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Foreword by Lily Cole


I could say shop less. I could say shop here. But I would be an annoying hypocrite, since I shop a lot and buy clothes without reading the labels. I would, however, encourage thrift shopping. I would encourage buying quality over quantity. I would encourage sewing together your own stuff, and keeping that stuff even as it falls apart (a good look, I really believe). I would also encourage a change in attitude. While it is a nice idea that we all boycott ‘bad’ designers, buy only green etc., etc., the proportion of us willing to do so is VERY marginal. It is an awkward and difficult task.


At a time when we are faced with environmental crisis, when polar caps are melting, sea levels rising, cotton and clothes production are employing child and underpaid labour, and people are producing their body weight in waste every seven weeks, the green movement must address every aspect of the concerned or thoughtful citizen’s life, right down to the clothes we wear.


While my job largely prevents me from legitimate preaching, I also happen to know a thing or two about the emptiness of excess shopping. At school, I underlined an Eric Fromm line that struck me: ‘greed is a bottomless pit that tires a person trying to satisfy a need without ever reaching satisfaction’. Yep, I can relate. I was once the prototypical material girl. But I went from the little girl who didn’t have much and wanted everything, to the girl who would buy piles of stuff and didn’t know what to do with it.


As many people are beginning to make ethical choices about their transportation or what they eat, it’s funny how few are shopping green for clothes. We may make an effort to ride bikes and buy organic apples from the farmers’ market, but rarely do we consider something as simple as the inexpensive socks on our feet.


Not many of us realise that it has likely taken a cupful of unregulated pesticides to produce the cotton in those socks. Nor are we aware of the fact that the cotton may have been picked by underpaid child labourers in Uzbekistan, travelled by ship to Bangladesh, been sewn together by workers getting paid five pence an hour for an eighty-hour week, and then flown around the world once more in a cargo plane to fit our feet for less than a pound – all because we refuse to pay more than two.


Not to mention that most socks aren’t designed to last, so we buy seven packets. But no matter, we’ll just add our disintegrating, holed pairs to the landfill site at the year’s end. The consequences are easy to overlook, buried and forgotten beneath the other one million tonnes of unwanted clothing us Brits have chucked out that year.


I know I risk sounding like a charlatan – the model trying to make you feel guilty for buying clothes while earning her keep by persuading you to buy them in the first place. The truth is, while I’ve long had misgivings about the industry I work in, it was only when the Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF) approached me last year that I really began to see the global repercussions of the fashion industry.


The EJF handed me a report detailing Uzbekistan’s environmental and human rights violations in association with cotton production. Cotton, harmful? Who would have thought? But the report was so overwhelming I was forced to fight back tears while reading it on a train across London. I’d never felt so hypocritical.


I don’t do much, and I don’t imagine I can do much, but one of the more useful consequences of my role as a model might be to encourage more people to ask questions about the global clothing industry and what we can do to change it. An obvious first step is to demand higher quality and ethics in fashion, just as we’ve begun to do in other industries.


Company chief executives and storeowners are a pragmatic bunch who live and breathe to expand and protect their revenue streams. By and large, they will be more likely to address the unethical sourcing of their products and consider change if real money is at stake. It’s a simple tug-of-war: on one side, most companies try to seduce us into buying lesser-quality products through clever advertising (using humour, models, celebrity endorsements); on the other side, smart consumers pull back by demanding better products or by holding their wallets tight. Capitalism is only as ruthless as its consumers. After all, the customer is king, right?
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The second step (my favourite) is to buy and wear more second-hand clothes! As much as I have tempered my shopping blitzkriegs, my appetite for used and second-hand clothing has increased exponentially over the past two years. I react to seeing charity shops or vintage stores these days with the enthusiasm small children reserve for sweetshops. I’m not quite sure why, but I’ve grown to simply love ragged edges and missing buttons. I enjoy things that way. Like getting a book from a friend, instead of buying it. What’s a good pair of shoes without being perfectly worn-in? What’s a real jumper without a hole? I’ve begun to strangely enjoy monthly culls of my wardrobe – giving to charity shops, my family, my girlfriends. Nothing warms my heart more than to see my friend Lorna enjoying a pint in my old striped sailor shirt.


While reports like the one from EJF have helped open my eyes a bit wider, on a different level I’ve also found myself slowly going back to the way I was brought up. Since we never had much when I was a child, most of my clothes were inherited from my older sister. My mum was the master of creating the new from the old. She would re-tailor pieces to make them fit better or, as I suspect now, in an effort to make me feel I was getting something new and exciting. And whereas I used to burn for the fanciest clothes in the fanciest shops, I now look back fondly at my mum stitching up a torn designer dress I was to wear at a party with parts of my window curtains. I’m reminded of that beautiful Malcolm de Chazal line: ‘The idealist walks on tiptoe, the materialist walks on his heels.’ I’d like to think I’m relearning how to walk on my tiptoes.


Everything must begin somewhere. How many of us regularly bought organic food ten years ago, let alone had even heard of fair trade clothing three years ago? Enveloped by a new wider consciousness, ethical fashion seems to be a small part of what might be the tipping point, as society comes together to ask for change.


The fact that this book has been put out by a major publishing house and that you are holding it now is proof in itself that these ideas are gathering momentum. Imaginative and well researched, Green is the New Black is a resounding clarion call for this new direction in fashion, and I am honoured to have been asked to write the foreword for what I hope will become a bible for the ethical shopper.


