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“People tend to cast people in clichés.”


—Anna Wintour, New York, October 18, 2018













Introduction


Of course, she was wearing the sunglasses.


Anna Wintour walked into the Vogue staff meeting and looked at the group that had gathered around the table about ten thirty that morning. Many of them had been working late into the night, coming up with stories attempting to explain the unprecedented. Others had just been up crying, scared, in shock. Anna had extraordinary influence over a great many things, but the outcome of this election was not one of them.


It was November 9, 2016. Despite Hillary Clinton’s loss, after Vogue’s full-throttle support, including an endorsement—the first of its kind in the magazine’s 124-year history—Anna started the day as usual. She rose by 5:00 a.m., exercised at 5:30 or 6:00 (depending on whether she played her twice weekly tennis or worked out with her trainer), sat for thirty minutes for professional hair and makeup, and was then chauffeured to her office at 1 World Trade Center, where her three assistants and her usual breakfast—a whole-milk latte and a blueberry muffin from Starbucks, which would mostly go uneaten—were waiting for her.


When she arrived that morning, wearing tall python boots and a printed red dress, Anna told the first assistant to call an all-staff meeting. Her requests for her assistants were constant—day and night, weekday and weekend, and always delivered in emails with no subject line. Her schedule was meticulously planned, but this meeting was last-minute, and she asked her assistants to attend, which was unusual. No one knew the purpose of the gathering, but they did know that when Anna called for one, if you didn’t arrive early, you were late.


Phillip Picardi, the editorial director of Teen Vogue’s website, had originally given his team permission to work from home that day. Covering the election live for the first time in the magazine’s history, they had all worked late trying to explain Donald Trump’s victory to the millions of teenage girls who had expected proof that they too could become anything, the same way Anna had.


At seven thirty that morning, only three hours after Picardi had finally called it a night, his assistant had reached out about Anna’s all-hands meeting. He’d called his exhausted, emotionally spent staff, and told them to get to the office.


Seats at the white conference room table filled up, and staff packed into every remaining space behind them, waiting for Anna. The polish associated with Vogue employees is legendary, but that morning everyone—except Anna—looked some version of terrible, Picardi recalled.


One of Anna’s biggest strengths as a businessperson and a leader has been letting nothing slow her down or stand in her way—not childbirth, not emotion, not corporate bullshit, and not losing—and she had correctly sensed that her team needed a filament of the same hardy fiber at this particular moment.


“There’s an article that came out today accusing me of going too far in supporting Hillary Clinton, the first woman to ever win the Democratic presidential bid for president,” she said, standing at the front of the room. She was referring to a piece published that morning in the fashion industry newspaper Women’s Wear Daily (commonly referred to as WWD), with the headline “Did Anna Wintour and Vogue’s Hillary Clinton Advocacy Go Too Far?”


“With the bitter election now in the rearview mirror, many questions loom for Vogue, women’s magazines, and the fashion industry,” the article went on. “To name a few: Did Vogue lose credibility with its readers? Should women’s magazines cover stories like news outlets? Did Anna go too far in her role as editor?”


Anna was believed to have been angling for an ambassadorship, which would have brought an end to her reign at Vogue. While Clinton thought Anna would have been a great ambassador, and nominating her was a possibility, she hadn’t begun a formal process for filling those positions, an advisor said. It was unclear to both the campaign and Anna’s boss that she had serious interest in it. Her then-boyfriend, Shelby Bryan, said, “If she’d been offered the ambassadorship to the UK, I think she would have had to really think hard about that.”


Surveying her staff in the conference room, Anna continued, “I would just like to say to everyone gathered here today, who works for me, that if supporting LGBTQ rights, if supporting women’s rights, if supporting women running for office, if supporting immigrants, and if supporting people all over the country for equality means going too far, then I hope all of you go too far every single day.”


As she spoke, her voice caught. It was something that happened rarely, and noticeable enough that a former employee, Stephanie Winston Wolkoff, had a name for it: “the crackle.” The Vogue team knew she had to have been hurt by Clinton’s loss, but they’d never expected confirmation from Anna herself, a woman who almost never showed her emotions at work and, in fact, was so averse to doing so that she’d habitually placed sunglasses between any hint of sentiment and the rest of the world for most of her life. She once described them in a CNN interview as “incredibly useful” for when she wants to hide what she’s really thinking or feeling—“a crutch.” But at this moment, the shield slipped and she did something that she hadn’t the night before.


She was crying.


Anna’s way had always been to move forward rather than dwell on what could have been, and that pattern held. “But he’s the president,” Anna said. “We have to figure out a way to keep moving forward.”


Her statement made, she departed. The staff applauded, and then texted anyone who, for whatever reason—a photo shoot, travel, the usual business of the day—was out of the office: “Oh my god—Anna just cried in front of everyone.”





Before Trump was inaugurated and while her staff were still trying to process their feelings about his win, Anna begrudgingly reached out. Trump had been a welcome guest at many of her events in the past, seemingly as interested in her influence and approval as she was in his checkbook. She arranged to meet with him at Trump Tower, through his daughter Ivanka, a longtime acquaintance. Donald told his wife Melania that Anna was coming to see him. According to Melania’s then-friend Stephanie Winston Wolkoff, she had heard nothing from Anna herself about the visit, and was so offended she didn’t even say hello when Anna showed up. Melania didn’t understand that she had been invited to Anna’s events not because she was a friend, but simply because she had appeared on the February 2005 cover of Vogue.


Anna arranged to bring Donald to 1 World Trade Center to sit down with Condé Nast’s other editors-in-chief. As those around her well knew, while Anna’s motives weren’t always clear in the moment, there was always an agenda. Who wouldn’t want an audience with the president-elect? people in the meeting with Trump supposed she reasoned. Her team tried twice, once before Trump’s inauguration and once after, to photograph Melania for Vogue. But in part since they wouldn’t guarantee a cover, Melania wouldn’t do it. “I don’t give a fuck about Vogue or any other magazine,” she said.


But, Winston Wolkoff believed, she did give a fuck about Vogue. She wanted the cover once more.





Anna Wintour has been the editor-in-chief of Vogue since 1988, and one of the most powerful figures in media. “I don’t know what it is about Anna exactly,” said Laurie Schechter, an early assistant, “but if she could bottle it she’d make a million billion dollars because it just was like fairy-tale stuff.” Yet the many people interviewed for this book had a hard time explaining why she is so powerful and what her power amounts to.


Across more than three decades’ worth of issues of Vogue and its spinoffs, she has defined not only fashion trends but also beauty standards, telling millions of people what to buy, how to look, and who to care about. She decides which celebrities and models to photograph and which clothes to dress them in. If she wants a designer to have more influence, she recommends them to lead bigger labels, and she has this power because the owners of those larger labels seek—and follow—her advice. Said Grace Coddington, Anna’s former creative director, about the power of her preferences: “She makes it very clear. So obviously it’s not a good idea to continue in a track that you know she doesn’t like, because then she’s probably not going to like the pictures, and if she doesn’t like the pictures, they might run, but there’d be many less.”


“I haven’t ever heard her say, ‘Do not do that, do this.’ You know somebody loves something by looking at them, and you know if somebody is indifferent by looking at them,” said Tonne Goodman, a fashion editor who’s worked for Anna since 1999 and attended many collection previews with her. Sally Singer, who worked for Anna for nearly twenty years, elaborated, “There was never an idea that Vogue was an editorial project alone. It was an intervention into the fashion world.”


That intervention has been largely successful, given the effect of her authority. Tom Ford, a giant in the fashion industry and one of Anna’s closest friends, has long enjoyed the distinction of being a “Vogue brand.” Such favorites have privileged relationships with Anna and her team of editors; she and her staff advise them not only on their clothes, but also on how to run their businesses. In turn, Vogue brands are rewarded with coverage in the magazine and, more important, Anna’s personal support and advice. And she doesn’t wait for the next generation of designers to emerge—she financially supports them, through the Council of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA)/Vogue Fashion Fund. That support can be the difference between unimaginable success and bankruptcy. “If I were on her good side, I would be afraid,” said André Leon Talley, once one of Anna’s closest collaborators, about the danger of falling out of favor. “As much as she loves a person who has talent, if she does not love you, then you’re in trouble.”


This kind of interventionist strategy isn’t limited to the fashion world. She has leveraged the names of her powerful allies to raise money for charitable initiatives, most notably the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Costume Institute, which preserves and displays objects of fashion as art, for which she has amassed more than $250 million. She has organized the fashion industry’s efforts to raise money for Democratic candidates, thereby visibly politicizing the business. Her influence extends to Broadway, entertainment, and sports, among other areas. (First-time director Bradley Cooper, who repeatedly sought her advice, sent her a copy of his script for A Star Is Born to get her thoughts on whom to cast in the lead role, which went to Lady Gaga.)


Editors of Vogue were powerful before Anna had the job, but she has expanded that power remarkably, making the magazine, and herself, a brand that powerful people want to be associated with. “The amazing thing about Anna is the average person knows who she is,” said Ford. “You show them a picture and they say, ‘That’s Anna Wintour from Vogue.’ ” Particularly thanks to the novel and film The Devil Wears Prada, how Anna speaks, hires and fires, eats, and shops are topics of both obsession and scrutiny. She is widely perceived as “cold” and “icy,” endowed with the rare ability to turn attachments—to both outcomes and people—on and off like a switch. When she walks the halls at Condé Nast, terrified staff press themselves against the wall to stay out of her way and check what’s on their computer screens. Yet they are devoted to her—indeed, many former staffers feel the need to protect Anna because working for her was as extraordinary as it was grueling. Certainly she doesn’t make it easy for them. Staff responsibilities go beyond running Vogue, said Mark Holgate, who joined as senior fashion writer at the end of 2003. “It’s also, ‘Come up with a list of designers for someone to consider hiring as their new creative director.’ It’s, ‘Can you look at this script because so-and-so’s come to Anna with an idea.…’ There’s a ton of other things funneling into Vogue on any given day.” And when Anna asks for something, she usually wants it done immediately. Despite her work emails to her staff going out before 6 a.m. some days, added Holgate, “It’s also kind of addictive.” Others praise her directness; you always know where you stand with her, and that’s better than working for someone who wants to know about your kid’s birthday party but can’t make up their mind about a headline.


Those who have worked for Anna often wonder why she has to be involved in everything, and how she manages to juggle it all. Anna controls all that she can, right down to the ingredients in the food at the Met Gala. Yet despite her perfectionism, she has made her fair share of mistakes. For someone who has espoused progressive principles like those she mentioned in the postelection staff meeting, her track record is spotty. She has been repeatedly called out for publishing culturally and racially insensitive photos and articles, and for failing to embrace diverse subjects. Years went by in the nineties when only white women appeared on the cover of Vogue. Promoting fur was once her cause célèbre. She has publicly body-shamed. Her staff has been mostly white, seemingly picked for their personal style, appearance, and pedigree as much as for their skills and credentials.


