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INTRODUCTION


Dressing well is a form of good manners.


Tom Ford


Knots mean business. They symbolize fertility, strength, unions, mystery, dilemmas, and solutions. A man in a tie means business, too—even if that business has nothing to do with commerce and everything to do with looking his best. If you’re going to wear a tie, you need to be able to knot it properly.


The Ashley Book of Knots, published in 1944, describes approximately 4,000 different knots. In 1999, Thomas Fink and Yong Mao, theoretical physicists at Cambridge, determined that you can use almost 100 of them specifically to tie a tie. Mikael Vejdemo-Johansson of the KTH Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm wrote a scholarly paper in 2014 showing that 177,147 ways to tie a tie exist. If you want to look put together, you need to know how to tie only a smart selection of that number, which appear in this book.


Tying a knot doesn’t take long to learn, and once you’ve mastered the basics it’s hard to forget how to do it correctly. Those basics come naturally enough, but they require practice for perfection. The more you do it, the better you get. Some men prefer using many different knots, while some stick with just one or two mainstays. Either way, it’s good to know a few more—or have them handily at your fingertips in the pages that follow—so you can vary your style to suit different collars, occasions, or moods. You might like how one complements the shape of your chin or makes a bold knot from a thin tie. Some ties are best when you want to shine or when you don’t want to draw undue attention to yourself.


A well-chosen, smartly worn tie stands as one of the pillars of a man’s style, so it’s important to get it right. After college, the average adult male dresses and undresses roughly 18,000 times. Depending on your profession, calling, or sartorial worldview, you may be choosing and knotting a veritable mountain of ties. But even if you’re not a tie guy, consider the following: Job interviews, weddings, funerals, religious events, charity gatherings, and certain soirees all require the presence of a tie around your neck. The color of the tie itself can indicate the formality level of the event. Also consider: Both Cary Grant and James Bond looked superb in a bow tie.


[image: ]


[image: ] A young Cary Grant looking dapper in a white bow tie.


Only Truman Capote, Tom Wolfe, and a few others could manage the tie as everyday apparel. Colonel Sanders somehow paired a string tie with a lifetime of southern-fried similes and parlayed himself into a fast-food luminary. Many a clammy gent sporting a clip-on, poly-blend necktie and a short-sleeve button-down shirt has stolen the show at a neighborhood social. Bond wouldn’t be caught dead wearing either of these. Neither should you.


You’re holding this handy little tome, so you know the importance of style and avoiding the sartorial misdemeanors described above. You already know what not to do. But in a post–casual Friday world, in which men’s style often smacks of the agnostic, even some of the basic rules can prove elusive. What are the standard length and width for a tie? Can a prospective employer or mate, five feet away, tell the difference between a cheap tie and a good one? What’s the best way to coordinate a tie’s weave and width with suit fabrics and lapels? What knots go with which collars? What’s proper tie etiquette?


In the following pages, you’ll find answers to these questions along with all of the basic rules and regulations for the art of wearing ties—and how to break them if you choose. You’ll also encounter fun facts, tidbits of encouragement and admonition, and lore and wisdom from style icons past and present. You won’t find a lot of fashion fuss, just the must-know guidelines, along with a few finer points for looking good while wearing a tie. Because even if you’re not gaming in Monte Carlo or skiing the Matterhorn, you want to look your best.




















A BRIEF HISTORY OF TIES


There’s never a new fashion but it’s old.


Geoffrey Chaucer


Men have been donning neckwear for a very long time. The tie itself—known properly as a straight tie—is well-designed, orderly, and has clean lines. Its history, on the other hand, is loose and unkempt, with an indistinct point of origin and blurry development. If you never liked history class, skip ahead to the next section, How to Choose a Tie (page 11). But if you want to delve deeper into how and why we came to the practice of wrapping long strips of fabric around our necks, read on, good sir.


TIES TO WAR


Like many fashion trends—such as parkas, cargo pants, camouflage, and aviator sunglasses—the tie began as an article of military utility. In 1974, near Xi’an, the ancient capital of China, archaeologists unearthed the tomb of Qin Shih Huang (259–210 BC), the first Chinese emperor. In it, they found a phalanx of some 7,500 terra-cotta soldiers, each with a knotted scarf or neckerchief around his neck. Before this discovery, historians had credited the Romans with inventing the tie, called a focale, citing the 2,500 or so soldiers wearing them on Trajan’s Column, a war monument erected by Emperor Trajan in Rome in AD 113. In both cases, purely practical purposes prompted the usage. The tie absorbed sweat and protected soldiers’ necks from the elements. Subsequent Chinese artifacts show no one wearing neckwear like this from the third century BC until the 1600s, when European style began influencing Chinese fashions. Roman soldiers continued to sport their focalia for a time, but, as the empire Christianized, ties disappeared from history for a millennium and a half.


