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THE 1970s


This was the decade of women’s lib. Key figures such as Betty Friedan and Germaine Greer set the sociological agenda. But women were a long way from gaining confidence about their place in the world. In fact, a look back at the fashion of the decade gives a startlingly clear view of the deep-seated uncertainties that plagued both sexes.

Retro-mania filled wardrobes with flea-market sequins and feathers, while in clubs dotted across the country boys in zoot suits and girls with 1940s flicks, eyeliner and platform shoes danced to Glenn Miller.

Britain was beset by economic crisis and mounting jobless figures. The outlook was bleak and the new leader of the Conservative Party, Margaret Thatcher – ‘a mother of two with a taste for nice china’ – rallied her supporters with her chilling diagnosis:
‘We have lived like the heirs of an estate that could not be depleted, until we awoke one morning to find the bailiffs at the door.’

It doesn’t take a PhD in psychology to work out that the layers that defined fashion’s mainstream look all spoke in some way about protection. The short skirts over long skirts, the cropped sleeves over wrist length, the dresses with tabards and aprons, the piling on of pattern and textures: all were like a regression into a gentler past. Meanwhile, the glittering feather-trimmed wardrobes of the disco divas were pure escapism. And fashion remained in flamboyant denial until punk exploded into the aggression of the 1980s.

In 1976, women took to wearing men’s tweed jackets for day and tuxedos for the evenings, and it looked as though fashion might finally be ready to move forward. But it wasn’t until 1979 that Vogue finally called time on ‘a decade of onion dressing’.
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Diane von Furstenberg’s elegantly simple wrap dress is perhaps one of the rare 70s fashion icons that has stood the test of time.
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With disco came everything that would get you noticed on the dance floor, whether it was hot pants, silver lamé, and oceans of glitters, or as here acres of snow-white fringed chiffon – Donna Summer in 1976.




THE AFGHAN COAT 1970


The fashion item that gave the hippies a bad smell

‘Flower power’ – attributed to the American Beat poet Allen Ginsberg – is a slogan that conjures up a powerful image of the hippies of the early 1970s. And the one wardrobe item with which the hippies are most closely associated is the malodorous Afghan coat.

The Afghan was made from sheep-or goatskin, with the fleece on the inside and the soft leather skin on the outside. The original really did not deserve the stinky reputation it later gained in the West. Sourced in Ghazni Province, between Kabul and Kandahar in Afghanistan, it was made from cured and tanned sheepskins that were then finely embroidered with silk thread.

Afghan coats first became available in the UK in the late 1960s, at Granny Takes a Trip on London’s King’s Road. When The Beatles bought them and wore them inside out for the cover picture of the Magical Mystery Tour album (1967), a craze was born. Demand spiralled, and the Afghan artisans could not keep up. A backup supply was sourced in Iran and Turkey. Coarsely embroidered and poorly cured, these imitations turned putrid in the damp British climate, and became memorable for their room-clearing smell.

Fashion in the 1970s drew inspiration from every corner of the global village. Anything that was not rooted in Western consumer culture had wardrobe potential. Ethnic garments such as kaftans and Afghan coats retained their fashion currency well into the 1970s. They became the uniform for campaigning, peace-loving and protesting hippies everywhere – whether they were manning the barricades in Paris, protecting their squatters’ rights in Notting Hill or chilling at the Pilton (later, Glastonbury) Festival, which started at Worthy Farm in Somerset in 1970.
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At the heart of the 70s legend of the Afghan coat is a horrible smell. Some said it smelled like something had died. Others that the pong was so strong you could smell it before you saw it. Improved curing techniques have ensured that the frequent shaggy revivals in subsequent years have been comparatively fragrant.



ALI MacGRAW 1970


The all-American fashion heroine

Ali MacGraw’s character Jenny Cavilleri, in the 1970 sob-fest Love Story, had a whole wardrobe of timeless classics: camel wrap coats, striped rugby scarves, satchel bags and knitted beanie hats. Overnight she became a fashion icon. Every girl in America in the early 1970s wanted to look like Ali MacGraw (1939–). ‘She exemplified this great American style,’ recalls Calvin Klein. ‘In the beginning, there was that rich-hippie period. But it went beyond that, and her style put her among the greats: Katharine Hepburn, Jackie Onassis, C Z Guest, Babe Paley.’

