

About the Authors

Dame Zandra Rhodes is a leading figure of the fashion industry and founder of the Fashion and Textile Museum in London. Her skill as a print designer combined with an affinity for fine fabrics and colour has resulted in a signature aesthetic that is undeniably unique and continues to stand the test of time. She has dressed some of the world’s most stylish people from Freddie Mercury, Elizabeth Taylor and Diana Ross to Bianca Jagger, Debbie Harry and Princess Diana. She has also created costumes, winning an Emmy Award in the process. She has appeared in multiple television shows, from the cult series Absolutely Fabulous to Masterchef and The Real Marigold Hotel. In 2015, she was made a Dame in recognition of her contribution to fashion and textiles.

Ella Alexander is a journalist and Harper’s Bazaar Contributing Editor. She has written about style, design and contemporary culture for leading titles including Vogue, the Independent, Glamour and Condé Nast Traveller.




Also by Zandra Rhodes

THE ART OF ZANDRA RHODES

ZANDRA RHODES: A LIFELONG LOVE

AFFAIR WITH TEXTILES

ZANDRA RHODES: 50 FABULOUS YEARS IN FASHION




Zandra Rhodes
 with Ella Alexander



ICONIC

My Life in Fashion in 50 Objects

[image: Penguin Random House]




I dedicate this book to my mother Beatrice, who shaped and guided my life from the very beginning, to Salah who entered my life so unexpectedly and enabled me to fulfil my dreams, and, finally, to my sister Beverley, who has patiently always been my supportive, amazing sister.
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Fly Spray

I SUPPOSE WHAT MUST COME first in any story of my life is an account of my mother. She was and remains one of the most important people I have ever known. She died of lung cancer when I was twenty-seven and, even in death, she was magnificent. Her essence was imprinted on me from the start. I know this is true of all mothers and their children, but I was coated in her flamboyance and originality just through her choice of name for me: Zandra with a Z. Throughout my life, people have struggled with it. I remember having to stand up at school when we had to say our names alphabetically for the register and every teacher I ever had would tell me I’d made it up. I’d have to tell them time and again that, no, it was my real name. I found it terribly embarrassing. Why did she spell it with a Z? My mother’s only explanation was that she wanted to call me Xandra, but my grandmother – a straight-talking Cockney – said no one would know how to pronounce it, so I became Zandra with a Z instead. My great-grandmother was called Zilpah, so there is a tradition of unusual names in my family. Zilpah is actually the Hebrew word for ‘frailty’, and we’ve researched our family tree to see if we have Jewish ancestry but can’t find any evidence of it.

My first memory of Mummy is unforgettable – I remember her holding me up to the stars watching the doodlebugs flying overhead en route to London. Even the way she gave birth to me was dramatic: her waters broke during an air raid, so she and my father left the house and walked down the hill to the hospital to have me. Of course, when you’re remembering things so early in life, your mind can’t be trusted. Photos and other people’s memories often become your own, but one thing I know to be true is that I was born on 19 September 1940 in Chatham, Kent, during the Second World War.

As a royal naval dockyard town, Chatham was often a target for enemy bombers. The story goes that I inconveniently decided to enter the world on an evening when bombs were coming down thick and fast. My parents were safely installed at our house at 288 Chatham Hill when my mother went into labour. She waited until her contractions were unbearable before asking my father to call a taxi but, of course, no one wanted to brave the streets during an air raid, so they were forced to walk two miles down Chatham Hill to the local hospital. The noise of the doodlebugs was deafening, the pitch of the whistling bombs increasing as they approached the ground. No one forgets those sounds, I imagine. They had to duck to avoid the shrapnel shells that kept exploding in the sky around them, and one plane flew so low my father can even remember seeing the pilot. Anyone who saw them from their taped-up windows must have thought they were mad – a breathless couple moving as quickly as they could amid falling bombs, one desperately trying not to give birth.

By the time they got to the hospital, my mother had lost both her shoes, which shows you how fast they were trying to run. I can’t imagine that experience scared her much: she was so resolute. I was born a few hours later. Whenever either parent recounted this story during my childhood it was with great humour and jolliness, in which I was jokingly reprimanded for my poor timing, rather than as a terrifying near-death experience. That sort of stoic attitude was typical of the time – how else would anyone have functioned if they’d processed the trauma they’d all lived through?

My mother’s father, my grandfather Harry Twigg, died before I was born. He was from Stepney Green in East London, a true Cockney. Until recently, I had it in my mind that he was a colonel in the army, but my sister told me that he was actually much lower in the ranks – a sergeant. It’s funny the lies we tell ourselves to make our worlds feel more exciting. I don’t know how he met my grandmother, Beatrice Elam, but she was from Haggerston in East London, so they didn’t grow up far from each other. I do know that they got married in South Africa because he was fighting in the Boer War out there. He was stationed in various places with the army, which was how they ended up in Chatham, a naval and army town. He was a Freemason and when he died, they said he owed them a lot of money.

