening. But I was perfectly happy to be alone and have always needed to

  have solitude. It is only then that I can think. I climbed trees and jumped streams. I saw myself as a tomboy. Though when a friend, Norma Etchells, asked if I actually wanted to be a boy, I was

  shocked. It had never occurred to me there was anything better than being a girl. I never wanted to be a boy or to have the perceived freedoms of a boy. I liked being me, and I happened to be a

  girl. I wanted to be a hero and saw no reason why a girl couldn’t be one.
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    Dora and Gordon Swire, holding Olga and Vivienne respectively. September, 1944.


  




  





  ‘The changing seasons were the panorama of my world; of my fantasies, my home, my loves and my sense of self. One morning in May – my favourite month, perhaps

  because of this memory – my mummy had dressed me in a gingham frock and turned me out of the house, saying, “Get some fresh air!” I sat reading in the meadows beyond the upper

  quarry where the ground was still damp with the dew rising through the long grass and the air was full of birdsong and the smell of may blossom and dew from the hawthorns, and I said to myself,

  “I am happy.” These are the main colours of my childhood. Picnics at Devil’s Bridge with our cousins. All the visiting relations. Or the times when we would walk over the fields

  with our dogs. Over the fields on black winter evenings playing ralio with torches. Harvest Festival. Lambs born in the snow. Getting snowed in. The “subtle and melancholy beauty” of

  the English countryside, as Huxley has it.




  ‘But it wasn’t all idyllic. There is pain in growing up too. Firstly, there was the birth of my sister Olga – which wasn’t her fault, obviously – it was just the

  beginning, for me, of realizing how much adults can lie. Here’s the story: my mother never told me she was having a baby, and I never noticed that there was anything wrong with her, getting

  bigger or anything. I was three. I probably would have loved the idea of having a sister, but my mother said to me, “Would you like to go and spend a week with Auntie Ethel for a

  holiday?” And of course I said, “Yes,” and it was really nice, and then a week later my Auntie Ethel said, “Your mummy’s coming to collect you today and she’s

  bringing you a new baby sister.” And that was that. And I actually said, “I’ll dead her and put her in the dustbin,” I was so angry. And then when my brother Gordon was born

  when I was nearly five; the only thing I remember about that is that I was very disappointed because he was a very big baby and I thought he was just too big to be my baby brother! And I

  remember being very angry when I saw my brother sitting on my mother’s knee, and knowing I wouldn’t get to be a baby any more. But I was also determined to be taken seriously, and never

  to admit to my ignorance. I remember for instance I had always wanted to be a bridesmaid, but missed my chance because when my Uncle Ed and Aunt Alice were getting married they asked me to

  ‘carry the horseshoe’ and I didn’t know what they meant, and my pride wouldn’t let me admit to my ignorance, of not knowing what the horseshoe was all

  about.




  ‘So there was Olga and there was Gordon, but the other truly memorable impression upon me from my early childhood was to do with religion.




  ‘When I saw the Crucifixion for the first time, it was a huge, huge thing in my life. I’ve talked a little about this before, and it can sound pi or pretentious,

  but it was, at the time, simply deeply shocking. Partly this was because it proved, it seemed to me, that I had been lied to by adults. I remember it like it was yesterday: I was with my cousin

  Eileen, who was about twelve, in the back of my auntie’s greengrocer’s. I remember the tap dripping and remember the taste of the pop my aunt gave us, and I was staring at her calendar

  on the wall. Maybe it was Easter. There was a picture of the Crucifixion.




  ‘“What’s that, Eileen?”




  ‘“Don’t you know who that is? Silly. That’s Jesus when they nailed him to the cross.”




  ‘I didn’t say anything else. I was so shocked. And moved. I was supposed to know about this and I didn’t. I only knew about little baby Jesus: “Away

  in a Manger”. I could not believe that there were people in the world who could do this. I knew with all the fervour of a child that I would stop them and I would die if I had to, to stop

  them! I never told anybody how I felt. Because I was ashamed even then of my ignorance – that other people knew about this injustice and hadn’t explained it to me. Ignorance was a

  crime. So was indifference. Nobody was talking about it: why weren’t they shocked?




  ‘So you see, as a child I became very tied emotionally to the love of Jesus. Not to be a Christian would have been a betrayal equal to the acceptance of his torture.

  And the truth of it is this: I became Derbyshire’s only five-year-old freedom fighter! Dedicated to opposing persecution!




  ‘Somehow the younger sister and brother got mixed up in my young mind with the business of the Crucifixion and I thought, you know, adults didn’t tell me anything important! They

  should be fighting injustice and not letting these things happen. And in my mind, this got quite mixed up in terms of my fear, as I saw it then, of Catholic churches and

  their art, which in truth was more a fear of the Big Ideas in life – fear of death and sex and babies and politics and all the things that grown-ups wouldn’t explain.




