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H elen Martin rose to prominence as a high fashion runway model in the rar-

efied world of couture while becoming equally successful as a commercial 

and fashion photographer’s model. During the mid 1990s, she was the in-

exhaustible Style Editor for Today’s Dallas Woman, authoring lifestyle articles as well 

as producing monthly fashion features. Her essays more recently have appeared in na-

tional publications such as FD Magazine and Sports Afield. Currently, her professional 

home is KD Conservatory, College of Film and Dramatic Arts, where she helps young 

people in the entertainment industry achieve their dreams. Ms. Martin is busy working 

on her second book; a memoir devoted to her grandmother Caterina and her mother 

Maria. Their story begins in a provincial town in Italy at the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury. And, she is always looking for the next Red Carpet to walk.
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SYNOPSIS
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Helen Martin spent years in pursuit of fashion and adventure first as a couture 

runway model and later as a skilled outdoorswoman. She worked with many 

of the greatest innovators in fashion: Pauline Trigère, James Galanos, Victor 

Skrebneski, Oscar de la Renta, Hubert de Givenchy, Bob Mackie, Donna Karan, Marc 

Bohan, Karl Lagerfeld and Stanley Marcus, to name but a few. Whether she was strutting 

on the catwalk or climbing the side of a mountain, she embraced high style as a vocation—a 

fashionable life lived fearlessly. In High Fashion, High Adventure, Martin combines wit, 

imagination, and humor in essays that span her start in fashion as a young photographer’s 

model in Chicago to globetrotting adventurer to Dallas style icon.
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REVIEWS
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Helen Martin is like a character out of a Hemingway novel—beautiful, adventurous, friends 
to celebrities around the world, and above all, devastatingly charming. Over the years, I have 

watched a lot of men and women stare at her in wonderment, spellbound by her stories. Reading 
her book, you will no doubt be spellbound yourself.

—Skip Hollandsworth— 
American Author, Journalist, Screenwriter, and Executive Editor of Texas Monthly Magazine

j

Helen Martin’s adventures took her to some of the world’s wildest and most inaccessible 
areas at a time when few women ventured into the hunting fields. Her writing, like Helen 
herself, is infused with warmth and elegance, and the stories of her experiences take her 

readers straight to the heart of the hunt. A skilled and intrepid outdoorswoman and a 
dedicated conservationist, Helen Martin has written stories that will inspire and resonate 

with anyone who loves the outdoors.

—Diana Rupp— 
Editor-in-Chief, Sports Afield

j

Helen was the most outstanding model we ever had; amazing and absolutely breathtaking on 
the runway. Kim Dawson would tell new models to watch her work. Her runway technique 

became known as the Helen Martin walk.

—Kathy Tyner— 
Former Agent and Fashion Show Producer with Kim Dawson Agency, 

CEO of KD Conservatory College of Film and Dramatic Arts
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EXCERPT
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I am not sure when I first truly understood the word ‘style.’ When I was very young, 

we wore dresses—light cotton dresses with flowers that fluttered and moved around 

our knees. Our tanned legs and arms were always in motion. We wore sturdy shoes 

with socks or white sandals with straps that buckled. Our long hair was always falling 

around our faces, sometimes held back with bobby pins or plastic barrettes. Mostly, I 

looked at women as beautiful and men as handsome. That was a time when men and 

women followed the styles of glamorous movie stars, copying their looks from hair-

styles to dresses to peek-a-boo-toe shoes. My mother and her friends always looked 

like Hollywood screen goddesses to me. Born and educated in Italy, my mother had a 

definite European flair. She loved fashion, designing and sewing many of her clothes 

as well as ours.

On the evenings my parents were going out, my sisters and I would wait in the front 

foyer to watch them walk down the stairs: my father, handsome and debonair, always 

looked well dressed and put together. He loved clothes, often arriving home carrying 

a shopping bag, holding one more jacket. He literally collected them. I remember one 

especially—a tan flat wool, patch pockets, notch collar, large brown leather buttons—

the same look Frank Sinatra and other stars wore in those shimmering, black-and-white 

40s and 50s movies with so much allure. My mother, always resplendent, her hair 

freshly combed out after all day in pincurls, would descend the stairs, her red lips 

forming a perfect smile. I remember one dinner dress, a satin one-piece pencil skirt 

paired with a long-sleeve top with a lace insert across the bodice. If she added the lace, 

fully gathered, detachable skirt, open in the front and fastened with a satin ribbon, 

we knew there would be dancing. Off they would go to Lake Bracken Country Club 

or Harbor Lights Supper Club in Galesburg, Illinois. Years later, I produced several 

charity shows at Harbor Lights with my model friends from Chicago.
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One of my early professional encounters with a living legend came in the form of 

Pauline Trigère, a leading designer in the industry. Who hasn’t watched Breakfast at 

Tiffany’s and admired the powerful, sophisticated wardrobe of Patricia Neal’s character? 

