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And finally ...Hello boys! Like 
by Mandy Appleyard

O
N A SHORT break to
Amsterdam last week, 
I found myself ignoring 
the city’s art galleries, 
canal-side cafes and 

fashion stores.
Instead, I caught a tram and ended

up in an affluent suburb of shops
selling stylish homeware, where I 
browsed happily for most of the day.

I brought home a funky lime green 
Alessi corkscrew, a teal blue cushion, 
and 100 vibrant red-orange tulips with 
which to decorate my home.

My friend Rachel calls this home 
couture — a sociological trend 
common among middle-aged women
for whom home has become a means 
of artistic self-expression, a creative
tool, a way of telling the world who 
we are and what we think.

In our 20s, we did this through the 
clothes we wore, the careers we 
chose, the holidays we went on, the 
friends we kept. Later, we found a
new form of self-expression through 
the husbands we took, and the way we
raised our children.

But, beyond the age of 45, every-
thing changes. Middle-aged women

have, as U.S. writer Susan Reimer soUU
eloquently put it in a recent article: 
‘begun to fade from view, moving from 
vibrant to translucent to invisible. 
The rest of the world — full of people
who might once have thought we
were pretty or interesting — does not 
even see us when we pass.’ 

Short hems, plunging necklines and
vertiginous heels have become ‘age
inappropriate’ for women like me
who are not ready for beige cardigans,
so we have discovered a new way to
tell the world who we are.

Pass us in the street and you would 
not give us a second glance. But step
inside our homes, and it’s different.

Few things are more personal than
the four walls within which we live. We
want it to be welcoming, of course, 
but we also want it to say something 
significant about us and our style.

For the past decade, I have lived in
a three-storey early Victoriana terrace 
house in a conservation area on a
pretty road in a Yorkshire market-YY

town once named the best place to 
live in the UK.

It is an unashamedly feminine house 
with an emphasis on natural materi-
als. It is light and airy, combining the 
original architectural fittings of an 
1840s house — cornicing, ceiling roses

— with contemporary flourishes. 
Of course, the fact that I live alone f

means I can indulge my home-
making instincts with impunity. 

So what does my home say about 
me? I hope, it says that I am adven-
turous (illustrated by bold use of 
colour); that I am well-travelled 
(there are many photographs taken 
from my travels); that I am feminine
and fashionable (liberal use of pinks 
and purples); that I am a woman of 
means and good taste, and who 
reads avidly (see the 2,000 books). 

When I was younger and fashion
mattered, I wore clothes that told the 
world: I have good taste.

But now, at 50, what I wear matters 
to me less. Instead, I find myself 
preoccupied with finding the right
shade of yellow for my study wall or
the perfect set of cappuccino cups.

My friend Rachel, 51 — she who
coined the expression home couture 

— has a plausible theory on this
subject: with more life behind us 
than in front of us, she argues, we 
feel the need to anchor our-
selves to something solid — the 
reassuring permanence of bricks 
and mortar.

All of which coincides nicely with 
the fact that at this age many of us 
spend a lot more time in our homes 
than we did when we were
younger.

Life was more outward-looking in 
our 20s and 30s as we concentrated
on socialising and career-building. 
But in mid-life our children have
often left home, we feel less need to 
prove ourselves out in the big wide
world, and more inclined to spend 
time in the sanctuary of our home 
and garden.

At least, that seems to be the
trend among my peers and me. 

My neighbour and I were discuss-
ing the ageing process recently, and 
she asked me: ‘At what point in a 
woman’s life does, “You’re an attrac-
tive woman” become “You’re an
attractive woman for your age”?’ We
laughed, feeling stung, nonetheless,
by a wounding addendum which

tells women of our age that we are no 
longer in the running when it comes 
to the laws of attraction.

In fact, not only are we not ‘in the
running’, we’re not even on the track.
Instead we have been relegated to
some back-room, there to make
polite conversation as we slide into 
the grey embrace of our twilight 
years. 

So it is with absolute relief that we
women of middle-age have adopted a
bountiful new way to express our 

creativity. A maxi-dress could never 
do that. Nor could a handbag.

The joy of home couture is that 
we can share it so widely with 
others. 

It is a huge blank canvas on 
which we can paint our changing 
moods, so that a master bedroom 
heavy with brocades, velvets and
thick carpet can be transformed
quite easily into an all-white, 
w o o d - f l o o r e d  m i n i m a l i s t 
contemporary space, virtually
overnight.

Or where, on a whim, we can con-
vert a rarely-used downstairs 
shower room into a cosy sun room 
overlooking the garden, there to 

spend early summer evenings with
a gin and tonic and the crossword,
reflecting on how our home really is
our castle.

Once it was Ferragamo, now it’s 
Farrow and Ball; once Dolce and 
Gabbana, now it’s B&Q.

Women like me know, because we 
are realistic, that we are no longer
likely to garner compliments for
the way we look. But, feeling the
need for what psychologists might 
call ‘positive reinforcement’ now
and again, for some reassurance
that we can still cut it when it
comes to style and aesthetics, our 
home becomes a cherished totem.

Together with the homeware I
bought in Amsterdam, I also
brought back with me a serious 
case of house envy. Staring into
those princely mansions on the 
banks of the canals gave me a
glimpse of how wonderfully the
Dutch do home décor. 

In fact, I was so inspired, I’ve
decided I need a bigger canvas. So
it’s out with the Victorian town-
house, and in with the rural barn 
conversion: I’m putting my house
up for sale on Monday. 
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