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Lily James in The Tale of Thomas Burberry (2016).













INTRODUCTION


The Burberry trench coat is one of the most versatile and enduring pieces of clothing ever invented. It can be teamed casually with jeans, or it can add a touch of confidence and power to the little black dress. The sleeves can be rolled to the elbow, the collar turned up or down, the waist can be cinched tightly with the belt, or it can be left open and loose – but however it’s worn, the Burberry trench is an instantly recognizable classic, with a history that stretches back over 120 years.


It is often described as a design icon and the ultimate in effortless chic, but the wide appeal of the Burberry trench coat goes beyond fashion. It is dependable and trustworthy, and it can act as a protective mantle to shield against the world. This is why the trench has attracted devotees from all walks of life, including war correspondents, guerrilla fighters, artists, pop stars, actresses and fictional detectives, and why its influence spans different cultural moments and factions, from the Beat Generation to the androgyny of the 1970s feminist movement, and into R&B and hip-hop, where Burberry has been name-checked in rap lyrics.


It may have been created with a practical purpose in mind, to equip officers in the First World War with a durable, but lightweight, waterproof coat, but the Burberry trench’s perennial popularity is due to its beauty of design – the perfect construction of weight, fluidity and detail. Such is its power, the trench coat was chosen as part of the 2017 exhibition, ‘Items: Is Fashion Modern?’ at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, alongside other pieces of iconic clothing – Levi’s 501 jeans, the hoodie and the little black dress.
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Emma Watson and George Craig in a Burberry ad for Spring/Summer 2010. She wears a Burberry Prorsum trench coat featuring a military webbed canvas belt.







[image: image]


Jourdan Dunn and Naomi Campbell, for Burberry Spring/Summer 2015.





Burberry may have other popular items in its collection, such as their leather bags or the cashmere scarf in their signature Haymarket check, but it’s the trench coat that is by far the biggest seller, making up more than 30 per cent of its global sales. And there aren’t very many items of clothing that have remained unchanged across such an immense history. The trench coat is arguably the oldest clothing design classic, having retained many of its original features since its invention in the early 1900s. Its name was directly inspired by the trench warfare that defined the 1914–18 European conflict, as it offered a degree of comfort to army officers who spent miserable months living in wet, cold and dangerous trenches on the front line.


Just as officers wore their Burberrys to protect them from inclement weather, the trench acts as a kind of armour to deflect what life may throw at you, with one stylish foot forward. It has a rare versatility, adding immediate panache and appeal, whether it is draped over the privileged shoulders of royals like Catherine, Princess of Wales on state visits or delivering pop pedigree when wrapped around Rihanna. Fashion weeks around the world wouldn’t be complete without street-style photographers capturing fashionistas arriving in their Burberry trenches.


As well as being a brand that possesses a rich heritage, Burberry has positioned itself as the definition of cool, with Kate Moss, Emma Watson and Eddie Redmayne all bringing a British celebrity flair to the iconic trench. And, just like one of its most famous wearers, Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s, it’s the perfect item for a love scene in the rain. Beyond its fashion credentials, the trench is infused with a sense of mystery; of the shadowy upturned collar when worn by detectives in films noir, and of androgynous sexuality when slung around the body of a woman. The Burberry trench is a fashion icon, and this is the essential guide to its history and influence.
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A
HISTORY OF
BURBERRY


‘Burberry is a story of creativity, exploration, innovation and community – all of which continues to be at the heart of the brand.’


Carly Eck,
Burberry archive and brand curator
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A 1930s Burberry magazine advertisement showing the famous horse and knight logo.






THE MACKINTOSH RAINCOAT


It was the unpredictable British weather that first sparked the idea of a new and improved, water-resistant coat in the mind of Thomas Burberry. He was just 21 years old when he established his eponymous outdoor clothing company in the quiet market town of Basingstoke, Hampshire, in 1856. Burberry was born on 27 August 1835, in Dorking, Surrey, to a farming family, and when he was a teenager he trained as a draper’s apprentice. Once he had honed his skills in garment-making, his ambitions led him to open his own outfitters to supply everyday clothing to the people of Basingstoke.


The general working-class population in Britain tended to make their own clothing, but Burberry realized there was a demand for good-quality, ready-made garments that would last, and he was particularly interested in selling practical outerwear to those who made their living working outside. Having grown up on the family farm, and having worked as a fisherman and with horses, he understood the needs of good outdoor clothing – to keep the wearer dry and to regulate the temperature of the body.


