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Author’s Note

I kept a diary of Vogue’s Centenary year in part because I knew it would be worth remembering in detail, but also because writing a story has always helped me during times of tension and anxiety, both of which I anticipated heading my way. I wrote almost all of the entries first thing in the morning or when I got home from the office. Over these nine months, so much has changed both in my world at Vogue and in the world outside, but what I have written is my immediate impression of the day’s events at the time – for better or worse.

There is a lot of detail about the workings of the magazine here. Were I writing a personal Dear Diary I might not have included this – the system of department-store adjacencies, the process of fashion shoots, the sometimes tedious business of office meetings – but I have put these details in to make the story more comprehensible and to give an insight into how a magazine like Vogue functions. Mainly, this is the story of one woman’s life during an extraordinary year.
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September

1 September

Three nights ago, in a restaurant by the sea, just off a coastal road in Puglia, some children at the long family tables next to ours were playing with their pencil cases, lining up the coloured felt tips in order. Today, back in London, it is like the first day of term, and I wish I had a new box of coloured pens that I could bring in to work with me, and which were shiny and neat and full of promise. Though of what, I couldn’t say.

The first of September was my father’s birthday. If he were still alive he would be 102 today. Instead his ashes were shot into the sky eleven years ago in a rocket my brother, Jason, made from Evening Standards, the newspaper where my father worked for over forty years. He loved being a journalist, having a soapbox and a public voice, whether that be theatre criticism or politics or anything, really – just so long as he was heard. I don’t feel that way about editing Vogue. It’s Vogue’s voice, not mine. Although I do, of course, have a choice in what that voice says. After three weeks on holiday I feel disengaged, and not sure I have anything to say on any subject relevant to the magazine. It will take a few days to re-immerse.

This morning the streets are wet, and through the night I could hear the drip of water from the broken drainpipe outside our bedroom window. I put on a striped shirt from Zara that I bought before the holiday. It’s refreshing to wear something new – ammunition for the day ahead. I never usually wear shirts, but a shirt feels as if it has a clarity of purpose, which will be helpful. Even so, it’s strange: a costume rather than the holiday clothes of the past days. Before leaving for the office I go to Gail’s bakery down the road and buy croissants and a Chelsea bun for my son, Sam, whose flight home from New York is scheduled to arrive at ten thirty this morning. He’s been away for nine weeks. I’m so excited to see him. Tonight I’ll roast a chicken for us. I won’t relax until I get the text saying he’s landed.

7 September

I’ve returned to work with five large projects to achieve: a Centenary issue, a big party to celebrate our 100 years, the 2016 Vogue Festival, the filming of a BBC2 documentary about the magazine, and the successful installation of an exhibition at the National Portrait Gallery. When I consider them all, I want to go back on holiday. This morning is the press launch for the Vogue 100 – A Century of Style exhibition. The young and relatively new director of the National Portrait Gallery, Nicholas Cullinan, arrives, a little upset that he has just nicked the fabric of his very smart, slim, tailored blue suit. Richard Macer and Charlotte Rodriguez have now started filming the documentary and Charlotte holds a huge boom above the conversations, which is not entirely relaxing. I know I have to get used to them since I agreed to the film but at this early stage their presence is extremely unnerving.

The fashion entrepreneur Leon Max is sponsoring the show, and he and his pale-skinned, long-haired Ukrainian wife, Yana, are there, fresh from cruising round Italy. Leon says he’s suffering from vertigo after spending so long on the boat, and he’s concerned because in November he has a huge shoot at Easton Neston, his estate in Northamptonshire. He leans back as if to aim his gun to demonstrate how it’s making him feel sick with dizziness. I recommend some eye exercises I was once taught that are meant to train the brain, eye and ear to minimize dizziness, but I can see he isn’t listening. Leon left Russia when he was seventeen and has made a fortune. Now his company is not only a fashion line called Max Studio but he manufactures for many enormous stores in the States. I once asked him how he made his money. ‘I made some good investments early on,’ was his laconic reply. He has a broad Slavic face, and you have to earn your smiles.

Just before we go into the auditorium Nicholas takes me aside and tells me that he has met with the Duchess of Cambridge’s team, who have said they’re considering agreeing to my request for a cover shoot for the Centenary issue. This is amazing news and I’m completely surprised. I had written to the duchess to put forward this idea but hadn’t yet heard anything from her office and had thought it wasn’t going to happen.

The question of what might be on the Centenary cover had been bothering me intermittently for at least a year. What could encapsulate a century? I didn’t want to put a single model on (and not Kate Moss, as we so often have for these commemorative issues) and had been leaning towards the conceptual or typographic treatment we have also tried previously, such as a plain silver for the Millennium, which sold incredibly well. But the Duchess of Cambridge would unquestionably be the best bet. Of course her photo has been on the cover of many magazines, but she has never been shot for a magazine before, and with Vogue’s history of royal portraiture, she would be part of a continuum. I was trying to think of a twist that might appeal to her and remembered, literally as I wrote, that she is Patron of the National Portrait Gallery.

Nicholas says it sounds as if they’re keen to work with a young photographer for whom this would be a big opportunity. As he says it, I know this could be difficult to cast. Vogue needs someone who will take a sure-fire hit image, and the younger photographers are simply not as experienced at – or as interested in – delivering cover gold as the tried-and-tested, like Mario Testino and Patrick Demarchelier. But, still, this is terrific. It would be such a coup for this special issue. I have his words buzzing in my head as we continue with the press conference.