So keep asking, keep demanding and keep being concerned. Above all, please keep in mind that we consumers are the kings and queens. If enough people ask, we get. And please remember, or at least consider, that holes can be beautiful too.


Happy shopping!


[image: image]


Lily Cole x




Introduction


To be honest with you, green is not an easy colour to pull off. It’s hard to save the world when you’re busy travelling round it, on the look-out for the next big thing. As a newspaper fashion editor, I would jet off to Milan at least twice a year, and the same for New York, following the rest of the fashion circus on its quest to see the next season’s trends and designs. Then there would be the trip to Tokyo to interview a designer, a visit to São Paulo in search of Brazilian fashion, or a luxury conference in Istanbul. Most big cities host a fashion week these days: Sydney, Moscow (for some reason, it hosts two each season), Athens, Johannesburg, Lisbon, Madrid, Mumbai, Hong Kong, Beijing.


The fashion industry loves to fly – preferably with bags and cases by Louis Vuitton, which, if you are lucky, will be FedExed ahead so you don’t have to hang around the luggage conveyor belts. Magazine editors will fly a team halfway round the world to find an exotic location to serve as a backdrop for their glossy fashion stories. Models, it seems, spend more time mid-Atlantic than they do in their own homes. Fashionistas are as profligate with their carbon emissions as they are with their air kisses.


Although I don’t travel as much for work these days, I’m not perfect. In fact, I’m not even approaching perfection. My carbon footprint is 3.7 global hectares, or 6.11 tonnes (according to www.rsacarbonlimited.org), which means if everyone lived like me we would need 2.1 planets to sustain our lifestyles. I drive a car – less than 5000 miles a year, but still, I do drive a car. I wish I could drive a cute little electric G-Wiz, like the designers Eley Kishimoto, who have even covered theirs in their own print, but by the time I fitted the baby seat and the shopping into it, there wouldn’t be any room for me.
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Biggest sin of all, of course, is that I’m a material girl. I love clothes. I have always loved clothes. It is my job to write about designers and their latest eccentricities and collections. I actively promote consumerism. I am always on the look-out for what’s new. Fashion, by its very nature, is about in-built obsolescence. It’s about waste. We fashion people revel in waste. We look disapprovingly at anyone wearing last season’s boots. We want everything to be new, new, new. We want it before it is even in the shops. We are already shopping for winter the spring before. We pride ourselves on being ahead of the game. We like nothing more than a nice, shiny (and yes, often plastic) carrier bag, full of new clothes.


The problem is, lately the whole business has started to look kind of ugly …
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I have been writing about fashion since the early 1990s, around the period when Alexander McQueen and Hussein Chalayan erupted on the London catwalks. At that time, the high street was something that complemented designer fashion. Inspirations undoubtedly filtered down, and you could always ‘get the look’ for less. But it was a relatively gentle affair. Over the past ten years, however, since the advent of brands like Florence & Fred at Tesco, and George at Asda (the first supermarket brand to launch in 1990), it has become possible to buy pretty good catwalk rip-offs for the price of a pizza, while you do your weekly shop. Everything is up for grabs, whether it is the latest Chloé handbag, or the coolest Marc Jacobs jacket. And, often, the copies are on the shelves before the real thing arrives in the boutiques and department stores – certainly, they come in bigger sizes and huge production runs, so you won’t have to join a waiting list.
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It has become a form of inverted snobbery to see who can pass off their designer look-alike as a catwalk dream, and then boast that it only cost £3 from Primark. It makes us feel smart, as though we have got one over on the designer brands. And everyone is at it, from teenage schoolgirls to footballers’ wives. In her book, That Extra Half an Inch, Victoria Beckham boasts about her supermarket buys alongside her Roberto Cavalli and Dolce & Gabbana. Cheap, fast fashion has become as much a part of our celebrity culture as McDonalds cheeseburgers and Starbucks coffee. It’s all so tempting, instantly gratifying, and great fun. Fashion magazines from Vogue to Grazia can’t get enough.


There was a time when Vogue would never have endorsed companies such as Primark, but now it’s simply seen as cheap chic. And why not? The celebrities are wearing it after all! The Sunday supplements promote the ultra cheap too. Rarely a week goes by without a mention of ASOS.com – As Seen On Screen – where you can buy a sequin trim Lurex dress ‘in the style of Paris Hilton’ for a mere £35. Incidentally, if you type ‘organic’ into the search engine, you will find some great organic cotton numbers by Nudie, Kuyichi and People Tree.


We all love to be kept up to date on the latest bargain buys. And what, you may wonder, is wrong with that?
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Fashion victims


What’s wrong is that, because clothes are so cheap and because Primark is the new Prada, we have started buying more clothes than ever before. Women’s clothing sales in Britain rose by 21 per cent between 2001 and 2005 alone, to about £24 billion, spurred by lower prices, and the fact that stores now bring new stock on to the shop floor every month rather than every season. We have become a nation of shopaholics. We love the fact that we can now buy armfuls of clothes – several outfits – for the same price we used to pay for a single item. It is, of course, part of the democratisation of fashion. What was once the preserve of an elite few who could afford it, is now accessible to all – albeit in poor-quality fabrics and badly made, wear-today, throw-away-tomorrow designs.