Off screen, married to Steve McQueen she was one half of Hollywood’s most gilded couple. With a wardrobe full of Halstons and a spot that appeared to be annually reserved for her on the Best Dressed lists, her style status was unassailable. Almost 50 years later she still inspires designers such as Micheal Kors, Ralph Lauren and Marc Jacobs.

Ali’s earliest ambitions were to work in fashion, and on graduating from college she spent time as an assistant to the legendary Diana Vreeland on Harpers Bazaar: ‘A crash course in all I did not know about fashion and the fashion world,’ she remembered. Her career, she thought, would be behind the camera. As stylist for the photographer Melvin Sokolsky, Ali was mesmerized by the ‘most ravishing beauties of the time,’ never once confusing, ’my ability to help dress them with any possibility that I might be one of them.’

But as the 60s ended, American fashion was emerging from Paris’s shadow as a force in its own right. And the women who best represented it were, in style terms, the polar opposites of the patrician Parisiennes. When she got her unexpected movie break it was Ali’s own style, her bohemian preppie look, that was central to her Jenny Cavalleri character, and turned out to be the defining fashion moment of the decade.
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Camel trench, pea coat, rib-knit scarf and pull-on hat, flared jeans over heels, hobo bag (all elements of Jenny Cavilleri’s wardrobe in Love Story): Ali MacGraw’s style was fetishized by fashion and coveted by women aiming to capture the elements of timeless, all-American chic.



BILL GIBB 1970


British fashion’s Celtic visionary

As the 60s faded, an unprecedented surge of talent emerged from the Royal College of Art under the aegis of Professor Janey Ironside. Alongside Ossie Clark, Anthony Price and Zandra Rhodes there was Bill Gibb, a farmer’s son from Fraserburgh in Scotland.

Fashion at the time idealized the simple life where, in the hands of artisans, a new fashion look evolved in small workshops such as Missoni in Italy. The homespun became a game-changing fashion hit when Gibb met Kaffe Fassett, the American painter-turned-knitting guru. The marriage of Gibb’s Celtic romance combined with Fassett’s technical skill was a defining influence on the look of the decade.

Gibb’s Scottish background, his love for the historic, especially the Renaissance, and the American hippie culture introduced to him by Fassett, resulted in a collection that was pure escapism. Its hand-dyed tartans, bold checks, Gibb’s painstaking re-creation of dream landscapes hand painted on to yards of fabric and Fassett’s fantastical hand knits were catwalk gold, beloved by the press, if almost impossible to produce in any significant quantities.

As the sharp realities of the new decade started to bite, Gibb offered a kind of fashion fantasy through his rich embroideries and lavish layering. His signature silhouette was a billowy, ankle length, doll-like smock often embroidered or decorated, however discreetly with his motif – a little honey bee.

Bill Gibb was voted Designer Of The Year by Vogue in 1970 and his debut collection under his own name in 1972 had customers including Elizabeth Taylor, Bianca Jagger and Twiggy.

In 1971, Gibb wowed New York and became internationally famous overnight when he dressed Twiggy for her red carpet appearance for the premiere of Ken Russell’s film The Boyfriend. His philosophy was simple: ‘Reality is so horrific these days that only escapism makes it bearable at times.’

[image: images]

Bill Gibb grew up far from the excesses of high fashion and always remained a romantic idealist, shunning material wealth and possessions. Throughout his life, he remained much like his childhood self, the boy who ‘had raided a dressing-up box to transform his sisters into miniature Rapunzels or wee Ladies of Shallot’.



SOUL TRAIN 1970


The look of African-American soul

It was a launch pad for the giants of soul – Smokey Robinson, Aretha Franklin, Stevie Wonder, the O’Jays, Marvin Gaye, the Isley Brothers and Barry White all hitched a ride on Soul Train. Not only did it foster burgeoning music talent, it was the place where America tuned in to check out the hottest dance moves and coolest fashion trends. It also gave African-American music and popular culture an equal opportunity on the television airwaves.
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