GRANNY TAKES A TRIP

Granny Takes a Trip was a legendary boutique that opened in February 1966 on King’s Road, Chelsea. It was founded by Nigel Weymouth, his girlfriend Sheila Cohen, and tailor John Pearse. It became known as the first psychedelic boutique in ‘Swinging London’.

The shop emerged from Sheila Cohen’s personal collection of vintage clothing. She and Weymouth would spend weekends hunting for vintage pieces at Portobello Road market stalls, gradually accumulating a substantial collection. When a retail space became available in King’s Road, they opened Granny Takes a Trip, bringing in John Pearse for his tailoring expertise to transform vintage garments into contemporary designs.

The shop quickly achieved world-wide recognition, principally through a feature in Time Magazine’s famous “London: The Swinging City” issue of March that same year.

This story remembers that time through some impromptu conversations which take place on a bus journey in the present day. Its principal voice is Lizzie Morgan (aged 78). She, a granny herself, once ran a vintage clothing stall in Portobello Market in 1966. Today, she muses wistfully on that time with fellow travellers…

*

GRANNY TAKES A TRIP

World’s End, King’s Road, London. A weekday mid-morning in June 2026

Lizzie Morgan is standing alone, waiting at the bus stop in the rising heat of the summer morning. Squinting into the bright sunlight, she adjusts her gaze to stare at a shopfront on the other side of the road. Number 488 King’s Road. The building looks nothing like it had sixty years ago but she can still remember those psychedelic swirls and that extraordinary façade that changed every few months. It had originally displayed two North American Indian Chiefs, but she remembered the Jean Harlow portrait best of all, pop-art style. It was painted right across the front of the shop.

Granny Takes a Trip…  what a name that was, she reflected with a wistful smile. The velvet, the brocade, the military jackets transformed into peacock plumage. The beaded curtain that tinkled when you walked into the shop. That sultry New Orleans’ bordello look. The alluring darkness; the drugs too… not to mention the temptations.

And the people…good God, the people, I mean, who shopped there? Well, Jimi Hendrix buying those flamboyant shirts for one, and the Stones, regular habitués. George Harrison and Patty Boyd frequented the place. Oh, and Salman Rushdie lived in the flat over the shop, didn’t he? He was just a student then, writing his way to greater things! 

Moments later the number 22 bus rounds the corner, its red glassy bulk a ubiquitous presence on London’s streets, not the Route Master of old. Oh well, it doesn’t matter does it? Just memories, that’s all. 

Lizzie signals and the bus pulls to a stop alongside her.

Good morning, says Lizzie to the young African driver with kind eyes.

Morning, love. Freedom Pass?

She tapped her card on the reader and heard the reassuring beep. It’s still the best invention this, you know, driver!  Freedom Pass travel. Beats psychedelic trousers any day. Hah!

The driver laughs. Sorry…what was that, love?

Oh, nothing really. Sorry. I was remembering something from long ago. 1966 actually. I was just looking at an old boutique shop opposite my bus stop. Its long since disappeared.

Lizzie made her way down the aisle, steadying herself as the bus lurched forward. A smartly dressed woman, probably in her late sixties, is sitting alone by the window, looking at the King’s Road.

Excuse me. Would you mind if I sit next to you? 

No. Of course not. Please do.

Lizzie settles into her seat and voices a gentle sigh. This route always makes me so nostalgic. I used to come down King’s Road many times in the sixties, she says out loud to no one in particular.

The woman turns. You mean the Swinging Sixties?

Yes, that’s right…I was just looking at a shopfront before I got on this bus. It was called “Granny Takes a Trip” in those days.  A very strange name for a shop wasn’t that? But it was a famous boutique in 1966. And here I am, a granny myself, taking a ‘trip’… well, a bus ride anyway!

Oh my God, I’ve heard of that shop! My mum used to talk about it. I was never allowed in but I’d press my nose up against the window! I’m Jean, by the way… pleased to meet you.