A Chanel jacket is all about the weight of the chain at the hem of the lining (to make the jacket hang just so) and the quality of the tweed. It will last a lifetime. But an entire generation seems to have forgotten about workmanship and quality. Instead, we want a quick, cheap fix. It’s almost better if you haven’t splashed out on the real thing, because you can chuck it out and buy a new one when you get bored. Even fashion editors, the sort of people who would never have been seen dead in their local Matalan a few years ago, will go in search of the latest cheap thrill at Primark or Peacocks. The only difference is that they wear it with their Marni and the whole look will take on a postmodern irony.
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If you are spending £8 on a jumper, it’s worth asking, was the person who made it paid a living wage? I know you love the jumper, and I know it was a bargain, but it is no coincidence that the minimum wage for garment workers in Bangladesh halved in real terms during the 1990s. War on Want’s report, Fashion Victims, finds that machinists in Bangladesh are receiving as little as £8 a month to produce cheap clothes for British consumers – that’s a third of the minimum living wage.


The competition to make ever-cheaper clothes – to feed an increasingly voracious appetite for fast fashion – is fierce. Not only are we producing more clothes than we could possibly need in ten lifetimes, and demanding that they are cheaper and cheaper, we have lost our sense of style in the process.


The charity Traid (Textile Recycling for Aid and International Development) has been noticing a marked increase over the past few years in donations of cheap and cheerful clothing – much of which is donated with the swing tags intact. If a T-shirt cost £2 new, who is going to buy it second-hand and washed up? These are not the hand-me-downs and heirlooms of future generations. We will be lucky if they last the season before falling apart at the seams.
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Making the cut


It’s time to start asking questions. Here are some for starters. Can I make a difference to people’s lives by choosing organic cotton? Should I wear leather if I’m a vegetarian? What’s the impact on the environment of leather (all that excess methane) or, for that matter, plastic and synthetic shoes? Of course there is nothing as natural and sustainable as a woolly jumper, but should I be concerned about the practice of mulesing, which involves cruelty to the sheep? Should I wear acrylic instead? It’ll cut down on washing and aftercare and it takes a shorter time to dry, which means lower carbon emissions. You might be worrying about the number of plastic bags we accumulate in a single day’s shopping. You might begin questioning the sheer volume of clothes we are buying at knockdown prices. Are we contributing to the world’s mountain of waste? And who exactly is paying the price for our bargain catwalk rip-offs?


Of course, the closer you look, the more complex the picture. Shopping can seem like an ethical minefield these days. For example, a T-shirt bearing the now highly recognisable Fairtrade logo might only be made using Fairtrade cotton. The T-shirt itself might have been sewn together in a sweatshop in the Far East and been flown halfway across the world for distribution. The cotton, while grown by farmers who are paid a living wage, might have been produced using pesticides that are harmful both to the environment and the farmer and his family. In America, fashion designers who attempt to make sustainable clothing using fair trade practices don’t describe themselves as ‘ethical’, since the implication is that the rest of the industry is unethical. Now this may be the case, but nobody wants to start a lawsuit.


One of fashion’s thinkers, Hussein Chalayan, explains the problem: ‘It is hard to engage with the full picture. You can buy a fabric that is carefully produced but you can’t control it at every stage. Designers are depending on their producers who get their supplies from elsewhere. There’s not enough information about. I’d love to know the greenhouse emissions caused by the production of a single jacket but I can’t find that out. Also, as designers, we have to fly a lot. So any gains you make by using an organic fabric are undone by a single flight. There are lots of knock-on effects and things cancel themselves out. On average, I take about ten flights a year, mainly between London and Italy and Istanbul. I usually fly to America once a year. There needs to be a more deep-rooted solution to how things are produced.’


Thankfully, because more and more of us are asking questions – and demanding answers – the ethical clothing movement is gaining momentum. The industry is listening to our concerns and has started cleaning up its act. Companies like Marks & Spencer are going full speed ahead to change the way they work, with their aim to be carbon neutral by 2012. The first eco factory opens in Sri Lanka in 2008. The rest of the British high street is racing to keep up. H&M has launched its first organic cotton range, as has New Look, Dorothy Perkins and Primark. Sainsbury’s has launched Fairtrade cotton basics. Topshop is learning from its work with the Fair Trade label People Tree, and investing in cotton at the seed stage, to ensure that at least some of their cotton is fairly traded at every step of the way.


Thanks to the savvy consumer, and many of the designers, models and style icons featured in (and contributing to) this book, this season it’s perfectly possible to combine high principles with high fashion, in all its high-heels-wearing, trends-frenzied, air-kissing glory.


Closet confession


My own ethical epiphany happened on the hottest day of the year in the summer of 2006. I was helping to create a ‘farmers’ market of fashion’ as part of the Hackney Empire’s annual Spice Festival. It seemed fitting that there should be an eco theme to the day – many of the designers were using sustainable fabrics or recycling old clothes. We were promoting local produce from local designers and craftspeople so ‘fashion miles’ were kept to a minimum.
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The campaign group Anti-Apathy and their flame-haired founder Cyndi Rhoades had come along to spread the word about ‘change through lifestyle’. Which meant that in the middle of the chaos and the heat was a strange sight: their ‘Earthly Sins Confessional Booth’, looking as though it had fallen out of the sky like Dr Who’s Tardis and on to the grass by Hackney Town Hall. Taking her booth to workshops and festivals around the country, Cyndi encourages those who dare to sit and confess their fashion sins. It’s a great starting point for advice and debate on sustainable style.


