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In this GQ 1972 fall fashion feature, San Francisco manufacturers celebrated their city. Featured here, a Western shirt from Jizz and A-1 Kotzin Pants, whose tag proclaimed “NO IRON”. The lumberjack shirt remains a perennial favourite.








From the sands of San Diego to the record shops of San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury, California style is born of place. A varied landscape where snow-capped mountains melt into green valleys and spiked cacti burst with fuchsia flowers, California also has more than three thousand miles of coastline.


Places and people make fashion: leg-warmer-ed Valley Girls; aspiring rappers in black sweatshirts and Oakland Raiders baseball caps; ranchers in beat-up jean jackets; golden-haired, flip-flopped surfers; Mexican-American women in the Chola style with flannel shirts buttoned at the neck, dark lipstick and hoop earrings; aspiring starlets in skimpy dresses. California is the cliché, and it has defined modern fashion. This book celebrates the state’s most innovative and enduring contributions to our wardrobes and tells the story of how they got there.


Home to more than one hundred and fifty Indigenous tribes, California has abundant natural resources that have fuelled economic and cultural exchange since time immemorial as the Chumash (the “seashell people”) established trade routes deep into the Southwest and the Karuk fished for salmon in the Klamath River with twelve-foot dip nets. California’s abundance has attracted swathes of people looking for gold, or fame, or freedom. In 1939, a fashion editor mused, “No word is as richly burdened with connotations, glamour, romance, color, enchantment in the minds of the rest of the population as this: California.”1




[image: A woman wears a fringed red skirt, a cream shawl, and a hat while posing next to an orange tree for an advertisement. Text near her reads, 'California Eve Brand Oranges'.]




California supplied its growing population with produce, dairy and meat. From oranges to almonds, companies advertised the abundance of the land. This model wears a sleeveless blouse and vaguely “ethnic” skirt.








Free from East Coast rules about white shoes after Labor Day, California made clothing for the West Coast way of life. “The Westerner has the daring to wear what was made for him when it fitted his mode of living,” explained Fortune magazine in 1945. This included “clothes for gardens and beaches and sun-drenched city streets anywhere.”2 One-piece rompers in colourful, printed rayon were great for bike rides. The “lumberjack” shirt’s name betrays its origins, as do board shorts. Golf courses and tennis courts gave our wardrobes sneakers, sport shirts, sweat suits, skorts, cardigans and culottes – the wide-legged, knee-length shorts that live peacefully between a skirt and pants. With its own sartorial standards, California was a place where surfers could share their swimwear and skateboarders their shoes with people who never tried the sport. “Practical” trumped “appropriate” in California.




[image: Two men wear patterned swim trunks while holding surfboards by the shore.]




Surfing in California remained largely a practice for white men, with little celebration of the sport’s roots in the Pacific Islands. As the century progressed, more women and people of colour began to participate.










[image: A woman poses in a white belted and sleeveless dress, holding an yellow umbrella, along with a matching jacket.]




Addie Masters made “patio clothes” designed to move seamlessly from the kitchen to the dining room to the poolside. Seen here in a 1954 spread in Vogue magazine, a sleeveless, blue linen dress is photographed in a home designed by architect Henry L. Eggers.









Sportswear


California style is built on sportswear. In its early years, women designers dominated the field: Bonnie Cashin, Viola Dimmitt, Louella Ballerino (one of her designs shown below left), Addie Masters, Tina Leser and Irene Bury. Designer-owned firms produced garments in-house to ensure high quality – a hallmark of the industry. Women innovated.


The widow of an Arizona rancher, Marjorie Montgomery built a successful firm on the popularity of her high-waisted pants in faded denim, a treatment process she pioneered in the 1930s. Sportswear designers came with practical knowledge. Once head of physical education at Whittier High School, Elizabeth Russell Myers had a Masters in mathematics from Stanford, which helped with the precise cut for her walking shorts and cropped jackets.




[image: A black and white photograph of two women modelling belted beach rompers while posing against a seaside fence.]




Beloved by young women, two-piece sun ensembles and rompers were comfortable, washable, and sometimes controversial.








California style thrives on innovation. Manufacturers pioneered alternative sizes, including cuts for tall and fuller figures. They were widely responsible for the popularization of junior sizes that catered to younger women with smaller torsos. As opposed to New York or Chicago, manufacturers in Los Angeles and San Francisco didn’t begin by forecasting their seasonal offerings months in advance. California’s climate and comfort-driven culture lacked the rigid categories that regulated garments to a particular season or social event.