Lizzie turns, offering a nostalgic smile. I’m Lizzie, thanks Jean. Well, everyone used to do that. The displays in that shop were pure theatre. I remember when the owners first opened the boutique. They painted a giant display of two North American Chiefs across the shopfront. What were their names? Let me think…yes. Low Dog and Kicking Bear, that’s right. Can you imagine that on King’s Road? People would stop their cars and stare! They’d have never seen a shopfront like it!

Did you ever go inside?

Yes, sometimes on occasion. I couldn’t afford much. I was training to be a social worker then.  I used to save up – once I bought a paisley shirt. Purple and gold.  Yes, I remember the shop smelled of patchouli and what the police called ‘Certain Substances’! Bless them, they didn’t know what to make of that new scene, did they? I got a sense we were inventing the future. You know, anything could happen…and it often did!

Jean smiled, plumped up her handbag and settled herself. What happened to your shirt?

Oh, I wore it till it fell apart, dear. Then I wore it some more! Hah! I had a lot of pride invested in that garment!

They sat in silence for some moments before Lizzie turned to look out of the window again. Oh, we’re coming up to Beaufort Street. This area is where it all began to spread. You see, once “Granny Takes a Trip” opened, everyone wanted a boutique, didn’t they? We called it the IN thing! Other boutiques popped up like mushrooms after the rain.

A few minutes earlier, a young man had boarded the bus – early twenties, casually dressed and carrying a rucksack. He’s in the seat behind them, but then leans forward. Gee, I couldn’t help but overhearing you ladies talking about the sixties fashion scene in London, he says with an American drawl. 

That’s right we are. Lizzie turns to meet the young man’s gaze.

I’m Gerry, by the way. Pleased to meet you both. I’m doing some research for my dissertation at Goldsmiths College.  It’s on subcultural fashion movements in the 1960s. I’m an ethnographer. This is incredible, meeting you ladies like this! Sorry, I don’t mean to intrude… Say, would you mind if I ask you a few questions?

You’re an ethnographer are you, Gerry? replies Lizzie, with more than a hint of curiosity in her tone. Studying at university, for your research, are you? What do you think, Jean? Shall we indulge this young man? Jean nods approvingly. Well, alright then Gerry…of course you may, since you’ve asked.  Fire away. It’s my pleasure to be a ‘yesterday’s witness’.

The American opened his rucksack and took out a pen and notebook.

That’s mighty kind, ma’am.  Well, let’s see…what was the actual vibe?  Like in the shops, I mean? Was it actually revolutionary? Or was that just an urban myth? 

Lizzie pauses for a moment to consider his question, glancing across for an acknowledgment from Jean.

Revolutionary? Well… yes, it was. But not in the usual sense of the word. Yes, it was about new fashion styles… but more than clothes, actually. I’d say it was how style was democratised… my, don’t I sound highfalutin? She pauses. Jean smiles. You see here in London, unlike in Paris for example, anyone could come into these new boutiques. You know, ordinary people, like shop girls, office workers, people like me… as well as famous people. 

Oh, okay… Gerry, eye-brows raised, studies Lizzie.  So, it was about class was it? Social class? Is that what you’re saying?

Lizzie considers this. Everything in England is about class, Gerry. It always has been here. But you see, in the land of boutiques on the King’s Road at that time in the sixties, old rules were there to be broken. You know, girls wore short skirts when the Establishment said they should be long…bright colours when they should be muted tones. And velvet jackets for men when they should be in grey flannels.

Jean interjects. My mum said it was Mary Quant who started it. She really lit things up for young people, didn’t she Lizzie?

Yes!  Well…she’s THE name, isn’t she?  Mary Quant. Her shop was called Bazaar. It was just a bit further up King’s Road. You know, thinking back, she didn’t just design clothes. She designed a whole attitude. Mini-skirts, geometric patterns. She understood that young people wanted to look young, not fuddy-duddy, straight-into-middle age types. Not like miniature versions of their mums and dads. 

Gerry scribbles rapidly in his notebook. And was there a connection between these boutiques? I mean, the designers knew each other, didn’t they?

Knew each other? Yes, of course they did, Gerry! Everyone knew everyone! It was really such a small world then. You’d see the same people at parties or at gallery private views or in music venues. It was THE scene to be seen! If you follow, Gerry? 