For many, Anna has been a source of admiration and envy. (As one of her old friends, Annabel Hodin, concluded, “All you ever wanted to do was to be her, really.”) Yet it is probably her fearsome reputation that first comes to mind when her name is mentioned. With so few women having attained Anna’s level, there’s no model for how that should look, just the feeling that such power should be exercised with a warmer touch than she naturally possesses. (Though if a man did her job as well and with similar affectations, his discipline and commitment would likely be celebrated.)


Outside of the office, Anna is said to be different. She is a dog person. She is, friends said, fiercely devoted to her children and grandchildren (yes, she’s changed their diapers). At her weekend compound in Mastic on Long Island, they added, she’s relaxed. She loves hosting her extended family and serving meals to as many as fifty people. “She’s very family-minded,” said Emma Soames, a longtime friend. “She’s become a matriarch.” As her longtime Met Gala planner Stephanie Winston Wolkoff put it, “There is a person there.”


Inside the office, some staff view her similarly. Jill Demling, who booked celebrity covers for Vogue for twenty years, stated, “Anna played an important role in my life, not only as a mentor, but as almost a mother figure.” Yet she remains full of contradiction. Anna doesn’t do small talk. Yet she enjoys people who aren’t afraid to pop into her office and ask her a question. She is deadly serious about business, yet she likes to joke around with her staff. What she really wants, what she responds better to than anything, is being treated like a human being. Like those famous sunglasses, her icon status has been both an ennobling veneer and an obstacle.


There is debate about how creative Anna is as an editor. Some who have worked closely with her think her strengths are actually twofold: first, managing creative people and the creative process, and second, forming politically savvy alliances to grow her power. Her closest friends said that she absolutely loves fashion, though that wasn’t always evident to others who worked closely with her. They wondered if fashion was just her way, as a woman entering the workforce in the era that she did, to attain a position of real power.


Over the course of her reign at Vogue, her resignation or dismissal has been a subject of regular speculation. But, despite spates of acute public criticism, her power only expands with time, because she knows the ecosystem in which she operates better than anyone. You might even say she invented it.










Chapter 1 ORIGINS



Born Eleanor Baker to a wealthy Quaker family in 1917 in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, the future Nonie Wintour was a society girl. Her father, Ralph Baker, was a lawyer who left private practice to become a Harvard Law School professor. He specialized in trusts, and, before his death, established a substantial fund that would support his descendants, including his granddaughter Anna, over the course of many decades.


Nonie had enrolled at the University of Cambridge’s Newnham College for women after graduating from Radcliffe in 1938, and was introduced to her future husband, Charles Wintour, also at Cambridge, by their mutual friend Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. The son of a major general, Charles was born in 1917 in Dorset in Southwest England. Petite and slim, Nonie styled her hair in short dark waves pinned back from her face. Charles wore glasses and a melancholic expression, and projected an air of professionalism.


Both shared an interest in journalism and writing. At Cambridge, Charles co-edited Granta, the prestigious undergraduate literary magazine. Nonie had spent the summer after college working as a reporter at the Daily Republican newspaper in Phoenixville, Pennsylvania. The necessary terseness of newspaper journalism might have encouraged her direct and spare use of language, which sometimes drove Charles crazy when they were dating, since he often couldn’t tell, particularly in their correspondence, what she was actually thinking.


After graduating with a first for academic achievement, the university’s highest possible honor, Charles headed to London to start working at the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, while Nonie headed back across the ocean—their love was certain, their future anything but.





Among the most minor consequences of Germany’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, was Charles being out of a job at J. Walter Thompson barely two months after he’d arrived. Like so many of his peers, Charles promptly enlisted. Before he knew what his assignment would be, he sent a letter to Nonie asking her to come to London and marry him as soon as possible. Weeks later he began officer cadet training, and shortly afterward received word that Nonie accepted and would come in February.


Nonie arrived on the same day the first enemy aircraft was shot down in the UK. Charles was so ecstatic to see her that he nearly fainted. While a bit less euphoric, Nonie was relieved that they still got along so well.


They married on February 13, 1940, at a church in Cambridge, and then celebrated with friends. As thrilled as they were to be together, the war was disheartening and neither of them knew where Charles would be sent now. Soon pregnant, Nonie stayed on a few months before returning to Boston.


Once alone, Charles slid into depression. Terrified of an invasion of Britain, he wondered if an affair might be the antidote. This was only half as shocking as it seemed. Charles felt that being with a woman was a “necessity” for him, and from their earliest weeks together, Nonie had realized that he wasn’t the faithful type. Feeling that a ground rule had been established and accepted, he assumed Nonie would agree that an extramarital relationship would benefit him. (Charles’s affairs would go on throughout their marriage, becoming painfully apparent to Anna as a teenager.) Nonie—then about six months pregnant—consented to the affair from Boston. Though he worried whether it actually bothered her, Charles started spending his evenings with a twenty-three-year-old divorcée whose new fiancé was conveniently in Rhodesia.


In late November, forty weeks and a day after his wedding, Charles received a cable from Schlesinger announcing the birth of his son Gerald, named for Charles’s father. Half a decade would pass before he would meet his son.





For Anna, one of the most difficult periods of her personal and professional life would involve living with a new baby on the other side of the ocean from her spouse. Her parents had to manage this very challenge in the middle of a war, with intense worry that Charles could be killed any day.


Just months after having Gerald, Nonie—after Charles fought with her father about it—sailed back to Europe to be with her husband, leaving their son in safety with her parents. Charles was aware that Nonie came against her will. He had pressured her to come, though she felt deep pain at leaving Gerald behind. Still, Charles was aware that no available course of action would leave either of them entirely happy, and that if they didn’t see one another until after the war, their youth would have fled them—that is, if he even lived through the war itself.


While initially homesick and angry, Nonie stayed with Charles for several years, choosing to be present in her marriage, even if that meant estrangement from her child. She moved through the UK following wherever Charles’s various posts took him as he ascended in the ranks, both of them grateful when he was assigned to office work after completing a course at the Staff College. She finally sailed home in the middle of 1944, now a stranger to their son. With his wife on the other side of the Atlantic, Charles began another affair. Nonie had left her baby for her husband for several years. Now Charles was willing to abandon his wife through infidelity. Though the circumstances of war were exceptional, Charles and Nonie seemed to share an ability to disregard others’ welfare when it might get in the way of their most immediate desires.


In the winter, he was stationed in the Trianon Palace Hotel at Versailles, resplendent with crystal chandeliers, black-and-white-tiled floors, and white columns. Sitting in a garret, Charles and his fellow junior officers discussed what they wanted to do after the war. Charles said he wanted to become a journalist. Arthur Granard, an aide to Air Chief Marshal Arthur Tedder, responded, “If you ever want an introduction to Lord Beaverbrook, let me know.”


Lord Beaverbook was a wealthy Canadian who became a millionaire at twenty-seven by merging cement companies before moving to London to pursue business opportunities along with political and cultural influence. He advised Winston Churchill during the war and published a portfolio of newspapers (which just after World War II had the largest combined circulation of any publisher in the world), including the Daily Express and the Evening Standard. Having failed to become prime minister, Beaverbrook used his papers to promote his friends, attack his enemies, and push for an isolationist Britain.


Once the war ended, Charles wrote Granard to ask about meeting Beaverbrook. To his surprise, Granard followed through on his promise and made an introduction.


Beaverbrook was a known eccentric, but Charles found him disarmingly warm when they met at his apartment on London’s upscale Park Lane on Monday, October 1, 1945. He asked Charles to write an article on the differences between British and American work styles, and after filing the story, Charles received an offer to work as an assistant editorial writer at the Evening Standard on a trial basis for £14 a week, a job that would change his life.


With his career seemingly sorted, Charles now had to settle. He had one final night out as a bachelor with his lover, then found a place to rent for his family in London’s Hampstead neighborhood. He had no idea how short-lived his and Nonie’s happiness would be.





Gerald was five years old when Nonie brought him to London in early 1946. Almost immediately, Charles felt Gerald would benefit from living with him, after being brought up “in a predominately feminine environment.”


Nonie and Charles had their second son, James (known as Jimmie), in May of 1947, and two years later Nonie was pregnant again. On November 3, 1949, Nonie gave birth to her first daughter, the little girl she’d hoped for when Jimmie was born, named Anna. Aside from the baby’s bout of whooping cough the following spring, the Wintour children flourished.


That was until Tuesday, July 3, 1951, four months before Anna’s second birthday. Gerald put on his uniform and headed off to school. Now ten years old, he had been riding his bike for years. Tragically, a car hit Gerald while he was riding home that day, fracturing his skull. He was taken to New End Hospital in Hampstead, but could not be saved. At 6 p.m., twenty minutes after he arrived, Gerald Wintour was pronounced dead.


The story that would endure in British journalism circles was that this personal calamity spurred Charles’s professional ascent. He had been bored and itching to leave the paper for a magazine job. Still, when notified during a meeting with Beaverbrook that Gerald had been in the accident, rather than rush home, he is said to have gone back into the meeting and carried on with work, making no mention of his son. That dedication in the face of one of life’s worst tragedies left an indelible impression on his boss.


Nonetheless, Charles shared Nonie’s profound grief, in her case so great that her doctor prescribed her medication to help get her through the worst days early on. Both parents tormented themselves with blame; making it worse, eight days after the accident the man who’d been behind the wheel was charged not with manslaughter, but only dangerous driving. Though he faced a maximum jail sentence of two years, after ultimately being convicted, he was ordered to pay a fine of just £10.





Later that month, the Wintours packed up and sailed to America on the Queen Elizabeth to visit Nonie’s family. Charles, the sort who never took his full vacation time, departed the States early to return to work, and it would not be until the fall that the family was reunited. The trip, of course, couldn’t change their suffering.


Though Anna was twenty months old at the time of Gerald’s death—too young to remember the event or grasp the tragedy of the loss—her family was haunted by it for many years to come. No pictures of her brother were displayed in the house, and at one point, Nonie’s anxiety was such that she put bars on the windows, fearing that somehow one of her remaining children might fall out.


While his spirit may have been shattered, in the new year Charles got a promotion to political editor of the Evening Standard. A profile of Beaverbrook in Newsweek that mentioned Charles’s elevation called him “brilliant.” Though Nonie was proud of her husband’s success, she seemed to resent that it resulted from devotion to Beaverbrook, which appeared at times greater than Charles’s dedication to her and their children. She especially loathed Beaverbrook’s conservative politics.