Since their inception in the mid-1910s, Los Angeles’s manufacturers focused on small runs of trendy garments to see what sold, and then make more. Unlike other cities with complicated systems of subcontracting, California firms actually made the clothes they sold, ensuring quality and on-time delivery. Joseph Zukin dominated the casual dress market with a three-storey factory in downtown Los Angeles and four hundred employees. He believed his colleagues were “more alert” and “more eager” than those in New York and Paris, with their “traditions and inhibitions”. In California, “We are forward looking. Our past is so recent it cannot teach us much.”3


The twentieth century was the century of California. The rest of the country, and the world, first learned about it through travel writing by conservationist John Muir, Levi’s advertisements and the short stories featuring Hopalong Cassidy. Clothing was central to California’s image and way of life – cowboy hats to ward off the sun and rain; lounging pajamas for poolside cocktails; loose-fitting khakis for all that driving. Visitors came and “bought liberally”. They carried California-made garments back home and wore them there. In 1922, an insider confirmed “the real reputation that we have secured is accounted for by a prominent element – the tourist.”4 In 1927, Southern California welcomed two million visitors. Fifty years later, nine million yearly visitors spent $1.5 billion in the region.5




[image: A black and white photograph of two women modelling silk tunic suits with fitted trousers and accessorised with heels.]




San Francisco’s Chinese-American designers merged the colours and motifs of their culture with the sensibility of California fashion. Seen here, slits on skirts allowed for fit and mobility.








Many permanently relocated. California began the twentieth century with fewer than two million residents. In 2000, it was the fifth largest economy in the world with thirty-four million residents. Californians have long been racially and ethnically diverse. Black families took the train west to get out of the racist South. In 1920, around sixteen thousand Black people lived in Los Angeles. In 1930, there were forty thousand, a number that nearly doubled again by 1940 when it became the largest Black population of any western US city. Chinese labourers laid railroad tracks through the Sierra Nevada mountains and worked for a third of what their white colleagues received. German Jews fled the Nazis to Los Angeles, where they made up roughly 20 per cent of the population by the late 1950s. Indigenous people are both members of their tribal nation and citizens of California. Many tribes transcended government-imposed state boundaries and were diverse within themselves. The Pomo people in the North share common lineage and an expertise in basket making, but vary in language. The Tongva in the South built patterns of resistance to Spanish colonizers and their oppressive mission system that forced adults into labour and children into government-sanctioned boarding schools. Today, California has a strong and enduring presence of Indigenous people.


With its hand-tooled leather goods, vibrant floral embroidery, and bright colours, Mexico looms large in California style. Immigrants from Mexico and those of Mexican descent remained a consistent quarter of the state’s population throughout the twentieth century. Farmers, ranch hands, seamstresses and domestic workers often passed between the two countries. Between 1942 and 1964, a successful labour recruitment initiative known as the Bracero Program brought five million agricultural workers into the country, mainly to California. Mexico’s influence fed the cultural and commercial success of Western wear. As with symbols from Indigenous art such as the thunderbird, clothing firms appropriated Mexican motifs with no regard for original context. The “Western saddle stitch” used on saddles and sandals alike was a direct borrow from Mexican cowboys (vaqueros), whose influence on Western wear cannot be overstated.




[image: A black and white photograph of two women wearing patterned jumper suits with wide legs and cloche hats.]




In many urban neighbourhoods such as West Oakland and Los Angeles’s Watts and the upscale Baldwin Hills, Black women frequented a thriving network of private dressmakers. They commissioned custom-made “slacks” to wear on picnics, afternoon walks and backyard parties.










[image: A black and white photo shows a woman wearing a strapless dress and wedges, while a man wears a pinstripe suit and shoes.]




Mexican-Americans brought a flair for the dramatic and an appreciation for tailoring to California style. The platform sandals seen here play to a long-standing tradition in Southern California.










[image: A black and white photograph of a woman wearing a long embroidered skirt and blouse, posing with a shawl as a headcover.]




Manufacturers brazenly commercialized traditional Mexican handcrafts such as brightly coloured embroidery and white lacework, as seen here in this promotional image from the late 1930s.










[image: A drawing shows a woman wearing a green and orange striped blouse, flared orange skirt, scarf, and wide belt.]




