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Introduction








It’s time for a new perspective on old things.


Despite our increased focus on sustainability and a rise in the popularity of thrifting, the art of shopping for vintage clothes seems to remain swathed in stigma. Mothballs-meets-mungbeans is often how it’s perceived; but actually, wearing vintage is a sure-fire route to fabulousness. 


Vintage is my main clothing love. The stories embedded in each thread, the faded glamour, the unique styles and the spectrum of eras has always made my soul sing. Vintage clothing is at the heart of my personal style. 


Donning second-hand is easily as glamorous and self-affirming as wearing high-end designer garments. In fact, it’s even better, because vintage shopping and dressing develops creativity, authenticity and individuality. It’s also incredibly pleasurable: there’s the dreaming and coveting of clothes, the thrill of the chase and, above all, the deep, joyous satisfaction of finding a one-of-a-kind piece that looks fantastic on you – a piece that will have a place in your wardrobe for years to come. There’s no better feeling than when someone asks you, ‘Where did you get that?’ and you tell them that it was thrifted, or found on eBay, or sourced from a beautiful independently owned vintage boutique.


The right vintage and second-hand garments will always give you a balance of style and substance, blended together like a perfect clothing cocktail (chin chin!). Vintage clothes have soul: the original owners lived a life in them long before they made it to you. Preloved garments are full of mysterious stories we can often only conjure up in our imaginations. They also radiate quality and character because of how they were made – back in the days when skilled craftspeople would construct clothing using well-made fabrics, artisanal techniques, attention, time and love.
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I have been immersed in the world of vintage for more than half my life. As a teen I spent my free time watching Old Hollywood films and ransacking the op shops of my hometown: Christchurch, New Zealand (situated at the bottom of the earth). These pastimes offered me a world of wonder beyond my reality, where I could experience other eras and hone my unique style. 


Putting aside my desire to become a writer (I wasn’t quite ready for the world of words yet), as a young adult I worked in London’s fashion industry learning how to effortlessly combine vintage and contemporary designs to create one-off looks that made heads turn. I followed this with a stint in interior design in Sydney and Melbourne, where my vintage interests expanded beyond fashion into furniture. I then opened my own online vintage clothing boutique, Chez Charlotte Vintage, and threw all my energy and expertise into making a shop that was accessible yet luxurious. I offered my customers (who were often vintage rookies) the best premium vintage clothing, with the aim of getting more people to wear vintage. Parallel to my career journey, I was on a style journey too. Over time, I found that my style became more authentic, as I allowed my true nature to be seen.


While I was running the store, a lot of people asked me how on earth I managed to source so many divine vintage gems as a one-woman show. When I told them my trade secrets, people were shocked to discover how easy it could be. It was then I decided that more people needed to know that a wardrobe full of beautiful vintage and second-hand clothes was well within their reach. With that, this book was born. 


Around the time I began writing this book, I also started a podcast of the same name, How to Be Fabulous, in which I interview all sorts of aspirational experts to inspire my listeners to wear more vintage and second-hand. I now write full-time, with a lot of my work still centring on vintage clothing. It’s true that my commitment to storytelling and changing people’s perception of vintage clothes links all the things I love and pursue. 


The world of premium vintage clothing has always been shrouded by smoke and mirrors. This is usually to keep customers on their side of the counter while vintage business owners source and sell, making their cut. And hey, that’s fine – that’s business! Vintage dealers are some of the hardest-working people I know and deserve to be rewarded for their efforts. But the reality is that sourcing vintage isn’t rocket science. All it requires is some basic knowledge (which you’ll garner by reading this book), a dash of elbow grease and a willingness to enjoy the journey. 


This book compiles all that I’ve learnt from years of shopping and dressing vintage. It’s a one-stop resource to help you become the radiant vintage goddess you were destined to be. In the following pages I will take you through the three main steps of assembling a beautifully curated vintage wardrobe on a budget. In Part 1: Getting Vintage-Ready I answer common questions and dispel the myths about vintage fashion. We’ll go deep on establishing your unique, authentic style, developing your own fashion mantra and creating space for your new look. Part 2: Fashion Foundations introduces the three pillars of a fabulous wardrobe: key pieces, care and curation. Here we’ll also look at the essential trick of getting a perfect fit. In Part 3: Let’s Go Shopping I share my tips for budget-conscious savvy sourcing and where to find the best vintage – both in real life and online. At the end of the book I list my personal favourite places to shop, as well as a chic cheat sheet you can reference as you plan and shop your vintage wardrobe. 