Charles and Nonie went on to have two more children after Anna, Patrick and Nora. Bored at home raising her four kids, all under the age of ten, Nonie picked up freelance gigs reviewing television shows, reading scripts for Columbia Pictures, and finally writing as a film critic. When she was ready to work full-time again, “she decided that she wanted to work in social issues,” Anna later said, and began a whole new career as a social worker helping pregnant teens find adoptive parents for their children, dedicating herself to this effort as much as Charles did the newspaper. “That was very important work to her and I think very inspiring to all of us,” Anna said. Though she spoke often in interviews about her father as an inspiration, she almost never, over the course of her entire career, discussed her mother, despite how close they were. She rarely discussed her mother even privately with her friends. Yet her character strongly resembled Nonie’s. AnnaI may have been more extroverted than Nonie, but, like her mother, Anna was incredibly strong-willed and would adopt equally fierce political convictions.


Anna’s professional ambition and ruthlessness, on the other hand, seemed to stem specifically from her father, whose power within the Beaverbrook stable grew with every promotion—from political editor of the Evening Standard to assistant editor at the Sunday Express to deputy editor of the Evening Standard to managing editor at the Daily Express and then, in 1959, back, to his relief, to the more upmarket Evening Standard.


Being editor of the Evening Standard was more than prestigious—it seemed financially advantageous. The Wintours bought a large two-story house in the English countryside, and when she wasn’t riding horses or playing tennis, one of Anna’s favorite things to do there was curl up on the quintessentially English cabbage-rose chintz upholstery with a book (friends and colleagues later marveled at Anna’s voracious reading). The Wintours’ vacations, usually during the summer, were along the Mediterranean, likely in Spain or Italy.


Charles kept a strict professional schedule. He rose at 7 a.m. and got to his office at 8, where he was responsible for putting out at least five different editions of the paper each day. If news broke when he wasn’t at the office, he dropped what he was doing and dashed back to work, even if the family was out of the country on vacation. “The family all knew that he cared very deeply about us, but we also knew that he cared very deeply about the paper. There wasn’t any sense that he was an absent father—on the other side, he taught all of us what a work ethic is, and how important it is to love what you do in life,” Anna told a reporter. She witnessed his passion for his work firsthand when she visited his office: meeting writers and seeing the papers getting printed, the smell of fresh ink wafting off the presses.


“There was always this sense of deadlines,” Anna told another interviewer. “This excitement about the news.” Sunday lunches were often dominated by family conversations about what was in the papers. “The gospel in our house was the newspaper,” Anna recalled.


Though Nonie had grown up close to her parents and enjoyed being with them, Anna later said her dad “came from quite a Victorian upbringing. I’m not sure his mother ever spoke to him.” But Nonie and Charles wanted to raise their kids more in an American manner, which meant being involved in their lives. In British households of a professional class, the children often ate dinner separately from their parents. In the Wintour household, Anna and her siblings were included in their parents’ dinners and social gatherings, which gave her access to Charles’s world. This glamorous and intellectual milieu, the excess of those parties, was normalized for Anna from a young age. And when famous journalists weren’t dropping by for dinners, the family would engage in their own high-level conversation around the dining table.


Under Charles, the Evening Standard’s influence proved that a tabloid could be both populist and sophisticated, and it became known as London’s best evening newspaper. (“On the front page you want the headless corpse found by the river,” he said, “but inside there must be at least one article that the Permanent Under-secretary at the Treasury cannot afford to miss.”) He hired foreign correspondents and ran liberal-leaning political coverage, while giving equal weight to arts and culture. His main goal was to attract a young readership to the paper, and when asked by a colleague about the secret of his success, he replied, “I just recruited young.” He valued his inexperienced staff’s input and was known to walk across the newsroom simply to ask a young writer which picture they preferred for the front page. It was no surprise that so many journalists wanted to work for him.


For a Fleet Street editor at the time, Charles was unusually good to female talent. “It was the beginning of second-wave feminism, so women’s rights were slightly fashionable but still really out there,” said Celia Brayfield, who finally got a writing job after applying about four times. Brayfield noticed when she started at the Evening Standard after working at the Daily Mail that she didn’t get wolf-whistled and catcalled when she was walking around the offices—a culture of restraint that could only have originated from on high. When she got pregnant as a freelancer, Charles insisted she take the same maternity leave as a staffer, even though she technically wasn’t entitled to the same benefits. That women were cheaper to hire was a given, but unlike many of his peers, Charles valued their talent.


Though Charles was supportive of and respected by his team, he was by no means easy to be around. His staff knew not to bother him before the first edition was set in the morning. In daily interactions, he was quiet, cold, and exacting. Charles had to make decisions constantly and therefore quickly. When he took members of his staff out to lunch once a year, he came with a notebook so he could consult a planned list of conversation topics. His speech, indicative of the British upper class, was clipped as if periods were inserted throughout his sentences: “Now let’s. Have. A discussion. About. That. Matter.” (The exception was his signature phrase, growled as one word, when someone made a mistake: “ForChrissakegetitrightnexttime!”) When a writer came into his huge office to show him a draft, he sat them at a distance from his desk, then put the article down, his forehead in his hand, and read the entire text without a word, making the person about as nervous and uncomfortable as possible. The middle-aged men on staff, who addressed Charles as “sir,” cowered in daily meetings where he ripped apart the previous day’s issues, demanding to know why one story ended abruptly and another was buried. When he walked by a workstation, Brayfield said, “He was so frightening that people would bend like a field of wheat under a wind as he went past. They would cringe over their typewriters, specifically from sheer authority.” Staff were thrilled when he offered a single word of praise—“excellent”—on the bottom of their copy.


Yet as terrifying as Charles was, he commanded respect, and they were eager to please him. “He was fascinating and we were all enthralled by him,” said Valerie Grove, who wrote for him. Despite how he came off to others, Anna saw her father as “warm and wonderful,” and didn’t understand why his work nickname was Chilly Charlie, defending him in a 1999 interview by saying, “It just seemed to have nothing to do with the person he was.” Many would later have the same sentiment about her.


Outside of work, he was less forbidding, especially at dinner parties. He loved gossip, and every so often a story about someone he knew would lead him to burst into a surprisingly loud and delightful laugh. Many nights, he and Nonie left their children with a nanny and went out to parties, plays, or the opera, believing appearances were an obligatory part of his job. A successful editor, he thought, must “accept more invitations than he wants and know more people than he likes.” Eventually Nonie’s attendance ebbed, and Charles went without her.


While Charles’s staff thought his success completely deserved, there remained an undercurrent that his rise was in part a reward for his stoicism, a level of militaristic discipline that his staff would recognize as uniquely Wintourian: to suppress a flood of tears, repress the shock, and continue with work as though every parent’s most unthinkable nightmare hadn’t just occurred. His staff would later notice this same bulletproof discipline in his eldest daughter.


Yet it would be a mistake to claim that Anna’s approach was entirely the product of her father. Arthur Schlesinger described Nonie as “bright, witty, and critical” with “a sharp eye for the weaknesses of others,” noting her cynical nature as a form of “self-protection, because I think she was extremely vulnerable.” Still, he added, “but she also was great fun to be with so long as one wasn’t the target.” Anna’s friends and colleagues would say the same thing about her.




	
I. Friends disagreed on whether Anna is introverted or extroverted herself.













Chapter 2 BEYOND SCHOOL UNIFORMS



During the 1960s, if something was cool, it came out of London. By the time Anna became a teenager, the city was in the throes of a “youthquake,” rationing and gloom replaced by hedonism, joy, and, of course, Beatlemania. Anna lived at the doorstep of it all in London’s St. John’s Wood district, home to Abbey Road Studios. “It was impossible not to be aware and excited, and to feel that the world belonged to the young,” Anna said.


Fashion was at the heart of this cultural transformation. Clothes for women who didn’t want to dress in stiff midcalf skirts and jackets like their mothers were finally available in boutiques sprouting up everywhere. Nothing more dramatically signified this shift than the miniskirt, which was regarded as scandalous even though the earliest iterations were just inches above the knee. (The Daily Mail declared that “a model girl’s best friend is a good pair of knees,” after designer Mary Quant started selling skirts a shocking “nearly 3 in. above the knee.”)


Barbara Hulanicki, a fashion illustrator by training, saw the desperation for new styles firsthand in 1964 when she designed a pink gingham minidress to sell through a newspaper advertisement for just 25 shillings. She received 17,000 orders for the dress, which was advertised as coming in only small and medium sizes. Hulanicki opened a pioneering boutique that she called Biba to sell even more of her affordable designs. She never made more than 500 of each item, and girls lined up outside every Saturday morning to shop before things sold out. Anna had little patience for lines, but managed to get there when the store opened to nab things before they vanished.





As much as fashion fascinated Anna, school did not. Though she “could probably become a sprinter of Olympic standard,” her father said, she did what she wanted—and running was not it.


In 1960, she had tested into one of London’s best private girls’ schools. “Queens College was a school for girls like me and Anna who didn’t want to go to university, but whose parents wanted them to,” said Emma Soames, a friend who attended separately from Anna. The school had rigorous academics (Anna excelled in English), and an exacting approach to discipline. Among the many things that were not allowed were chatting with friends in the hallway, speaking without being spoken to, asking too many questions, and wearing anything that wasn’t part of the uniform to keep warm. “It was so cold in the main hallway where we had prayers every morning that girls would faint. I developed frostbite in my feet as a child because I was so cold,” said Stacey Lee, a former classmate who befriended Anna. Anna soon decided to transfer to a new school, seemingly without concern for any friends left behind. “She just moved on,” said Lee. “She didn’t depend on people, or attach to people.”


In 1963, Anna started at the excellent North London Collegiate School. She wasn’t warmly welcomed by her new classmates, just about all of whom had attended since first grade, and who were so icy they didn’t even help Anna with directions around the school.


Another new girl having a similar problem was Vivienne Lasky. Lasky had moved from Berlin to London, where her New York–born father, Melvin, edited the influential pro-American (later revealed to be CIA-funded) Encounter magazine. She found Anna reserved in what Lasky felt was a very “British” sense; her manner of speaking was, like her father’s, clipped. But she also sensed that Anna wanted to be noticed on her own terms: she stood like a model in a fashion spread—with her back rounded and shoulders hiked, exhibiting a certain fashionable confidence.


Even though Lasky became her friend, Anna could be brusque. She made unsparing comments to Lasky about other people’s appearances—most notably frizzy, natural curls, which she abhorred, and her fellow students who, Anna concluded, having been stuck nearly their entire childhoods in brown uniforms, lacked any “idea of color or style.”