We all troop into the Ondaatje auditorium for a sound check and sit on the stage, crammed round a small table that wobbles in a worrying way. ‘A nice piece of Ikea,’ Nicholas observes, and the mics are tested. When the audience arrive, I can see a disproportionate number of Condé Nast faces, even though they didn’t need to come out this morning to learn about the Vogue exhibition, but I’m glad they’re here – they’re filling seats. I realize that nowadays far fewer people attend any launch like this in person, especially when they can get the basics by email. It’s another depressing side of twenty-first-century journalism.

The exhibition has been four years in the making, and it’s important that it’s a success. This means attracting a lot of visitors and critical acclaim. It’s been expensive to mount, as the artistic director, Patrick Kinmonth, the curator, Robin Muir, and I are keen that it’s memorable. In my mind this means having more complex staging than simply pictures on the wall, and I’m excited by Patrick’s designs, which take the visitor through the decades. Nicholas and I speak one after the other, and both thank Leon for his generosity.

Leon says he’s delighted to sponsor the exhibition because he loves and collects portraiture. Then Robin, also the informal photographic historian of the magazine, gives an inspiring talk about the exhibition’s content, and describes the treasure hunt that has taken place to compile it. He adds that, after thirty years spent in the Vogue archive, he still finds something new and interesting every time he delves into it.
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We are asked the usual questions about lack of racial diversity in the show, which must be based on supposition: at this point no one in the audience could know whether or not that is the case. Even though it is. However, given that it is meant to be representative of the magazine’s 100 years, and that for more than eighty relatively few black or Asian figures featured in British arts, fashion and what you might term high society, it would be difficult to represent many. I realize I’ve made the point a little weakly, and Robin says, more pertinently, that in the sixties we were the first fashion magazine to feature a black model, Donyale Luna, on the cover. I resolve to get some figures on racial diversity in the UK, so I have a better sense of what I’m talking about.

After the launch some of us go across the road to the Orange Street boardroom for Thermos coffee and an update on the show. We see the cover of the catalogue wrapped around a dummy of the book and it looks pretty splendid. A vermilion-haired Linda Evangelista in a Versace showgirl gown from a Patrick Demarchelier shoot in the eighties. We’re all a bit de-mob happy that the launch is over and seemed to go well, and I spend some of the meeting on my iPhone under the table trying to find out the address of a tailor I know who can mend Nicholas’s suit.

8 September

Last night I co-hosted a dinner with Amanda Wakeley to celebrate her twenty-five years in business. I sat next to her partner, Hugh Morrison, who is one of those good-looking, sorter-outer men, a kind of Sebastian Coe type. On my other side I had Charles Dunstone, of Carphone Warehouse, who was easy to talk to – two children and ‘one on the way’. He had lost a stone on the 5.2 Diet before his summer holiday. He said he thought men found it worked better for them because they were ‘binary’, and it was easier for them not to eat one day, then eat what they want the next, rather than cut out this and that in a system that involved complicated food groups. It may be true – although over the years I’ve known many men who have lost huge amounts of weight on a variety of diets. More often than not, though, once they’re past fifty, I tend to think they looked better before the weight loss – which makes some appear anxious and diminished, and the skin of the face hangs in sad folds.

The dinner was at the private Harry’s Bar in Mayfair, and the room looked very pretty with three big tables. But it went on for hours. Amanda had done all the organization and her team had shown me the menu last week. I saw there were four courses, and asked if we could lose the risotto Amanda had planned. They had agreed, but after an hour of antipasto ‘sharing’ plates, the risotto arrived anyway. In my opinion, nobody needs four courses. Charles agreed it wasn’t necessary, but then we decided not to stress about it. ‘Don’t sweat the risotto’ is to be my new motto. I’m trying.

9 September

Meet Stella McCartney for coffee at Clarke’s restaurant in Notting Hill before I go to the office. We’ve been meaning to have a catch-up for months but time has slipped past and it must be more than a year since we just chatted. It’s one of the things I should spend more time doing – just meeting up with designers to hear their plans and tell them ours. Stella is wearing a camel coat and jeans and looks great. I’m really impressed by how hard she works, especially as she has four children. She’s not a distant mother, delegating childcare to staff, and she’s very controlling of every aspect of her brand. She tells me how competitive getting your children into the top private schools has become because now you’re competing with the many Chinese parents who want a British education for their children, whom they push relentlessly. She thinks she may need to bring in a tutor. I remember that she was sent to the local state school in the countryside. Education is so different now.

Before I leave, she asks if we would be interested in featuring the mastectomy bra she has designed after talking to Angelina Jolie about how hard it is to find anything nice to wear in that department.

10 September

We have no hot water at home and I can’t get someone out to fix the boiler till tomorrow. This is making me bad-tempered, and even less receptive than I might be to having a camera following me around, now that Richard and Charlotte are well into the swing of the filming. We have completely run out of expensive low-fat pellets for our cat, Coco, so I have to dash to the vet and collect the order. Despite her diet we are always being told poor Coco is overweight. The vet is next to the local school, and as I park the car, the parents are dropping their kids off. I’m wearing a blue lace skirt, blue Christopher Kane tank top, and a pair of white leather Manolo Blahnik high heels. The adults on the school run are almost all in trainers, jeans and parkas so I look as if I’m from another planet as I run along the cobblestones into the vet’s. I know that wearing trainers and jeans doesn’t mean your life is easier, or less complicated, but at the moment that’s how it feels to me.

