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  Nick Knight, one of the worlds leading photographers, is doing a shoot for Vogue. The model is posing in a scarlet Hussein Chalayan dress so figure-hugging
  that she cant wear any underwear. The famous hairstylist Sam McKnight has done her hair in a Grecian style and she has bare feet. Theres nothing unusual about this scene 
  except that the model is me and I am seventy years old.


  This was 1998. Suddenly as an older model I was in fashion  literally  and I was enjoying every minute of it. The stylist and I couldnt stop giggling as we
  tried out different ways to wear my very clingy jersey dress. After several false starts we got there without disrupting my hairdo, but the knickers had to go, as anything under this particular
  outfit showed an unwelcome line.


  It was all very unexpected. If you had asked me twelve months earlier what I thought I would be doing in a years time, the very last thing I would have said was, modelling for
  Vogue. What is so strange is that I was discovered once, at twenty-one, when I was chosen for the cover of Reading Review magazine, a job that led to several
  successful years as a model in 1950s London. Then I was discovered again at seventy, when I was enlisted to walk for the designers Red or Dead during London Fashion Week
  and subsequently asked to model for Vogue. Having two bites of the cherry in very different eras has been quite fascinating, as modelling and everything else had changed so much in fifty
  years.


  Mine is not a rags-to-riches story, nor have I had to overcome incredible odds. I have just been lucky and able to appreciate the amazing chances and coincidences that have come my way. It has
  been an ordinary life in which extraordinary things have happened, and it has encompassed nearly a century of fashion along the way, especially as I have always been interested in clothes. So this
  is the story of my life and style, from the day my parents met over a single Gibson shoe to my latest campaign for a major clothing company, taking in Diors New Look,
  Courrgess shift dresses and 1970s flares and bell-bottoms  to name but a few  in the process.


  Seventeen years after that Vogue shoot, now aged eighty-seven, I am still busy modelling  and still amazed.


  


  ONE


  One White Shoe
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  It wasnt a glass slipper  it was a white canvas shoe with a single strap, a narrow toe and a low, curved Louis heel, the type of shoe that every stylish young
  woman was wearing in the summer of 1915. Yet it had just as much symbolic significance in my family story as Cinderellas lost slipper  because, without it, my parents might never have
  met.


  The shoe was known as the Gibson, a classic style that epitomized the footwear of the glamorous Gibson Girl illustrations in the American magazine Harpers Weekly
   a very clever piece of promotion! One afternoon, it fell off a hotel balcony in Lowestoft, Suffolk, and landed on the next floor down, where it was discovered by a schoolteacher in his mid
  thirties who probably wouldnt have been able to distinguish it from a Mary Jane or an Oxford.


  A quiet, unassuming sort of chap, Francis Selfe was in Lowestoft enjoying the famous beaches, piers and sunrises with his brother and sister-in-law, just back from India, and their six-year-old
  son John. Lowestoft was the place to go in those days. It had been fashionable since the 1760s, when the first bathing machine was introduced, and in the first half of the twentieth
  century it competed for popularity with East Anglias other hotspot, Cromer.


  Francis rescued the shoe from his balcony and set off upstairs, where he knocked on the door of the rooms above his.


  I was wondering if this belonged to anyone here? he asked shyly.


  Whose foot would fit the dainty shoe? Among the guests on the next floor up were several members of a large family called the Garraways and, as luck would have it, the youngest of them stepped
  forward to claim it. She was a radiant twenty-two-year-old named Irene, affectionately known as Babie  a real Irish beauty, with auburn hair, deep-set blue eyes and high
  cheekbones. Just a few minutes earlier, she had cleaned her shoes and put them out on the balcony in the sun to dry, only for one of them to topple off the side.


  Yes, its mine, she said with an apologetic smile. Im sorry to cause you the trouble of coming up here.


  Not at all, he murmured, trying not to stare. Its no trouble.


  By the time my father got around to introducing himself, he was already in love, but it wasnt going to be Happy Ever After quite yet. The two families struck up a friendship and spent
  pleasant hours promenading together in the sunshine  and at some point he proposed to my mother. But she turned him down.