Nanny worked hard to repay that debt, working in a newsagent’s with my Auntie Amy in Gillingham. I adored my grandmother, she was a direct, no-nonsense person and a strong woman, both in terms of her convictions and her sense of self. I remember her getting cross with a few noisy boys playing up on the bus and banging their heads together in her sensible, matter-of-fact way. When I was nine or ten, I used to get dressed in my best clothes every Sunday morning to visit her at her house and we’d sit together while she showed me how to knit.

Mummy, Beatrice Twigg, was born in Hendon, Middlesex, on 23 January 1910. She had an older brother, Harry, who went into the navy, and a twin sister, Amy, who must have had a terrible time growing up in her sister’s shadow as Mummy was always the strong-minded, flamboyant one. Amy was quieter, more ordinary. They didn’t look alike and they weren’t very close; they were the definition of chalk and cheese. That fact that Mummy lived through two wars must have been quite character-forming and doubtless contributed to her work ethic and stoicism. She grew up watching women go to work as part of the war effort, rather than stay in the home. She was a great fighter and I wonder whether growing up in the First World War influenced her in that regard.

Mummy loved fashion and would draw beautiful fashion illustrations that I’ve sadly lost. She had a great hunger for style and was always rather flamboyant; it was just how she was. In the mid-1930s, she managed to save up for a ticket to Paris in the hope of getting a job with one of the big fashion brands. Back then, you took a train to Paris and it was a very glamorous way to travel. I think Mummy would have taken the night ferry, an international boat train that started at London’s Victoria station and finished at the Gare du Nord in Paris. The idea was that you slept during the journey, but what with the noise caused by the pumps that adjusted the level of the sea at Dover docks, it must have been difficult. The idea of her making that major journey from Chatham to Paris on her own at a time when women had so little freedom is just extraordinary.

Without knowing a word of French, she got a job as a pattern-cutter at the House of Worth, the oldest couture brand in the world. I’m not sure she knew how to cut patterns either, but she managed to work round it. When she started, she cleverly asked to be shown the House of Worth way of pattern-cutting, which suggested she knew how to cut ordinary patterns but she wanted to make sure she knew their way of doing it. Mummy was no fool. She returned just before the Second World War broke out and had me a year later. I wish I’d asked her more about her time at the House of Worth, but when you’re young, you never think someone’s going to die: you’re so preoccupied with school, college and then getting a job. It’s only when someone’s gone that you realize there’s so much you hadn’t asked and wish you had.

Mummy didn’t look like anyone else. She would collect me from school dressed to the nines in the most extraordinary clothes, which I hated because other people noticed her. I always thought everyone else’s mothers were much older, but it was the way Mummy dressed that made her seem much younger than she was. She had a pair of green lizard-skin towering wedges that weren’t dissimilar to the kind Terry de Havilland went on to design in the sixties. She wore a green astrakhan coat with a Persian lamb collar, and often a hat. She was so ahead of her time. Despite being so stylish, it never took her long to get ready – the whole process was as quick as lightning. She knew what she liked and how she wanted to look, so she didn’t spend ages getting dressed. I just wanted her to look like everyone else and asked her many times to change the way she dressed, but she took no notice. She had this wonderful curl at the top of her head which she regularly sprayed silver, an avant-garde and unusual thing to do in the forties and fifties. You could say that perhaps my mother’s early experimentation with unusual hair tones influenced my own hair colouring later in life. Much of her influence was subconscious: I wasn’t always aware of how deeply imprinted on me she was, but the way she lived her life undoubtedly shaped my own.

Once she mistook the fly spray for hair spray, which made her head sting like mad. We were heading to London and she sprayed that lock of hair silver, as she always did. She didn’t realize until we were on the bus on the way to Chatham station and her head began to sting. We ran into a pharmacist in town who told her that, unless she wanted to wash her hair then and there, which she didn’t because we’d be late, she’d have to live with it for the rest of the day.

[image: Mother of Zandra Rhodes with a stern face and wears a long checkered and layered gown, stockings on her hands, button earrings and heel court shoes.]
My mother in the 1950s

Mummy was always in a hurry – there was never enough time for all the things she wanted to do in a day – which led to all sorts of accidents. Another time, a pencil had found its way into the lining of her pocket and when she was running for the bus, it skewered her legs. Things happened to her that didn’t happen to anyone else, which always made life exciting.

Not only did Mummy not look like other people, she didn’t think like them either. She used to see people in a Dalíesque way, as alarm clocks or as cucumbers, prunes and custard. When she was really tired, she had out-of-body experiences, seeing herself sitting in another part of the room, a form of disassociation that frightened her. I can’t say I’ve had that experience, but I do find myself talking to her from time to time. I find it amazing to understand now how much I’ve inherited from her.