  ‘I’ve always been a bit careful about admitting all this, until now. It feels still like a very private experience, this sensation of being different, and I used

  to feel embarrassed about it, that I felt so strongly about things even when I was little: who does she think she is? But to be a little kinder to myself now I am older, it was simply very genuine,

  my heart then, and I hope it is now. I often protected the victims of other children’s spite – or tried to. My need to attack injustice and my aloofness were the things which as a child

  were part of my unorthodoxy and my need to think for myself, to form my own opinions, but it hardly made me “popular”, obviously! One mad example: there was this

  boy at school who was very dirty – he was a sweet little thing and he was always isolated in the playground, in a circle of space no one else went into, moving his body and his head in a sort

  of dance. He smelt and his blond hair was so dirty, poor little Edward, that I thought, you know, I would rescue him. So I decided I would do this by announcing he was my boyfriend. (We were six.)

  He was horrified. I can still see him now, pink beneath the grime: the worst day of his life. Everyone laughed at him. And me. But he was so upset. I realized you can’t always do the

  best.




  ‘The winter for us in Derbyshire could be magical. When I was between five and six years old, I remember the school being hung with paper chains for Christmas – we had been given

  black sheets of paper because we were doing a snow picture. This was the winter of 1947 in which we had so much snow in Derbyshire that prison convicts had to cut a pass through the drifts in our

  hollow to clear the road. I remember stopping to listen to the dot-dot-dot-dot of the wax crayons as the snow was falling, a good foot deep by the end of the day, and the whole room filled with

  every child’s contented concentration, with the silent descent of snowflakes outside the windows laying a snow carpet on the ground for us to try to get home. But if you looked up through the

  window and focused as high as possible on the falling snowflakes you had this impression of travelling to heaven.




  ‘I remember I went with my daddy far afield over the snow because he wanted to find holly berries in Robin Wood. It must have been Christmas,

  and my mother and he made extra money for Christmas by making wreaths which sold in the greengrocer’s shop. He made the best sledge for miles around too: the best and fastest, so that the

  other children called the Swire children’s sledge “The Stagecoach”.




  ‘Olga followed me around a good deal. In the woods she helped me to collect moss and bits of twigs and I made my miniature gardens with ponds and trees like fairy

  grottoes. This Olga loved, but the thing she loved most was if I would make a house, and we made a doll’s tea set from rose hips and acorns and elderberries. And when I was that age, I had a

  fantasy of being a grown-up alone in the caves made of beech-tree roots until one day I would emerge from there in a wonderful tulle dress with pink ribbons (so I was thinking ahead!) and happen by

  chance on this very handsome farmer’s boy. I was never sure of the boy. It could have been Ben Timperley. He would be instantly smitten by me in this dress, but I would merely reply that it

  was, in fact, just for everyday.’




  The post-war years of British austerity are rightly signalled by Vivienne as the essential background to her childhood, along with the Derbyshire landscape that was and is a

  liminal space between wild countryside and the long impact of early industrialization: Vivienne’s childhood world straddling moorland and mill. The war had, in truth, been relatively kind to

  the villages of Tintwistle and Hollingworth, to much of Derbyshire, and especially so to Vivienne’s family. Only one bomb fell near Millbrook Cottages, missing its intended target of

  Manchester, inexplicably, by ten miles. But there was clear impact from the war on Vivienne’s immediate family, some of it far from bad news. Her father, Gordon, got work in a munitions and

  aircraft factory at Trafford Park when war came, and as a result of this he was never called up. His firm, A.V. Roe’s, made Lancaster bombers, and Gordon told with pride after the war stories

  of the Dam Buster bombs that were tested on Derwent dam beyond the factory gates. Shopkeeping was in the blood through several generations of shoemakers and grocers on both sides of the family;

  Dora had worked as a weaver in a local cotton factory from 1928 onwards, but the business converted after 1939 to making uniforms and parachutes, along with camouflage and

  webbing and tents.
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    Vivienne in Scarborough, 1949.


  




  





  The Swires’ marriage had been and remained a strikingly happy one. Friends, relatives and Vivienne herself have this as their main memory of Dora and Gordon, along with their shared good

  looks. They were dedicated to each other and to their children, Vivienne, born in 1941, Olga, 1944, and Gordon Junior (not that anyone called him that), born in 1946. The childhood Vivienne

  describes – Lawrentian, romantic, vanished – is perhaps most remarkable for its freedom. Out till late at night on summer evenings in an era when that was considered normal, free to

  explore the natural world, Olga, Gordon and Vivienne were encouraged in a utilitarian approach to education: it would be useful for their job prospects. ‘I never really thought I would pass

  the eleven-plus, but I knew it was important,’ Vivienne says. ‘It was why Dad had transferred us to the church school, with its marked adherence to monarchy and the Church of England;

  it was because they had a better record with getting children into the grammar school. I say children – it was nearly all girls that passed!’ For some parts of the British economy,

  Derbyshire included, the Second World War forged a route out of economic depression. The war certainly had a clear impact on the textile trade, and on the progress of British fashion. Derbyshire

  and parts of what became Greater Manchester prospered. Munitions was one large part of this story, but also heavy textiles for army and other use, and the Swires, with two incomes and grandparents

  running the local greengrocer’s, lived and ate relatively well. When the bomb fell near Tintwistle, in their house at the edge of the parish, ceiling plaster fell into the truckle bed where

  Vivienne slept – not that she remembers. Even so, the air-raid warden came to their house to call the nearest hospital. It was the only phone in Millbrook Cottages. But there were

  few books.