  Decades later, I could tell by the way they recounted their first meeting that there had been an immediate spark between them, but Mummy was already inundated with suitors. Her admirers included
  Marconi, the inventor of the radio, and she had been painted by the fashionable portrait painter Gerard Leigh Hunt. Considered a great beauty, feted by everyone, she was in a position to be
  selective  and perhaps my father was a little old for her. It was, after all, a gap of fifteen years. She didnt think it a good idea to marry an older man. Still, they stayed in touch
  when the holiday ended.


  Daddy couldnt go into the war because of his poor eyesight, so became a Civil Defence Warden and carried on his teaching career. He wrote regularly to my mother during the war years.
  People wrote a lot of letters in those days. I wouldnt think she bothered to reply  or not very often, if at all. Their paths may even have crossed at the occasional salon or
  soire, where my mother would sing and play piano. She was a superb musician and singer. Either way, he would have been painfully aware that over the next few years she was busy getting
  engaged to other people.


  Her first fianc was Harry Satterford. Then she was engaged to Tom Cade. Both men were cruelly killed in the war. I have no idea how deeply she was affected by their deaths, partly
  because more than two decades had passed and another war was upon us by the time I got to hear about it. Even then, I wasnt told much  and it wouldnt have done for me to ask.
  It was off-limits somehow. People didnt talk about their feelings. So I dont know if her heart was broken once, or twice, or if she simply got caught up in a whirlwind of romantic
  farewells on station platforms, barely knowing the men she promised to marry when they got back from the Front. Engagement was a very loose term in those days. You had to practically get engaged to
  somebody before you went out with them. The social code was different  it was a different world altogether with so many men being killed, something that all the young British women of the
  time had to contend with. Many of my aunts and their friends remained spinsters for the reason that most of the eligible men went away and very few returned.


  There were other changes to adjust to. Women were required to work during the war years, and Mummy got a coveted position at the Bank of England by virtue of her beautiful handwriting. This was
  a complete turnaround, as my grandmother hadnt allowed her to get a job when she left school. The Bank was very security-minded and she was locked in a cage for hours on end while she
  laboured away writing up the ledgers, but at least she could look forward to an amazing seven-course dinner at the end of the day. Everyone else was starving but the bank people had a banquet every
  evening.


  Womens fashions were changing too. Big things were happening in Paris, where everything was becoming Modern. The influential designer Paul Poiret had almost single-handedly put an end to
  the wearing of Victorian corsets with his simple, loose-fitting designs and love of layering. Poirets silk kimono coats were all the rage; Coco Chanels chemise dresses encouraged a
  more natural line; Jeanne Lanvin designed summer shift dresses that freed womens bodies from the starchy restrictions that had come before; and the modern bra was invented (hooray!). Stiff
  materials and whalebone made way for flowing silk, satin, cotton and wool. Hemlines rose to midway up the calf, waistlines loosened and swimsuits crept above the knee  although most women
  still wore stockings underneath them, in the sea as well as on the beach!


  My mother loved the new silhouettes, of course. She was a stylish girl about town then and continued to be fashion conscious throughout her life. She always dressed well  and made sure
  that I did too  even in her later years. I enjoyed dressing up my girls to please her, as she liked them to be in fashion. What are you wearing today? What have Claire and Rose got
  on? shed ask.


  So, of course, she went in for the craze for fuller, shorter skirts that dominated the magazines of 1915 and 1916, known as war crinolines, which at last enabled women to be people
  of action, rather than taking dainty little steps everywhere they went. They caused a lot of controversy, with people condemning them for the excessive material they required in times of shortage,
  or denouncing the improper skirt lengths. But the fashion writers claimed they were patriotic because seeing womens ankles lifted the spirits of soldiers on leave, which
  Im absolutely sure it did.


  Fashion sobered up the following year and women wore more muted outfits, in keeping with the sombre mood of the country. Everywhere you looked, people were mourning sons, brothers and husbands.
  The soft pre-war pastels and bold colours favoured during the first optimistic years of the war were now rarely seen, and military influences crept into the latest jacket, shoe and coat designs, as
  they did again during the Second World War.


  Mummy got engaged for a third time, to Bert Windsor, who survived the war, but the relationship faltered  although they stayed in touch and I remember meeting him and liking him very
  much, years later when I was married. Meanwhile, my father remained patiently loyal. He got the girl in the end, but she did make him wait!