Although we lived in Chatham, London was still a big part of our lives. We would catch the train at 6 a.m. to arrive in London at 7 a.m., then go to a Lyons Corner House for breakfast. It was a famous chain and there was one right next to Charing Cross station. It was a noisy place, soundtracked by the clinking of cups and clanking of cutlery. Waitresses would rush around wearing starched caps with a big red ‘L’ in the middle. There were all sorts of people there who had clearly been up all night, and my mum would point out the prostitutes who were often asleep at the table. I was nine or ten. She would do the same when we went to Selfridges at Christmas, pointing out the prostitutes walking down the street. ‘Look, girls, there’s another of those ladies!’ I’m not sure many mothers would draw attention to ladies of the night – who does that? My mother was always keen to show us the things she knew and the way the world operated. She had a very rounded view of it.

As part of my mother’s work as a senior fashion lecturer at the Medway College of Art, my sister and I would sometimes feature in her students’ fashion shows. I must have been about six and my sister three. I loved wearing those bold and dramatic clothes at the college or at home, but hated wearing them in front of the local children who would laugh at me. I didn’t have many friends when I was young, probably because I worked very hard at school. I would always hand my homework in on time, which didn’t make me very popular. My mother was there in the background telling me that if I worked hard I’d get somewhere.

‘Ignore them,’ she’d say, of the children who made unkind comments about my appearance. ‘Sticks and stones will break your bones, but names will never hurt you.’

Mummy was the one who made the money and paid for everything in our family, which can’t have been easy for my father back in the forties and fifties when gender roles were still so traditional. She didn’t make decisions in a dominant way, but she was certainly the one who made them. I find it fascinating when people talk about their mothers as their best friends. I was in awe of my mother: we were not friends. I am an extension of her ambition. I have always been tortured by being unable to do something really, really well, to be not just good but the best. I suppose this must have come from my mother, but not because she openly applied pressure to me. She didn’t exert any discipline on me or my sister: we just instinctively respected her enormously.

When Mummy wasn’t working at the college, she’d be making wedding dresses for private clients at home. She also made bespoke outfits for anyone attending court presentations and ran her own fashion label dedicated to this niche, named ‘Beatrice Rhodes Court Dressmaker’. My sister and I would sit by her and watch her sew. She was always surrounded by fashion magazines like L’Officiel and Vogue. My sister and I used to fight for the chance to go shopping with her.

She taught evening classes so wasn’t home until nine or ten at night. Our main meal was lunch, at home, and the only time my mother cooked was at weekends, which was unusual for women at the time, who were largely stay-at-home mothers. We weren’t children who had a key, my mother didn’t want that, so we had a housekeeper we called Auntie Kath. She cooked the lunch we came home for. When I got in after school, I’d make myself something like beans on toast for my supper.

Before going on a date with one of my first boyfriends when I was about seventeen, I boldly said, ‘Mummy, I’m going to a dance and I’ll be back late.’ She replied, ‘Oh, don’t worry, I know you’d never do anything wrong, and you can tell if it’s wrong because you wouldn’t do it in front of me.’ You can imagine what a rod of iron that holds you with, the sense of guilt that comes when someone has given you their complete trust. To say to someone, ‘You are completely free, you have my total trust because I know you would never put a step wrong,’ means that, in a way, they hold you for ever. I felt terribly guilty the first time I slept with a man because I wasn’t married, a sin in the eyes of my mother. I was twenty-one, and art college had done a good job of corrupting me, but her expectations and trust still weighed heavy. I found it difficult to look at her when I next went home.

In 1968, four years after I left the Royal College of Art, Mummy suspected she had lung cancer and tricked the doctor into telling her by saying that the nurse had already done so. ‘She shouldn’t have informed you,’ the doctor replied, but my mother said, ‘Look, you’ve told me what I wanted to know. Now tell me how long I have to live.’ Then she drove herself up to London, sat in front of me and said, ‘I’m dying of lung cancer, I have six months to live and I want you to make this the best six months of my life.’ I burst into tears. It was impossible to me that anyone so strong and powerful could be so ill. She held me, but also said, ‘That’s how it is.’ Quite brutal, really, when I think about it.

She wore the fact that she was going to die like a suit of armour and continued teaching up until three months before her death. One day, a student started telling her all her problems and my mother said, quite flippantly, ‘You must pull yourself together. I’m dying of lung cancer – we must all face our problems.’ I sometimes think of that poor person – my mother’s words would have been enough to knock the wind out of anyone’s sails. She talked about death with an air of defiance. That said, it wasn’t easy for her. When I spoke to my aunt after Mummy died, she said my mother sometimes broke down and held her hand. She would admit that she was frightened to die, which seems incredible to me – I don’t think I ever saw her cry.