Yet such critiques were off-limits when it came to Anna’s family. Her dad went to work every day in the typical Fleet Street man’s uniform of a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up to the elbow, and a tie. Her sister, Nora, didn’t have perfectly straight hair like Anna’s, or put much effort into caring for it. Her mom’s clothes likely came from a middle-market retailer. (Later, when Anna entered the workforce, she bought her mom a navy skirt from Browns, a designer store in London’s upscale Mayfair neighborhood. Nonie only learned that the poorly fitting skirt cost more than £100 when she went to the store to return it.)





Anna, stuck in her school uniform for most of her waking hours, kept up with everything new and trendy by reading voraciously—books, newspapers (as many as eight on Sundays), magazines, literary journals. Anna especially loved Seventeen, which Nonie’s mom sent her from the US, the covers always featuring a pretty girl, often with flipped hair, in a graphic print or kicky dress. The cover lines touted fashion and beauty, but the issues had more, everything from diet tips to teen correspondents interviewing then–attorney general Robert F. Kennedy. “[Seventeen] was just my dream,” Anna confessed years later. “I couldn’t wait for it to come every month.”


For Anna, it wasn’t enough to just look good; she wanted to be admired as the best-dressed person in the room, Lasky said. That notice was essential to her, and it spoke of a contradiction. Her life at home was one of culturally elitist comfort and, through Charles, power. As Anna entered adolescence, she would be known wherever she went in London as the daughter of the celebrated newspaper editor Charles Wintour. Yet outside the house she could feel invisible, ignored by her classmates, her individuality suffocated by the sameness of the uniform—not just the wretched ones she had to wear at school, but the general blah that had characterized most clothing in Britain. Standing out was more than a tactic for immediate acknowledgment—it was an assertion that someone could escape not merely the beige and brown but also, in her case, the notions of what it meant to be a Wintour. Her beauty regimen included taking yeast pills from the same trichologist, Philip Kingsley, her father saw to prevent his hair loss, never mind that her hair was perfect all on its own; visits to a dermatologist, even though her skin was nearly flawless; and buying cream by the high-end brand Charles of the Ritz to address her occasional blemish, though she never wore a lot of makeup. While at North London Collegiate, Anna went to Vidal Sassoon, where the bob haircut that became emblematic of the era had originated. She had her thick, naturally straight brown hair cut shorter and got blunt bangs so long they brushed her eyelashes. The whole point of the look was to have perfect, freshly cut ends and bangs—mandating frequent trims, but she had no problem maintaining it with regular trips to Leonard of Mayfair, the salon to which Sassoon stylists defected. The style, though it became her signature, was completely unremarkable in London, where young women everywhere had the same haircut.


Anna usually didn’t directly tell someone she disagreed with their choices—of what to wear or eat, or how to act—but she had a way of making people feel they should be a certain way, a way that was, really, more like her. The look of the period was skinny. “We wanted to be Twiggy thin,” said Lasky—which is to say, really thin. Anna and Lasky ate little more than a Granny Smith apple during the school day. When Anna would invite Lasky over and cook her favorite foods, like cheesecake, but not eat any of it herself, her restraint started to make Lasky feel like she was doing something wrong—something those close to Anna would often experience—and that she needed to do more not so much to keep up the look itself but to maintain Anna’s approval. After it came out in 1964, Anna adhered to The Drinking Man’s Diet: How to Lose Weight with a Minimum of Willpower, which boasted of a one-sentence regimen: “Eat fewer than 60 grams of carbohydrates a day.”


Anna loved going over to Lasky’s house and talking to her parents. Her mother was a beautiful, slender ex-ballerina who wore designer clothing and fed the girls gourmet food. “Nonie was terribly aware of this crush that Anna had on my mother,” recalled Lasky. “They were opposites. My mother never left the house without wearing a couture suit. She wore ropes and ropes of pearls. She never weighed more than eighty-five pounds.”


Though Anna’s judgments of others were ruthless, she was probably hardest on herself. She once bought an expensive outfit to wear to her cousin’s wedding, including a pink skirt with a floral jacket. When she got the pictures back, she was distraught. “Well, I just don’t know about my legs,” she said.” When she found a tape measure and checked the width of both her own and Lasky’s knees, she was horrified to learn Lasky’s were smaller. It was as if she felt forever doomed by the tiny difference. Lasky pointed out that Anna’s weight hasn’t appeared to change since she was eighteen years old.





Even once settled at school, Anna never found much of a social circle there beyond Lasky. In interviews, Anna has described her child self as shy, but friends are divided on whether or not she is. They agreed, at least, that she was silent. Lasky didn’t see her as shy. “She didn’t want to be part of a group that existed. She wanted to be in her own rarefied air,” she said, adding, “She wouldn’t go out of her way to sort of connect with this one and that one unless it [was] truly necessary. That’s part of that mystique.”





During Anna’s teen years, Charles and Nonie’s marriage soured, probably partly because of his affairs, and likely from the irreparable damage to their relationship from the fallout of Gerald’s death. The dinner gatherings became increasingly tense, their guests dreading the prospect of the couple arguing. Mary Kenny, who was working for Charles at the time, said their bickering at dinner was so bad that she got the distinct impression that Charles and Nonie were actually trying to embarrass each other. “It was terrible, really, being with them,” she said.


But at least the visitors’ exposure to their tortured relationship was limited. Anna had to live with it. Lasky and Anna adored their dads and were horrified to come to a realization that their fathers weren’t faithful to their mothers. How could their dads—their wonderful dads, whom they idolized—be capable of cheating? Plus, Anna surely recognized that the people who most impressed her venerated dad were not the sort devoted to, say, selflessly helping pregnant teens, but women who were prominent in publishing, just like him.


When Anna was around fifteen, the Wintours moved to a larger house in Kensington where she got the basement apartment with its own entrance, totally separated from the rest of the house. One long wall of the apartment contained a white bookcase (among the furniture her parents had purchased from Habitat, a hip interiors store), stuffed with books. Her large, spare bedroom was done in toile, blue and white, the apartment not only a sanctuary of her own good taste, but also likely sparing her from overhearing her parents.





Anna’s academic disinterest was increasingly clear during her second year at North London. She got to study under Peggy Angus, a famous artist with two works in the National Portrait Gallery, further inspiring an interest in art that would influence Anna as a young fashion editor and ultimately help get her a meeting with Vogue. But most of the curriculum bored her. Occasionally, without any consequence, she and Lasky forged notes saying they were sick or had to go to the doctor and went to Leicester Square to shop. (They changed out of their loathed uniforms in public bathrooms.) At the end of the school week, Anna couldn’t wait to get dressed to go out. She and Lasky took the tube home, washed up, changed into their night looks (usually minis), and watched the live music show Ready Steady Go!. (Its slogan was “The weekend starts here!”) At 11 p.m., the pair would hail a cab to go to one of their favorite clubs. As Anna described in an article in North London Collegiate’s student magazine, the Garrison’s crowd was young blondes trying to impress businessmen (boring); the Scotch of St. James had a better, more mixed patronage, but was too packed (uncomfortable); Dolly’s, where “the titled and the rich chat amiably with the famous and the notorious and the debs and the dukes dance side by side with pop stars and their camp followers” had “the most way-out outfits” and “the kinkiest gear.… With a Beatle and a Stone or two and Cathy McGowan [the host of Ready Steady Go!] thrown in, what more could anyone ask?”


Bouncers didn’t check IDs, but Anna and Lasky weren’t trying to get drunk—they had a Shirley Temple or a Coke and left in an hour or less, just enough time to see and be seen and still get enough sleep before going to Biba early the next morning. “Both of our families were very trusting. We were not promiscuous girls. We were not crazy girls,” said Lasky. And for Anna, going out was never about going wild. Visiting the clubs was more about reconnaissance than excess. Amidst a crowd of the fashionable, she was studying.










Chapter 3 FIRED AND HIRED



Anna’s formal education ended when she was sixteen years old, departing North London Collegiate before completing her final year.I University had been an important part of her parents’ lives, but she had no reason to go to Oxford or Cambridge (the only real point of spending a fourth year at North London) if she aspired to work in fashion. Years later, Anna told her close friend the playwright David Hare, “I was so desperate to get out in the world and get on with things.” She wanted to work.


At the time, it was not unusual for British teenagers to leave school early, with some women going on to finishing school to prepare for domestic life, or to secretarial school.II Unsurprisingly, Nonie and Charles were less than happy about Anna’s decision. “I don’t think it was snobbishness so much as the Wintours just felt that education was… a tool that could absolutely change your life,” Lasky said. But Anna’s parents accepted her decision, as far as Lasky could tell. “They never threw it in her face.”


On the other hand, her siblings shared her parents’ interest in politics and social issues, and all attended prestigious universities. Anna felt like the black sheep of the family. “In the face of my brothers’ and sister’s academic success, I felt I was rather a failure. They were super-bright so I guess I worked at being decorative. Most of the time, I was hiding behind my hair and I was paralytically shy. I’ve always been a joke in my family. They’ve always thought I am deeply unserious. My sister would always ring up and say: ‘Where is Anna—is she at the hairdresser or the drycleaner’s?’ It’s not their world,” she later recalled. But while her siblings didn’t understand her interest in fashion, Charles seemed to appreciate it. Fashion was part of the culture the Evening Standard covered, so he had to keep up with it somewhat. But he also cared that fashion exhilarated Anna, who seemed to many to be his favorite child.


Charles denied that he ever pushed Anna into a media career—“Anna said she felt that what I was doing was exciting…,” he said—but in fact, she knew that her dad wanted her to go into journalism. (He would sometimes ask her if she’d read certain articles and what she thought of them, almost as if training her for her future responsibilities.)


Yet she was wary, half in and half out. “I certainly grew up knowing that being in publishing was something I wanted to do,” she told journalist George Wayne, but “chose to go into magazines because that wasn’t so much his world.” Still, some twenty years into her Vogue editorship, she said Charles was ultimately her primary influence. “I think my father really decided for me that I should work in fashion. I can’t remember what form it was I had to fill out, maybe it was an admissions thing, and at the bottom it said ‘career objectives’… And I said, ‘What shall I do, how shall I fill this out?’ So he said, ‘Well, you write you want to be editor of Vogue, of course.’ And that was it, it was decided.”


Her determination lit up like a match.





A few months after Anna ended her education, her grandfather Ralph Baker died. He left behind an estate for his surviving wife, Anna Baker; when she passed away in September of 1970, the trust was valued at $2.28 million. Payments started coming out of it for Nonie, her sister, and Anna and her siblings. Many were for specific purposes, such as Patrick’s Harvard tuition and Nonie’s sister’s maid bills. Anna, who didn’t need tuition money, began receiving lump sums for unspecified purposes. Over the course of the first six years of her magazine career, she received more than $19,000, which in 2021 currency would be more than $120,000. That money made it possible for her not only to enter the poorly paying publishing field but also to take the risks that would lead to her advancement. It enabled her to buy nice things, like the Mini she drove around London. Still, if Anna wanted a lifetime of designer clothes and luxury, her trust fund would only help—career success would have to buy it for her.