Sam left at 7 a.m. for a final week’s holiday with friends in Italy before university starts. We’ve spent scarcely any time at home together, and now he’s off again. When he gets back I’ll be in New York for the collections. At least he’s old enough to look after himself. When he was a child, the prospect of four weeks of shows and travel was terrifying. I absolutely hated leaving him with his nanny, always crying in the car on the way to the airport.

14 September

The garden at home never looks lovelier than when I’m about to get on a plane. Yesterday morning the figs had finally ripened enough to eat, and the sun was shining on the new autumn colours that are peeping through all the dusty green.

As I left the house on my way to Heathrow, I felt incredibly sick, and as I waited for the flight I was feeling so bad that I nearly cancelled the trip. I’ve hated flying since I was nineteen, and the degree of my terror waxes and wanes. A few years ago I had a very successful course of hypnotherapy. I still don’t know how it worked, but at some point, high above the Sea of Okhotsk on the way to Tokyo, I looked down on a sunrise without fear, and almost with pleasure. For a year or so I’ve been much better, and can sleep in the days leading up to a flight and no longer interpret every minor event as a signal that I shouldn’t board a plane. But during the summer it got worse again, after a particularly turbulent flight to Ibiza. Last week I had a top-up session and now I can’t work out whether the stomach upset is because I have to fly across the Atlantic or if something’s actually the matter. I try to work on the former assumption, and hope that once I’m back on land, the affliction, whatever it is, will disappear. Anyway, cancelling wasn’t an option since the BBC had already arrived in New York to film me at the shows. In the end, once we were in the air, I crashed out, slept for three hours and woke up with only half the journey left, and a much-improved stomach.

Once we’ve landed, I’m always excited to look out of the window at the tarmac. If you believe you’re bound not to survive a flight, arriving intact is hugely pleasing. Diane von Fürstenberg was my first show and I went there straight from the airport. At the end, in true showman style, she appeared, fiery-maned and running down the catwalk with her still-incredible legs on display, shaking hands and locking eyes with the audience, reminding me of Bill Clinton. I had forgotten what a multicultural crowd the NY fashion scene is. Hundreds of American Asian kids chattering, and the number of black faces nearly equalling the white. All week there was a Greek chorus of ‘Awesome’ or ‘Totally cool’ from the crowds queuing to get in and out of shows.

New York collections are often a commercial version of what Europe provided for the previous season. It’s what America does so well: the designers turn someone else’s idea into something that makes money. Even on the first day I could see the huge Céline influence in the longer lengths, the silhouette, the heavy clumpy shoes that everyone loves. When Phoebe Philo arrived at Céline in 2008 she seemed to tap straight into a style vein that so many women relate to. Not exactly mannish but devoid of classic sexy clichés or ostentatious glamour. Instead it has a stealth chic and utility to it, even though she has moved on from the plain black trousers and white shirts she began with. Here it is her fringing and longer asymmetric length of last season that the designers have looked to rather than the A-line, short, fitted styles from Paris – Nicolas Ghesquière at Louis Vuitton, or Raf Simons at Dior. Unsurprisingly, the American designers hate the notion of copycatting, even more than their stereotype as successful ‘sportswear designers’. However, commercially they’ve had the last word, and over the past forty years the American market has been the primary powerhouse of the industry – giant malls, massive department-store chains, numerous large cities.

It’s changing now, though: China and other Far Eastern countries are becoming the leading players. Nowhere is it clearer that we are in the last days of the American Empire than in the fashion industry. Fabrics and designs are being tailored to the requirements of the Eastern market. The big brands are spending fortunes expanding there, and although many Middle Eastern women are hidden behind burqas, their wardrobes contain some of the most ravishing Western fashion.
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I woke this morning at five thirty, which is A plus in jet-lag terms. It’s lovely here in the Lowell Hotel, where they all say, ‘Welcome back, Miss Shulman,’ when I arrive. I’ve been staying here throughout almost my entire tenure at Vogue, although it’s unfashionably uptown, and most of the shows and appointments are down around Soho and Tribeca. But the rooms are cosy, and I’ve been given an upgrade, which includes a pretty sitting room, with deep armchairs and a fireplace, on the fifteenth floor. It has one of those astounding Manhattan views over the Legoland blocks, with air-conditioning units and water tanks on their pin-like tripods.

16 September

It’s practically impossible to provide a logical rationale for the existence of fashion shows today. Originally, they enabled relevant press and buyers to see what a designer was producing. The former would report on what would eventually be available, and the buyers ordered clothes that reached their store five or six months later.

Now across the four main fashion cities – New York, London, Paris and Milan – there are, at a conservative estimate, more than three hundred shows (on the formal schedule, which doesn’t take into account the hundreds of off-schedule shows and presentations), and that number again of showroom appointments. The audiences are huge, seated in feudal order with those each fashion house deems the most important in the front row, and stretching back sometimes two or three rows, often more. Viewing a show is no longer the preserve of the fortunate. Many can be watched via live streaming or, more often, Instagram or Snapchat, posted by the audience or the company. And much of what you see may never reach the stores since the big spend from the buyers has taken place in advance from more basic ‘commercial’ collections.