Using mailing lists of women’s clubs, I. Magnin sent postcards such as this one from the mid-1920s to potential tourists on the East Coast. The front copy reads, “When the lure of California brings you westward.” The interior says, “A welcome and a service await you in the shops of I. Magnin & Co.” The store’s offerings, the card explains, “can nicely relieve you of all thoughts of clothes-preparedness until your arrival in California.”










[image: A black and white photograph of a man cutting fabric using a machine, wearing a collared shirt and a fitted sweater.]




This government-made image documents the relocation and internment of Japanese Americans during the Second World War. Those with skills made clothing for other “evacuees.” In the industry at large, 75 per cent of seamstresses were Mexican or of Mexican descent.









Latina labour


Latina women were foundational to the California fashion industry and represent a consistent 75 per cent of the labour force throughout the twentieth century.


Their presence was first noticed in October 1933, when more than two thousand garment workers took to the streets of downtown Los Angeles. They protested being cheated on overtime and dismissed in downturns – a painfully common practice. Most were of Mexican origin and are identified on the historical record as “Spanish-speaking”. This three-week protest did little to improve conditions, but changed the opinions of union leaders who had argued against their inclusion in the labour movement because of an “inability” to organize and act collectively.


Today, Latinas work alongside Korean women and still make up the majority of seamstresses in Los Angeles. Shop owners still violate labour laws, and workers still have little recourse. As with the 1933 strikers, many are undocumented. Whether making petticoats in east London in the 1880s or yoga pants in Guangzhou in the 2020s, the garment industry is built upon the exploited labour of women.




[image: A black and white photograph shows women in rows inspecting and sewing garments in a textile factory production line.]




In 1932, women working in the Los Angeles garment industry averaged $22 a week and usually worked 40 weeks a year.










[image: A sketch shows a woman wearing a red and white striped skirt, a white fitted blouse, a red beaded necklace, and a blue turban.]




This charming 1940 sketch by designer James Galanos uses black ink to accent the silhouette and features his note, “Very Nice for Cruise.” Galanos became the couturier of choice for First Lady of California and the United States Nancy Reagan.








Population growth drove a powerful industry. Garment making thrived in the dank sweatshops of San Francisco’s Chinatown, where “entire families of three generations engaged in making garments.” There, “in these holes unfit for human occupancy,” “garments were made by the thousands.”6 The city’s well-capitalized firms, such as Koret, Byer and the gargantuan Levi Strauss, had the means to build sunlit factories. Up and down the coast, knitting mills pushed out golf sweaters, athletic uniforms and the state’s beloved swimwear. Downtown Los Angeles was the heart of the industry. Here, fourteen-storey lofts had retail on the ground floor, offices on the second, and then storeys of open space configured to the occupant’s needs.


By the start of the Second World War, California’s sportswear makers gave New York City competition in influence, if not volume. An enthusiast in 1945 touted the increasing “national demand for the tangible and intangible something that is symbolized by the California label”.7 The war united West Coast manufacturers, workers and retailers as they suffered through L-85, a government-issued restriction on fabric that forbade cuffs, double breasting, pleats and ruffles. Partnering with the federal government, Tabak of California converted 80 per cent of its facilities to make uniforms. Cole of California made parachutes by day and some swimsuits on the off-shift.


As wartime cooperation turned to post-war competition, the garment biz became the fashion industry. Father-son operations gave way to corporations that oversaw multiple labels in various markets. A reporter for the financial publication Barron’s wrote of “a new look in the industry, particularly since World War II” that came “in contrast with early regional and even local styles”. National corporations orchestrated the production of fashion. Now, “the same dress will sell equally well in Boston, Atlanta, San Diego or Honolulu.” Everyone was buying more. Between 1947 and 1970, consumer spending more than quadrupled.8




[image: A black and white photograph shows several women wearing belted jumpsuits and work trousers while assembling metal mechanical parts.]




In munitions and machinery factories, women worked under the direction of men. Pants became a required garment. Women did not give them up after the war.








Hollywood was a blessing and a curse for the state’s fashion industry. Early on, the two vied for the same design talent, fabric supplies and workers, in an already tight labour market. Both came to realize that they were strongest when they worked together. Whether 1920s Photoplay or 1990s InStyle, glossy magazine layouts of celebrities posing poolside in California-made garments provided incalculable free publicity. Local manufacturers willingly provided their latest lines to television shows for the “extras”. International blockbusters such as Back to the Future (1985) brought LA-based Guess? Jeans stonewashed jackets to the vanguard of youth fashion.
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