Of course, her father was in a position to help at the beginning. At work one day Charles called Barbara Griggs, the Evening Standard’s fashion editor, into his office.


“I want to ask you a favor,” he said.


“Sure, Charles. What can I do?” she replied.


“I would be very grateful if you would take my daughter Anna out to lunch. I’ll pay, of course,” he said. “I think she’s very set on a fashion career. Perhaps you could give her a little guidance.”


Griggs took Anna to lunch and was immediately impressed by how confident, stylish, and put-together she was. This girl was just a child, but with an adult’s poise, grooming, and sense of purpose.


“All she wanted from me was some information, not terribly important information. What she didn’t want at all was any guidance or tips on how to manage her career,” recalled Griggs, who concluded the teenager in front of her had a brilliant future in fashion, and whatever she wanted to do, she would do.


Griggs then called Barbara Hulanicki and asked if Anna could get some experience working in the shop. Hulanicki didn’t know Charles Wintour, but did know that his newspaper was hugely influential and had a large circulation. Plus Griggs had written kindly about Biba in the paper. Of course she would hire his daughter.





As Charles Wintour’s daughter, Anna got the job without even a formal interview. In a sense, that wasn’t too surprising: working at Biba required no qualifications except being pretty and fashionable. The young women who ran the stores in the sixties were among London’s “It girls.” Stylish and brash, they appeared in newspapers and magazines and were about as cool as you could be. But Anna never became one of them. “She wasn’t gloriously gorgeous. She was very plain and very ordinary so she wouldn’t have been a typical girl that we would have hired, realistically,” said Kim Willott, an assistant manager. And personality-wise, she was the opposite of the extroverted staff members—quiet and sweet. “I’m sure she was terrified,” said Hulanicki. Staff said they were told to treat her delicately since she was the daughter of the influential Charles Wintour, so she could not even be given anything hard to do.


Biba buzzed like the backstage of a rock concert. Celebrities like Brigitte Bardot and Barbra Streisand came in and out along with customers looking for the shortest possible skirts. If there wasn’t a line outside, there were nose marks on the window to wipe off every day. Though Hulanicki used her staff to model in Biba’s catalogues (shot by famous fashion photographers like Helmut Newton) she never asked Anna to do it because she seemed too reserved.


Part of the craziness of Biba was its rampant theft. The absence of a security system, along with the low lighting and busy communal changing room, made it easy for customers to steal clothes, and steal they did. In a 2002 Independent profile, Alexandra Shulman, then the editor of British Vogue, bonded with the interviewer over recollections of all the shoplifting that went on at Biba. Shulman recalled that when the police came to her school to discuss it, “We all sat there listening, in our stolen Biba scarves.”


Anna had been working there just a few weeks when Rosie Young, one of her managers, recalled receiving orders from the higher-ups to let her go because they believed that Anna too had been taking clothes. Stealing was so common, she might not have thought anything of it.


Young certainly didn’t get the impression that Anna cared about being fired, but now Anna had to find something else to do. In the summer of 1967, hoping to capitalize on the boutique movement, Harrods had opened a 20,000-square-foot department on its fourth floor called the Way In. Decorated in deep blue with low lighting and a blue-and-black-striped floor, the area had a DJ and resembled a nightclub. The staff all wore white minidresses.


The vibe resonated with Anna and she got a job on the sales floor, where her colleagues included debutantes and out-of-work actors. To Lasky, working a retail job never seemed beneath Anna. That’s not to say Anna was excited about starting at the bottom. “Because of our backgrounds at North London, I think we all thought we wouldn’t have to work so hard at things that weren’t so great, but go straight to the top,” said Lasky. But being at the bottom created opportunities too.





Around the time Anna was working at Harrods, Lasky found an internship at Petticoat, a weekly teen girls’ magazine founded by Audrey Slaughter, who had already successfully launched Honey, which targeted a slightly older audience. Lasky’s job was to borrow samples of clothing and accessories from designers and retailers for fashion shoots, then pack them up and send them back. At one point, however, the editors were short on models. “Vivienne, you do it,” her boss said. “Bring a friend.” Lasky asked Anna.


Fortuitously, Anna happened to be available for the day. Predictably, she had little idea of what a fashion editor did, and perhaps her greatest takeaway from the shoot was how much work it was to pull it together.


Along with a few other young women, they posed in micromini pink and gray coatdresses and too-big sample shoes that gaped in the back. The pictures were published in an exciting double-page spread, Anna Wintour’s debut in the world that she would eventually rule over. The two friends looked like they were playing dress-up in a grown woman’s closet.





For someone who would later be so closely linked to political power brokers and foreign leaders, the social unrest of the 1960s didn’t seem like Anna’s primary concern. Fashion was her obsession. She once had a date at a big anti–Vietnam War protest in London, in which eight thousand mostly young people marched the mile and a half from Trafalgar Square to Grosvenor Square. But the antiwar cause may not have been the attraction: the march was the thing for young people to do in London that day, so of course she wanted to be there. Her big dilemma had been what to wear. (After trying on countless outfits, she settled on something leather.)


In a joint interview almost twenty years later, Charles teased his daughter about that day. “Having spent two hours wondering what you wore to a demo, I heard her patter down the steps, turn, and run up again. I opened the door and she said: ‘Daddy, am I for or against Cambodia?’ I think things have changed. I am almost sure she is aware that there are two parties in American politics,” he said.


Anna, the lone apolitical family member, may have taken her dad’s comments as a challenge. She would work her whole career to prove she could be the world’s best fashion editor as well as a serious political person. After she started running Vogue, she insisted on publishing political stories in every issue, firmly believing that a love of expensive clothing didn’t mean her readers were intellectually limited. “Just because you like to put on a beautiful Carolina Herrera dress or a pair of J Brand blue jeans instead of something basic from Kmart, it doesn’t mean that you’re a dumb person,” she said. Her father had put the headless corpse on his front page and something for the permanent undersecretary at the Treasury inside, and at Vogue she would follow her own version of that formula. But for now, her focus was less on the revolution than on what was trending.





Anna made one final attempt at a formal education when she enrolled in fashion classes. She hardly talked to Lasky about her classes, and on the rare occasions that she did, it didn’t sound like she was having fun. During one of those infrequent discussions, she explained that one of her classes seemed a lot like chemistry, a subject neither of them had studied at North London. “I didn’t do very well,” she told Lasky. “We were testing fabrics and I set a sample on fire.”


But the classes weren’t a complete waste: they gave her an opportunity to research the fashion scene in America to write a thesis on trends in retailers’ buying methods. Anna planned to visit all the major department stores in New York City, and also wanted to go to Dallas to visit Neiman Marcus, which worried Nonie, who didn’t want her staying there by herself. Anna had visited the US many times growing up, but never on her own. In April of 1968, when Anna was eighteen, she went to New York for a few weeks, staying with Nonie’s cousin in her Park Avenue apartment, walking distance from the upscale boutiques and restaurants on Madison Avenue.


Charles wrote to Arthur Schlesinger to make sure Anna would be looked after and to ask, per Anna’s explicit request, that he show her New York nightlife. Schlesinger, a prominent New Yorker who had served as special assistant to President John F. Kennedy in the early sixties before becoming a humanities professor at the City University of New York, was happy to oblige, sweeping Anna into his glamorous Manhattan social circle. Little did either know that in seven years Anna would decide to make New York City her home.





As the sixties neared their end, Anna started a relationship back in London with Steve Bobroff, a fashion photographer whose family money had allowed him to set up his own photo studio and live in a spacious carriage house with a swimming pool.


Even then Anna was drawn to creative people, especially successful ones, but as far as Lasky could tell, Anna was genuinely crazy about him. Their relationship brought out a whole new side to her friend, an Anna who enjoyed a grown-up domestic life, including decorating a shared living space and inviting her parents over for dinner.


Bobroff had privilege but also talent, and his photos were appearing in major magazines like Queen, which covered fashion in Swinging London. The two of them collaborated on a moody black-and-white shoot for Student magazine, founded by future tycoon Richard Branson, that ran in the Summer 1969 issue. The two-page spread featured a black-and-white photo of Anna in a sleeveless crocheted minidress, lying on her side as though asleep, hands clutched to her chest. In one inset photo, she wears a trouser suit; in another, she kneels in knitted high-waisted briefs and a matching triangle top, midriff exposed. The short text extolls the season’s “sleek” and simple designs.


There was more: Anna, with the last name “Winter,” appeared on the Student masthead under the title “Fashion Editor and Model.” She would never model again, but her career as an editor had begun.




	
I. Her last day was July 27, 1966, but since school records list her as being in the class of 1967, it’s possible she quit at the beginning of her last year, as opposed to during the break between third and fourth. Anna herself has never addressed the discrepancy.


	
II. The year before Anna left North London, just a quarter of UK students older than sixteen remained in school.













Chapter 4 ANNA WINTOUR, FASHION ASSISTANT



As before, being a Wintour helped.


When Anna showed up for an interview at Harper’s Bazaar, the magazine was preparing to merge with Queen to become Harpers & Queen. Sitting down with editor Jennifer Hocking, a former model, Anna made a point of exaggerating her limited experience with fashion shoots. Whether Hocking realized this or not, it didn’t matter: her boss, Willie Landels, who was both editor-in-chief and art director, didn’t care.


Landels, an artist who’d moved to England from his native Italy almost two decades prior, knew Anna’s father and, more important, that the Evening Standard was a great newspaper. Those were good enough reasons for Landels to try out twenty-year-old Anna as an entry-level assistant in the fashion department.





After dead-end stints with fashion classes and retail jobs, it was the Harpers job that would provide the foundation for Anna’s entire career. Here, finally, was something she loved and did well, which also placed her in her father’s dazzling element.


One of the first things Landels noticed about Anna was that she was quiet, like Charles, always hiding behind her hair and sunglasses. The glasses, which seemed like an eccentricity, may have had a purpose beyond fashion. Her father suffered from macular degeneration—a hereditary condition in which the macula in the center of the retina deteriorates, causing vision problems. Anna claimed that her nearsightedness was paired with acute light sensitivity, hence her need for sunglasses, but her close friend and Vogue’s longtime West Coast editor Lisa Love said she just preferred the appearance of sunglasses (which she would constantly misplace), which defined her iconic look and added to her mystique. Lasky remembered Anna unhappily having to wear glasses when they were in school together, but didn’t recall her wearing sunglasses. “I thought it started because if you’re wearing sunglasses, people don’t know they’re prescription,” she said.


Both Anna and her dad were thrilled when she was hired and, in the March 1970 issue, debuted on the masthed as a fashion assistant. Here, her last name hardly made her stand out. “We also had other members of the magazine at the time who were daughters of dukes and lords,” recalled advertisement manager Terence Mansfield. “It came with the affluent market.” She would remain at the magazine for five years, her longest tenure outside of Condé Nast.


