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The Vintage Showroom is one of the world’s leading dealers in vintage menswear and The Menswear Sourcebook is a collection of some 150 of their pieces. The London-based company was established in 2007 but has already built a prestigious archive, elements of which it hires out and sometimes sells to the design teams behind some of the biggest names in fashion. These brands find inspiration in the design details – the way a collar is shaped here, the way a buckle is set there – in the fabrications, even simply in the ‘mood’ of a garment. Many are highly evocative of a bygone time – historic artifacts as much as pieces of clothing. Increasingly, The Vintage Showroom is asked to help brands organize their own archives – the vintage garments of the future.


Vintage as a clothing category is widely misunderstood as representing simply the old. This is why younger generations will regard any clothing from as recently as ten years ago as ‘vintage’, all the more so since ‘vintage’ has become a fashion in its own right. Not so for the curators of The Vintage Showroom: it is rare that a piece in their collection is not both at least 50 years old and a benchmark example of its kind. Many are hard to find, now that history has taken its toll and old clothes have been lost, destroyed, fashionably customized (which for The Vintage Showroom amounts to the same thing) or recycled. More than that, many are one-offs – coveted by those companies who perhaps should but do not have examples in their own archives – or have been improved by their wearers in order to meet some need or circumstance unseen by the manufacturer. These are the pieces that The Vintage Showroom’s founders Douglas Gunn and Roy Luckett spend many months of the year trawling through dilapidated barns, warehouses and outhouses all around the world to uncover.


Every vintage clothing collection has its leanings, and The Vintage Showroom is no exception. Gunn and Luckett favour those pieces with some technical or design pedigree – functionality before fashion. Consequently it leans heavily towards items of deliberate utility: sportswear, workwear and military clothing, the three areas expressed in the three chapters of this book. For each of these areas clothing had to be fit-for-purpose, an ethos that has permeated menswear design more broadly throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. Men tend to like their clothes to be functional, with style following from that. The garments in this book may belong to the era of Gunn and Luckett’s grandfathers, or even their greatgrandfathers, yet they are recognizable templates for what is worn today.


Without becoming a victim of nostalgia, there is, of course, a class and a quality to menswear of the 1960s and earlier that is hard to find today. In part that is because the economics of mass manufacturing do not allow for investment in considered design or acceptable pricing. In part it is because the attire of some professions and activities have come to be dominated by overtly technical clothing – no doubt superior in function if not in aesthetics. And in some small part it is because of a lack of pride in appearance: cheap, everyday casualwear seems enough for most men today.


Small wonder that Gunn and Luckett, and other often fanatical enthusiasts of vintage clothing, feel there is also a romance in this choice of vintage menswear – in the adventurousness of sporting, working and even fighting men – that is less apparent in the today’s clothing, not even in the rapidly growing vintage reproduction market that seeks to tap into this romance. A garment that has lived is not the same as one that merely looks as though it has: patina is more than superficial, more than physical.


The Vintage Showroom might well have selected a different 150 garments for this book. There was just an indefinable something about these that made them stand out at the time. Many of them have since been sold into private collections (and parting is such sweet sorrow), possibly not to see daylight again. Others Gunn and Luckett say they will never part with. But they keep hunting too. They’re going to need a bigger studio.
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CHAPTER





1





SPORTS & LEISURE


Looking at today’s sportsmen and women, you might imagine that science and technology were as much part of their performance as training and talent – all the futuristic materials that go to make their clothing and footwear. There was a time when sport, however, was a more genteel affair, practised largely by the well-to-do – if only because leisure required money – and for which dress was as much a matter of codes and class distinction as their everyday attire. Indeed, the clothes were little more than readily-identifiable alternatives to weekend wear – cricket sweaters rather than argyle ones, flannels rather than worsted wool trousers, a striped boating blazer to show one’s elite education rather than the plain kind one might wear to one’s club. Even the most extreme of activities – still conducted by gentlemen amateurs – entailed simply the wearing of more rugged versions of what one might wear for the country: George Mallory, the British climber who died in his attempt to climb Everest in 1924, wore no more than several layers and heavy tweeds.


This is the era of sports and leisure clothing that The Vintage Showroom collection celebrates: those clothes that, while clearly designated for sports, barely looked out of place (at least to today’s eyes) in a more everyday setting. Not that speciality design did not play a part: many of the leisure pursuits before World War II were almost ancient rituals: hunting, for example, for which a stout, thornproof, dirt-hiding fabric was basically all that was needed, such as the deep, rich cord of the archive’s French jackets or the ochre yellow of the American jackets. Even with wind and waterproofing held at a premium for the outdoors life, what passed for technical fabrics in the early decades of the twentieth century were no more complex than waxed cottons, and the patina these have taken on over the years is as alluring as the changes in well-worn denim or butter-soft leather. But many leisure pursuits were new ones, based around then newfangled machines: aviation and motorcycling pioneers approached tailors and outfitters for suitable clothing, cut to allow the right ease of movement, protective where it was required, with pockets in the right place. Many of these garments – among those featured – were the fore-runners of styles that would later become standards in the male wardrobe. But what such garments always seemed to maintain, unlike military or workwear pieces, was a certain timeless elegance. Those pieces selected here from The Vintage Showroom collection aim to show as much.