  Although he wasnt her first choice, it strikes me that my mother was actually well suited to life with an older man. Her father had died suddenly at the age of forty-two, when she was
  only nine, and I think Daddy filled the gap left by that appalling loss. He was the doting, paternal type and he adored her. Maybe shed been looking for a father figure all along.


  She must have longed for security, because her family had been through precarious times after her fathers death. It was a real struggle for my grandmother Emily Garraway, who was left a
  widow with five children. No health service, no welfare, all those children and no husband! How difficult it must have been, but she got through it. Her brother, Fred, was apparently a great help.
  I never knew him but he sounded a wonderful and supportive man.


  My grandmother Emily  perhaps fortunately, in the circumstances  was no stranger to turbulence and upheaval. Her family had fled the Irish famine in the 1850s and headed for New
  York, where she was born in 1859. But within a decade they migrated again, this time to Stroud Green in North London, where she married my grandfather when she was twenty-one. Tragically, her
  second child, Dora, died after being tipped out of a pram by a careless nursemaid, which must have been the most awful blow. But I dont think people made as much out of personal tragedy as
  they would now. They lacked knowledge and didnt talk about such things. Psychoanalysis was unheard of, there was no counselling, no outside help. Your friends and family helped you through
  your troubles and you just had to get on with it. Some people managed and others didnt do so well. Everything depended on how strong you were within yourself  and Grandmother Emily
  was strong.


  My mother was born in 1893, the sixth and final child: Irene, the Babie. A gifted musician, she was strong and positive, like her mother, and learned early on how to make the best
  of things. The only time life got her down  that I know of  was when she took her London Royal Academy of Music (LRAM) exam and failed by only one mark. This brought on a nervous
  breakdown, or so she said, although there was never any sign of a delicate mental state that I ever saw. Anyway, it cant have been that bad, because she continued with her music, practising
  at the piano for four hours a day and playing all over London, at Masonic dinners and concerts at prestigious venues like Wigmore Hall. I still have some of the programmes, because Im a
  terrible hoarder.


  Mummy and her older sister Gertie learned singing with a teacher named Smythe, who was a friend of the great Italian operatic singer Enrico Caruso. Mummy said that he looked like Caruso and
  lived in a garret up a little back alley, which makes him sound rather romantic. He told her that she had a natural voice with a velvet quality, and after he had taught her all the rudiments of
  singing, she began to sing at the 4 p.m. ths dansants at Bentalls department store in Kingston. Leonard Bentall was a good family friend. During the war she sang at St
  Martin-in-the-Fields, the Skinners Hall and Fishmongers Hall.


  The Garraways were a sociable family and held musical evenings every second Tuesday in the month. People arrived with sheaves of music or poetry books and everyone wore their best clothes: short
  party dresses, fans with feathers and hats from Bourne & Hollingsworth on the corner of Oxford Street, which had streamers down the back, cost 4 shillings and 11 pence and were decorated with
  velvet and cherries. The sideboard and wagonette were crammed with food  sandwiches and sausage rolls, jellies and coffee  all home-made.


  Grandmother Emily used to recite. She was a striking woman with a lot of hair and everybody said she ought to have been an actress because she was very good at delivering a monologue with
  background music and actions. As for the rest of the family, Gertie did a sketch, Gerties husband, Otto, played the piano and my mother sang songs like, Where My Caravan Has
  Rested, Two Eyes of Grey and Listen to the Watermill.


  Who knows what Mummy was expecting from life before the Great War came along? Something more dazzling than marriage to an older, bespectacled teacher, Ill be bound. But
  the 19141918 war dashed everybodys hopes and expectations, and she was fortunate to be able to turn to my father when it ended.


  Things were different after the war and marrying an older man wasnt unusual because so many of the young men had died. At last she made up her mind to accept his proposal and became Mrs
  Francis Selfe on 9 August 1919. At the wedding, she wore a flowing two-tiered embroidered lace dress, loosely structured, with a drop waist, in a style that was most definitely looking ahead to the
  fashions of the 1920s. The material cant have been easy to come by, what with all the post-war shortages, but she managed it somehow. She was also draped in a veil that dated back to 1862,
  an exquisite piece of delicate Brussels lace embroidered with intricate flower patterns. It belonged to my fathers aunt, Lady Carr-Selfe, who had worn it at her wedding more than fifty years
  earlier.


