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				New York style is the most indescribable and exhilarating concept. Among all the fashion capitals in the world, New York is one place where you can pretty much wear whatever you want and not get any strange looks. Cities like Paris and London have their own style signatures built up over the course of decades that are immediately recognizable, not just for their aesthetic and their intrinsic meaning – but New York style is more of an amalgamation of everything under the sun (and moon) with a heavy dose of never-ending excitement of what's to come. 

				Sure, there are certain stereotypes about New York and its fashion. Take, for example, the cliché of dressing all in black or carrying multiple bags on the subway to stash a pair of shoes, a laptop and everything else in your life. I’ve done both at different points in my life, for different reasons. But behind these tropes, there is so much history. 

				New York has always stood as the capital of American style, and that’s not just because the city stands as a cultural beacon. For decades, it was the centre of clothing manufacturing for the United States. 

				The Garment District officially took shape in 1919, but even before that, New York City was the hub for clothing. The uniforms needed by the Union Army during the Civil War 
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				Opposite: A model walking the runway, wearing Samuel Winston, at one of the earliest New York Fashion Weeks, 1953.

				Overleaf: Workers in the Garment District pulling racks of clothing, 1955.
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				A scene from a factory in the Garment District in the 1950s.
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				in the 1860s called for mass production, which was possible here, and by 1910, the garment industry made up almost half of the industrial labour force in the city. The vast majority of those workers were immigrants, including a huge population of Jewish descendants from Europe. Hundreds of thousands of them came to work here and by 1926, the Garment District was growing faster than any other area in the entire city. During the Second World War, the Nazi occupation of Paris inspired the industry, the Garment Workers’ Union, and Mayor LaGuardia to create the New York Dress Institute and promote New York as the fashion capital of the world: “New York Creation” labels, depicting an iconic New York skyscraper, were stitched into pieces. 

				It was in the 1940s that many of the New York fashion signatures which we know today came to fruition. New York Fashion Week, for example, was established in 1943 by publicist Eleanor Lambert, then known as “press week”. The idea was to hold the event in a centralized location (then, the Plaza Hotel) and invite press from New York and across the United States to see the work of American designers like Claire McCardell, Hattie Carnegie and Norman Norell. 

				New York Fashion Week is still instantly recognizable, even as other historical aspects of New York’s fashion DNA, like the Garment District, have faded over the years. But if there’s one thing you can expect from the lexicon of stylish New Yorkers, it’s intrinsic self-expression through their wardrobes. Every piece they select is precisely planned, whether that’s a pristinely designed T-shirt from The Row (the luxury brand created by honorary New Yorkers Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen) or a New York Yankees baseball cap. With that, New Yorkers write the history and future of the city’s fashion as they walk through the streets, wait on subway platforms and go about their business.
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				Attempting to define New York style is no small feat, and that’s because New York City is the most diverse city in the world. Walk down any street in any neighbourhood and you’ll hear a plethora of different languages, just as you’ll see so many different aesthetics reflected and refracted back at you. The idea that anything goes here is almost intrinsic. 

				Unlike other parts of the country which are often more conservative or follow certain rules, New York lacks structure in its style DNA. The blend of cultures from all over the world, as well as the high numbers of people in the city who are just visiting, makes for the most varied mix you’ll likely ever see. One of the most comical things about being a fashion-loving New Yorker is that you can always tell who’s a tourist: they dress a little bit more casually than the rest of us.

				Scroll through any photo round-up from New York Fashion Week and you can bet it’s more colourful, expressive and diverse than any other fashion capital in the world. “Everything in fashion begins in the street,” the fashion designer Diane von Furstenberg once said. One of the most famous street style photographers, who made history as the go-to source for the evolution of New York style, was Bill Cunningham. Beginning his career as a milliner, he also worked at a dress shop in Manhattan, with clients ranging from Marilyn Monroe to Katharine Hepburn. He ended up befriending Jacqueline Kennedy after she came in to request help dyeing a red suit to black for the funeral of her husband, John F. Kennedy. 

				Inspired by his high society friends, Cunningham originally started writing about fashion for Women’s Wear Daily and the Chicago Tribune, and in the late 1970s began snapping candid 

			

		

		
			
				Sarah Jessica Parker as Carrie Bradshaw of Sex and the City wearing her iconic tutu in the show’s intro.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
					What Is New York Style?

			

		

		
			
					15

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
					What Is New York Style?

			

		

		
			
					17

			

		

		
			
				photos of New Yorkers and what they wore in their everyday life for the New York Times.

				His 1978 picture of the actress Greta Garbo was considered his big break, though he himself wasn’t even aware that it was the reclusive actress: he had been captivated by her coat. Up until his death in 2016, Cunningham showed the plurality of the New Yorker: the eccentricity, the severity, the low-fi casual. The photos he often took were of unsuspecting New Yorkers, in the rain or on the way to work: “You see how people really live and how they really dress,” he once said. That same kind of sentiment can still be seen today when looking at New York fashion and how the everyday mundane shapes it. It’s fluid, it’s moving and it’s ever-changing, perennially adapting to its surroundings and culture.

				Still, there are clichés that can prove to be true. If you go to parts of the Upper East Side on a Sunday, for instance, you’re likely to see more people with expensive handbags and conservatively cut clothes. If you go to Soho on a Saturday, you’re more likely to see a younger crowd that’s dressed up in a mix of emerging designer pieces, current season designers, rare vintage and fast fashion. Certain areas of the city at certain times are definitely more centred on peacocking and dressing up. 

				Still, New York might be one of the few places on earth where you can never feel overdressed. You could walk down the street to get coffee in a ballgown, and some people wouldn’t bat an eye. Or you could wear sweatpants to Fashion Week. Truly, anything goes, but what unites it all is the value of independence and choosing what you want to wear for your own sake. In New York, there’s never one overwhelming 

			

		

		
			
				Bill Cunningham, the legendary photographer of New York street style.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				What Is New York Style?

			

		

		
			
				trend, shape, silhouette or brand – because the taste levels are so varied. Instead, there’s a sort of disregard for trends and more of a focus on the independence of dress. It’s about authenticity but it’s also about freedom.

				But back to those clichés: does the everyday New Yorker wear all black? Take the subway and you’ll see that a good amount of them do. This is because it creates an easy, sleek look that offers an unbothered sensibility while also conveying power and stature at the same time. Coco Chanel famously created her innovative little black dress as we know it in the 1920s, but the symbol of black clothing and what it means would be further reinvented when Audrey Hepburn wore a little black dress designed by Hubert de Givenchy during the opening scene of Breakfast at Tiffany’s in 1961. 
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