The show enables a designer to present their vision in its purest form. The looks are put together in the way their creator wants, worn by models they choose, accessorized by a set or music designed to enhance what we see, in a location that adds to the atmosphere. And more than that, this glorious circus is about the buzz and collective opinion-forming that happens when you’ve amassed a band of interested parties in one place. It’s about the excitement that develops when these people see something they admire and want to acquire for their fashion shoot, their front cover, their store or even for themselves. The incalculable impetus that occurs around the shows is why my presence is vital. To be absent is to miss the game in which I’m a player, even though at times it seems I spend a lot of days sitting on a bench, waiting for a fifteen-minute show to begin, then sitting again, waiting for a traffic jam to ease.

Another wonderful day in New York. The temperature is in the eighties but it’s not humid and the sky is sparkling. The traffic is another matter. It took me an hour and a half to get downtown this morning with my anxiety about missing the Michael Kors show slowly building. I had Richard Macer filming me in the car, which provided a diversion, but increased the worry. In the end I got out and walked the last four blocks, and ran in – the last person there – only to discover there had been some drama backstage and the show was delayed another half an hour. The whisper went round that one of the models had passed out. I sat next to Mario Testino, who was fanning himself with the programme and greeting all and sundry, including one of Michael’s backers, Silas Chou, who looked at the small camera dangling from Mario’s wrist and barked, ‘Take one. Me and my wife.’ He ran off down the front row to get her and the couple presented themselves for a snap, which Mario, the photographer for the Michael Kors campaign, obligingly took.

Pepe, my Chilean driver, has been brilliant at ignoring my traffic-induced stress and we’ve had some good chats about the upcoming presidential nominations, when I haven’t had my nose down sending emails. ‘Trump is unelectable,’ he says of Donald T, who is currently riding high in the popular imagination, but, he adds, ‘He’s saying what no one else will about immigration. I’m an immigrant but first thing I did when I came here was go to school to learn English. To learn the rules of the country. Now you got illegals doing things illegal and then demanding things from the country.’ Not that he had much time for Hillary either, when I brought up her name. Neither did Kevin Mancuso, who arrived to do my hair this morning. Kevin says Hillary acts ‘too entitled’. The thought of Trump in charge of the States and Corbyn of the UK strikes me suddenly as an extraordinary, but now perfectly likely, possibility.

I don’t normally have someone come to the hotel to give me a blow-dry. Often I don’t even go to a hair salon, as blow-dries are one of my least favourite activities, although I know they are considered by many a luxury. It’s so boring to sit there with someone tugging when I don’t even like the effect of smooth hair. But even I realize that after a long flight, and with a camera crew in attendance, a blow-dry is a good idea. Kevin manages to make me look much more American, with glossy locks in tame waves rather than my trademark bedhead. In general, though, I have made the decision, which no doubt I will regret, not to be prepped for filming every day. The thought of having my hair and make-up done daily for me seems unbearable.

The film crew have had their first taste of a fashion week, and my team and I have had our first taste of walking around with a microphone pack hung on our waistbands. I seem to have been filmed for hours looking out of the car window at a traffic jam, which I don’t imagine will make thrilling television. More interesting for the film crew was my meeting with a suntanned, and tiny, Victoria Beckham in her huge showroom, wearing a crushed-silk long skirt and top, and lots of shimmering eye make-up. They had been asked to get there an hour early to set up and get the lighting right, which struck us all as unnecessary, but Victoria appeared to be completely at ease with them, in a way she wouldn’t have been a couple of years back. She talked through the collection very professionally, and was quick with her responses to any questions they asked. It had had very good reviews and was accomplished and wearable, if, like so many of the others, a bit overly Céline-referenced.

Just before we left, I discovered about six of her team crammed into a small space behind a heavy black curtain, hidden from the cameras, all laughing at their confinement. It wasn’t clear to us why they couldn’t be on show. Brand Beckham is extraordinary. The family are all brilliant at what they do, and each of them reflects back their success to increase the total power of the whole unit – even Harper, with her pigtails and tiny-tot style.

18 September

Land back at Heathrow to a barrage of emails, which I check while waiting at the carousel for my luggage: who should interview Karlie Kloss for the December cover story now that her agent has repeatedly cancelled her interview time and we no longer have our journalist in New York?; news that tonight we’re expecting the wonderful combination of Secretary of State John Kerry and Donatella Versace at Winfield House for the London Fashion Week party I’m hosting with the ambassador and his wife, Matthew and Brooke Barzun; my agent Eugenie sending me the slightly disappointing sales figures for my novel The Parrots. Luckily, that’s followed by a fan email from someone who’s just read it.

Back home I can see that in the four days I’ve been away, autumn has claimed the garden. The yew hedge is speckled with red berries and the vines outside the kitchen are heavy with clusters of grapes that I have no time to pick and turn into a delicious jelly or jam. Every year I feel guilty that they go to waste, as do the morello cherries in June, which end up as bird food, staining the paving slabs with black juice and littering them with the stones. It’s such a different view from the window compared to yesterday morning’s: lime trees and fading climbing roses, washing lines and slate-tiled roofs. I feel a moment of hankering for the monumental New York skyscape, and certainly the clarity of light, as here torrential rain and bleak grey is forecast for the day. I hope that the rain will have cleared by 6 p.m., as the garden at Winfield House is one of the delights of the place, along with the joie de vivre of Matthew and Brooke.