  As for Daddy, he was in morning dress, of course, which might have been rather boring in comparison to his beautiful brides cascading lace, were it not for his white carnation buttonhole,
  his elegant Beau Brummel walking cane and the dashing pale grey spats covering his shoes. People really knew how to dress up for weddings in those days.


  Wonderfully, Francis and Irene went on to spend forty years happily married until he died at the ripe old age of eighty-one, in 1960. They lived through insecure times and had a couple of
  dramatic economic crashes after I came along, but nothing seemed to dent their happiness. She was the boss in the marriage. He was the perfect gentleman. I never once saw them have a row.


  Its sweet that he waited so long for her. Maybe he was chastened by the fact that his banker father, John Selfe, had been through a divorce. Johns first marriage to Clara Maberly
  produced no children, whereas his second, to Laura Jane Aylwin, produced eight! The whys and wherefores were never explained  one can only speculate, especially as Clara also remarried
   but I wonder if John advised his son on the powers of attraction and the importance of making sure one married someone with whom one was completely in love. For my father, that person was
  Mummy, and only Mummy.


  His family were originally from Kings Lynn in East Anglia, but by the time he met my mother they were living in Sydenham in South London. He was born in 1878, which seems so very long ago
  now! He went to school at Dulwich College followed by three years at Magdalene College, Cambridge, where he gained a first-class honours degree and a classical tripos. He could have gone on to
  study for his Masters, but he wanted to take orders and be ordained into the Christian Ministry. In the end, he did neither, as it was too expensive to continue his studies  and so he
  decided to become a schoolteacher.


  One of his first jobs was coaching undergraduates for the Army and Navy entrance exams. He taught at Kent House and later at Eastbourne College where, being a keen golfer, he started the golf
  club. He was a brilliant academic but also an excellent sportsman. He played everything, from squash and tennis to cricket, and rowed for his college.


  A gifted teacher, he could coach even the dullest boy to pass. Oh, sir, they would say, you make it sound so easy!


  He used to write the school plays and act in them  much to the boys amusement. He also loved music and could sing and play all the Gilbert and Sullivan operas, note for note, word
  for word. Long after they were married, he and my mother sang together in the Reading Operatic Society and, of course, that included Gilbert and Sullivan.


  Their first move, in the autumn of 1919, was to Cobham in Surrey. Daddy had previously bought a house in Kent for 26 but Mummy refused to live there. It was too tiny and too far from her
  family and so they had one built and named it Thurlstone, after a village in Devon they had visited on their honeymoon. The house was a short walk from Sandroyd, the boys prep school where
  Daddy taught many a boy who went on to great things, including the politician Randolph Churchill and the playwrights Terence Rattigan and N. C. Hunter.


  My mother looked back on the years before I was born as a halcyon time. They were happy and carefree days with not a worry in the world, she used to say, adding, We had
  lovely coal fires everywhere.


  My father earned 500 a year, which with good, careful management enabled them to run a Bullnose Morris Oxford car and employ several servants. The nanny was a pound a week; Edith, the
  young cook, was paid 1 5 shillings a week; and Cleaver, our gardener, 1 10 shillings. Cleaver wore an overall and a baize apron. He cleaned our shoes, chopped the wood, brought in all
  the coal and logs, cleaned the Cooks Joy  which was the stove  and the steps and windows. The rest of the day he worked in the garden with my father, and helped
  make the tennis court the best in Cobham. Along with his salary, he got all his lovely veggies and fruit free.


  They had goats for a short while  a gift from some friends  but these turned out to be a disaster, as they kept escaping and eating the roses. Daddy took great pride in his roses
  and the goats had definitely overstepped the mark, so they ended up in a pot on the Cooks Joy. Goat stew, delicious!


  Whenever Mummy gave a dinner party, although she never invited more than six people, she employed at least two extra staff to help out: a cook in uniform with cap and streamers, and what she
  called a first-class parlourmaid. On the morning of the dinner, she would cycle to Cobham to tell the cook which food and wines were required. Then the cook and parlourmaid would
  arrive on their bikes at three oclock to prepare a seven-course dinner by seven thirty.


