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The writer Samuel Johnson once said, ‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford’. I read that quote on the day I decided to move abroad, and later learned first-hand the truth of his words.

After being accepted to a post-grad program in fashion writing at London’s Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design, I began making arrangements to set up housekeeping in a foreign city. My two roommates – both longtime girlfriends – charged me with finding a place to live. I was determined that it would be smashing, as the Brits say, and envisioned an elaborate take on Edwardian England.

The search for lodgings lead me to 5 Spear Mews, Earls Court, SW5. At first glance, I wasn’t entirely sold. Heavy, red curtains with water-stained hems covered eight French doors. The walls displayed an odd mix of art: tribal figures, Shakespeare portraits and an oil-paint rendering of Jesus. The art, we were told, was claimed from local stage sets. 

What convinced me to sign the lease was the presence of two balconies, one front facing, the other looking back – both “exotic” departures from our former run-of-the-mill apartments. 

As we settled in, little pleasures revealed themselves. We learned our landlady was a garden designer with a penchant for potted plants and overflowing window boxes. Because of this, we always had flowers blooming, even in January. In winter, we could open our French doors and smoke Marlboro lights – a trio of young American women wrapped in throws, bundled in hats and gloves, acting out our image of British bachelorettes.

It was a cultural transfusion that went both ways. At the holidays, for example, my American style bubbled to the surface, and I decorated the iron railings with white twinkle lights. They stayed up year-round, giving our address a sparkly ex-pat twist.

In the summer months, we’d have morning coffee on the balcony, sitting at a rickety wooden table overlooking the yard of a nearby hotel, feeling very cosmopolitan as we read the fashion sections of #The Guardian# or #Telegraph#. 

The gentility belied the fact that our house had once served as a horse stable and garage – a humble past we honored by keeping the place happily messy. Our white couches – proof that the owners trusted their tenants’ ability to maintain order – didn’t stand up well against the assault of parties and red wine. Like most 20-somethings, we were learning the ropes of adult domesticity. But our education was filtered through the eccentricities of a foreign flat.

We introduced our tiny kitchen to its first Thanksgiving turkey and American hamburger. In return, it initiated us to the convenience of electric teakettles and the inconvenience of doing laundry within reach of the stove. And to our horror, we also discovered slugs – the only downside of our flower-laden balcony.

We embraced the differences – pests, cramped quarters, and all. Without realizing it, we were learning firsthand the real-estate maxim of location, location, location (which, ironically, was the name of one of our favorite shows on the “telly”). We had happily exchanged American comforts for the London scene. 

I’m back in the States now, and on the brink of moving into a brand-new metro Detroit loft. But as is usually the case in homes of travelers, my new address will hint at another place and time. There will be tea in the cupboard to remind me of Claridges. And rain on the sidewalks below my window will surely evoke memories of London streets – wet, but full of cheerful people. I’ll remember stylish apartments that bore the patina of history – tiny settings with maps on the walls and hints of worldly influence.

Recalling how most households seemed to have a collection of travel books, I’ll do the same, also stocking my American home with fashion books from R.D. Franks near Oxford Circus, and throws from the Designers Guild off of Kings Road in Chelsea. 

They’ll all remind me of a short, sweet time when independence meant crossing an ocean and calling a foreign metropolis home. 