I do, Lizzie. Amazing!

Designers would borrow ideas, and sometimes steal them too. It was a very competitive business, even though everyone was working towards the same thing…I’d say, throwing off all the dreariness of the post-war recovery to replace it with… something NEW! They were all competing for the new LOOK.  Like John Pearce, for example. He was one of the founders of “Granny Takes A Trip”. He’d trained in Savile Row as a tailor. He knew his stuff so he brought his skills into psychedelic fashion. Imagine that? Bespoke tailoring techniques applied to crushed velvet and paisley!

*

Approaching Sloane Square.

An elderly man, a little older than Lizzie, had been listening from across the aisle. He speaks up. Excuse me…I remember those days too! I was working in a bank in the City and I used to come up here to King’s Road on Saturday afternoons. I used to watch the ‘parade’.

The parade? says Lizzie. The Peacock Parade?  Yes, that’s what it was called it, wasn’t it? It was men parading up and down King’s Road in their latest fashion gear! No women.  Did you ever join in? Or did you just watch? Sorry, I’m being rude…what’s your name?

The elderly man chuckles, embarrassed by his memory. I’m Henry, pleased to meet you all. I watched mostly…though I did eventually buy a pair of flared trousers. I had to hide them from my mum for six months. She thought they were indecent. And I remember the Kinks had a single about the parade called “Dedicated Follower of Fashion”. 

Everything was indecent to someone, Lizzie reflects. Wasn’t that the point?

The American chips in. Did you see lots of famous people? I mean in the shops, hanging out?

I saw quite a few people in “Granny Takes a Trip” but I was often too intimidated to go in. But yes, there were lots of people around. You know, celebrities, popstars and models like Twiggy. I remember she was tiny, like a bird, trying on a vinyl jacket. Everyone pretended not to stare…but we all did of course. 

Jean said, My mother claimed she once saw Marianne Faithful buying a caftan.

I think that would have been very likely, Jean. The thing about those boutiques was that celebrities shopped alongside ordinary people. There were no VIP rooms, no private appointments. You might be flipping through a rack of shirts and find yourself next to Pete Townshend. Imagine that!

*

The bus slows; Sloane Square, announces the automated voice. Several passengers disembark; new ones board, including a woman in her seventies dressed in an elegant light raincoat and bright silk scarf. The new passenger finds a seat but within seconds Lizzie catches her eye. She leans across the aisle. We’re taking a journey down memory lane and talking about boutiques from the sixties!

The new arrival’s face brightens immediately. Oh, I lived for those shops! I was just thinking about them the other day. I used to save every penny from my secretarial job to buy something special.

Where did you like to shop? Which one was your favourite? Lizzie asks, introducing herself.

Ah…well, it was BIBA, mostly. The shop was on Abingdon Road first, then later it moved to Kensington Church Street. Do you remember it?

Remember it? Do I remember it? says Lizzie, laughing out loud.  I practically lived there! Barbara Hulanicki was a genius. Those dark, romantic interiors…it was like shopping in a Victorian fantasy. All those colours – plums and rusts, burgundy, forest green. Pre-Raphaelite. A big contrast with everyone else doing their bright psychedelic stuff. BIBA was very different!

You know what I also remember was the makeup, the BIBA woman replies, dreamily. It was BIBA makeup! Those metallic eyeshadows, dark red lipsticks. Oh, it made me feel sooo sophisticated!

The American, still writing, suddenly looks up. Can I ask what made BIBA different from “Granny Takes a Trip”?

The group look at one another, then Lizzie says, It was the aesthetic; the ‘look’. BIBA was very Art Nouveau. You know, nostalgic and romantic. Whereas “Granny Takes a Trip” was psychedelic…a very different ‘vibe’. Of course, the LSD scene fuelled this as well. Both ‘looks’ were quite inexpensive but each offered an escape from ordinary life into different places.

I bought a big floppy hat at BIBA, chipped in the BIBA woman. Wide brim, chocolate brown. I wore it with a maxi dress. I thought I looked like someone from a pre-Raphaelite painting!

I’ll bet you did, Lizzie replies, warmly. That’s what we all did. We turned ourselves into art, didn’t we, ladies? They exchange knowing glances, then laugh, thinking of their memories!