  I had no fault to find and didnt have to tell them anything, she recounted years later. I wrote it all down first and it was served on the stroke of seven thirty.
  They worked together and did all the washing-up  and nothing was out of order when I went out to look at the kitchen and pantry afterwards. Now I look back on it, it really was marvellous.
  Believe it or not, the cost was 10 shillings and 6 pence for the cook for the evening and 7 shillings and 6 pence for the parlourmaid. Edith, our little maid, was sent upstairs to help with me
  until the two women went off on bikes at twelve oclock in the dark, with only lanterns, and not a grumble from anyone.


  Among their neighbours were some very rich and well-known people, including Sir Ernest Shackleton, who lived in great style in a huge house nearby  when he wasnt away battling ice
  and snow in the Antarctic, which was, admittedly, most of the time. They went to dinner at the Shackletons several times before he died in early 1922, and afterwards too, I think.


  Everyone had a tennis court and there were lots of tennis parties in the summer. Daddy was always the star turn. No one could beat him. About twice a week, theyd go to someones
  house for dinner wearing full evening dress and patent shoes. We nearly always stayed till twelve oclock and when we left, we walked back, as it was so near, Mummy recalled.
  Our lovely black pussycat, George, would always be there to meet us. Hed wait in the tree opposite until we came out and then run on in front of us, leading the way back
  home.


  Just opposite Thurlstone lived Gerard Leigh Hunt  whom my mother described as a dapper little man, not a bit like an artist  and his wife. Mummy already knew Leigh Hunt from the
  time he had painted her at his studio in London, when she was nineteen. The portrait hangs above my bed, as it has done for many years, and I absolutely love it. The day of the sitting was
  particularly windy and she pedalled to his studio on her bicycle. By the time she arrived, the feather on the hat she was wearing had been bent right down, and thats how he painted her
   bent feather and all. It makes for a very eye-catching composition.


  Other local friends were Sir Malcolm and Lady MacAlpine. Two of their sons went to Sandroyd and Daddy coached one of them to pass his Common Entrance. The MacAlpine mansion, Fairfield, was only
  ten minutes walk away from Thurlstone. It was a beautiful house, filled with flowers, and they had a butler and a large staff of maids. There was also a footman who, much to my
  mothers amusement, answered the front door and then walked backwards until he got to the drawing-room door, at which point he announced the guests.


  Mummy once wrote to me that Lady MacAlpine called one afternoon at Thurlstone soon after I was born, bringing lots of fruit and flowers from their gardens, and a sweet little pink coat
  that she had made for you, and stayed to tea on a gorgeous day. She also came to show me her new little car, in green. Her new toy, only just out, it was hers alone for little journeys. They also
  had a magnificent Rolls-Royce in black, with chauffeur. She was a treasured friend.


  Lady MacAlpine didnt seem to mind in the least that Sir Malcolm had taken a shine to my mother and kept taking her everywhere. Mummy clearly saw nothing wrong in it either, recalling a
  dinner where, Malcolm was an absolute poppet. He was telling us all about the building of the Dorchester in Park Lane and I went up to see it with him before it was finished. He said,
  You must come up for the opening. I was thrilled. I never saw anything so perfect.


  Sir Malcolm co-owned the Dorchester and the opening was quite an event. After a ceremony officiated by Lady Violet Astor, a gala luncheon was held for a list of guests that included the Foreign
  Secretary Sir John Simon, the BBCs Lord Reith, and Margot Asquith, Countess of Oxford. Mummy had a marvellous time and was entranced by the restaurant with its pink lighting and mirrors,
  which made her look more beautiful than she already was!


  My father didnt mind her going out with Sir Malcolm. He doted on her and would have gone along with anything that she did. She had him  and a lot of men  wrapped round her
  little finger. The wildly popular dance-band leader Geraldo was another fan. Im sure she didnt have affairs, she just had a lot of friends, like everyone else. Ive always had
  admirers, too  although these days they are mostly gay, which is great. Ive met a lot of wolves in my time and I cant stand them.


  My parents had been married for nine years before I arrived, so I must have come as quite a surprise. Maybe they just put it off, or maybe they didnt! Ive no idea as people
  didnt talk about it. They still dont talk about it, do they? A bit more than we used to, perhaps. Anyway, Im not sure if she longed for a child all those years. Im not a
  baby person myself, and I dont think she was, either. I love children  and I love them now theyre all grown up. I think Im better with them now than I was.