19 September

Last night was heavenly, and I went to bed a happy person. I arrived at the neo-Palladian Winfield House in Regent’s Park fifteen minutes before kick-off, to be prevented from entering by the massive security detail outside the gates. It’s always intense there but it was heightened because of John Kerry’s stay. It was some time before my argument that I was hosting the party there got me anywhere. But eventually I was led past the kids’ skateboard slope that the Barzuns had erected outside the front door and into the house.

The usual gathering of photographers, communications directors, assistants and caterers (and on this occasion DJs) greeted me. Often at these professional parties the room appears full before a single guest has arrived and I spend some time being photographed pointlessly alone before anyone else photo-worthy arrives. Sacha Forbes, who helps me organize all of the Vogue parties, came up and whispered that Donatella had now cancelled.

One of the first guests was Alexa Chung, who had just filmed a series on the future of fashion, which has been a success on the new Vogue YouTube channel. In the videos, she has to interview different people in the fashion business, from designers to academics and students. It’s meant to be entertaining, and slightly educational, and it succeeds at both. She’s light and clever. When I introduced her to Brooke, Alexa said she was pleased to see Jack Daniel’s being served, and Brooke told her that the bourbon was her family’s business.

This is the second time we have given this party jointly with the Barzuns and the second time J. Crew have sponsored it to help with the costs. Ambassadorial entertaining appears in the main to be paid for by somebody else, just like ours at Vogue. Brooke was loyally dressed in a J. Crew black jumpsuit, which looked terrific. She is a lithe, very attractive woman with fantastic social warmth and the ability to make everyone feel she’s interested in them.
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I very much liked their predecessors at the embassy, Marjorie and Louis Susman. The Susmans were of a different generation, in approach most especially Louis, a big man, who was prone to remaining more of a silent elder statesman when confronted with some of Marjorie’s social enthusiasms. In contrast, Matthew wanders around in an open-neck shirt with a drink in his hand, chatting to all and sundry. Different styles, although both couples have an interest in, and own, some terrific art.

Victoria Beckham arrived to the usual accompaniment of flashbulbs, but in terms of celeb power she was upstaged a few minutes later by John Kerry. I imagine he could have slipped in through a back door and headed to bed, or at least for a private drink upstairs, but he gamely confronted a heaving room of partying guests. Victoria was introduced to him almost immediately, and stayed talking to him for so long I thought he might never meet anyone else, but he hung out at the party for well over the half-hour I had been told he might be there. He’s so tall that eye contact is almost impossible if you’re my height, and although he bends down, he tends to stare into the room rather than look at the person he’s talking to. In a noisy room, ear contact is not that easy either. He said the next day he was going, as a guest of Arsenal’s American owners, to the Arsenal–Chelsea game, his first British football match. The social temperature of the room soared when news of his being there spread; he was the real stardust that transformed the party. I loved seeing him chatting to Boy George, and standing, propped against the doorway to the garden, as he watched Lion Babe, Vanessa Williams’s lion-maned daughter, Jillian, perform a few tracks.

Later I found Victoria on the terrace with her shoes kicked off. I asked her what she had talked to Kerry about. ‘He said he’d seen me at the UN,’ she answered, referring to a speech she had delivered earlier in the year, ‘and he said, “We gotta talk about Syria.” ’ Her look showed she found that suggestion as surprising as I did. Certainly it demonstrates that even global politics can’t escape the lure of the celebrity. That evening, news was breaking of America and Russia entering talks together on exactly that subject.

Now I have an hour and a half till Robert Spensley arrives. He has been employed to drive me around London Fashion Week. It’s a beautiful day and I want to go for a quick run in the park opposite. As I do my usual circuit, I see the little kids (almost all boys) playing Saturday-morning football, surrounded by fathers. It seems so recent that Sam was one of them, standing there in his too-large QPR shirt. Then I was the new generation of mums in the park – now I’m the old guard on the block.

21 September

Louis Vuitton has come to town with its touring exhibition. It has been installed in a disused office block on the Strand and you weave through rooms of various LV trunks, and bags, and clothes, with technologically amazing video installations. The fact that Louis Vuitton wanted to be part of London Fashion Week is a mark of how highly it’s regarded as the cool ticket.

The dinner after the opening was at Robin Birley’s club, 5 Hertford Street. Invited for 9.30 p.m., I made the error (by now I should know better) of arriving at 9.35 to find the place almost empty. Dasha Abramovich arrived and politely asked me about my novel, which features a young Russian woman married to a very successful older Russian man. I couldn’t quite ask her if she’d read it. Then she turned to my boss, Jonathan Newhouse, to see how he was finding things ‘in our motherland’. He knows a certain amount about Russia, from launching Vogue there in 1998, then Vogue Ukraine in 2013. He takes the view that Putin is leading in the long-running cat-and-mouse game that is US/Russia politics, and reminds Dasha of the Khrushchev/Kennedy stand-off in 1961. She is incredibly attractive: a large-eyed, broad-faced woman with all the confidence of being married to one of the most famously wealthy men in the world.