As the bus moved slowly through Kensington, Lizzie peers out of the window again. Now, somewhere near here – yes there, look everyone…over there – that used to be Vidal Sassoon’s famous hairdressing salon! That was a really important shop, a complementary vibe to the boutiques…you couldn’t have sixties fashion without sixties hair, could you?

That’s right, adds the BIBA woman. I had my hair done there once. Oh, it was expensive of course but it was the best haircut of my life. He didn’t just cut it; he engineered it! Five-point cut, sharp as a blade. Honestly, you could shake your head and it would fall back perfectly into place!

That was the point! It was the whole look, wasn’t it? Lizzie replies. Mary Quant’s clean, modern lines needed modern hair to match. You couldn’t wear a miniskirt and have a bouffant, could you? Imagine if Dusty Springfield tried that? It wouldn’t have made sense, would it?
*

The bus turns right into Knightsbridge, heading in the direction of Mayfair.

Then another passenger, a younger man, joins the conversation as they pass Harrods. Excuse me, but I heard you talking about the sixties? I work in Mayfair. My father opened his first gallery there in Cork Street in 1966. Did any of you take part in the gallery scene back then?

Of course! Well, I did, says Lizzie, enthusiastically. The galleries? They were a big part of the whole scene, weren’t they? Pop Art meets Mod fashion. They fed off each other, didn’t they? Both were modern, colourful, mass production, celebrity. Wow!

You’re absolutely right about that, replies the art dealer. Yes, like Robert Fraser’s gallery, for example. He was showing Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and, of course, work emerging from the Royal College of Art, you know, like David Hockney, Derek Boshier, Peter Blake, Pauline Boty. The same people buying pop art paintings and prints were shopping in the boutiques. It was all connected…by the way, I’m David…

Nice to meet you, David. You’re very welcome. Fashion designers went to gallery openings. Artists wore clothes from boutiques. Musicians bought art. It was a very creative period, interconnected I’d say! 

The American looks up from his notebook.  There’s something’s puzzling me. What about today, Lizzie? You know, do you think this ‘interconnectedness’ still happens today?

Today, Gerry… well, it’s different, isn’t it?  Yes, things obviously connect don’t they, but mainly through social media nowadays, I’d say.  Back then, in the sixties, you had to be there in person, didn’t you? In the gallery, at the music venue, in the boutique. For me, the social scene, was, well you know, you physically had to be there. That’s what made it so special!


*

Piccadilly

As the bus turns from Hyde Park corner into Piccadilly, another passenger, this time in his early forties, joins the conversation. I’m Richard, by the way. My dad had a stall in Portobello Road in the late sixties. He sold vintage military uniforms and old clothes. He used to talk to the boutique owners who came to the market to buy-up old Victorian and Edwardian pieces.

Portobello Road! Lizzie turns quickly towards the new voice. That’s where it all started! I used to go there myself on Saturdays! Welcome Richard to our informal ‘60s gathering!

Thank you. Yes, my dad often mentioned someone called John Paul. I think he had a stall in Portobello Road. That was before he opened a shop in Carnaby Street.

Lizzie’s eyes widen and she pauses before responding…That shop… that was “I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet”. Yes, and John Paul! He opened his first shop in Portobello Road, then he expanded and opened the shop in Carnaby Street in the West End. He and his partner turned military uniforms into fashion statements. Regency jackets, hussar uniforms…all those gold braids and epaulettes! Do you know, suddenly guardsmen’s uniforms became peacock feathers for rock stars. Look at what Jim Hendrix wore!

Carnaby Street? Right? interjects the American, still scribbling away. That’s the connection from Portobello Road, right? 

Yes, Carnaby Street; that’s where we’re heading now, says Lizzie, casting her eye over the group.  I knew John Paul. I met him first when he had a stall near mine in Portobello. Actually…not sure I should I admit this, but I had a fling with him! Yes, I was selling old scarves and costume jewellery. Nothing fancy or too expensive. We’d always chat on slow days…and then! Hmm…well…you see, John had a vision. He saw that young people wanted to raid their grandparents’ wardrobes, you know, and turn their clothes into something new. Modern and fashionable!