That’s Trigère. She was famous for her design technique—draping and cutting fabric 

directly on her models. I became one of those privileged models. My professional work 

and lifelong friendship with her started at the original Stanley Korshak store on Michigan 

Avenue in Chicago. By that time, I was an established fashion print and runway model, 

and Korshak had booked me for a Pauline Trigère Fall show.

After the show, she asked me to come to New York and be her design model for 

her next Spring Collection. It was a dream come true—to be working with one of the 

greatest American designers in fashion. Prior to her offer, I had been booked several 

times a year by my Chicago agent for photo shoots in New York, so I knew the city 

and loved it.

That initial period I spent with her was one of several coming-of-age experiences. 

She truly launched my understanding of how and what the fashionable woman should 

be; she embodied grace, elegance, and femininity and had a sensual quality that as a 

young—yet highly self-aware—model I was just starting to grasp.

There were three full-time design models, each one chosen to bring a certain “feel” 

to the collection. We would be ensconced in the models’ room, talking and keeping up 

with fashion magazines. The day of the summons by cell phone had not yet arrived.

The draping session would start with me standing in my strapless bra with waist 

cinch and half slip in front of a mirrored wall. Trigère and I looked at each other, chatting 

as she attached temporary straps to my bra. She had chosen the fabric already from the 

dozens of fabric rolls behind us, some of her own design, others chosen from mills all 

over the world; her assistant sketched the design as she created it. Pinning and draping, 

cutting into a $300 per yard fabric, molding and shaping until she had what she wanted. 

All this took place in twenty minutes or so. I was undressed, thanked very graciously, and 

the garment would be placed on a mannequin for her to rework. I would be called back 

later in the same day, or in another day or so, to continue finessing the final design, after 

which there followed an animated discussion with Trigère’s pattern man. Off it would 

come, and the garment would be immediately ushered to the pattern room.
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I can still hear her voice when a piece was presented to her for the first inspection 

if it did not meet her exacting expectations. “This is not the work of the house of 

Trigère!” she would declare, while shaking the daylights out of the errant garment. It 

was all about drama at the prestigious Seventh Avenue showroom.

And then several weeks later came the excitement of the opening of my first New 

York showroom presentation. Seated in the reserved seats were buyers from major 

department stores, including Neiman Marcus, Bergdorf Goodman, Marshall Field, and 

Saks Fifth Avenue, plus many independent specialty stores from around the country—all 

of them bought Trigère. Stars and celebrities were always in attendance as well. Barbara 

Streisand was in the audience for a showing—I believe it was the following Fall collec-

tion—and afterward I modeled dresses for her. She appeared bigger than life on screen, 

but in person, she was petite, almost fragile, and certainly shy. I felt like a giant, looming 

over her showing the Trigère gowns.

Backstage, of course, is frantic during a show. Pauline calls for her Shalimar, which 

magically appears from the hands of Jimmy, one of the many design interns she mentors. 

Pauline holds the bottle high and sprays the room, saying, “So you will feel beautiful.” 

Shalimar is my perfume of choice to this day. A single dresser outfits each girl, sending 

them off to be checked by Pauline for a final “look-see,” which will involve pinning a 

rose to a lapel or attaching one of her dozens of gold turtle pins to a jacket or a dress 

bodice. Then a smile and a touch on your shoulder and out into the spotlight to walk your 

walk, remembering the way you carry yourself on the runway in Chicago is the reason 

she brought you to her showroom in New York. I try not to disappoint.