I ventured inside, not knowing what to expect, save at least ten Hail Marys and a couple of Our Fathers. At first glance, I didn’t fare too badly. I tend to wear clothes over and over again, so Cyndi was lenient about my Eley Kishimoto print smock, now well into its third summer and my seriously ancient (and faded) trousers – Martin Margiela 6, from years ago. As the session progressed, however, my green goddess credentials began to pale. Pushed to account for my wardrobe’s contents, it became apparent that I had no idea what I owned – apart from a complete lack of Fairtrade and organic logos and, it seemed, far too many clothes.


And so, I went home that night and embarked on a closet clear-out to make my mentor proud. I was shocked, and a little embarrassed, to discover at least two pairs of black trousers that I had never hemmed and hence never worn. One still had the swing tags on. They’d been hanging there for months. An entire season! Black trousers are always useful, of course, but why was I still shopping for them? All I needed was to get the sewing machine out and, hey presto, two new pairs without so much as a queue at the till.


Three bin-bags of clothes, shoes and It Bags later and I had some real gems to recycle, swap and sell. These included: a ten-year-old Givenchy coat (the most expensive item I’ve ever bought – well, almost – and now tragically worn at the edges); a Miu Miu skirt; a few cashmere jumpers (moth-eaten); a Paul Smith blouse (barely worn); a Clements Ribeiro raw silk tunic (well worn, but too small); plus some other bits from Gap, Muji, Zara and French Connection.


Which left me with forty-one dresses. I know, I know, who needs forty-one dresses? But something had to give. And, audit done, I had, at least, resolved to swot up on more sustainable style options before buying dress number forty-two.


Thus my quest to become an ethical fashionista, something I had toyed with for years, but never seriously implemented, had properly begun.
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If style is ultimately about self-expression, ethical fashion is increasingly the place to find it. It’s all about the joy of dressing up, discovering new fabrics, dyeing your own, being more resourceful, or simply having fun with a ball of wool. It feels to me more like the 1980s, when style was essentially finding vintage clothes, making your own or customising what you had. I look back at my old copies of i-D magazine and while the clothes might look a little odd in retrospect, they were all about individuality and creativity.


As I have found, and as you’ll see in the following chapters, there’s so much on offer today it’s easy to make the right choices. Things are changing. And in fashion, change tends to happen at a fast pace. Who knows, if you are walking round in your alpaca Ciel legwarmers, your Beyond Skin vintage heels, and your customised, recycled Junky Styling shirtdress (get the low-down on these later), you might just be starting something. Designers have spies everywhere. Your look could become their look on a catwalk near you soon.


At the very least, I hope that this book will show you how to choose the handbag and the heels that enhance your life, and contribute least to global warming. How to discover the must-have dress that didn’t poison farmers with pesticides, force women to work for pennies, or compromise your personal taste. How to refashion your wardrobe and, with it, your way of life …


And by putting a bit more thought into what you’re buying, and bringing a fresh attitude towards the way you dress, I hope that – like me – you’ll reclaim something quite special along the way: your own fabulous look and style.
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How to use this book:


At the end of Green is the New Black, you will find the Little Green Book. This includes a directory of the very best designers and labels mentioned in the following chapters, a reading list to inspire, fun things to enjoy, and the most useful, informative websites to visit. In case the mood takes you, I’ve also included a couple of letter templates for you to amend and send. Remember, the consumer is king! So write to your favourite shops and see what you can do to help make a difference.
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Getting the Look


‘Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only.


Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, what is happening’


Coco Chanel


Changing Fashions


The best fashion reflects the times we live in. It responds to what’s happening in music, art, the big exhibition, the latest Hollywood blockbuster and, like a great big sponge, it soaks up everything it touches. The most creative designers are the ones who are most open to what’s going on around them. John Galliano has always been inspired by – and in tune with – club culture. Alexander McQueen finds his vision in some obscure film, or in history. Marc Jacobs taps into music and art. Culture, travel, politics, even the stock market can affect how a designer is thinking and, ultimately, what we will be wearing.


It’s hardly surprising then that the idea of global warming as an issue has been bubbling away in the fashion subconscious for at least a decade. We’ve had seasons where it’s been all about nature. In fashion terms this will translate into a lot of raffia or linens or floral prints. And it is interesting to see how individual designers respond, whether it is a Stella McCartney jumper with a penguin knitted on to it (was she watching Happy Feet?) or Miuccia Prada declaring that she is bored with fashion – too much over-consumption perhaps?
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But of course, global warming and sustainable fashion are not simply seasonal trends. They are here to stay. Which means the high street is taking the issues seriously too. And with our favourite chains racing each other to snap up organic cotton or falling over themselves to be branded Fairtrade, it’s more important than ever to be selective about where you shop.


Discovering Your Style


As an aspiring green goddess, you should aim to buy pieces that are not going to fall apart after the first wash, or look out of date by the end of the week. If you’re not sure about that lime green top with epaulettes, don’t buy it. If you have your own personal style, it is not important what is in or out of fashion. If it’s part of your particular look, then you will want to wear it for as long as it gives you pleasure.


There are as many ways to look gorgeous, and be ethical, as there are trends in any season. You do not have to conform to a particular look. Just remember:






	You don’t have to wear hemp, and if you do, it doesn’t have to look like hemp.


	You don’t have to wear a slogan on your T-shirt, although slogan T-shirts are in vogue this year.


	You don’t have to wear shoes that look like Cornish pasties (though I personally quite like a bit of a Birkenstock).


	You don’t have to look like you’ve been pulled through a hedge backwards.


	You don’t have to have lank hair, or shocking pink hair, for that matter.


	You don’t have to wear patches on your elbows.


	You don’t have to wear shades of sludge.