The straight tie, as we know it, descends from the cravat, which came of age after the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648). King Louis XIII of France hired a regiment of Croatian mercenaries to help his fight against the Holy Roman Empire. The Croatians wore knotted neckerchiefs, eventually called “cravats” (from the French word for Croatian), to keep their necks warm. The look of the cravat appealed to the French soldiers, who created their own version—a collar stiffly starched and pressed—but that proved cumbersome both to wear and to maintain. French military men carried the look back to the French court, where the fashion-conscious incorporated it into civilian style. Cravats then migrated from France to England with King Charles II, who returned from exile in King Louis XIV’s court to England in 1660. At the same time, more sober cravats were sailing with the Puritans from England to the New World.
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[image: ] The terra-cotta warriors, discovered near the Chinese city of Xi’an, wore the world’s first neckties.


CRAVATS


The first civilian cravats consisted of lace or lace-edged muslin or cambric wrapped and knotted around the neck, the ends draping over the chest. By the end of the seventeenth century, those early cravats had become more or less required wear for gentlemen in Europe, the British Isles, and the American colonies. Men tied them in a variety of ways: simple knots fastened with smaller bits of fabric or ribbon; bows that grew to enormous, foppish proportions later called lavalières, after their adoption by the duchess of la Vallière, King Louis XIV’s mistress; and a loose knot dubbed the Steinkirk for its debut at the 1692 Battle of Steenkerque in Flanders.


For the Steinkirk, legend has it that an English regiment’s attack at dawn took French troops by surprise. In their haste to rally, the French abandoned their usually carefully tied cravats and instead loosely knotted their neckerchiefs, leaving one end hanging down. A more intentional variant of this, with ends entwined and one popped through a jacket’s buttonhole, became a mainstay in England and Europe in the early eighteenth century and through that century’s end in America.


Other forms of neckwear made their mark in the 1700s, most notably the stock, which, following tradition, began as a military style in France and what is now Germany. An almost absurdly simplified cravat, the stock at first consisted of a simple strip of folded plain white muslin fastened behind the neck. Its severe, choker-like design became a fad with young men who used it to signal their patriotism. With its popularity came additions and changes. Men often wore it with a frilly lace front piece, called a jabot, or rigged it in an arrangement with the eighteenth-century equivalent of a ponytail holder. A piece of black ribbon tying back the hair was wound around and bow-tied over the white stock, the complete look called a solitaire. Even with this fancier approach, the stock was a pretty tame adornment. The cravat hadn’t seen its most elaborate incarnations yet.
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[image: ] King Charles II of England brought the fashion of ties from France to England.


DRESSING FOR EXCESS


Every era has its sartorial rebellions and extremes of fashion. In the latter half of the 1700s, young gentlemen and other men of means often made a grand tour of Europe after completing their schooling. At this time, England gave rise to a movement of preposterously dressed young men who aped Italian style, which earned them the sobriquet of Macaronis (after the newfangled pasta they encountered in Italy). These Macaronis took fashion to theatrical extremes, embellishing their outfits with jewels and extravagant needlework, wearing enormous white-powdered wigs, and wrapping their necks with impossibly huge, floppy, lacy, bow-tied white cravats. Across the Channel, reacting against the horrors of the Revolution and Reign of Terror, the French took up this stylistic excess and tried to outdo it. The Incroyables (Unbelievables), as they became known, wore cravats consisting of so much fabric that, once tied, the wearer almost couldn’t turn his head! Across the Atlantic, America remained rather more restrained, as a famous ditty records:




Yankee Doodle went to town,


a-riding on a pony,


stuck a feather in his hat,


and called it Macaroni.





As the eighteenth century came to a close, the cravat changed form again, most often seen as a square of diagonally folded muslin knotted or tied into a bow of relatively modest scale.


George “Beau” Brummell—an English military man and friend of the prince regent (later King George IV)—brought the cravat to peak status in the opening years of the 1800s, paving the way for the importance of the straight tie in daily wear. A dandy and savvy social climber, Brummell took fashion seriously, and his attention to matters of dress made him a supreme arbiter of taste. His regular outfit, which prefigured how menswear looks today, consisted of pants tucked into knee-high boots, shirt, vest, tailcoat, and a perfectly tied white cravat. Brummell reportedly tied dozens of cravats, while dressing, before selecting one that looked good enough for public viewing. Few men reached that level of obsession, but the act did become something of an art, complete with its own complex set of styles, codes, and meanings.
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[image: ] The Macaronis took fashion soaring to new heights.


French and English publications of the period showcased an increasing number of knots for the cravat, and the choice of knot and the skill of tying it could signal a man’s class or other social inclinations. In 1818, Neckclothitania; or Tietania offered more than a dozen trendy styles. Nine years later, L’Art de Se Mettre Sa Cravate proffered 32 knots for the cravat. Then, in 1830, L’Art de la Toilette threw down the gauntlet with a whopping 72 ways to tie a cravat.
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