After about forty minutes the place suddenly filled with beautiful models, and LV honchos. Lily Donaldson, towering in a cloud of white fur, Alexa in a short striped shirt-dress – she was manning the decks for the night – and Nicolas Ghesquière, who as always was looking very friendly and relaxed despite being a tightly controlled designer. I was seated between the CEO, Michael Burke, and Jonathan at a long table, like the top table at a wedding. Young things were wedged onto the extending arms, paying a token visit to the dinner table with little interest in eating – Cara Delevingne with her girlfriend, St Vincent, and her sister Poppy (impossibly blonde with an equally blond husband). It was like musical chairs as various people arrived, uninvited, and were squashed in. But since everyone kept squeezing out for cigarette breaks there was normally enough space at any one time.

23 September
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There was a huge fashion-press contingent on the 9.25 a.m. BA flight to Milan, all yawning from the dinner Victoria Beckham had given in her shop on the last night of London Fashion Week. I sat with Simon Fuller, her business partner and manager, who had moved to LA for his American wife, who is about to give birth to twins. He said he’d prefer to live in London but it doesn’t really make much difference which city he’s based in. He shuttles back and forth. I wish Victoria would show in London rather than New York. After all, she is meant to be a British designer and she’s had a huge amount of support.

We’re staying, for the first time, in the Palazzo Parigi Hotel in Milan. I used to love hotels but now I realize they’re extraordinarily unrelaxing places. The transience of their occupancy infects the space so that I always feel I should be going somewhere, even on the rare occasion when I can settle down to room service and a book or a movie.

My room has a rooftop view of the city, and a balcony. Curiously it’s very hard to get a beautiful view of Milan whether high up or on the ground. From the ground there is no vista – the buildings are right up against you – and there are no distant horizons. Even up here, the shapes are ugly, with a lot of modern intruders of no great style cropping up among the old streets. But there was a fantastic rainbow just now, following the torrential rain that poured down from the moment we landed.

Most people had arrived to see the Gucci show. Everyone made their way through a sopping wet industrial estate to a warehouse, via a slow crawl of cars through the city. There, a cream carpet printed with snakes was interspersed with screens of vintage-style wallpaper. Gucci is the first of the big Milan shows and the room was filled with stylists, photographers, editors and retailers, chatting as they waited, as if most of us hadn’t seen each other yesterday.

The show had an entirely different feel from the past decades of high-gloss Gucci, which were held in a sleek dark room with dramatic lighting. The glam-geek aesthetic that Alessandro Michele introduced last year, when he was catapulted into the role of creative director only weeks before the show, had matured, and it was clearer to see what he was doing. There were so many bags, and belts, and pieces of jewellery, like glamorous old treasures rather than an ‘It’ bag conveyor-belt. The clothes were wildly expensive thrift-shop style, with fur trims and jewelled details in golds and emeralds and nerdy ochres and mustards.

24 September

Despite the rain and chill, last night’s dinner, in honour of Alessandro, was held in a large tent in a garden. Robert Triefus, from Gucci, told me that when they had done the first walk-through in June his worry was that it would be too humid inside the tent, not that it would be sopping. Even yesterday morning they’d had no idea it would be so wet.

Two long tables and one long menu – four courses recited in detail by the chef, one of Italy’s finest we were told – each course from a different part of the country. An ambitious plan to have such a foodie meal for the fashion industry. The area between Milan and Rome was represented by something I read as ‘osso buco’, but which materialized as a small pool of deep red jus with some crispy risotto rice floating in it.

I was introduced to a smiling man with dark-rimmed spectacles, whose name I didn’t catch. It was some time until I realized he was Federico Marchetti, who heads up the newly merged Net-a-Porter and Yoox business. Everything I had read about him made me envisage him as a sterile businessman, but he appeared nothing of the sort. He is humorous and talkative, with a young English wife. Since the merger he spends two days a week in London and was looking for a good hotel to stay in, west of the city. His offices are at the Westfield Centre in Shepherd’s Bush. I was really interested to meet him, since Condé Nast have just entered the realm of e-commerce with the launch of Style.com next year. He said that if he had known what he knows now about the business, he wasn’t sure he would have started.

Alexa was on my left at dinner since the person designated to sit between us didn’t show, and on her other side François-Henri Pinault, our host, spent almost 100 per cent of the meal talking to American Vogue’s Anna Wintour, on his other side. Good for me, as I got Alexa. Across the way was Dakota Johnson, who, Alexa said, was going out with her best male friend, and giving him a tough time. Even so the two girls were texting each other throughout the meal.

We have Dakota lined up for the February cover so I was pleased to see how appealing she looked, with a natural, slightly tomboyish face, and shaggy bobbed hair. When you see people in the flesh they so often look completely different from when they’re on-screen – she looked better. It’s always difficult to judge who is right for a particular cover. Dakota’s fame comes primarily from the film Fifty Shades of Grey. Her new film, A Bigger Splash, which will be out when she’s on the cover of Vogue, is a much smaller deal.

On my other side was Hamish Bowles of US Vogue, in a terracotta floral Gucci suit. His job is like that of a not-so-secret agent, infiltrating the worlds of the fashionable and wealthy to bring back stories for the magazine, and he’s Anna’s walker at various fashion events. I’m not sure Hamish has ever asked me a question about myself, but if you stick to his subjects he’s a master in charm. He told me he has more than four thousand pieces in his vintage clothing collection, spread all over storage units in the US. To manage and organize a collection of that size is really a career in itself, let alone travelling the world being a professionally charming weapon.