Of course, if you want to do any of the above, that’s fine too. It’s your look. Here’s where to find it …
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eBay


Everyone knows an eBay addict, and most of us have tried it at least once. Clothes and shoes make up 11 per cent of the items sold on the site, second only to collectables with 17 per cent of the sales. Auctioning fashion online is a serious business. Even celebrities are hooked. Self-confessed addicts include Sophie Ellis Bextor, whose spending sprees have included a pinball machine as well as endless clothes and accessories. Lindsay Lohan is known to stock up on hats and sunglasses.


Vintage isn’t the only fashion fare up for auction. As an attempt to raise its fashion quotient, eBay hired ex-New York Times style reporter, Constance White, as its own style director. As well as editing the website’s ‘personal style’ page, White’s job is to find designers who want to sell their work for a limited period on eBay. Successes have included the American designers Proenza Schouler.


Celebs don’t just use it for boosting their wardrobes; Keira Knightley sold her Vera Wang dress from the 2006 Oscars on eBay for £4301. The proceeds went to Oxfam’s £20 million appeal for the humanitarian emergency in East Africa and were enough to feed 5000 children in Tanzania for a month.


A couple of words of warning. Never get into a bidding war after you’ve had a few glasses of wine. And beware of fakes.


Charity shops


It is worth shopping around. Although the Notting Hill branch of Oxfam’s prices might mirror that of the higher end of the high street, the clothes are more likely to be good quality – and besides, you are giving to a good cause.


Some postcodes still have charity shops full of unearthed goodies. The Cheshire branches of Oxfam are reportedly where the WAGS offload the fruits of their shopping sprees.


As a general rule, head to coastal villages and historical towns. When it comes to finding a Mary Quant original for £1.50 we have to get ruthless.


If you are lucky enough to find a Burberry trench, a YSL tuxedo, a Margaret Howell shirt, or a Ballantyne twin set, then please send me the details of your local charity shop. You obviously live in the right neighbourhood. And I promise, I won’t tell a soul.
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Things to look out for






	Seventies platforms, 80s court shoes. Generally people’s feet have got bigger, so you are more likely to find your new favourite dancing shoes if you have dainty feet. A good cobbler will re-heel stilettos for a couple of pounds.


	1950s bathing suits.


	Seventies sun hats.


	Anything gold lamé (always handy around Christmas time).


	Scarves, from Scottish shawls to Eley Kishimoto style prints – these can be picked up for a pound or so.


	Belts: elastic waist belts, diamante encrusted, patent, ethnic.


	Handbags, soft quality leather that no one else will have; quirky summer shoppers to stow your knitting on the train. Pearly clutch bags with matching purses inside.


	Costume jewellery, pretty gold chains, and ornate brooches to brighten up a winter coat.


	Cashmere and cosy cricket jumpers. The men’s section is great for quality cashmere and angora to hang around the house in, or pull on your vintage belt and wear out with leggings and boots.


	Berets – quality Kangol ones in a colour for every outfit.


	Tailored tweed. One memorable find was a friend’s DAKS tweed jacket from an Oxfam in Bath for £4.99. She changed the buttons to 1960s Bakelite orange and white ones when she got bored with it.


	Old dress patterns, bags of wool and knitting needles, buttons, ribbons and beads for when you’re feeling creative.
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Jumble sales


There is something nostalgic about a jumble sale – a great British institution that hung around long after the war ended. They are usually found in a church hall that smells of musty lavender and has a twenty pence entrance fee. The prices are wartime too. Five pence for a faux-fur stole will soon have you elbowing the grannies out of the way. You will leave with a warm glow, knowing you have contributed to the £35.24 and one peseta, which was raised for the Brownies’ minibus trip to the lightship.


Vintage


Vintage is now the top end of the second-hand clothes market. Once a term used solely in wine and cheese circles, today it’s one of fashion’s favourite buzzwords. Modern high street clothes don’t match up to vintage in the quality stakes, and don’t have the satin linings, lined button holes and sheer attention to detail of older pieces.


Dita Von Teese and Scarlett Johansson have put old-school glamour back on the map. Chloë Sevigny and Winona Ryder are experts in vintage designer dressing, as are Keira Knightley and Reese Witherspoon. But don’t think they have spent weeks trawling around their local flea markets and managed to find an old Azzaro dress hidden on the rails. They’ve simply sent their stylists round to LA’s premier vintage clothing dealer, Decades (www.decadesinc.com). Cameron Silver does the trawling on their behalf, getting access to some of the dress collections of the rich and famous who call him when they are having a wardrobe clear-out. He specialises in ‘pre-owned’ clothing from designers, including Courrèges, Ossie Clark and Hermès.


Other landmark top-end vintage shops include Steinberg & Tolkien in London, a King’s Road institution packed with everything from Edwardian ballgowns to a 1960s suit made from popcorn.


Virginia, in west London, has long been the ultimate vintage haunt, where everyone from John Galliano to Marc Jacobs has sent their scouts in search of a detail that could spawn an entire new collection. Rellik, in Portobello Road, is another favourite stomping ground, frequented by fashion’s most influential tastemakers, like the stylist Venetia Scott, who consults for Marc Jacobs. One season, the hunt will be on for old school denim. Another, it will be vintage YSL. Occasionally a dress will simply be copied – it’s amazing how, suddenly, an old classic can become the season’s hottest look.


Trends come and go. And then they come again. And go just as quickly. How many times has the 1960s been revived in the past decade alone?