  There are no photographs of Mummy when she was expecting me, as I dont suppose it was the done thing to capture a woman on camera during a pregnancy. There may have been a bit of vanity
  involved, too. Having adopted the flapper look from the start of the 1920s, she found herself constantly irritated by her big bosom, which didnt fit the boyish silhouette of the flapper girl
  at all. All these years she had worn a broad, home-made elastic band to flatten her chest, but pregnancy, with its inevitable expansion and tenderness, might well have consigned it to the
  dustbin.


  She probably wore a maternity corset, with elastic panels and adjustable lacing. It sounds worse than it was  and was nothing like the horrible contraptions that the Victorians wore to
  squash and conceal their pregnancies. In the late 1920s, a maternity corset was advertised as being a healthy option that supported a growing bump, although it probably had a
  minimizing effect as well. Im pretty sure that she would have owned one, because in later life she always wore a corselette  a longline undergarment that simultaneously acted as a bra
  and a girdle. These had a bit of give and werent boned like the corsets of old, but were full-length and had suspenders attached. Either way, she was lucky that the loose fashions of the
  late 1920s were perfect for maternity wear. She probably spent most of her time in slip dresses with drop waists, or wrap dresses with loose tie jackets draped over them.


  Although her home was in Cobham, Mummy felt she would like to be near her mother in Muswell Hill for the birth and so I was born a true Londoner, in a nursing home there.


  Never again, she vowed after I came into the world on a sunny Sunday evening in July 1928. And so I remained an only child! It wasnt something I dwelt upon or even thought
  about, as there were several cousins and other family friends around me. Neither did I think about the fact that I had my parents attention all to myself. I was just me, and here I was,
  happy.


  


  TWO


  Swansdown and Frills
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  Some of my earliest memories are of going to parties in Muswell Hill in North London wearing shiny patent-leather bar shoes and itchy organdie party dresses made by my mother,
  which were copies of the ones Shirley Temple used to wear in the films. Mothers everywhere were obsessed with dressing their daughters like Shirley Temple  and all the little girls wanted to
  look like her. I eagerly went to see her films at the local cinema, where a ticket cost 1 shilling and 9 pence. For us, it was incredible to see someone of our age topping the bill. Meanwhile all
  the mothers were studying where the seams were on her outfits.


  I looked a lot like Shirley Temple, who was born in the same year as I was, 1928. I had a similar bone structure and complexion, and my hair was curly. Whats more, the camera was
  interested in me from an early age. When I was four or five, a family friend, the actor George Relph, decided he wanted to take me to America and launch me as the English Shirley Temple, but this
  was definitely not what my mother wanted for her daughter. Mr Relph went on to greater things, including a role in one of the Ealing Comedies and another in Ben Hur, but I remained in
  obscurity, blissfully unaware of my missed opportunity. Hollywood somehow got by without me.


  Meanwhile, my fashion-conscious mother dressed me to perfection and showed me off as her little princess at every opportunity. She made all my clothes on her Singer sewing machine  little
  dresses embellished with swansdown feathers and skirts with lots of frills. I even had a little swansdown bolero jacket. To complete the look, she put my hair in rags at night and, judging by the
  photographs, she also tinted it blonde.


  The swansdown wasnt too bad, although the quill ends occasionally dug into me, but in all honesty I was never keen on wearing organdie. Its stiff, sheer crispness meant that it rubbed and
  chafed my skin. Still, I wanted to be dressed like all my friends, so I suppose it was an early lesson in suffering for fashion. The first of many! And we would do anything to look like Shirley
  Temple. Even the length of our dresses had to conform to her rule that hemlines be nineteen inches off the floor. According to the movie magazines of the time, her clothes designer at 20th Century
  Fox was of the opinion that the hems of small girls dresses should reach just to their fingertips. Apparently, Temple was so accustomed to being fitted for costumes that she could tell if
  they were the right length within seconds, just by hanging her arms and leaning over.


  It seems extraordinary now to think of a six-year-old dominating the worldwide box office, but the fact remains that she was Hollywoods biggest star during the mid 1930s. The film I
  remember best was Bright Eyes, which I probably saw in early 1935. It
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