Before you know it vintage will become your way of being. You’ll likely find that seeking out second-hand treasures becomes addictive; but beyond that, once you experience and appreciate the designs of yesteryear you will find your whole world changes. You’ll begin to embody the stories you are wearing, appreciate quality more and become imbued with a sense of timelessness that is impossible to gain when only wearing new designs. 
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Another gratifying aspect of the vintage way of life is that, without sacrificing style or spending beyond your budget, you will be making a marked change towards a sustainable lifestyle – at least when it comes to clothes. This book doesn’t centre on sustainability; but know that every vintage gem you save from landfill will have left a lighter footprint on this earth, having required no new resources to create. 


In a world where everyone else is in the same black dress, be that person in the pink vintage party frock with a glimmer in your eye knowing you sourced your outfit for a song, a sense of surety in your step knowing you saved a second-hand gem from being discarded and an overall glow in knowing that what you’re wearing is uniquely yours. 
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PART 1


Getting Vintage-Ready




















Fashion changes, but style endures.


COCO CHANEL













CHAPTER 1


Common Questions About Vintage








As someone who has been immersed in the world of vintage from a young age, I have learnt the tricks of the trade organically; but if you are coming into this world anew, it can likely seem quite overwhelming. As you read on you’ll see that I’ve done my best to answer some frequently asked questions my less experienced peers and podcast listeners tend to ask me about vintage clothes. Remember that all that’s written in this book is a tool, not a rule – you can approach your style journey however you please – but when shopping second-hand clothes it pays to have a bit of base knowledge under your (vintage) belt before going forth and beginning to purchase.


What exactly is vintage?


A vintage item of clothing is a (usually preloved) piece that was originally manufactured between 30 and 100 years ago. Anything older than that is antique; anything newer is second-hand. Simple! That said I am not at all snobby about this rule; I see any form of second-hand clothing acquisition as a fabulous step forward. As such, throughout this book I use the terms ‘vintage’, ‘second-hand’ and ‘preloved’ interchangeably.


Do I have to wear vintage exactly as it was worn when it was originally made?


Absolutely not. The world of vintage is seemingly full of rules, but do remember that rules were made to be broken! A lot of people in the vintage community are terribly strict about how certain items must be put together. While it’s wonderful to broaden your mind and educate yourself on a design’s original context, modern-day vintage wearing is all about mixing it up. My own style leans towards the late 1950s to early 1960s, to suit my hourglass figure (more on that in Chapter 5) and penchant for wiggle dresses. But I have no real rules for myself when it comes to various eras. In fact some of my favourite vintage finds originate from the 1920s and 1980s respectively, despite clothing from those eras being very different to what was made during the midcentury period I’m most drawn to. I mix those other pieces into my outfits without any thought as to whether the periods ‘clash’, purely because the items look fantastic together! 


You can combine your preferred eras into whichever clothing combinations make your heart soar. Here are some mixes I adore: the complementary combo of a 1930s flowy gown and 1970s florals; the structured styles of the early 1960s mixed with the boxy minimalism of the early 1990s; and the practical styles of the 1940s mixed with 1980s oversized outerwear. 


I wear a lot of second-hand clothing and accessories from more recent times, too – especially shoes. After all I’m a modern girl with a size 39.5 foot; the spindly 1960s stilettos I’m so drawn to just don’t work with the body I’ve been blessed with as they’re almost always too small. I give them a pass and head to eBay or consignment stores instead, often coming across second-hand designer shoes for a song. (We’ll get to the shopping bit soon, in Part 3.) 


Keep in mind that vintage clothing and accessories might have different modes of being worn today versus in their original era. Be mindful of things you mightn’t be used to, such as clip-on earrings, wind-up watches or stockings that require a garter belt. Personally I don’t mind doing things the old-fashioned way, but if you would rather contemporary conveniences opt for more modern versions of past designs.
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Do not feel that once you embrace vintage clothing you must make your hair and face follow suit. Beauty must be an authentic expression of you and shouldn’t be dictated to by the beauty rules of yesteryear. That said, if you are becoming increasingly inspired by a certain era there are often hair and make-up looks to match. Many big cities house vintage-style salons, and YouTube offers an abundance of how-to guides. YouTube star Lisa Eldridge’s channel is a particularly good place to start, where she showcases modern takes on all kinds of vintage make-up looks. 


What is deadstock?


Vintage is usually preloved – but there is an exception. The term may sound morbid, but deadstock actually signifies a vintage holy grail. A deadstock item is an original piece from the past that never sold at the time it was first for sale – which means it’s usually still in perfect condition. Yes, deadstock is rare to come by, but pieces do pop up now and then. 