Happily, this means that you can keep ahead of the pack by shopping at vintage boutiques. Everything comes around in the end. It’s simply a question of timing. Keep a look-out, too, for classic items that will never date. These are the pieces that fashion editors love – the trench coat, the white shirt, the pencil skirt, the cashmere twin set, the pea coat, the tuxedo, a great pair of jeans.


A few tips about buying vintage:






	old stains don’t come out


	don’t expect utter perfection (though you may get it!)


	vintage sizes are usually smaller so make sure you check all measurements
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The stylist’s best-kept secret


On the London scene, Beyond Retro, a vast warehouse of vintage clothing on Cheshire Street off Brick Lane, has become a fashion institution. Set up five years ago, way before the other retro shops, independent designers, and guerrilla art spaces made the area their home, it is a destination that only those in the know will ever find. There are no window displays, just industrial shutters and the promise of rows and rows of rails to riffle through; the 50,000 square foot warehouse stocks 10,000 garments, with 300 brought down to the shop floor daily.


Vintage addicts, including Dita Von Teese and Kelly Osborne, count Beyond Retro among their favourite places to shop. Designers use it for research. Robert Carey-Williams, who is based nearby, cut up the clothes to make his own designs for a recent show. The big denim and sports brands frequent the store searching for missing archive pieces. Pete Doherty practically lived there when he was in The Libertines. And when Pete became the ultimate icon of Dior menswear designer Hedi Slimane, the Beyond Retro look consequently filtered up to the highest echelons of Paris fashion.


Amber Butchart is Beyond Retro’s onsite coordinator and trend analyst (yes, vintage shops really do have such people) and her job is to keep an eye on the catwalk trends, and on her savvy customers – fashion stylists and students – who often know what they want before the rest of us realise we want it too. Perennial bestsellers include prom dresses, interesting prints, hand-painted ties, and late 1970s and 1980s sports gear. This year’s new bestseller is 1990s fluorescent colours.


Beyond Retro is not only a place to see and be seen in, everything you buy there has been recycled. Which means it’s effortlessly ethical chic, and you might even get your hands on it before the design assistants of the big fashion houses. Not that this makes you feel smug or anything …


Just make sure you look the part when you go. You never know who you might be elbowing aside, as you work your way along the rails.
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Recycled


This can mean one of two things: either the fabric that the garment is made from is waste (everything from old curtains to plastic bottles which can be used to make fleece), or pieces of unwanted clothes have been cut up and rehashed into something more desirable and up to date. Think Molly Ringwald in the brat pack film Pretty in Pink, only the 80s upside-down triangle she created was probably best left as the three dresses she started with.


Look twice, and it’s clear that fashion is obsessed with recycling. Designers recycle ideas constantly. Whether it’s looking through their own archives in search of a sleeve, a cuff, or a theme to inspire something new or scouring second-hand markets and vintage stores – buying up all the best items and putting prices at a premium (slightly annoying for the rest of us) – they’re all at it. The secret to getting a unique ‘recycled’ look is finding experts who know what trends work, and how to get the most out of unwanted garments. J.J. Hudson is a recycler in a league of his own. He customises and remakes clothing and accessories under the label Noki. Although he has been committed to recycling for years, he made his debut at London Fashion Week in September 2007 as part of Fashion East, showing a dark, apocalyptic collection of recycled and customised sportswear and 80s ball gowns. He called it the N.H.S – Noki House of Sustainability. Other recyclers include Sari Couture which is Sital Haria and Sam Cook’s label devoted to making clothes and accessories out of saris. Check out Junky Styling’s wardrobe surgery, Goodone, who make great T-shirts and sporty one-offs from carefully chosen recycled fabrics, and Traid Remade – all feature later in these pages. You can even buy (or make your own) handmade shoes and bags made from waste materials (as you’ll discover in chapter 9).
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The best recycled clothes should never look as though they have been recycled. Instead, they should look beautifully made or in Noki’s case, doubly subversive – using the best raw materials to start with. That’s the idea behind From Somewhere at least. The label has recently opened its first boutique in west London, selling its simple, elegant clothes made from the off-cuts from some of the best textile mills in Italy. This is recycling at its most luxurious.
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Online


A good place to start your ethical wardrobe is online. For a one-stop shop, try specialist websites like www.adili.com and www.thenaturalstore.co.uk. For everyday clothes www.peopletree.com is a great starting point. Browse the stocks of some of the smaller, independent boutiques, currently scouring the market for fashionable product. I’m thinking, in particular, of www.equaclothing.com, which already has its own celebrity fan base, and where you can shop without making any compromise on style.


For an exhaustive online shopping list, go to the Little Green Book at the back – you’ll find everything you need …


The Beauty of Slow Fashion


Looking hot in haute couture


It could be argued that haute couture – the highest, most elite form of fashion, where exquisite dresses are made completely by hand, and fitted to the wearer like a second skin – is the most ethical fashion of all.


This is slow fashion at its most luxurious. The polar opposite of the throwaway stuff on the high street, money is no object for the buyers, so the amount of time spent on a single garment becomes utterly irrelevant. An evening dress might take several weeks, or months, to make from start to finish. Truly, it will take as long as it takes – as long as it is ready in time for the shows, which happen twice a year.