Since the fashion pages were run on small budgets by a team of three, Anna never felt like the kind of assistant who would later serve her, an easily replaced subordinate who would suffer in the coffee-fetching, receipt-collecting trenches. “I learned how to go into the market and choose clothes. I learned how to choose talent. I learned how to collaborate. I learned how to do a layout. I learned how to write a caption. I was thrown into my career, frankly, with ignorance. I knew nothing,” she said. “You had to learn everything, you had to do everything. You had to know how to multitask. I think this also gives you a certain strength that you’re not stuck in one box. I just started as an editor, they told me to go on a shoot.”


Of all the entry-level jobs Anna could have held in fashion or media, there was perhaps none she was better suited to than this one. A successful fashion shoot depends on taste, creativity, and organization. In collaboration with the art department, models are cast, a photographer is hired, and a location chosen. The editor, who goes to fashion shows and designer showrooms to keep up with the latest collections, decides which clothes to photograph and how. An assistant borrows the clothes and accessories for the shoot. When they arrive, the assistant unpacks and organizes everything so the editor can breeze through and make selections.


The job is creative, but also tedious. Shots are planned in advance, so that when everyone gets to the set, time isn’t wasted on decisions. The model may have ideas about how to pose, the photographer may have ideas about how to shoot, but the editor is ultimately responsible for going back to the office with the set of pictures that the boss wants, so she must command her set.


Anna was a perfectionist, not the type to forget a dress or lose some jewelry, and knew how to select clothes. She was also good at putting the right talent together. She didn’t second-guess herself, so people weren’t left wondering what to do.


Ironically, unlike most people who passed through Anna’s post-tween orbit, Landels didn’t like how she dressed. In fact, he thought she badly overdressed. But this he was willing to overlook because her job—informing the public about fashion—wouldn’t be done by way of her own example. Anna seemed to agree with him in a 1986 interview, describing as a mistake how she used “to go out and buy a complete outfit—Bill Gibb or Missoni—hat, leg-warmers, skirt, everything.”


Landels was impressed with shoots she did with the young illustrator Eric Boman, who was trying to break into photography when Anna, who covered the lingerie market, first hired him in 1971 to photograph swimwear. “Anna was rather in the background,” recalled Boman, who went on to have a successful photography career and shoot for Vogue well before Anna started working there. “She was good at finding people who are gifted,” said Landels.


In addition to sparing Anna the more demeaning aspects of assistanthood, the job allowed her to start developing an editorial point of view. In a late November 1971 spread featuring gifts the Harpers & Queen staff wanted for Christmas, Anna’s high-low taste—which would become her signature at Vogue—was on full display. Portrayed by a professional model, “Anna” wore nothing but diamonds and a long fluffy white fur coat casually slipping off her bare shoulders, a matching Great Pyrenees dog (available then at Harrods) lying at her feet. “Anna Wintour, fashion assistant, 21, would like to taste St. Moritz living next year… wearing this ankle-length white fox coat, £1,930 from Harrods,” reads the caption on what is one of the earliest published examples of Anna’s work as a stylist. The price of the model’s diamond ring and hair accessory were too high to disclose, but the wicker chair from Biba was listed at only £29. As fancy as her life and taste would become, Anna never seemed to forget that she was one of the girls waiting in line on Saturday mornings to buy dresses for a few pounds at Biba.





Charles and Nonie left Anna alone when it came to her personal life. That’s not to say that Charles failed to notice that Anna had many boyfriends, and that she had a type, which he described as “unusually appealing but highly unstable” characters. Many of the men she dated were older, and many were writers; she seemed attracted to people with life experience, intellect, and ambition.


After her relationship with Bobroff ended, Anna moved back into the basement apartment at her parents’ house. Charles’s interest in Anna’s personal life was piqued when Richard Neville came along.


Neville, a hippie with a dark moptop, moved to London in 1966 from Sydney, Australia, where he’d launched the counterculture magazine Oz. The debut issue had included an interview with an abortion doctor and an article on chastity belts; by the fourth issue, newsstands were refusing to sell the magazine and printers refusing to print it. Neville was charged with obscenity twice, avoiding jail the second time by posting bail. After reading about “Swinging London” in Time magazine, Neville decided to move and publish Oz from there.


Writer Anthony Haden-Guest introduced Neville to Anna at a party in 1969, when she was around twenty. They kept bumping into each other at social gatherings and he and Anna fell into an affair, often disappearing to her basement apartment at her parents’ house after they’d all dined together.


Neville continued using Oz to attract press through controversy and shock value. The cover of an issue guest-edited by teenagers featuring two naked women led to another obscenity charge, as well as one for conspiracy to corrupt public morals, the penalty for which was life in prison.


In the end, the Oz team was acquitted of public corruption but guilty of obscenity. After almost a week in prison, Neville was released on appeal. Charles asked Anna to bring him over. Many years later, she would allude to the encounter as one of the worst dates of her life. “We had an extremely uncomfortable exchange, but at the end of it, my dad said to the young man, ‘I know you’re interested in politics—would you like to go to America and cover the upcoming election campaigns?’ ” she said. “And he, of course, was stunned, and immediately said yes. And he left the next day and I never saw him again. So, my dad was quite cunning.”





Clare Hastings landed as Anna’s assistant at Harpers & Queen in late 1971 after Anna was promoted to assistant fashion editor, thanks to the departure of her immediate superior. It didn’t matter to Hastings that Anna wasn’t easy to talk to and didn’t give detailed explanations about how to do things; she learned fast and somehow just “got” Anna. And Hastings got the feeling, though they never explicitly discussed her performance, that Anna was invested in her success. “It was just the way that she would treat me or talk to me or include me that I imagined I wasn’t completely hopeless,” she said.


Hastings found Anna impressive on many levels. She showed enormous respect for the fashion pieces loaned to the magazine—everything they borrowed had to be sent back in the precise condition it arrived in, down to the tissue paper wrapping—and to those who lent them. Then there was Anna’s own style and grooming, attended to as if she were constantly starring in a fashion editorial. She got blowouts and bang trims three times a week and wore clothes by cool designers, some of which she bought and some of which she received as gifts from labels, which was pro forma for the industry. Like the magazine, Anna’s wardrobe featured a lot of fur, which wasn’t taboo then. (“Anna loved fur. Anna dripped fur. We all dripped fur,” recalled Hastings.) She often brought her castoffs into work for the other young women on staff, but she reserved extra kindness for the fashion team. One day the houseboat where Hastings lived with her boyfriend went up in flames along with everything she owned. The next day, Anna showed up to work with a whole new wardrobe for her.


Hastings saw that Anna was meticulous about everything, from what she kept in her purse to what she ate. She never ate much, but what she did had to be the best. Sometimes she would send her steak back repeatedly until it was rare enough, and then only take a couple of bites. (For a while, she paid Hastings to bring her the yogurt that she was making at home because Anna thought it was better than anything else she could buy.)


There was something else about her boss that impressed Hastings, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Anna had the power to get people to do what she wanted with a look or a sentence. “Even at that point, she would control the whole lunch table. If there were eight people around, and everyone was thinking, ‘Oh, I’ll have a glass of wine’—because everybody drank in those days—and ‘I’ll have a cigarette,’ there’d be Anna at the end who’d say, ‘Just a yogurt for me, please.’ Everyone would look around and go, ‘Oh god. We’re not supposed to be eating.’ ‘Oh my goodness, we’re not supposed to be drinking.’ ”


And there was Anna’s busy social life. She wasn’t famous at the time, but she was attractive and interesting, and conveyed an air of mystery. In addition to the usual business calls, Anna got daily calls from men. They were fascinated by her and wanted to take her out (among them the actor Terence Stamp), but she only called some back; she sometimes told Hastings to lie that she was out of the office.


When not at work, she regularly went out to hot spots like Tramp and Club Dell’Aretusa. (“Are you one of the beautiful people?” the Evening Standard once asked. “Simple test: Can you get in to the Dell’Aretusa?”)


At dinner, Anna sat silently, her bob in her face. Emma Soames was working in fashion PR when she met and became friends with Anna in the early seventies. “Anna’s power in those days, such as it was as a fashion assistant, lay in her silence,” she said. Her crew included gossip columnist Nigel Dempster, nearly a decade older, whom she dated (though she later denied it), and his journalist friends Jon Bradshaw and Anthony Haden-Guest. The latter never saw Anna as shy. Anna’s “was a kind of Cheshire Cat silence,” he said. “You knew there was a lot going on in her head. But she just wasn’t sharing it.”


“I know there was a lot of drinking,” said Anna, who never much liked alcohol and only ever was seen drinking white wine, usually no more than half a glass. “But I was always the first to leave. I had to get up and go to work in the mornings. Because they were freelancers, they could wake up later.” She was always home by eleven thirty.





Part of Anna’s job was to always be on the lookout for the best people to work with; photographers, models, and designers constantly streamed through the Harpers & Queen office for “go-sees.” Manolo Blahnik, the shoe designer who later became a household name partly thanks to being Carrie Bradshaw’s favorite on Sex and the City, was one of them, and one of the first designers to receive Anna’s endorsement. “I just remember this sort of madman coming in and putting all these shoes down and going, ‘Here’s my new collection, it’s my new collection,’ ” said Hastings.


Anna didn’t bother with niceties if a photographer came in with a portfolio she didn’t like. There was no pretending that she would think about it so as to spare someone’s feelings—she’d just look the other way, close the book, and say, “Thank you.”


One photographer who did appeal to Anna was James Wedge, a former milliner who got his start at the Royal College of Art. He was able to switch to a photography career thanks to Anna booking him repeatedly. They began a romantic relationship, and extensively discussed not only their shoots but also goals for the future. And Anna was frank about her ambition, even as a lowly junior fashion editor. “American Vogue was the job that she really, really wanted,” said Wedge.


As Anna developed a reputation, photographers sought work with her at Harpers & Queen. One was Jim Lee, a rising talent who liked the freedom that came with shooting outside of a studio.


Anna was experimental at the time, and suggested that instead of following the trend for soft-focus romanticism, he should do a shoot of sailor-inspired clothes on a stark gray battleship she liked, which was anchored in the Thames.


Lee thought the whole conceit was silly and had a hard time getting into it, especially since the boat was a difficult place to shoot. Unsurprisingly, he shuddered at the resulting pictures. Insisting they couldn’t be published, he offered Anna a free reshoot.


“Do them again, wherever you want, however you want. That’s fine,” she said. “I understand.” Lee decided to take the clothes to Brighton Beach with the same models, but without Anna. Anna liked the new photos, and they were published. Given that she was just starting out and had very little power, Anna may have felt she couldn’t afford to alienate a photographer like Lee, and it was best to give him freedom to do as he thought best. This wasn’t an approach she would use forever.