I became one of the privileged: models and friends who were invited to a weekend 

at her country home, La Tortue [the turtle]. On the afternoon of the last day, we were 

relaxing on blankets by her pool after a swim, when I realized Pauline was removing her 

bathing suit nearby. Stretching and wiggling out of her suit while lying under a beach 

towel, she got naked, while we young-uns, male and female, watched in awe. When she 

was quite finished, she pulled the beach towel around her, swept off the blanket, leaving 

her wet suit where she had dropped it, and, turning, she walked up the small incline to the 

house. We were left staring at her crumpled suit. There was only one prima donna when 

Pauline was around, and it was she. May you rest in peace, dear Pauline.
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Working with designers like Pauline Trigère in New York and James Galanos at 

Marshall Field’s 28 Shop in Chicago, and later on the couture floor of Neiman Mar-

cus’s downtown flagship store in Dallas with the legendary Stanley Marcus looking on, 

was a privilege; these icons of fashion taught me that style is a way of being, the way 

you express yourself, how you move—style is the way in which you claim your space. 

A presence.

Givenchy, Valentino, Armani, Balenciaga: elegant, gorgeous men of style and 

genius. It was an honor to work with them. Oscar de la Renta, handsome and always 

so playful—he made every show fun. Karl Lagerfield, who checked me out before I 

stepped onto the stage of the Majestic Theater in Dallas, touched my arm and said how 

pleased he was that I was wearing his design.

My advice to women has always been: whatever you are doing, wherever you are 

going—think style, think glamour. When you walk into your closet to dress in the 

morning, if you do not see something that describes (screams!) those words—then 

ditch everything and start over. You only need one or two attractive, stylish items 

to make you feel good—like a belt. I bought a wide leather Michael Kors belt when 

he first came on the scene years ago; I wore it until it literally fell off me. But the 

glamorous element of an outfit can be a handbag, a wrap, a pair of French-cut jeans, a 

pencil skirt, that long fringed scarf, that vintage rhinestone cuff your Aunt Catherine 

gave you. All of it denotes style and glamour.

And glamour is everywhere. All around us. The Highland green-heather capes of 

Scotland, the French beret, a London Fog trench coat, Italian shoewear— and who 

isn’t just a little thrilled to see the mounted men in blue, in full uniform, black boots 

polished to a high shine, astride a chestnut horse in upper Manhattan?

Every nation has their own culture brands.

The style up and down the length of Africa is astonishing—a wonder. Before I 

traveled to Uganda for the first time, I studied photographs and illustrations of tribal 

costumes and dress, but then to see them come alive in their own world was like watch-

ing an endless series of one-act plays. Watching the fashions parade by was a favorite 

pastime. I admired the creative ingenuity of Ugandans in following tribal custom and 

still creating a personal style.
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I was fascinated with the young Karamojong women of Uganda, sashaying by in 

their short, layered skirts of leather, soft as cloth with edges raw and unhemmed. In 

spite of their long hours of physical labor, be it gathering firewood or toting water 

or tending animals, they dressed to please themselves. They wore colorful beads and 

bangles around their wrists, piles of necklaces, huge hoop earrings, a minute piece 

of material to cover their bosoms, and sometimes carried a child strapped over one 

shoulder, all the while toting hollowed-out decorated gourds filled with water.

When I first encountered the Herero women of Namibia, I was awestruck. Three 

stately women glided toward me dressed in their long, Victorian-style dresses, each 

silhouette and ensemble a work of art. There was nothing else for me to do but to stop 

and acknowledge them with a slight bow, hands pressed together against my chest, so 

I wouldn’t start clapping or doing something inappropriate. They continued walking, 

and as they passed me, each gave a little nod my way. Their headdresses are uniquely 

African, with cloth of every design and color wrapped in a flat wide crown around their 

heads, breathtaking in the creative execution and unerring attention to detail.

Ah, and the Masai warriors—the men who have the last word in style and image! 

Their red robes flow around them, beautifully adorned with beaded necklaces and col-

orful cuffs around wrists and arms, as they confidently march across the plains carrying 

their staffs and spears, seeking new grass and water supplies for the tribe’s herds of 

cattle and goats. In Kenya we were camped not far from the their bomas (kraals) so, 

of course, the warriors would come visit—checking everything out, walking around, 

staying just a few minutes, and invariably, two or more of the men would inspect 

themselves in our jeep’s mirrors. Satisfied with what they saw, they departed as quietly 

as they had arrived.

The title for this little volume—High Fashion, High Adventure—was inspired by the 

stories I wrote as I pursued high fashion and high adventure (literally, I climbed moun-

tains), uniting the two major themes of my life. Style is the thread that links all the essays 

together. High Fashion, High Adventure ends, appropriately, with a chapter dedicated to 

my style philosophy, happily offered here for your consideration. Use it wisely.
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