I have been into the ateliers of some of the famous French houses, like Yves Saint Laurent (when the designer himself was still in residence), and the embroidery houses like Lesage, which creates elaborate bead work, sequins and other lavish embellishments. I’ve watched suits being tailored, hems being stitched, seams and darts being pressed, and cloth being cut. The most skilled workers are treated with the greatest respect. And the more lowly seamstresses and other petites mains (as they are called) all operate in the sort of conditions that the average Bangladeshi seamstress could only dream of. The workers are highly unionised – and will strike at the drop of a thimble.
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Of course, the use of fur and rare animal skins, and the ethics of spending upwards of £20,000 on a single frock that you will only wear once, are questionable. But there is something marvellously anachronistic about ordering clothes that will be made specifically to your measurements, and sewn by hand to the highest possible levels of perfection. On a less grandiose level, it is the equivalent of employing a seamstress to make your clothes (something my grandmother’s generation did quite frequently) or making them yourself – though depending on your dressmaking skills, the result may be less than perfect.


These are clothes that will never end up in a landfill pit (though, occasionally, they do crop up in some of the well-heeled thrift shops on Manhattan’s Upper West Side). These are clothes that have been made with so much care and consideration that they become precious objects. If we all had to wait for our clothes to be made, and treated the process with kid gloves and a bit more respect, perhaps our wardrobes would not be so crammed full of clothes we don’t need and – half the time – don’t even want.


That said, some of the society ladies and princesses who can afford to buy haute couture still love to shop at Gap and they don’t just have floor-to-ceiling wardrobes, they have walk-in dressing rooms crammed with the stuff …
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How to join a waiting list


If we want sustainable fashion that is fair to the maker, we are going to have to temper our habits. Quick, cheap fixes are not the answer, tempting though they may be. So, why not celebrate this fact by joining a waiting list?


Fashion companies love waiting lists. Sometimes, a muchpublicised list for a particular shoe or bag is all part of the marketing spin to hype up a particular item or accessory. One season, it will be a Prada shoe. Another, it will be a Balenciaga bag. But the best waiting lists are for those pieces that really do take a long time and a particular set of skills to make. Some things simply cannot be rushed. To join a waiting list, you have to know exactly what you want, and be sure that you will still want it in a month or so’s time when it arrives in store. It might be something you have seen on style.com the day after a show and if it’s the piece of clothing you’ve been dreaming of all your life, then you should simply take the look number into the shop – these things are best done in person – and lay your claim to it.
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Key items to look out for


The Hermès Birkin bag


Hermès are so discreet they don’t like to talk about such vulgar things as waiting lists. But the French luxury goods company simply cannot keep up with demand for the bag it designed for Jane Birkin in 1984. Prices start at £2250 but if you want one you may have to wait depending on your choice of leather. This surely, is the ultimate in slow fashion. Each bag is handmade in the ateliers in Paris, taking up to twenty-five hours to be cut, stitched and finished. It might take you a lifetime to save up for one, and even then you will have to wait your turn. The thing about a Hermès bag is that it will last forever – it’s the Land Rover of the bag world. Occasionally they come up for sale at auction houses like Christies. In 2007, a cherry red crocodile Birkin bag sold at auction there for an astounding (and world record-breaking) £36,000.
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Azzedine Alaïa


The cult designer is a perfectionist who works outside of the traditional fashion seasons, refusing to create a new collection season after season. He shows his collections when he is ready, and not before. He also operates a very democratic business. At lunchtime, the entire team sits down for lunch together in the big kitchen at the atelier (where Alaïa also lives), like one big happy and unruly family. The prices however – around £1500 for a skirt – might leave you feeling a little breathless, but rest assured, these are clothes that women who can afford them keep and wear forever.


Alber Elbaz’s designs for Lanvin


One of fashion’s most self-effacing and humble designers is also one of its most influential. Since taking over at Lanvin, Alber Elbaz has made the label one of the most talked about and lusted after of our generation. His clothes have a vintage look about them, almost as though they have come from another time and place, but without ever looking retro. Any of his dresses will do. Guaranteed to become the heirlooms of the future, and clothes as beautiful as this never go out of date.
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Roland Mouret


Hysteria surrounds this designer, and rightly so. His famous Galaxy dress was seriously worth waiting for (though you may have to leave it for a few years before you can get it out again). His collection for Gap had people adding their names to lists before they had even seen the clothes. His latest RM collection on sale November 2007, was available to pre-order on net-a-porter.com the day after he showed it during the Paris Haute Couture in July. At least you could never accuse Mr Mouret of waste; what he makes, he sells.
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Bespoke suits are traditionally male territory, but that doesn’t mean Savile Row is out of bounds for girls. Many tailors will make to measure for us too. Timothy Everest, who actually works near Spitalfields in London’s East End, makes suits for Daniel Craig, Colin Firth and the England Football team, so you never know who you might meet when you turn up for a fitting. But be warned. If you are used to instant gratification, this really is a slow burn. Allow for a couple of months before your important meeting. Here’s how it works.


How to order a bespoke suit


By Timothy Everest




“1. First impressions count. The first meeting is a very important moment, because to make a good suit a good tailor has to understand exactly what the client needs. At this stage you have to talk to the tailor. Explain exactly what you want. A good tailor will listen carefully to find out what sort of person you are, what you like, why you want a bespoke suit and what you will use it for. You will discuss shape, fabric and style. The magic of the bespoke world starts from the precious relation between tailor and client.


2. Measure up. For a bespoke suit, we usually take twenty-five measurements. Just to give you an idea, for MTM suits (semi-bespoke, so half machine-made, half handmade) we take nine measurements. A bespoke suit is something unique, so it has to fit like a glove. For this to be possible you need the most precise idea of your client’s body shape. A tailored suit can work wonders, correcting posture, emphasising your waist, or detracting attention from an area you are not so fond of.