Anna’s job also now mandated that she attend fashion shows. For the industry, these are biannual gatherings of editors, stylists, retailers, photographers, models, and designers—a well-heeled herd converging on an exclusive watering hole. If the various attendees don’t know each other, they know about each other. Anna, always dressed immaculately, attended the shows with Jennifer Hocking, trailing just behind her around the runways, clearly her support staff.


That said, the media back then weren’t interested in the editors or what they wore. Plus, photographers had to lug their film around and didn’t want to waste it on spectators. But something about Anna struck Monty Coles, a newspaper photographer, at one couture show. Fair-skinned, small, always hiding behind her hair—Coles never saw her speak to anyone or anyone speak to her—Anna was strangely captivating, and he snapped a couple of photos of her as she walked past him on the way to her seat. Tucked under her arm was a bag large enough to carry a sketch pad because, although she couldn’t really draw, she’d figured out how to sketch the clothes she liked as they came down the runway, which was how top fashion editors noted which pieces they wanted to photograph.


By the early seventies, Anna’s name and photo were appearing not only occasionally in WWD but in newspapers and magazines in small items about London parties. This didn’t make her a celebrity, but her name was out there.





In 1972, Anna started a five-year relationship with Jon Bradshaw—always simply Bradshaw to his friends—an American journalist who had recently divorced his first wife. Bradshaw was swashbuckling, drank a lot, and loved to gamble. Twelve years older than Anna, he’d moved to London from the US and was writing for Harpers & Queen while she was working there. Anna fell for him. “There just weren’t many people like Bradshaw,” she said. “He stood out. He would walk into a room and own that room. Living in London and being American—which added to his aura. The polar opposite of the upper-class English world that I knew when I was growing up. He was not so polite and not so careful, wore jeans, had that great smile, and was just much more open. And yeah, a little bit dangerous. He caused a stir.” They moved in together, and, just as Anna had with Bobroff, she decorated the new apartment beautifully.


Like her father, Bradshaw was someone who could teach the much less experienced Anna about magazine publishing, and who could tap his connections when she needed help, which was exactly what he did down the line.





While covering the lingerie market, Anna often bumped into British Vogue’s young lingerie editor, Liz Tilberis, who would many years later become one of Anna’s biggest rivals. “We quickly recognized each other as fellow foot soldiers in fashion (although she was always better dressed than I was), sitting together at tedious industry lunches and meeting up at showrooms to peruse racks of Maidenform bras and flannel robes, two ambitious neophytes glad to have each other’s company and conversation,” Tilberis later wrote. “She was serious but not humorless, determined but not devious, obviously as frustrated as I was…”


In fact, Anna had quickly tired of doing shoots, recognizing early on that she didn’t want to be the person out in the field creating content, but the person in the office making decisions, like her father. “I was terrible on shoots. I was bad. I was so happy to give it up. It was just not my strong suit. But it did help me understand what went into them and how you needed to be so much more patient than I ever was,” she said.


In 1974, a more senior role at Harpers & Queen opened up when Landels fired Jennifer Hocking in order to bring in someone with a writing background. Anna decided she should take Hocking’s job—after all, by then she and Hocking had been splitting the big fashion spreads, including the cover shoots. Anna’s assistant, Clare Hastings, also felt that a promotion was deserved.


To help her case, Charles called Landels to lobby for his daughter, but this time Landels took offense. “I will never tell you how to run the Evening Standard, so don’t tell me how to run my magazine,” he said. Landels worried that Anna’s silence—the very thing that seemed to empower her socially—prevented her from connecting with others on staff. In retrospect, Hastings wondered if Landels’s real issue was feeling threatened by her.


The job went to Min HoggI, who had been contributing feature stories to the magazine, and Anna got a consolation title bump to deputy fashion editor. (“Over five years, I rose by gradual degrees from fashion assistant to deputy fashion editor, which wasn’t what you would call a meteoric promotion,” she later said.)


Hogg was dramatically different from her predecessor, Hocking, who went on to a second phase of her modeling career. Hogg’s expertise was in textiles and interior design. (Later in her career she would help start the highly respected home décor title World of Interiors.) Though Landels had justified the hire by saying he wanted a writer in the fashion editor position, Anna and Hastings didn’t understand why they suddenly had to report to someone who didn’t seem to care that much about fashion.


Being passed over made her resent Hogg intensely, but it wasn’t Anna’s style to have an outright disagreement with somebody—she hasn’t ever been confrontational and would continue to avoid direct confrontation throughout her career. Still, she made her feelings known. “Min would have realized pretty soon that Anna didn’t think much of her work,” Hastings noted. “Anna wasn’t going to stay around, being subservient to somebody that she perceived as not being as good as she was.”


As Michael Hodgson, who worked in the art department and laid out Anna’s pages, recalled, Hogg could also be a difficult person to get along with: “They’re very different characters. Anna was kind of young and go-gettish. Min was kind of old and, to a certain extent, stuck in her ways.” Those two approaches were not particularly convivial. Anna “could be vile to people that she didn’t like,” said Hastings. Once, things got so bad between them that Landels was called to the shows in Paris, which Anna and Hogg were attending together, to defuse the situation and “tell Anna to behave properly,” he said.


After several months under Hogg, Anna had had enough. One day, she pulled Hastings aside.


“It’s outrageous I haven’t been made fashion editor. I’m resigning. Are you going to stay?” she said.


“Mm, no,” said Hastings, who felt loyal to her boss. She followed through on her promise to quit in solidarity, even though she hadn’t given any thought to what she’d do next. II


Anna had no master plan for her career at that point, but she had more options than most since, thanks to her mother, Anna had an American passport. She set her sights across the Atlantic and was the driving force behind her and Bradshaw’s move to the States.


After considering San Francisco, Anna decided on New York, planning to stay there if she could find a job. “She regarded New York as a center of the universe,” recalled Emma Soames. On Thursday, March 13, 1975, her family gave her a farewell dinner in London. Charles supported her decision but was sad to see his daughter move so far away.


Anna wouldn’t miss London, but she had no idea how difficult working in New York would be.




	
I. Hogg died in 2019.


	
II. “You’ll never work in this business again,” the editor told Hastings. The editor turned out to be wrong. Hastings became a freelance stylist, a career she had for the next thirty years, which she credits to Anna, who got her to leave the magazine in the first place.













Chapter 5 A NEW START IN NEW YORK CITY



Moving to New York at age twenty-five without a job lined up, Anna started out with freelance gigs, including one for American Vogue, which may have sounded more impressive than it actually turned out to be.


Anna was hired to oversee a reshoot of a single photo for the November 1975 issue. Grace Mirabella, Vogue’s editor-in-chief, didn’t like the earrings model Rosie Vela had been wearing, so she sent a whole crew back out to the very same Hamptons sand dune to take the photo again.


Anna showed up for the hundred-mile drive looking chic and cool as always, carrying a tiny bag with the replacement earrings in them. When the van reached the designated dune, everyone got out, snapped the photo, packed up, and drove the hundred miles home. It was terribly inefficient and wasteful, but it was how Vogue could afford to operate, which must have stunned an editor like Anna, coming from a London magazine with a fraction of the budget. And after all that, the photo was never even published.





Despite what her father called “a rather depressing start” as a freelancer, Anna began to enjoy her new city. She and Bradshaw moved into an apartment on the Upper East Side and went out to hot spots like Maxwell’s Plum and the jazz clubs on Fifty-Second Street. Here, no one knew her as Charles Wintour’s daughter or said anything to her about her father at all. “I felt quite isolated growing up in England, not because of family but with it being such a class-driven culture, and one of the things I like here is that it is not all about class and where you went to school and what your parents do, and everyone in New York is from somewhere else, and that creates a very positive force,” she said. Yet Anna would, many years later, seem to place outsize weight on family and educational background when hiring at Vogue.


After interviewing with one of America’s top fashion editors, Carrie Donovan, she got a job at Harper’s Bazaar (which had the same parent company as Harpers & Queen). As a junior sittings editor, Anna’s job was to organize and oversee shoots but with almost no editorial say in the photos. It was the best magazine she could have worked at in New York other than Vogue, but, she would learn, the position would also come at the cost of creative freedom.





Have we hired the wrong person? Michele Mazzola, Harper’s Bazaar’s special projects editor, wondered as she observed her new twenty-six-year-old junior editor on set. The staff was at the five-star Jamaica Inn resort in Ocho Rios for a shoot featuring supermodel Cheryl Tiegs in bathing suits and caftans for the May 1976 issue. Michele was there with her husband, Tony Mazzola, the magazine’s editor-in-chief, on what she later described as business but what the crew figured was vacation.


This particular crew had worked together many times before, making Anna the new girl, and they liked her a lot for the very same reason her bosses worried about her—she didn’t meddle in what they were doing. Still, Michele was a bit disconcerted: Anna was on a trip with a whole crew and photo shoot to manage, supposed to hold the whole thing together with authority, and she just hung in the background, the same way she did during meetings at the office, quiet.


This was unusual in American fashion, where flamboyance and power trips were taken as proof of competence—Vogue’s Polly Mellen cried when she loved a shot. Bazaar’s Gloria Moncur once threw a shoe at a staffer and said, “Are you trying to make me sick bringing me these terrible-looking shoes?”


Working at an American fashion magazine was a huge adjustment for Anna. Back in London, her creativity and ideas had mattered at Harpers & Queen, but here she had to fight the Mazzolas for the same influence over her shoots. The fashion editor decided, with Tony’s approval, on the clothes; the bookings editor and art director decided on the models and photographers. As a junior sittings editor, Anna wasn’t meant to stamp her vision on Bazaar’s pages. The magazine’s aesthetic was dictated by Mazzola, and his vision wasn’t artistic or fashion-forward. He had previously edited Town & Country, a magazine that featured socialites. But Anna and her young colleagues thought Bazaar should hew more closely to the Paris runways than to Park Avenue.


Mazzola’s primary concern was finances. “All he did was capitulate to the bean counters in Hearst,” said Alida Morgan, a fashion editor who worked alongside Anna, and whose family—unlike Anna’s—was against her doing the poorly paid job. Mazzola micromanaged budgets, which routinely add up fast during photo shoots, and would only allow select photographers to expense anything at all. There wasn’t always money to bring an assistant on shoots in far-flung locales. And shoots could be grueling: shoot days in a studio could last from 9:30 a.m. until 2 or 3 the next morning. Meanwhile, at their number-one competitor, Vogue, no expense was too great—including hiring a crew to spend a day reshooting a photo simply because of earrings.


