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Grooming, Dress and Gentlemanly Panache

How to iron a shirt

I used to know a man who ironed his socks. He also claimed to iron his underpants but I was never given the opportunity to verify this startling assertion, thank goodness. Unlike crocheting those things that people put over their toilet rolls, ironing is one of the things that men seem capable of doing as well as women; it’s just that we aren’t all that interested. Certainly, no chap in his right mind would want to iron his pants. On the other hand there are times (weddings, interviews, blind dates) when you need to look a bit presentable and an ironed shirt makes a noticeable impression. Nobody is going to be much persuaded by polished shoes and combed hair if your shirt looks like the corner of some pirate’s Jolly Roger.

There’s nothing to it really, so here are the basics.

First you need an ironing board. Set it up at about waist height – this is another subject in itself. Don’t iron beside cans of paint or the dog’s dish because the sleeves will end up in there, sure as eggs is eggs. And don’t try doing it on the table either; you are likely to impregnate your garment with yesterday’s ingrained dinner residue. Make sure the blunt end of the board is on your dominant side and that there’s a plug socket nearby.

I’m going to assume that your shirt is cotton. The manoeuvres are the same for silk or polyester but the heat setting is different. Using a spray bottle or a nailbrush, spray the shirt lightly all over with water. Have a cup of tea or something while it becomes evenly damp. If yours is a steam iron, now’s the time to fill it with water. It shouldn’t take you more than half an hour to find out where it is supposed to go.

Plug in the iron and set the temperature with the little wheel-thing. Cotton is safe on the hottest setting but be careful if your shirt is nylon or you’ll get a sort of mozzarella cheese effect when you lift it off the material. While it’s heating up leave the iron sharp-end up on the little square of asbestos at the fat end of the ironing board. You can use this useful pad for the iron whenever you need a rest.

Next, do the wet-finger-hiss test. This is related to the gobbing-sizzle-fat test I saw once in an unlovely chippy in Scarborough, whereby the proprietor gobbed intermittently into the fat, waiting for that optimal moment when it was hot enough to bounce out his ball of saliva with a little hiss. Once it’s hot get the shirt by the collar and spread it out on the ironing board, underside of the collar uppermost. You’ll notice that much of the time the shirt will want to slide off the board on to the floor. It’s gravity and there’s damn all you can do about it except hold tight. Iron the collar from the sharp ends into the middle then turn it over and do the same to the other side.

Next pull the shirt so that the sharp end of the ironing board pokes slightly into the fat end of a sleeve, with most of the part of the shirt that goes on top of your shoulders lying flat on the surface. Iron this bit and then repeat the process with the leftover portion on the opposite side.

I was discussing with a friend recently whether one should do sleeves first or last. I think it’s a matter of personal choice. The trick is to remember that if the sleeves are going to be inside a jacket and nobody will be able to see them, a quick squish with the iron is fine. But if the sleeves are going to be visible it’s all a bit fiddlier. First of all, choose a cuff and iron it thoroughly. If it’s a double-cuff, iron it open, not folded. This is one of those moments, incidentally, when the shirt will try to slide on to the floor as soon as you take your hands off it.

Next put the entire sleeve flat on the ironing board, creases opposite each other, and, starting at the shoulder, iron right down to the cuff. It’s awkward and this is often where you burn your fingers. Once you’ve finished swearing turn the sleeve over and do the other side. When you’ve done this I’m afraid it’s the same palaver all over again with the other sleeve.

It’s now time for the front. Hooray! The end is in sight. With the sharp end of the ironing board tucked into the collar end of the shirt, get the buttonhole side flat on the board. Apply a bit of tension by pulling against it and iron this side. Going round those buttonholes is a bit of a nuisance so attack it from all angles with the tip of the iron. Rotation of the garment will help, especially at the shoulder end. You can now go over the side seam and on to the back. If you keep going like this the button side will eventually come around. Iron this bit in the same way as the buttonhole side. Those buttons will get in your way, so use the tip of the iron again. If you are a fingers-and-thumbs sort of chap, the air will probably be blue with your language by this time. But, guess what, you’ve finished, so hang it up quick before your nephew comes in with some skateboard wheels and decides to wipe them with your shirt.

If you are using a steam iron, don’t forget to empty it. Do this while it’s still hot and it won’t dribble when you put it away. By the way, never leave the iron on the material while you get a can of beer or check your mobile or you’ll burn an iron-shaped hole in your shirt. Unless very pressed for time, don’t iron a shirt while you are wearing it, and, just as important, never be tempted to answer the phone while you are ironing; it’s very easy to get your instruments confused and iron your ear.

Shaving: top tips from the pros

I remember an old buffer once telling me that he objected to men with long hair because it was ‘unnatural’. I pointed out that, actually, his short hair was the more unnatural, as was his having just landed from Scotland in an aeroplane. Trying to change the subject, he said that he didn’t like men with beards either because that was unnatural. I said that, actually, shaving was the unnatural thing. We were getting nowhere because what I meant by ‘unnatural’ was something that didn’t accord with nature, while what he meant by ‘unnatural’ was something he didn’t like.

It is undoubtedly true that a well-trimmed beard or moustache is a sign of good breeding (see various members of the royal family), but it is also true that a bogie-covered tash or a beard full of last week’s goulash is not. So-called designer stubble is possibly all right if you are young and handsome but on many people it just looks as if the community nurse has forgotten to come in and shave you.

Regular shaving is vital for the man about town and, although electric shavers are all very well, their work is revealed under the microscope to be of the slash and burn school. A traditional wet shave is the proper way to do it and is the closest possible, apart from those creams that disable your follicles – and no man wants his follicles messed with.

Manual razors are of two sorts: so-called open, cutthroat or straight razors, which are drop-forged and hardened, and the sort most men use, safety razors. Gentlemen of taste still use straight razors, as do more and more barbers, but using one takes a lot of practice and, like teapots and loose tea, the open razor has fallen victim to its perceived inconvenience.

The main advantage of the safety razor, of course, is that you don’t have to get in a strop sharpening the thing on a piece of leather, because technology has made replacement blades superbly efficient. A friend of mine who was a prisoner of war said that he used the same safety razor blade for three years, sharpening it daily on a stone, and they’re even better today.

There are several rather nice handles you can pick up that will fit these modern replacement blades, but avoid at all costs the cheaper, plastic, all-in-one razors, which are often blunt and hideous to look at, too. It’s like trying to shave with a woodworker’s plane.

Before a wet shave you must soften your bristles with water
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