3. Choose a fabric. There are millions of different types of fabric, and many different companies producing them. To choose the right fabric you have to understand what the client will use the suit for (special occasion, wedding or everyday suit). That’s a good starting point. Then there are different weights depending on the season and price, and obviously personal taste influences the choice a lot as well.


4. Wait. From the first fitting/meeting with the client to the second one, it takes something like four weeks. The client will try on a basted garment (with hand stitches and no linings) to make sure the production is going well.


5. Patience! There will usually be three fittings. It can be more, especially for a new client, or fewer if it’s a regular client.


6. Suits you madam! The whole process from initial consultation to final suit will take eight to nine weeks. It will be well worth the wait – a suit made to fit your every curve.”





For more information, or if you are in a hurry to start the long, slow process, go to www.timothyeverest.co.uk.
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How to Get the Most out of Your Wardrobe


The secret to revitalising your look in the first place is to get organised. For an instant hit, without spending a penny, take a peek in your own wardrobe: go on, go right to the back. I bet you have all sorts of clothes in there that you haven’t worn for years. You’ve probably forgotten you ever had them.






	Give your wardrobe an airing, swap the things you wear most frequently for the ones you’ve forgotten about, and wait for the compliments.


	Face up to the fact that there are items you are never, ever going to wear again.
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If you find clothes that you really don’t want, but that you think someone else you know might like, organise a clothes swapping – or swishing – party. It is important to invite friends who you know might like your cast-offs but also remember to invite friends whose style you admire. You never know what they might bring!


	Divide your cast-offs into separate piles for charity, swapping, customising, alterations and repairs.
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	If you have good clothes that you would like to sell, you don’t have to put them on eBay. There are some really good clothing exchanges that will give you a reasonable price for them.


	Old clothes that aren’t good enough to sell can be given to your favourite charity (although we are getting rid of so many clothes now that some charity chops are getting very picky).


	Alternatively, put your discarded items into bags and post them in a textile recycling bin like Traid’s.


	And if you want some fun (and a lovely warm feeling inside), it’s worth joining your local freecycle community (see www.freecycle.org and www.whatismineisyours.com). You never know what your neighbours might like, or what they might give away.
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Closet queens


If you need a working wardrobe sorting out fast, Anya Hindmarch recommends Shona Mac (www.shonamac.com), who provides a full range of services including wardrobe weeding. Shona Mac will sell items for you (in fact the website’s a good place to buy too – a kind of ultra chic, edited-down version of eBay). Sometimes it helps to have someone go through your closet with you – they will be so much more ruthless than you are on your own. Women spend 85 per cent of their time wearing 15 per cent of their clothes, says Shona. Don’t we know it? Instead, maximise the potential of what you’ve got – and perhaps generate some cash (and space on the rails) to buy a few more choice items.
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Kira Jolliffe, who co-founded the fashion fanzine Cheap Date, also offers her advice and an injection of style as ‘wardrobe sorter’ (www.wardrobewoman.co.uk). Let Kira loose in your wardrobe for just three to four hours, and she promises to leave you feeling like a celebrity with a fabulous new wardrobe, without buying a single new item.





Spend a day doing repairs


Now you’ve cut down on your shopping, you can use your time more constructively. Zen slacker, Robert Twigger, suggested taking an entire day to sew on buttons and mend clothes in The Idler’s How to Save the World Without Really Trying.


Instead of dashing around your local high street, shopping like a maniac, simply make yourself a nice big pot of tea (you can move on to cocktails after lunch), and get your sewing box out. You could even invite some friends round and make it a social occasion. Before you know it, you will have found yourself a craft circle. One thing is for sure, your wardrobe will thank you for it. I can get on with those trouser hems now, and I must fix the hem of my coat, and there are loads of buttons on their last thread …


How to sew on a button






	Choose a suitable button. Most companies provide spare ones – and sometimes a matching length of thread – with your garments. Always keep buttons that fall off, even if you don’t sew them on straightaway. Everybody should have a button jar.


	Thread a needle with a double length of thread – not too long or you will end up with your knickers in a twist – and tie a knot at the end.


	Start underneath the button and make a small stitch to secure the knot. Poke the needle through one of the holes in the button. If the other buttons are sewn with a criss-cross effect, then do the same. If it’s a parallel stitch, then copy that. Make several stitches to ensure it is strong.


	When you are finished, bring the needle to the back of the button and wrap the thread around the stitches several times to add strength.


	Poke the needle to the back of the garment again. Make a tight double stitch to hold it all in place, and cut the thread close to the stitch. Easy!








Big ideas for your smalls


If your underwear drawer is anything like mine, it’s a confused, pretty mess of polyester, elastane, cotton and nylon – and the odd flash of silk. The thing about underwear is that you can’t recycle it – don’t even go there! Charity shops don’t want your greying bras and holey pants, and all that knicker elastic is going to take forever to biodegrade. So, here’s what you can do:






	It’s worth remembering that old cotton undies and T-shirts can enjoy a second life: they make great dusters!


	Alternatively, the American site Super Naturale is taking recycling to the next level … it features an ingenious way to use your old T-shirt – with a few stitches you can turn them into a brand new pair of pants. Now this may be a little Maria Von Trapp for me, but if you fancy a go, download the pattern called ‘T-shirt underwear’ by Logan Billingham off their site: www.supernaturale.com
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