Though Tony had approved Anna’s hiring, those at the magazine thought he never really liked her. They, however, did. Anna might have been quiet and hard to get to know, but she was nice and hardworking. Also, she was so stylish. She came to work every day much more dressed up than everyone else in elegant European clothes—Missoni knits and shorts suits by Kenzo and flirty dresses by Sonia Rykiel. Wendy Goodman, whom Donovan hired to assist Anna and another fashion editor, Jun Kanai, said she never saw Anna dress down. She went to a shoot with Anna in the Hamptons, and was struck by Anna’s lace eyelet Sonia Rykiel dress and heels. Anna liked clothes that showed off her legs, toned at Lotte Berk—the eponymous studio of a trained ballet dancer who devised a barre-style workout for everyone. When she was done with her clothes, she brought them into the office for the other girls on the staff. Goodman once snatched up a Sonia Rykiel shirt with armholes that were too small for her. She said, “I was like a little sort of Flipper. I couldn’t even move my arms in this shirt. I thought, I’m going to wear Anna Wintour’s shirt. I don’t care. I’m wearing it.”


And then there was Anna’s British accent, which made the whole staff jealous. Brits weren’t common at the time in the New York publishing industry, and Anna’s posh intonation may have eclipsed even her wardrobe in making her seem chic.


In the office, Anna developed a long-standing friendship with her first American boss, Carrie Donovan, a highly respected editor who’d been passed over to be editor-in-chief of Vogue before joining Tony’s team. Donovan had a big personality and the statement accessories to match, including turbans, round black-framed glasses that extended past the sides of her face, and gold cuffs on each wrist. She was known for developing young talent and would go on to champion Anna for decades. Anna “is a fashion person if there ever was one,” she said, adding, “She may not take the time to be polite about it.” Indeed, Anna had one concern when she was on the job, and it wasn’t adopting friendly American manners. Zazel Lovén, another fashion editor, said her focus was singular: “She was very clear-minded about wanting to do work that she thought was the best.”


That was made harder as the Mazzolas “were against any new models. They were against any new photographers. They were against anything that diverted in any way from the pages that they’d been doing, basically, at Town & Country,” said Morgan. Fashion editors would get stuck with one photographer over and over and over, which meant they eventually ran out of ideas of what to do with them. Complicating things was Tony’s wife, Michele, who, while influencing the pages through her role as special projects editor, dressed casually and clearly wasn’t a fashion person—her colleagues never forgot their mortification when she attended couture shows in Paris in a white T-shirt. Goodman thought her attire came from intention rather than cluelessness. “I think that was a real sort of choice, like, I’m not a fashion person. I’m a serious working girl.… I have better things to do than worry about fashion.” (Michele noted that she often wore Halston, and “looked perfectly respectable… just not couture.”)


Anna’s taste was edgier. She loved Hiro, the legendary surrealist fashion photographer who had defined Harper’s Bazaar’s innovative look under editor-in-chief Nancy White the decade before. (His memorable images include a fish decked in fine jewelry and standing models shot directly from above.)


By the time Anna arrived in 1975, the Hiro days were long gone. The covers of all the issues Anna worked on were tightly cropped head shots, with Tiegs—a Mazzola favorite—appearing on more than half of them. Mazzola and his art department threw text all over photos to plug advertisers, which editors felt destroyed the presentation and beauty of the clothing. To better control the outcome of their spreads, Anna and Morgan devised a work-around: when the film came back, Anna met with photographers in the lobby to select their favorite pictures, and that was all she turned in. If the Mazzolas asked where the rest were, she’d say, “I’m sorry, there aren’t any more.” Explained Morgan, “So either they were going to have to pay for a reshoot or they had to accept what you had to give.” And since budgets were so tight, that often meant Anna got what she wanted.


Goodman was in awe of Anna’s work ethic. “She really had no qualms about being completely focused, and to the point of being very abrupt, seemingly rude, to people because she just didn’t have time. She just was on her path to what she needed to do, period, the end,” she said. “In an office people kind of clown around, and they take breaks, and they gossip. She never did any of that. She wasn’t in it for fun and games. She was in it to work.”


But Anna and Tony were never going to get along. As colleague Marilyn Kirschner said, “Tony was the boss and Anna has a bossy personality, and she doesn’t just take orders.” Yet when Anna and Tony clashed and Tony berated her, she didn’t fight back. In fact, being nonconfrontational by nature, she didn’t argue at all. Morgan believed part of it was Anna’s shyness, but also, she said, “There’s a point where fighting back doesn’t feel like it’s worth it, because I think she knew she could go on to other things. And she knew damn well she wanted to run Vogue.”





Bradshaw and Anna seemed to have a good relationship in New York. The craziness of working at Bazaar led Anna to develop friendships with a small group of her fellow fashion editors, and sometimes they’d all go out to dinner together with their boyfriends. They liked Bradshaw, who was affable and always supportive of Anna. “Do it, Anna,” he would say when she had an idea about her work. He had a glow around her.


Bradshaw occasionally went to the office to see Anna, who sat in a small but busy room with Goodman, Morgan, and their colleagues. “We all had crushes on him, and he’d come to the office, and we’d all flirt with him,” Goodman recalled. The attention was one reason for him to drop by, but he had a greater purpose than ego-boosting: Bradshaw was a gambler and Anna controlled their finances, so he was visiting Anna, Goodman recalled, to get his cash allowance. Goodman just thought, Oh my god, she just has control over everything.


In the spring of 1976, he invited her to see one of Bob Marley’s four sold-out shows at the Beacon Theatre. Not one to miss something cool, Anna went with him. The next morning, she came to work talking about the concert like it was a transcendent experience. “I feel like I’ve met God,” she told Morgan, which was unusually high praise coming from Anna. (This story would later get misconstrued into reports that Anna disappeared for two weeks to have an affair with Marley; she later called the rumors “fake news” and said she never met him.)


Despite how well they got on, Bradshaw was away a lot on assignment for New York magazine, where he was a contributing editor. Meanwhile, Anna was assigned to collaborate with the photographer James Moore, who had shot for Bazaar during its glory days in the sixties. Anna started working with him a few months into the job, and after the Mazzolas liked their first shoot together, she was frequently paired with him going forward. This meant Anna regularly found herself locked in a studio for hours and hours with Moore. Their working relationship evolved into a romance, leading to an off period with Bradshaw. (Another person Anna dated around this time was the writer Christopher Hitchens, whom she said she was “mad about.”)


“She just was very suave in juggling attention,” Goodman said. Goodman was dating someone when another guy became romantically interested in her and she didn’t know what to do. Anna laughed and said, “You really just don’t know how to do it, do you?”


“She wasn’t being mean,” Goodman explained. “She was just being like, Oh, Wendy, boy, could I teach you a thing or two. Not that she ever did.”


Ultimately, the relationship with Moore would also end up having a serious effect on Anna’s work.





Mazzola liked themed issues because advertisers liked them. January was the health issue, February was the “independent woman” issue, and for March, Donovan said, “Let’s gather all the pretty single women at the magazine, and let’s do a single women’s issue.” She rounded up the single women on the staff and sent them off to a studio to sit for a group photo with Bill King, one of Bazaar’s most frequent contributors.


The newly deputized models, wearing matching black long-sleeved T-shirts with the Harper’s Bazaar logo in white across the chest, were excited to be on set getting hair and makeup done—but not Anna. She was the only one who put a vest on over her logo shirt. After some cajoling, Anna’s colleagues managed to get her somewhat into the mood. King turned on a big fan, blowing Anna’s bob off her face. She smiled with her teeth, but crossed her arms. The only one purposefully obscuring her employer’s logo in the final picture, Anna made clear that she was not a shill for Bazaar.


In mid-1976, not even a year into her tenure, Anna’s friction with Tony reached its apex. He had soured on her shoots with James Moore, which Morgan thought were starting to look too sexy for Tony’s taste.


It didn’t appear that things were going to improve for her. First, the magazine showed no signs of going in the fashion-forward, zeitgeist-y direction Anna preferred. Former department store executive William Fine had just started at Hearst as publishing director of Bazaar and two other titles, and he boasted about editing “fashion” out of his magazines.


Then Donovan—Anna’s champion—left the magazine for the department store Bloomingdale’s. Her replacement was Elsa Klensch, who had a background as a journalist (and would years later go on to host Style with Elsa Klensch on CNN). Right away, Klensch and Anna clashed. “Elsa, I think, completely resented Anna for every possible reason. That she was young, that she was pretty, that she was upper class, from a better background—everything,” Morgan said. Under Klensch, Morgan believed, Anna had little if any protection from the Mazzolas. (Though, in an interview many years later for the biography about Anna called Front Row, Klensch described Anna as “very conscientious” and said she “tried very hard to please. But Tony was a very difficult man who ran a tight ship and was a control freak who really didn’t want anybody’s ideas.”)


The end for Anna came after she was sent to Paris for a shoot with Moore. She came back with a set of pictures featuring models with, as Morgan remembered it, cornrows in their hair, instead of the sanctioned Farrah Fawcett waves. Objectionable today, at the time the style was more accepted for white models. (Bo Derek famously wore her blond hair similarly in the 1979 movie 10. Also, it was nearly impossible for fashion editors, including Anna, to convince Tony to feature models of color in the magazine.) As Morgan remembered it, the Mazzolas’ issue with the shoot was mostly its sexuality. “We all thought it was beautiful,” she said. “It was too much for them. They just didn’t get what it was about. And it was very erotic and quite sexy. Not erotic in a vulgar way, but just the light and the shadows.”


Tony was furious when he saw the photos. As he had done before, he called Anna into his office, only this time it felt more ominous. When Anna got back to her shared office, she was slumped over and said, “That’s it.” Tony had fired her. “She was very upset,” Goodman said. She and Morgan took her across the street to the St. Regis for drinks in the middle of the day.


“I was fired by the editor-in-chief, who told me that I was too ‘European,’ ” Anna later said. “At the time I didn’t know what he meant, but in retrospect I think it meant that I was obstinate, that I wouldn’t take direction, and that I totally ignored my editor’s need for credits. In his eyes I was neither commercial nor professional,” she said in a 1997 interview, nine years into her editorship of Vogue. “Thinking about that chapter in my life, what I find most interesting is to realize how little things have changed: talented, but totally self-absorbed, young English girls now come to see me with some regularity, and with some regularity they tend, not unlike myself way back, to have an almost total disregard for readers. With a bit of regret, I also realize that I have moved closer to the position of the editor who fired me.”


Many years later, Tony denied firing Anna, blaming it instead on Carrie Donovan, who wasn’t even on the staff at the time. Perhaps he forgot the details. It’s also possible he was embarrassed because, by then, Anna had established herself as one of the most successful fashion editors of all time. Tony Mazzola would go down as one of the few people who failed to see it coming.
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