For her final six months, she lived with my sister and her husband, who looked after her. My father couldn’t have managed it. He didn’t even know how to cook. I saw her whenever I could. She looked terrible when she was dying, which she’d have hated – the indignity of not looking as flamboyant and imperious as she had throughout her life. At the end, she’d be lying there in bed and I never knew whether that would be the last time I’d see her. One day, about half an hour after I’d left her to go back to work, she died. It was very difficult, but I’m one of those people who shuts things away. Despite my appearance, I’m not a heart-on-my-sleeve type. I’m not very outwardly expressive with emotion. Everything I feel goes into my work. I suppose that’s the case for most designers.

Until she died, I’d always thought I was a weak person in comparison with my mother, but then I realized I was as strong as her. In dying, she passed all her strength to me. Nearly sixty years later, when I was diagnosed with terminal cancer in March 2020, I responded in a similar way. When the doctor told me I had six months to live, I said, ‘I have far too much work to do before then. I can’t possibly die yet.’ It didn’t worry me. I just knew I had to get my life in order and, thankfully, I’m still here to tell the tale. My survival is down to my mother’s fighting spirit.

At the time, though, I thought I could never live without my mother because she had always given me strength when I felt tremendously low. Whether it was at school or at the Royal College, and I knew people were laughing at me or talking about me behind my back, she’d tell me to be strong.

‘These people are insignificant to you and your work,’ she’d say, convincing me to pull myself together. It was, of course, my mother who influenced me into art, signing me up for weekend classes. I had to work hard to be good at other subjects, but art was different. I didn’t have to think about it, I could just do it.

I hope I have lived up to my mother’s expectations, and I like to think that my sister and I are the fulfilment of her ambitions. My sister has four children and is a wonderful mother and grandmother; I am a successful fashion designer who has led a very different but fabulous life. I talk to people who knew my mother just to hear their stories about her. She was very proud of the fact that, as a fashion tutor, she could take a student with no clear opportunities and teach them how to sew and make something of themselves. Throughout my life, I have met people in the unlikeliest places whom she taught, and they tell me she was the great influence of their life too. She was a whirl of energy and style who managed to steer people in the right direction without their knowledge. She was the power behind me, and as I’ve grown older, I find it frightening and exhilarating to realize how much like her I’m becoming. In that sense, she is more alive than ever.
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Racer Bike

MY FATHER, ALBERT JAMES RHODES, and I didn’t have much of a relationship. Looking back, I suspect that was because my mother unwittingly brought me up to feel ashamed of him. Reigning over our family by sheer dint of her charisma and strength of character, she never ran him down, but I always felt that my father was uncouth and should have bettered himself. Children can be snobs, so I may well have formed that opinion all on my own.

My parents met ballroom dancing in Chatham just before the Second World War, not long after my mother had returned from working as a pattern-cutter and fitter at Worth in Paris. They made an attractive pair. Dad looked like a cross between Clark Gable and Errol Flynn, all high cheekbones, deep-set dark eyes and a square jaw, and of course my mother was wonderfully glamorous and dressed more extravagantly than anyone else in outfits she made herself. Both were excellent dancers: at one point they were crowned Kent champions for their ballroom dancing and this – along with cycling – was one of the few things that bound them together.

In most other respects my parents were a real mismatch, but they were both enthusiastic members of a cycling club called the Medway Wheelers of which, at one stage, my mother was the only female member. At weekends, they would go for long rides together, but my father would also go out every morning on his own before work, often cycling up to sixty miles. I keenly remember that he loved to cycle more than anything. He was always fixing his racer bike, a lightweight model with dropped handlebars and one of those saddles that would cut your behind in two. Lost in his own world, he would spend hours tinkering with it; those hours are among my clearest memories of him.

With so little in common, my parents should probably never have married but, in those days, you just got on with it. They were from very different backgrounds. I don’t know if you could call my mother’s family middle class, given that my maternal grandfather Harry was a Cockney, but they were a little higher up in the social hierarchy than my father’s side, and my mother’s father was strongly against the relationship. He made it very clear he didn’t want his daughter marrying someone he perceived to be beneath her. In comparison to my mother, my father was a scruffy, gruff sort of person, a bit like Alf Garnett from Till Death Us Do Part. He served in the air force in Egypt, but for most of my childhood he worked as a lorry driver in Chatham naval dockyard. As such, he was always in his dungarees, which I found embarrassing, as I did his table manners and the way he spoke with his mouth full.

While my sister and I would fight over who got to spend time with my mother, we did not have the same conversations about my father. He was never keen on our having friends over and would moan that it would mean less food for the rest of us. That seemed ridiculous to me. We weren’t rich, but we certainly weren’t poor either, and no one would have missed the two slices of bread and butter that a friend of mine would eat for tea on the rare occasion they were allowed to visit. Looking back now, and knowing that my mother was the main breadwinner in our household, I can see that my father would have felt emasculated and undermined. It was perhaps for this reason that he was so stringent with anything he perceived as extravagant, such as jam. ‘Zandra, you can have either butter or jam, but not both,’ he would say.