  ‘We were encouraged to make, more than read. My father had given us a blackboard, you know, to chalk on, and I used it as a base for models, and I remember sitting

  outside one day and I made this little cardboard farmhouse with real earth and chickweed that looks like a miniature potato plant and miniature cabbages from little leaves all rolled around and

  planted. I would have been about seven. I thought it was a lovely little farm, but the point is actually I wanted to impress Mum and Dad, and I did, even though I’d

  ruined his chalkboard. My father was very good with his hands – making the holly wreaths at Christmas to sell, and mending anything, and my mother, though she never thought she was very good

  with her hands, was this demon sewer and knitter.




  ‘So I knew I was good at making. Honestly, at the age of five I could have made a pair of shoes. I only realized that I was at all unusual when I went to school. The example that really

  sticks in my mind is this: when I went into the class of Mrs Turner, we used to make models every so often. We had shoeboxes and she showed us how you could make a little hole in one end and put a

  scene in there, like a camera obscura, and then you look through the hole and see it all. Oh, and I loved making those! You could even hang Dad’s flashlight inside and you could make this

  moonlit glen. But this one time Mrs Turner wanted to make a fairground scene, with maybe a roundabout and everything, and she got the children to try and make things. They had to make little people

  as well. And I remember her saying to me, “Now, Vivienne, how do we make the swing boats? – you know, those old-fashioned fairground swing rides.” And I just knew. Instantly. I

  said, “Well, get a matchbox and then get some cardboard – then you draw the swing boat on the side of it. You make two of them and stick them on either side of the matchbox and then you

  get a strip of paper, like about as wide as the matchbox and then you just get the ends and you just twizzle them and then you can put this in the middle of the matchbox.” And Mrs Turner just

  said, “Well, Vivienne, I think you know what you’re doing: go and make them and show the others,” and I just made her this whole fairground scene, with these little swing boats.

  And when I was eight and Dad transferred Olga and Gordon and me to Tintwistle Church School I had proper sewing classes for the first time. It was a very small primary school with only three

  teachers, three classrooms and three iron stoves. Each had a coal monitor – I was one! – the point being a church school like that in those days had less to spend per pupil, so we had

  less heat and fewer teachers. But once a week we would have sewing class, setting a cloth over the table, and that’s where I learned chain stitch. So these are some of the early clues

  to what I became. I drew and I studied nature and I read and read, and I sewed. But also I made things – constantly. And increasingly so at school.

  We had traditional instruction in embroidery like previous generations, with a bag for our work and an apron to wear during the lessons, and a petticoat even. But the very special treat for me

  would be the lesson where we had some felt with which to make dolls. We sewed these in Mrs Leeney’s house. She invited us once a week for tea. You learn most about making in the process of

  making. You have to be good with your hands in what I do.’




  Clothes are the warp and weft of social history. They are part of what makes Vivienne’s story so compelling – so intimate and feminized, but so clearly at the

  centre of a story of tumult. Long before she was in ‘fashion’ in any sense, her clothes and her memories of them tell the story of a changing Britain.




  ‘You’ve got to understand that in the war and afterwards, the British wrote their own history of fashion. I know it’s not exactly the usual V for Victory and Churchill story

  – but people forget: clothes were politics long before “fashion”, and in a very real sense when I was a girl. Every day you knew there was rationing and there were utility clothes

  – how many pockets you could have and no turn-ups – and you knew it, even as you pulled on your navy-blue utility knickers; you knew there was war and there was want and that you were

  part of it. But we were lucky. I don’t know how my mother did it but we were never made aware of the restrictions – on elastic, for instance – never.’




  The Second World War is the Book of Genesis for modern British culture. The films and stories that shape the way Britain thinks about itself and its place in the world date from the middle of

  the twentieth century – to the Depression, the War and then the years of post-war austerity that formed a background to the NHS, the welfare state, the Queen – and Vivienne. For some,

  the most shocking image of the May 2000 anti-capitalist riots in London was the punk Mohican hairstyle fashioned out of turf and placed on the head of Winston Churchill’s statue. It neatly

  linked, however, some key elements in this story and that of modern Britain – the man who ‘saved Western democracy’ and the protest of those who felt the victory and its

  sacrifices had been wasted. The era that shaped the great institutions of this country, and some of the individuals who still head them, also gives Britain its sense of its

  place in the world. This is alluded to in terms of ‘Blitz’ and ‘Dunkirk’ spirit – an indomitability that borders on intransigence and pig-headedness. It has become

  part of the way Britain is perceived abroad: its eccentricity, its bullishness, its pride in its history and its bomb-scarred modernism. It is the spirit alluded to in the symbols and songs that

  crowd football terraces as much as Olympic opening ceremonies. And Vivienne’s story begins here too, in the war and its aftermath, and is woven with fabric and fashion as much as politics and

  social history. Her story is intimately political, because for her clothes always have been. Even from her earliest days.
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