CASTELL & SON


UNIVERSITY BOXING BLAZER


1930s


A boating blazer might conjure up ideas of student life at the elite universities during the early twentieth century. Indeed, such ‘boating stripes’ can still be seen worn by the rowing competitors and spectators of Henley Regatta, a major annual event on the British social calendar, and around the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race. This makes sense; after all, the blazer derives from naval uniforms. It was reputed to be the invention of one Captain Wilmott of the British Navy ship HMS Blazer, when he was under pressure to smarten up his crew in readiness for inspection by the newly crowned Queen Victoria. The blazer is based on a sailor’s short, double-breasted reefer-style jacket.


This blazer goes against expectations, however. Look closely, and the raised silk embroidery on the breast pocket (see below) indicates not crossed oars but a pair of boxing gloves. This ‘boxing blazer’ is a reminder of a time when the sport was as much an upper-class pursuit as a working-class one – pugilism as a noble activity for gentlemen – and also of a time when the blazer denoted membership more than the wearer’s style.


The blazer would have been worn by an ‘Oxford Blue’ – an undergraduate hailed as a local hero for his sporting achievement, for which he was awarded a ‘full blue’ and granted entitlement to wear just such a garment. He (most definitely a he) was probably a member of the university’s Amateur Boxing Club, which was founded in 1881 and remains the UK’s oldest student boxing club (these days it admits women, too). Castell & Son of Oxford still run the varsity shop and are official suppliers of such specialist garments.
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This style of covered button in contrasting colour blocks to match the cloth of the jacket was frequently seen in sporting blazers from the 1930s.


SICUT LILIUM


COLLEGE BLAZER


1949


This blazer from Magdalen College, Oxford University (motto: sicut lilium; ‘like the lily’), dates from 1949. It is typical of clothing made in the austerity era: while the jacket is only half-lined, the more expensive materials have been used on the exterior. The body is made from broadcloth, with lapel, pockets and cuffs given a grosgrain (silk) detail – both would have been rare and expensive fabrics of the time. Despite this, the blazer was made under the CC41 label, representing the ‘controlled commodity’ scheme introduced by the British government in late 1941. This had been a way of controlling the amount of fabric, thread and buttons used in clothing design in a bid to conserve raw materials for the war effort; it continued for a few years after the war.
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BESPOKE


SCHOOL ROWING BLAZER


1940S


This classic, three-button rowing blazer with contrasting white piping and notched lapels would not have been worn for actual rowing but instead would have been put on after racing for the presentation of cups or medals. The competitor passes found in the pockets (see below) suggest that the blazer was used in the summer of 1948 but, given its near pristine condition, perhaps not beyond this one season. Made of wool but unlined, it was light enough for summer wear and would have been worn with white cotton trousers. The white eagle embroidered onto the pocket is the emblem of Bedford School Rowing Club.
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The original competitor enclosure passes found in the pocket from two different regattas in the south of England, both still run today.


CC41


UTILITY RUGBY SHIRT


1940s


Although sports clothing might have been considered inessential during a battle for survival, the British government extended its CC41 scheme (see pages 16–17) of World War II and in the years following the war to sports clothes, with football shirts and cricket whites subject to strict maufacturing controls equal to those for more essential work clothes and civilian uniforms.


This rugby shirt shows the distinctive CC41 label on its hem. As part of the scheme, the government took control of the import of all raw materials, fabrics, and so on; clothing manufacturers were encouraged to produce longer runs of more basic, hard-wearing uniform-like garments in which no decorative excess (such as long tails on shirts, or turn-ups on trousers) was allowed. Prices were also controlled, comprising in part a money value and in part a clothing coupon value, these coupons having been issued to consumers by the government through a tightly regulated programme. The scheme, which was later also applied to furniture, was discontinued only as late as 1952. By then the distinctive CC41 label – designed by Reginald Shipp – had become far more common in Great Britiain than any fashion label.


The white eagle emblem on the chest is the same as that on the pocket of the rowing blazer on page 20.
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HARRODS


CABLE-KNIT SPORTS SWEATER


MID-1950S


From today’s viewpoint, this sweater – machine-made and hand-finished during the mid-1950s for Harrods, the London department store – would be called a cricket sweater, so synonymous with the sport has the cable-knit pattern and deep V-neck with coloured border become. But until the post-World War II period, the design was regarded as a general-purpose sports garment, akin to the sweatshirt in the US. It would have been just as commonly worn for tennis, golf – this was before the Prince of Wales’ favoured a short-sleeved version and made that the fashionable choice. The cable-knit was even worn for bob-sledding: the sweater came to be the warm layer of choice for the daredevils throwing themselves at 50 miles per hour down the 514 deadly feet of the Cresta Run in St. Moritz, Switzerland. Indeed, the sweater may have its origins in fishing, the cable knit believed to be symbolic of the strength of fishermen’s ropes.


Like the sweatshirt, the ‘cricket’ or sports sweater is more functional than it might at first appear. Made of heavy wool, it has a degree of natural water-repellency (it is able to absorb some 30 per cent of its own weight before it begins to feel wet to the touch), while the natural fibres offer a degree of breathability ideal for any strenuous activity. Of course, for colder climates or more sedentary sporting activities – fly-fishing or deep fielding in cricket – wool’s insulating properties help keep its wearer warm.
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