‘But Mummy pays for it,’ I’d reply, which made him clamp down even harder.

It’s perhaps unsurprising that I never felt close to my father or had any deep interactions with him. In fact, on one occasion I remember having a row with him when I told him through clenched teeth that I’d never have chosen him as my dad. He chased me around with a carving knife while my mother screamed at me to get out of the house. I struggled to understand why she had chosen him as her partner, until she told me she’d felt obliged to marry him after he’d shared the story of his dark upbringing.

Although my father never talked about his childhood, my mother told me in secrecy when I was young that my paternal grandmother, Rose, had been a prostitute, and that she had been murdered in the street. This was said to have happened when my father was a young boy, and he was taken in by his father’s sister and her husband, both big drinkers. It was a shocking family tale that was never discussed privately, let alone in public. More recently, thanks to the rigorous research of my sister’s granddaughter Harriet, I have discovered the truth surrounding my grandmother to be quite different.

Rather than being a prostitute, it transpires that my grandmother had affairs with various male lodgers while my paternal grandfather, Charles – a military man from Lancashire – was away with the navy. These affairs produced three more children, one of whom died as a baby. Presumably having found out about his wife’s infidelities, my grandfather ended the marriage in 1919. Divorce was unheard of back then, but even more surprising is that he was granted sole custody of my father. Even today, it is unusual for a father to be granted custody, so you can only imagine how rare it was a century ago. Leaving my father to be raised by his sister and her husband, my grandfather went off to restart his life and later remarried.

My grandmother, however, was indeed murdered, although I have recently learnt that she lost her life at the hands of one of her lovers, a Welsh coal miner and married man named Harry Thompson. Apparently, when Harry found out that my grandmother’s romantic affections were … spread out, he grew jealous and brutally attacked her. She was forty-one years old. Newspaper articles from the time report that he nearly decapitated her with a razor in front of one of her young daughters. Thompson immediately handed himself in to the police and was hanged for his crime on 8 February 1926. The two girls, my father’s half-sisters, were placed in a children’s home.

I never wanted to know any of this and have no desire to discuss it any further. The facts remain that my grandmother was murdered and my grandfather abandoned my father with an aunt and uncle who drank heavily. They were often inebriated, and my father often dragged them home from the pub. As a result, he never drank and neither do I. I’m sure my father was shaped by what happened to him, but we never got on until much later in life.

Despite their differences, he and my mother remained together until her death in 1964. I believe she once tried to leave him – she packed a suitcase and took my sister and me to Ramsgate to stay with a friend in her boarding house. I have a memory of seeing my father standing miserably in the garden in his dungarees as we left. We went back, but as I was only about ten, I never thought to ask why. Reflecting on this now, I suspect my mother felt trapped in the relationship, but didn’t feel she could leave him. Divorce would have been unthinkable to her.

After my mother died, my father eventually married a widow called Mary, who thought he was fabulous, and he became happier, although I still never saw much of him. My sister Beverley says he softened and was a loving, kind grandfather to her children. Apparently, he was very proud of me and would shout about my achievements to whoever would listen. Perhaps he had learnt to leave in the past what happened to him as a child and to enjoy what he had.
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Jacqueline Doll

THE FIRST PIECE OF CLOTHING I ever made was for my Jacqueline doll, which I was given when I was eight back in 1948 and still have. It was a Christmas gift from my parents and I adored her. She’s stuffed with something – it could be mohair or felt, I’m not sure – and her head is made of papier-mâché. She used to be very pretty, with curly hair that was pinned to the sides of her head and pale blue eyes that were lightly shaded with brown, which made them stand out. Jacqueline also had rosy cheeks and her mouth was painted red. You could say she was quite heavily made up for a toy, but I didn’t notice that at the time. I didn’t play games with her, really. I was more interested in her clothes. My mother knitted her an oatmeal cardigan with a burgundy, yellow and green striped trim and little flowers embroidered on the shoulders. It’s been attacked by moths in the many years since, but you can still make out the love and skill that went into its creation.

My mother taught me to sew and I made different dresses for my doll to wear. I was around ten when I made the first, which was a multi-coloured style, hand-stitched with striped bias binding. I was always very careful with my toys, but particularly with Jacqueline. It was important to me that she was well dressed and nicely presented, and I liked playing with the colour and pattern combinations. When I was sifting through my belongings for the purposes of this book, it was Jacqueline – now a somewhat raggedy shadow of her former self – that evoked the strongest memories of my childhood.

Both my parents took part in the war effort. My father was sent to Egypt with the air force, and my mother worked as an ambulance driver. As a result, I was often left in the care of my maternal grandmother, Nanny Twigg, and Auntie Amy. I loved my granny – she looked exactly how grannies always used to, grey hair in a net, pleated skirt, cardigan and polished shoes distorted with the outlines of her bunions.