My best deadstock score was an original 1960s bullet bra-meets-girdle (complete with gorgeous garters hanging off it ready for a set of stockings) found in a vintage shop in Lisbon, Portugal. I wore the heavenly vintage lingerie set beneath my fit and flare dress on my flight back to London (after giving it a good handwash in my Airbnb bathroom). At airport security the hardware on the garter belt set off the metal detector! In the end I was obliged to quickly flash the security guards to prove I was porting a style statement rather than a weapon. It’s safe to say nostalgic knickers made their day, and nowadays I do my best to wear simpler undergarments for international travel.
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Is vintage shopping expensive?


It’s a proper Wild West when searching for decent preloved clothes. Depending on the avenue you take and your level of luck on any given shopping day, you might spend five minutes sourcing a $500 piece followed by ten hours hunting for something that only costs you $10! Time can equate to money when it comes to shopping second-hand, yet, in the same breath, it’s also down to destiny.


A lot of long-time vintage wearers say that shopping second-hand used to be cheaper; but I can assure you there are still many gems out there to collect with ease, plus you’ll part with a lot less cash than you would financing new pieces. All you need to know is where to go; and that, of course, is where this book comes in.


There are plenty of factors that play a part in the cost of vintage wears. Shop owners now have modern overheads to keep up with: inner-city rents, digital subscriptions, staff salaries and so on. It all adds up and contributes to the price you’ll pay for any given piece. The increasing popularity of vintage also means the market is increasing in value – so there’s no time like the present to begin to embrace it.


This book will empower you to source great vintage clothes yourself, giving you options beyond shopping at the more pricey vintage boutiques.


Did someone die in this?


This is a question I was often asked by customers when I ran my vintage business. My answer was always the same: darling, nobody was donning your 1960s party frock on their death bed. Trust me. (Although I do personally plan to go out in a vintage ensemble fit for a soirée!) 


So, let’s reframe vintage. It’s delicious, not deceased. By wearing vintage pieces you’re giving them a new life rather than prolonging their death. And if you believe that fibres can hold onto energy, think again next time you buy something made in the shocking conditions of a fast-fashion factory – now that’s bad juju.


From now on, think of the scent of vintage in the same way as the evocative aroma of opening an old book. Know that the slight scent of mothballs, or any other residue, can be removed by a trusted dry-cleaner or a quick handwash. (I’ll share my tips on cleaning vintage in Chapter 4.)


Should I buy online or in person?


That is entirely up to you. In Part 3 of this book I share advice on purchasing vintage online, as well as how best to navigate boutiques, op shops and vintage markets. Armed with all of this knowledge you will be able to make your own choice. As for me, I combine it all! I love finding something fabulous in the depths of eBay as much as I love hunting through a flea market or visiting a beautiful boutique. 


The takeaway


The world of vintage, and fashion at that, is shrouded in rules. Never feel dictated to when taking in any kind of vintage guide but, remember, a good way to empower yourself before you begin your vintage style journey is to learn a few of the basic rules first. 
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PRICELESS STYLE ADVICE 


Claudia Chan Shaw: designer, author, broadcaster and collector


I have always been a collector, with my passions and influences firmly planted in the past. As a teenager I was obsessed with Humphrey Bogart and started collecting movie posters, lobby cards and books. Bogart personified the 1930s and 1940s, and I developed a passion for the films and style from this period. My focus then shifted to collecting vintage tin toys, quirky ephemera and Art Deco pieces. 


I love antique markets, flea markets and specialist auctions. I’m also a designer, and I love fashion. Over the years I have been distracted by the allure of vintage fashion. An expedition to find German tin-plate toys will often lead to other wonderful discoveries when fabulous vintage garments catch my eye. It’s a bonus to discover a vintage piece that I can wear every day. I’m not locked in to a particular era: it could be a 1970s psychedelic print maxi dress, 1940s sunglasses, bakelite bangles or a French Art Deco brooch. I don’t dress in head-to-toe vintage; I’ll wear my 1920s cloche hat with a contemporary winter coat. My Art Deco bangles and sunglasses work with everything else in my wardrobe. 


When your radar is tuned to the past, an appreciation for the wonderful garments from other eras naturally kicks in.







PRICELESS STYLE ADVICE 


Kerry Pieri: author, influencer and former digital editor, Harper’s Bazaar (US)


While I never want to discount fashion designers’ talent there’s no denying that trends are cyclical. I’ve been an avid eBayer since around 2003 or 2004. I mostly use it to shop for vintage. Since I’m keenly aware of what’s happening on the runway I’ll pinpoint key items – whether that be a 1970s-inspired leather trench coat or a tweedy menswear blazer – and search for them on eBay or another digital site. There are so many now, from Etsy to the RealReal and Vestiaire Collective. The vast array of options available when you’re looking digitally versus thrifting more conventionally can’t even be compared. 