An early version of the raincoat was made from ‘oilcloth’; favoured by sailors and fishermen in the 1700s, cotton or linen was given waterproof qualities by boiling with linseed oil. In the 1820s there had been exciting new developments in raincoats, with the invention and patenting of the mackintosh by a Scottish chemist, Charles Mackintosh, which was produced in the company’s factory in Manchester. Made by bonding two layers of cloth with rubber, these waterproofs may have kept the wearer dry, but they also locked in sweat against the body.


Because they trapped body odour, these garments would quickly give off a foul smell, and they would even melt when the weather was too hot. All in all, they were uncomfortable to wear, but they did help to make working outdoors much better for labourers and for those in the army. It also encouraged the ‘leisured classes’ to appreciate the beauty of nature. In the 1800s, with people being given more free time to enjoy life outside work, having the right clothing allowed them to take new pleasure in exploring the wonders of the great outdoors, whatever the weather. Waterproof coats were marketed as improving health and wellbeing, and their adverts featured illustrations of gentlemen riding, shooting and walking.


Burberry’s interest in creating a superior type of waterproof was sparked by a conversation he had with a doctor. Stating that it was better for the health to be soaked through, rather than to be kept dry in a hot, sticky mackintosh, the doctor expressed his opinion that the ideal waterproof was one which would protect the wearer from wind and rain, but would also allow air to reach the body. Burberry was a committed health enthusiast who not only promoted temperance, the belief that eschewing alcohol was beneficial to society, but was one of a number of nineteenth-century dress reformers who insisted that comfortable clothing was integral to a healthy constitution. In 1853, a Mayfair draper, John Emary, invented and patented a cleaner waterproof fabric, which he called Aquascutum, that was snapped up by upper-class Victorian gentlemen who wished to keep dry when exploring the hills.


Burberry began experimenting with different types of fabric and garment shapes in order to create the perfect outdoor coat that would be comfortable, waterproof and windproof. Finally, in 1879, after working with a number of cotton manufacturers, he came up with a breathable, water-resistant fabric made from tightly woven Egyptian cotton, which was both hardwearing and lightweight. Inspired by the waterproof smocks worn by Hampshire shepherds, Burberry used lanolin, a natural oil found in wool, to coat the fibres before weaving. Rather than the heavy rubber coating of traditional waterproof coats like the mackintosh, lanolin ensured that the fabric was both durable and breathable. Burberry called his invention ‘gabardine’, taking its name from a sixteenth-century word for a type of outdoor garment worn by the poor. Burberry’s gabardine was a hit at the International Health Exhibition in South Kensington in 1884, and it was patented in 1888. The business continued to grow, with 70 people employed by 1871, and over 200 by 1881. Burberry had built his own factory on New Street, Basingstoke, and it was here that his garments were made wholesale. The first type of coats he designed with gabardine were slip-on coats, which had the names Airylight, Karoo and Tropical. The garments were advertised emphasizing their special weaving, which kept the body dry and cool, something that was regarded as incredibly scientifically advanced.




[image: image]


Leaflet for Burberry travel coat, 1890.
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Postcard of the new premises of T. Burberry & Sons, circa 1907.
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Burberry magazine advert from British Military Prints, by Ralph Nevill.
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Edwardian society ladies modelling Burberry at the Fair of British Fashion held at the Royal Botanical Gardens in July 1912.





While coats were initially referred to as ‘gabardines’, some say it was the influence of King Edward VII that changed the terminology, when he asked for someone to fetch him his ‘Burberrys’. This not only put Thomas Burberry at the forefront of the industry, but it gave his brand a royal pedigree. As an outdoor clothing company, Burberry was earning a reputation for innovation and quality, and in 1891 the business opened its first store in London. In 1913, Burberry moved to a larger London premises on Haymarket, which was designed by the noted architect Walter Cave in the Beaux Arts style. This building would be the company’s headquarters for the next 100 years, and its location would also inspire the name of its famous beige, black and red check, which was first used in the 1920s as a lining for coats.


In 1901 the Burberry equestrian knight logo was chosen to represent the company, following a competition asking people to submit ideas for a design. On a cream background, the red logo (later blue) featured a knight on horseback with a shield and pike, and on the flag was the Latin word Prorsum, meaning ‘forwards’ (and which would be used for the ready-to-wear fashion lines in the 2000s). This logo symbolizes honour, pride and freedom, and when Burberry registered it as a trademark in 1904, it was an endorsement of quality and prestige for the Burberry goods that were now being sold around Britain and overseas.
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Messrs, T. BURBERRY & SONS', Ltd., NEW PREMISES, BASINGSTOKE.
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