I always sat on the counter of the newsagent’s that she ran – at first propped up in a box with a cushion, and then when I was old enough I’d perch with my legs dangling over the edge. This eventually went wrong after I was bitten in the face by a dog at a friend’s house, which hurt rather a lot. The unfortunate result was that when anyone I didn’t know came too close to my face, I would bite them and not let go. My mother had to take me to an analyst. Then I had to sit in a windowless room with a woman. God knows what she said, but even after I learnt not to bite people, I still wasn’t allowed to sit on the counter.

[image: Jacqueline doll with curly hair, pale eyes and bold lips. She wears a woollen knit top, a striped skirt and a pair of shoes.]
My Jacqueline doll

War was normal to us because it was all we knew. I have an early memory of drawing chalk butterflies on an air-raid shelter when I was three or four. I was only five when news broke that the war was over, so I don’t have clear recollections of rationing, although I suppose I must have been dressed in rationed clothes and have eaten dull, rationed food. I was also far too young to understand the scale of the genocide that had happened during the Holocaust, or how many of the country’s men had been killed fighting. Certainly none of it was explained to me. Indeed I don’t remember talking about the conflict much at all. Back then, people were very careful about what was said or displayed in front of children – it was easier to control what little ones were exposed to because we didn’t have a television, let alone the internet. We had a radio but that was pretty much it for external influences. That said, my childhood was still strange in the sense that we lived amid the wartime rubble, both metaphorically and physically, for years afterwards. I was in no way aware of the strangeness of any of this at the time: children accept whatever they’re exposed to as normal.

There were lots of bomb sites and clapped-out houses that were gradually cleared and rebuilt. Our school teachers would talk about how they’d lost their husbands and fiancés in the war in a way that felt very ordinary. After it was over, there wasn’t much discussion of what had happened – I suppose everyone was very keen to move forward and repress their memories.

During that post-war period, our family fared a lot better than most. Beverley had arrived in 1943 and we still lived in the same house – a 1930s three-bedroom terrace – which fortunately hadn’t been bombed. It sat on top of a hill, the second in a block of four identical houses, each of which had a small front garden, which you entered through a little gate. I remember sitting on that gate watching the tanks return in convoy from the war.

My parents had chosen our house for the parquet flooring, which was perfect for practising their ballroom dancing. It was in a nice area, unlike some other parts of Chatham that had been badly damaged by the conflict, leaving slum-like homes. We had a bathroom, a precious commodity; a lot of people still had outside toilets. We had an electric bar heater in the bathroom, which was set so high it only heated your head. In the winter, even the insides of the windows would ice over and so, at breakfast, we’d turn on the kitchen gas stove and sit with our feet in the oven.

We were always well turned out – my parents made sure we had clean shoes and clothes, which wasn’t the case for a lot of people we saw in the town. So many were left down and out, without homes, marred by poverty and haunted by the loss of loved ones. Hitler’s damage extended far beyond those who fought on the battlefields.

It was a strange backdrop to grow up in, but I remained mostly unaware of the destruction caused. The area was still semi-rural, ‘the almost countryside’. Our house was a short bicycle ride from woods crammed with bluebells and celandines. I got to know it all very well, the hedgerows, the trees, the river, the way the ground sloped and rose again. Our back garden overlooked the rolling North Downs, a farm and a white chalk pit. That view was one of the first things I ever drew. My sister and I would play board games together, but I was a boring child, always absorbed in painting or drawing. Probably my interest in art came from Mummy, who always spent any free time sketching. Beverley sometimes joined me when I found new scenes to capture with a pencil or paintbrush. She was much more outgoing than I was – she’d go out with friends from a young age, and when we were teenagers she got a job and a boyfriend. I was much more reserved. All I wanted was to draw and do my homework. Beverley was much better at being a sociable young person than I ever was. She went on to marry the man she’d dated as a teenager, her lifelong partner David, with whom she had four children. She’s now a grandmother of seven. We weren’t hugely close as children but became much closer as we grew older. I truly believe we are the exact different halves of Mummy: I have the big fashion career and Beverley is the dynamic, caring mother-and-grandmother figure. She always makes time for everyone and has just as much energy as I do; she just channels it in a different way. We speak on the phone nearly every day, and she is tremendously important to me. If you’d told me when I was a child we’d be that close, I’d have laughed. A three-year age gap when you’re children feels like decades, but the older you get, the smaller it becomes until it’s barely there at all.

My parents raised Beverley and me to be busy. Doing nothing was not allowed – there was never any lazing around or lying in at weekends. We’d walk to the North Downs as a four, where we’d pass a long row of colourful wooden Romany caravans. I was fascinated by the way they were decorated, the intricate, elaborate hand carvings and the vibrant paintwork. They seemed so remarkable and I loved drawing them. My mother clocked my interest in art early on, and I was sent to art classes on a Saturday morning. Her gentle steering was never obvious to me. I’m sure I would have kicked back if I’d felt I was doing something she really wanted me to do. We’d go on bike rides together or, if it was raining, we’d sew or listen to the radio. We might have a tea party for my doll Jacqueline and Beverley’s Geraldine.