Also, while we would all love to jet off to Paris or Milan every time we want to vintage shop it’s mostly not possible. I have found that securing pieces such as vintage YSL or Dior from European countries at an approachable price point is far more likely online than when hitting a curated vintage shop in the States (where I’m based). It definitely takes time and patience but vintage shopping online can also be highly meditative. I recommend it.











Charlotte’s dos and don’ts:
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Do learn the basic rules of vintage and second-hand style as you get started.
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Don’t feel you have to follow them to a T! This is your style, darling, and the best thing about knowing the rules is that it gives you permission to break them and do it your way.
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Be yourself; everyone else is already taken. 


OSCAR WILDE













CHAPTER 2


Finding Your Authentic Style








Authenticity should always lead the way when it comes to our wardrobes, but it isn’t always easy. We are constantly assailed by alluring images of other people’s style. Every day we are bombarded by imagery that captures the clothes of celebrities, acquaintances and influencers alike. This pulls us away from our authentic, stylish selves – from who we really are and what we really want to wear. 


Our fashion foundations are another layer we must excavate in order to discover our authentic style. Perhaps you grew up in a strict household where you were discouraged from self-expression, or were part of a clique at school whose members all wore the same thing. It’s important to know that regardless of your underlying story about what you should and shouldn’t wear, you have the power to redefine your style narrative. 


It’s time to tune out the confusing din of mainstream fashion media and the tired old messages from your past. Being fabulous is all about defining and living your own authentic style. Let me show you how it’s done. 


Your fashion mantra


Most books on style provide a one-size-fits-all formula or a tick-the-box quiz that spells out what you should be wearing. But I’m not interested in bossing you about. Dressing well needn’t be dogmatic. I want you to find your own style, starting with your fashion mantra – a precise personal style formula that describes your individual aesthetic.


It’s likely that you’re reading this book as you embark on a new style chapter. You might already be a vintage aficionado, or perhaps you’re a vintage novice curious to know more. You may want to quell your spending, dress more sustainably or restructure what you already own, yet you don’t know where to start. That’s where your fashion mantra comes in. Before I unleash you back to the shops, I want you to consider where you’re coming from; what your style motivations are; and what style truly reflects your taste. 


I’ve included some journalling prompts below to help you define your personal style. I promise this will be your only homework as you read this book – and I also trust you’ll find this exercise fun! It makes a difference to actually write your responses down. We often get stuck in our ways with our clothes, and seeing your answers in writing will give you a clearer vision of your own authentic style.


Now you may have already embraced the TikTok trend’s three word method, or used a similar set of exercises to define other aspects of your life. I know I once did a manifestation course, To Be Magnetic, which encouraged participants to pinpoint their ‘authentic code’, a system which helps define one’s ideal lifestyle using a few key words. In a similar vein, here I urge you to dig deep, to find your true manifesto at the core of your stylish soul.


So, pull out a pen and find your favourite notebook. Pour yourself a cup of tea or a glass of fizz. Optional: put on some lipstick. Take a breath. Feel fabulous. And give yourself half an hour to write out your responses to the journalling prompts. The answers might not flow immediately, but I encourage you to take your time and to press on – by the end of this exercise you will have found your fashion mantra.




Fashion mantra journalling prompts




	
What three words would others use to describe your style? Ask three trusted people who know you well to describe your style in three words. Promise them they can say whatever they want, that you’re in an investigative mode and that you want to hear their honest opinions. Don’t ask them to explain themselves. You might be surprised or flattered; you might even be a bit confronted! If you like what’s been said, write the words down. If you find that a word is not aligned with how you view yourself, or how you’d like to be viewed, try writing down the opposite of that word or choose a word that better expresses how you wish you were seen. All of what is said, whether you relate to the words or not, is very useful information.


	
Who are your top three style icons? Think laterally. Who do you style stalk? Go beyond the obvious trending actors, models and celebrities. Think of the obscure TV and film characters you’ve always adored; those wildly stylish musicians you’ve always wanted to swap jackets with; even your stylish neighbours, your slick grandfather or your fashion-forward childhood babysitter. Think of a stranger whose style made you stop in your tracks. (One of the most stylish people I ever spotted was a random woman descending a bus in the middle of Rome, wearing knee-high leather boots, an all-navy ensemble and a red felt hat!) Write all of these people down, then hone the list to your top three.


	
What three words describe each of your icons’ style? Now you know who your icons are, think of some words to describe them. Are they glamorous or grungy, understated or daring? If you can’t think of suitable words, search for articles on your chosen style icon and identify the keywords fashion journalists use to describe them. If your person on a pedestal isn’t in the public eye, ask a friend or someone else in the know what they think. Write down three key words for each of your icons.
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