The bus edges very slowly through the heavy traffic – the bus lanes are clogged, even at this time of day.  Finally, it arrives at Piccadilly Circus. The automated voice says “Piccadilly. All Change, please”. But instead of disembarking, the ‘Sixties Time Travellers’ remain seated, reluctant to leave Lizzie’s story unfinished. 

Lizzie quickly acknowledges this, then suggests: Shall we finish our journey? Would any of you like to accompany me to Carnaby Street?  We need to get off the bus here, then walk up Regent Street, turn right and we’re there.  I’d be very happy to show you ‘old’ Carnaby Street! Any takers?

The group disembarks and follows Lizzie up to Carnaby Street. There are throngs of tourists milling around. They’ll all have heard about Carnaby Street but they wouldn’t have Lizzie’s first-hand experience. 

The group gathers round Lizzie, Gerry, their American scribe, in tow.

In those days Carnaby Street was different from King’s Road. King’s Road was in Chelsea which meant the area always had a more exclusive, upmarket feel. At least in terms of the types who lived there. But you see, the thing about Carnaby Street was that it was more open to people just passing by. It had more tourists who knew about it because they’d probably headed to Oxford Circus first and then stumbled passed Liberties into Carnaby Street.  You discovered Carnaby Street but you went to Kings Road.

So, what shops were there, Lizzie? Were there many? asks the American.

Oh, goodness…where to start? Lots of them. Dozens I’d say. John Stephen had multiple shops. He was known as The King of Carnaby Street. It was mostly men’s fashion. All ‘revolutionary’. Shopping in Carnaby Street offered colour, patterns and fitted clothes. There was Lord John, Mates, Gear. They were all competing with one another to be more and more outrageous!

The BIBA woman chimes in. I bought my brother a shirt from Carnaby Street. It was for his 20th birthday in 1967. Purple it was, with white polka dots. I remember his face when I gave it to him. He loved it!

The impromptu group walks on.  Right. This is it. Lizzie stops in front of a modern shop front which bears no resemblance to what had been there sixty years ago. Tad ahh…Now, I give you, “I was Lord Kitchener’s Valet” Lizzie says with a grand gesture, her smile beaming with fond memories.

Then she speaks softly, almost reverentially. The group gather closer.  I remember the window display. Red hussar jackets with gold frogging. Victorian military capes. John had such an eye for detail… and an eye for the theatrical. He seemed to understand how clothing could be an item of rebellion… and I agree – it was back then!

What happened to him? asks the American. To John Paul?

Oh, replies Lizzie, pausing to reflect…Well, we drifted apart and sadly we lost touch. I mean, I knew where he was, here at this shop.  For a while we kept in touch but then our lives went separate ways. The seventies came, fashion changed, people moved on. That’s life. But I think that for those few years, the mid-sixties, we really did change the world. Or at least how the world looked. How we expressed ourselves…

Lizzie glances at the group, sensing their conversation is drawing to a close.

Well. That’s it, everyone. I should go now. Be on my way. Thank you, all of you, for coming on this journey with me. Here’s to the memories we shared on our bus journey and here in Carnaby Street, as it once was. It’s been such fun strolling down memory lane with you all!

A round of applause follows; Gerry steps forward and shakes Lizzie’s hand. Thank you, ma’am, this experience has been invaluable. A real pleasure. It’s been a wonderful chance ‘happening’ for me. And to all of you, your reminiscences have made more of an impression on me than any book possibly could!

Well Gerry… that’s because we lived it. We were there when London was swinging!!!

*

As the group disperses, each knowing they’d treasure this impromptu morning, Lizzie takes a last look at the ghostly shopfront that was once “I was Lord Kitchener’s Valet”.  She imagines seeing young people streaming out with their new garments, wearing a sense of infinite possibility. And there, in the doorway, John Paul himself, surveying his kingdom of repurposed glory.

Her mind irrevocably shifting between her past and the present, Lizzie turns and walks back towards Piccadilly Circus, Freedom Pass in hand, accompanied by the ghosts of 1966. 
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