Holidays involved trips to nearby Seasalter or Leysdown-on-Sea on the Isle of Sheppey where, in the summer, we rented a caravan. Daddy drove us there in our funny old Morris Eight. I would be wearing a knitted bathing costume – they droop when they’re wet – and Beverley and I would run out to the sea together. Even on holiday, we’d get up early, sometimes at 4 a.m., to collect mushrooms. We were a funny bunch, the Rhodes family.

One of the things that marked me out as a boring child was how much I loved school. I started at Byron Road Primary in Gillingham, Kent, when I was four and I liked it from the start. I remember nearly nothing substantiative about primary school except that I was quite good at most things, which of course made me like being there. It’s very easy to enjoy doing something you’re naturally gifted at. I sat in the front row and didn’t like the back because people played around. I was, in short, a swot. The landslide of information, of images and facts, was exciting to me. I loved learning to read and write. I liked, and still do, the way that words look graphically, how they appear as little designs of their own. I was naturally left-handed but taught myself to write with my right hand so I could use italic script. I often incorporate words into my designs, like calligraphy.

The only subject I struggled with was maths. I couldn’t understand it at all. Right from the start, I had no problem with working hard. There was no point in working unless I was top of the class so I just kept grafting. I didn’t want to do anything else. When I eventually became a teenager, Mummy would say, ‘You should go out sometimes, Zandra,’ but I refused. What kind of teenager behaves like that? I wanted to be the best at every subject, bar maths, which I accepted would always be outside my realm of understanding.

My work ethic and bullish desire to be top was bolstered after I failed the eleven-plus, which determined whether you were smart enough to go to the good grammar schools or the somewhat less well-served secondary moderns, now called comprehensives. This exam still, incredibly, exists in Kent and other parts of the UK today. I never regarded my failure as a negative. Mummy told me not to worry, that I was a bright child who would still do well if I continued to work hard, which I did. It was almost an act of defiance to prove to the world that I was highly capable even if one silly exam result suggested otherwise. I did two years at a secondary modern, then passed the thirteen-plus to attend Chatham Technical School for Girls Fort Pitt. It had sprawling buildings, one of which was used as a medical school set up by Florence Nightingale and also as a hospital during the Crimean War. Because of that, several rooms were tiled from floor to ceiling, some entirely in green and others in white. The playing fields overlooked the River Medway.

I was in my element there. I was challenged academically, and my hard work was rewarded with good grades. My best friend Lynda, who was every bit as conscientious as I was, would join me at the front of the class and we’d compete to see who could achieve the best grades. We’re still friends today. Art continued to be my favourite subject. I had to work hard at everything else, but art came naturally. My hands knew what to do to create an image, and it felt tremendously freeing to find something I loved so much. My teachers would use my work as an example to the rest of the class. It was a skill that also helped in biology: I could write an essay on photosynthesis and do cutaway drawings of plants. It made things difficult for Beverley, who followed me at the school a few years later. She was constantly compared to me and challenged as to why her work wasn’t done to the same obsessive standards. It must have been incredibly annoying to have such a meticulous, over-achieving older sister.

I don’t remember ever getting into trouble, but one teacher took a dislike to me from the very beginning. As mentioned, people have often struggled with my name. This teacher was going through the register and pronounced it Sandra rather than Zandra. I gently corrected her (I’d already had a lot of practice in doing so), and said, ‘No, it’s Zandra with a Z.’ The teacher, Miss Barr, took umbrage and told me, ‘That can’t possibly be true.’ A few weeks later, the same teacher read out my misspelt homework to the class, emphasizing phonetically my errors. Everyone was rolling around laughing, so I laughed too. I mean, what else are you going to do – cry? She turned round and barked, ‘So you think this is funny? In that case, you can go and tell the joke to the headmistress.’ I cried all the way. She didn’t like me because I was different. Thankfully the headmistress was very kind to me, helped me with my spelling and sent me on my way.

I decided then that my name was important to who I am. It’s part of what makes me an individual. I practised my signature over and over again. I became Zandra, with the emphasis on the Z. Actually, I didn’t want to be ordinary. I would have to be persistent in the pursuit of my individuality.