Woke up this morning to brilliant sunshine – hurrah – and I’m about to head off to a day of shows after sending David and Sam a reminder about putting out the correct rubbish bins for collection. Our local Brent Council has now instigated a system of unbelievable complexity with four bins and different collections. One is a tiny green thing into which food waste is meant to go. When I complained that there was no way we could fit our weekly food waste into this container I was told they would send round somebody to teach me how to use my food more efficiently. For example, the operator suggested, instead of throwing out old cheese, had I thought about making a quiche? Really?

I have a paper street map with me but I still find the one-way traffic system in Milan mystifying. Because I’m always in a car I have no sense of place in this city so this time I’m determined to walk more and get a feel of how it all connects. Having a car and a driver is meant to be empowering, but often it is the opposite and becomes infantilizing, making you unable to manage without.

26 September

My trip to Milan has been dominated by a heavy cold, which makes me feel slow, sluggish, and certainly an unappealing proposition to be close to, with all the sniffing and sneezing. There are others in the same boat and we pool remedies – Lemsip, ibuprofen, oscillococcinum. None makes the slightest difference. I put some high heels on and my driver Massimo’s face lights up when we meet. He says, ‘You look glamour today,’ and he stands exaggeratedly upright to indicate my increased height. I take this as a compliment. Would others find it intrusively sexist? So often now I realize that the way men behaved when I was younger would be regarded as intolerable now, the general flirting, touching and teasing. We found it amusing, sometimes flattering and at worst tiresome. Nowadays the offenders would be facing an HR inquisition.

The city feels more lively than usual and I’ve been able to squeeze in a visit to the Fondazione Prada where Miuccia Prada and her husband, Patrizio Bertelli, have created a huge art compound for the city. Then Massimo drove me out to the suburbs to find the Hangar-Bicocca, an enormous Pirelli-funded arts space situated next to industrial units and railway lines. Sam had emailed earlier to tell me about five new Kiefer paintings that had been added to the already monumental installation The Seven Heavenly Palaces in the huge hangar. Although I don’t begin to understand Kiefer’s work, I’m always overwhelmed by admiration for it. Those pictures were staggering and, in the dark, echoing space alongside the original towers, extremely powerful. I always try to include some non-fashion-related activity in my trips. In New York, I got to see the new Whitney Museum and the Picasso sculptures at the Museum of Modern Art. You have to get out of the bubble, let your mind register something different and escape the cabin fever. Four weeks of travelling around with the same people can drive everyone crazy, and occasionally it all gets a bit Lord of the Flies. Okay, an exaggeration, but it’s certainly claustrophobic.

[image: image]

Milan is a strange city with wonderful things that are almost impossible to find. I have lunch with Carlo Capasa, who is now in charge of the Camera della Moda – they organize the fashion week here. An attractive man, and a successful businessman, as well as co-owner of the label Camera Nazionale, he is trying to make the city more appealing for foreign visitors during the shows.

This is good, but the most helpful thing would be to remove a day from the Milan schedule and give it to London, or at the very least allow us a day to travel there. However, he said it’s impossible for him to convince the houses to change anything about the schedule. As it stands, an important brand shows every day, meaning that if we leave early, we’ll offend one or other of them. Clearly it makes more sense to have two or three on each day but they won’t agree to share days because they feel it will jeopardize the amount of press coverage and general attention each will get. Gucci wouldn’t share with Prada, I suppose, or Dolce & Gabbana with Armani. And each wants hours of preparation with the models, too, which makes it hard to have two huge shows. The rivalry is very Italian – Montague versus Capulet.

Other cities don’t seem to have this problem. The top designers will share days with each other – if slightly grudgingly. And nowadays press coverage is different. No longer is it all about a column in the next day’s newspaper. Important reviews are online within the hour, and it’s perfectly possible for everybody to have equal billing online. The old hierarchies of print, such as number of pages, size of headline and position of the story, are irrelevant.

The conversation about the length of the schedule, and which city has which days, has been going on since I arrived at Vogue in 1992 and, no doubt, well before then. There is never any shift, just more meetings.

28 September

It’s strange to be back, and then to be going away again immediately. Golden autumn – and I woke up to a screen of gold leaves outside the bedroom window painted by the sun. Last night was a blood moon. We went into the garden to look at it when I got home – and there it was, around 10 p.m., hanging a brilliant red. In another life I would have set the alarm to see the eclipse around three in the morning but I needed the sleep. I arrived back to discover feathers all over the kitchen floor, presumably the debris from a bird-killing spree by Coco. It was unclear who had left them there for so long but evidence pointed to Sam, who has been alone in the house, ignoring them for some time. David cooked me scrambled eggs and I collapsed into bed, leaving the unpacking until the morning.

I have come back from the shows convinced that we need to work out how we can use print and digital better, to try to find a way through this new world where every day a new app or technological device seems to demand a new response. Given how quickly everything moves, I’m not sure we need to do everything just because it’s there. Perhaps it would be worth waiting to see how things pan out for others, rather than jump on the driftwood because it’s something to cling to.