Of course, my intense approach to my studies came at a cost of any real social life. Dating seemed an unnecessary distraction from my homework, but when I was around seventeen, I met my first boyfriend. The only extracurricular activity I indulged in beyond art was ballroom dancing, which I did midweek at a dance school at the top of Star Hill in Rochester. One Wednesday evening, I was hovering at the side of the room when I was asked to dance by a smartly dressed boy called Geoffrey. He was older than me, maybe twenty-five or thirty, and wore a bow tie with a black suit. He seemed more mature than boys my age, in whom I had no interest whatsoever: they all seemed so noisy and uncouth. I wasn’t in love with Geoffrey – it wasn’t a butterflies-in-the-stomach sort of thing, but I enjoyed having him as a boyfriend. He was a nice middle-class boy, which was very important. I had no desire to repeat my mother’s mistake and date someone who wasn’t from the same background or above. I wanted to find my equal. Again, it was imperative that Geoffrey fitted in around my work, so I saw him at the weekends and even then he never occupied both days – my focus was on being the best at school. We often sat and watched television at his home with his parents: the set was a status symbol as not everyone had one back then. Sometimes, he’d come and keep me company while I sketched outside. We went to the cinema a few times although I can’t say I remember what we watched, and not because we were up to no good: it wasn’t like that. We had a few vague sexual encounters in his car on drives out to the country, but not often. It was all very chaste and innocent until I went to the Royal College of Art. That was when my awakening in every sense truly began.
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Flower Fairies Books

I WAS BROUGHT UP READING Cicely Mary Barker’s Flower Fairies books. I adored the vivid illustrations of children dressed as fairies, each accompanied with a poem that captured the flowers’ individual characteristics. Barker’s watercolour pictures were inspired by the detail and realism of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, who were in turn influenced by the natural world. Her books helped me see nature as magical, and if you can see the beauty, colour and sparkle of the natural world, you’ll always have something to sustain you even on your worst days.

Nature has always inspired my work, not just sweeping landscapes and recognizable landmarks, but small, everyday natural beauties. Flowers, for example, are a recurring theme throughout my collections, although I prefer to interpret them as bold, almost Matisse-like forms. During Covid, when we were all cooped up at home, I started painting the cacti, the camellias and other plants dotted around my house and terrace, which focused me. Nature is very forward-thinking; it’s forever moving ahead, regardless of what humans are doing. It doesn’t care about the minutiae of our lives or even pandemics. It just keeps resiliently, blithely pushing ahead, despite humanity’s best efforts to destroy it. I find that both calming and admirable. Nature is a tough old nut.

The Flower Fairies books were one of the first ways in which I learnt to appreciate the natural world and see it for what it is. Mummy used them to teach Beverley and me about flowers. The semi-country surrounding Chatham was slowly disappearing in the forties and early fifties, but it was still our kingdom. At weekends, my sister and I would hold Mummy’s hands, climb over the back garden wall and stomp through the green to find evidence of the flower fairies. Strangely enough, we never found any tiny winged impeccably dressed humans fluttering amid the fields, but we did discover a great many of the flowers that Barker’s books spoke of. I loved drawing them, faithfully trying to maintain the same level of accuracy and detail as the author. It was another way Mummy shaped me, I suppose, to spark and nurture my imagination in a dismal post-war environment.

In a funny way, the Flower Fairies books also encouraged me to look at clothes. It would have been impossible for me not to notice what the fairies wore and how they reflected the personality of the flower: a tunic-style, floor-length dress in dusty pink for the Wild Rose Fairy, a 1960s-style blue mini with a ditsy print for the Forget-Me-Not Fairy and the Daisy Fairy with her skirt made from white petals, tinged with pink. They had fabulous accessories too, especially during the cooler months. The Horse Chestnut Fairy and his glossy, spiked, cloche-like hat made from a conker shell; the shocking yellow pointed pixie boots worn by the Winter Jasmine Fairy. When I was still at primary school – I must have been about ten – I was cast as a poppy in the end-of-year play. Mummy set about making the most exquisite costume for me, an exact copy of what the Poppy Fairy wore in the book. The red skirt was divided into individual petals, each made of scarlet crêpe paper, and she dyed a segment of the material at the waist to replicate the flower’s bold, dark centre. The other mothers must have hated her – it was so beautiful and well beyond the skills of anyone who hadn’t worked at a couture house like Worth, as Mummy had.

To me, it wasn’t a big deal: I was often dressed in things that made me stand out. I remember walking across our local park wearing a wonderful straw bonnet with flowers when other children started laughing and throwing stones at me. I still liked my bonnet. Somehow I knew that not looking the same as everyone else was a positive. Around thirty years ago, I was sent a letter by a girl from my childhood. She said, ‘I used to get the school bus with you and I am so sorry that my friends and I always laughed at you.’ I just replied saying, ‘Well, that’s nice, but I never noticed anybody laughing.’ Thick skin protects you. It’s luck if you have it as it allows you to do anything.

The Flower Fairies books have, without a doubt, influenced my work. Decades on, I looked to them for inspiration for my spring/summer 1982 and


[image: Poppy fairy wears a frilled frock with wings and a poppy seed hat. She holds a tall poppy stalk with buds and a large flower in her hand.]
Poppy Fairy in the style of Cicely Mary Barker
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