The December issue is on the wall in the art room, and it looks good. I love the party section, but then I would as it was my idea. There are great little pieces that really capture the magic of a special party. The process of the magazine coming together is a kind of alchemy, which is hard to pin down. I make a plan of what I think it will contain but in the end it has its own life. Some stories don’t work as planned, some need more space, and others don’t look quite how I’d imagined and I change the mix. A great deal of what we publish is expensive to create so I’m limited in what I can ditch completely, especially fashion shoots. Often I’m surprised by the result, which is one of the things I most enjoy about editing. It’s why I hate to plan too far in advance or not leave room for things to change. Although it would seem to make sense to have a collection of stories that can be slotted in at any time, the reality is that if they hang around too long unused my enthusiasm to publish them goes stale. I’m always complaining that we don’t have any ‘stock’ or non-date-tied features, and somebody will invariably tell me it’s because I go off them.




October

3 October

The first couple of days in Paris were, as always, a hive of speculation. It was as if three weeks of shows had amassed into a bonfire of rumours, and by the last week it’s ready to burn. My online team tell me that everyone is saying this will be Raf Simons’s last show for Dior. I don’t take this too seriously as so often everyone has it on good authority that one designer or another’s collection is going to be their last, or that another is definitely about to be made a creative director of some big brand, or that a magazine’s editor is shortly to be fired, or that a major label’s clothes are all burned if they don’t sell. The longer we all sit on the little benches, trying not to hunch, being yelled at to ‘uncross our legs’ by the photographer pack at the end of the catwalk, avoiding eye contact with certain people, the more we need to entertain ourselves in this way.

I left on Wednesday, on a very early Eurostar, as one of the advance guard to Paris. The team divides up for the shows so I will be there with only one, maybe two others at the beginning. The business lounge was already full when I arrived, even though I thought I’d got there with way too much time to spare. At five o’clock in the morning every moment you can sleep is not to be wasted. When I got to the Gare du Nord, I rushed across to the Jardin des Tuileries for John Galliano’s Margiela show, which had a good turnout. I thought it was the first time he had managed to weave together his own romantic and historical aesthetic with that of the original house.

The next day I met with Sidney Toledano, CEO of Dior. I wanted to see him as I hadn’t for years, not since he’d installed Raf Simons to replace John. The meeting room was on the fourth floor of the avenue Montaigne building with Dior-grey walls and leather chairs and, as he demonstrated to me, a view from the narrow balcony over to Les Invalides. It was a perfect morning – blue sky and the grey-white of the elegant Parisian avenues. He was accompanied by Olivier Bialobos who has been at Dior for ever and never appears to age, with his cashmere scarf wrapped around his neck. He did not, it must be said, appear any more pleased to see me than he had at any other time I’ve met him.

Sidney had a copy of the magazine marked up with colour-coded transparent stickers for every page that featured Dior, every page that credited other houses and various other criteria. Someone had been through the issue with a yellow highlighter marking up every mention of the house. According to their calculations, he was concerned that Dior seemed to be less in favour than the previous year. Not having seen these calculations until now, I was unable to explain to him why that might be so, although you only need a big story on a particular designer one month to skew the picture, as with McQueen for the opening of the exhibition at the V&A. Anyway, luckily we were able to move on and I had an interesting hour talking with him about the business, and also about the number of fashion-industry leaders who, like him, had originally come from Casablanca, such as Joseph Ettedgui.

Yesterday I had a day back in the office. The November issue arrived on my desk and the cover of the new Bond girl, Léa Seydoux, looked more vibrant than I had thought it might. It is pretty, with a textured pink background, with Léa in a flesh-coloured Dolce & Gabbana dress with a large scarlet rose. However, she does seem very stern.

Thank heavens: it looks like we’ve almost got our Harrods sponsorship contract sorted out for the Vogue Festival, and I saw a virtual visual of how the marquee I want to erect will look next to the Albert Memorial. Today is Saturday, and I went for a run in Kensington Gardens to have a look at the proposed place – it was an incentive to keep moving. I like the idea of being so close to the road through the park, so that people passing by will see the marquee and, I

4 October


8 October




13 October




19 October







23 October




26 October






FIG TREE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia

India | New Zealand | South Africa

Fig Tree is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]

First published 2016

Copyright © Alexandra Shulman, 2016

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover photo © Francesco Guidicini

The permissions that appear here constitute an extension of this copyright page

ISBN: 978-0-241-97836-8

OPS/images/9780241279236_InsideVogue_002_IMGX.png





OPS/images/9780241279236_InsideVogue_005_IMGX.png





OPS/images/penguinLogo_small.gif





OPS/images/9780241279236_InsideVogue_001_IMGX.png
VOGLEL00

A CENTURY OF STYLE






OPS/images/9780241279236_InsideVogue_004_IMGX.png
Gate Open B43

oy ::.mw M7

| oan BASA0 Gate Opent A
00 BASTS Gate Ope? A22

0l ABIOIS Gate Opent A10

| o NSRS Gate Ope" Y
e AASA30 Gate OPO" A

oot ABB100 Gote Open n

o BANE Gate Open A12

- ABUOA Gato Ope css

::: BANS Board Now A3

A18
0830 Mian LN BASTS Gate Open 87

Ate

t e
it
i
g
i

2
i
:
i
b






OPS/images/cover.jpg
INSIDE
VOGUE

Wy Diary of Vogues 100th Year

‘Should become a classic’ ‘Wickedly readable’
Sunday Times Guardian
‘A delicious surprise’ ‘Eye-popping, brilliantly candid’
Wail on Sunday Evening Standard

Alexandra Shulman





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





OPS/images/prhuklogo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





OPS/images/penguinLogo_large.gif





OPS/images/9780241279236_InsideVogue_003_IMGX.png





