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For Mom and Dad




Preface BACK TO SCHOOL

Before hip-hop was the arbiter of culture—the most dominant music genre, supplanting pop and all-American rock and roll—influencing the way the world walks, speaks, and wears its jeans, it was one teenager’s means of raising money for new school clothes. August 11, 1973, was the hot summer day when DJ Kool Herc (born Clive Campbell) spun a party for his sister in the rec room of the family’s nondescript brick apartment building at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue in the Bronx. The sixteen-year-old Jamaican American had been experimenting with his father’s speakers and tinkering with new ways to spin records. With two turntables and a mixer, he could play without interruption and seamlessly transition from one track to the next, keeping the party going. He loved to spin James Brown’s “Give It Up or Turnit a Loose.” He saw how break-dancers, B-boys and B-girls, got wild during “the break,” the part of a song when the instrumentals faded and the beat took over. “And once they heard that, that was it, wasn’t no turning back,” Herc said. “They always wanted to hear breaks after breaks after breaks after breaks.”

Meanwhile, Cindy Campbell didn’t wax poetic about esoteric sounds; she just wanted to look good. “When you go back to school, you want to go with things that nobody has so you could look nice and fresh,” she said. “I was saving my money, because what you did for back-to-school is go down to Delancey Street instead of going to Fordham Road, because you can get the newest things that a lot of people don’t have.” At the time, her paycheck from working at the Neighborhood Youth Corps was $45 a week. There’s no way she could look fly on that budget. “So how am I gonna turn over my money? I mean, that is not enough money!” The entrepreneurial teenager decided to throw a party to crowdfund her wardrobe. She bought Olde English 800 malt liquor, Colt 45 beer, and soda in bulk, and advertised on index cards handwritten in big block letters: A DJ KOOL HERC PARTY: Back To School Jam. To pay the $25 in order to rent the rec room of Herc’s family home, she charged an entry fee of a quarter for girls and fifty cents for the guys.

What happened that day was magic: the confluence of youth, innovation, self-expression, and creativity against the backdrop of New York City. Herc originated a technique called the “Merry-Go-Round,” in which he worked two copies of the same record, back-cueing one to the beginning of the break just as the other reached the end, creating one long loop. The “get-down” was the beginning or middle of the song, giving dancers a pocket to bust their freshest moves. “The music was just, it was slammin’!” said partygoer Jean Stickland. “I remember going to Herc parties that started in the community room. It grew so big that we couldn’t fit in the community room anymore.” Parents just didn’t understand this new music—and that increased its appeal. “This was a breath of fresh air,” Herc said. “Turned out to be a success.”

Despite the mythos around the August 11 party, hip-hop’s origin cannot be pinpointed to one moment on a timeline. Its lineage traces to oral traditions from Africa, the Black experience in America, and the invention of jazz and the blues. “Rap music is rooted in the Black oral tradition of tonal semantics, narrativizing, signification/signifyin’, the dozens/playin’ the dozens, Africanized syntax, and other communicative practices,” wrote Professor Geneva Smitherman in “ ‘The Chain Remain the Same’: Communicative Practices in the Hip Hop Nation,” commending rappers as the “postmodern African griot, the verbally gifted storyteller and cultural historian in traditional African society.”

During hip-hop’s infancy, the urban decay of crime, police brutality, and white flight had left the South Bronx ravaged and on fire. From these ashes, hip-hop rose with break-dancers and street gangs that were succeeded by rap crews that traded physical fighting for verbal sparring while maintaining the same element of competition. Hip-hop was centered in the Black American experience in New York City, but integral contributions by Puerto Ricans, Caribbeans, and rappers who were immigrants from these communities cannot be forgotten. Hip-hop reverberated through the five boroughs—the Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, Manhattan, and Staten Island—with early innovators like Grandmaster Flash and Afrika Bambaataa.

It was a holistic culture that touched upon all aspects of life, often delineated by four basic pillars: MCing (words), DJing (sounds), Break dancing (movement), and Graffiti (visuals). “Hip-hop is the study of self-transformation and the pursuit of self-expression,” explained veteran rapper and scholar KRS-One in a lecture at Harvard University. In his definition, hip-hop encompassed nine pillars, including Knowledge and Street Fashion. An early inflection point from house party to mainstream success came with the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight,” released on September 16, 1979. The song was the first hip-hop single to break into Billboard’s Top 40 chart, and also charted in Canada and across Europe. “Basically, it’s a record that created an industry,” said Dan Charnas, author of The Big Payback: The History of the Business of Hip-Hop. “Nobody thought the stuff that was in the streets was even music. It was stuff that people did at parties.”

Hip-hop was the voice for the voiceless. A bildungsroman of life in America’s inner city—predominantly told through the lens of young Black and Latino men—that went beyond feel-good dance tracks. These were perspectives of life, more complex and nuanced than the headlines: poverty, racism, drugs, police brutality, and humanity embedded in verses of sixteen bars. The hyperlocal perspective offered a sonic passport that transported listeners to the concrete streets of New York City, gang lands in Los Angeles, Detroit trailer parks, and trap houses in the South. Explicit lyrics would cause ongoing controversy from parents’ groups and law enforcement, and hip-hop would become a bellwether of First Amendment rights. As hip-hop transcended the block, it was usurped by Madison Avenue to sell products and to give brands the cachet of cool.

In 2017, hip-hop became the most successful music genre in America, surpassing both pop and rock, in terms of overall consumption. Six of the top ten artists that year were rappers, with Drake and Kendrick Lamar taking the top two spots, respectively. Hip-hop had outlasted the critics that said it was just a fad, ephemera, noise. As rappers became the new superstars, they made the dress code. Like preachers, they propagated luxury to the hungry and poorly dressed masses. Their music was the primer to learn about international brands: Versace, Balenciaga, and Balmain. As Kanye West said in 2004’s “All Falls Down,” “I can’t even pronounce nothin’, pass that Ver-say-see.” By 2013, A$AP Rocky’s “Fashion Killa” was a crash course in erudition, as he name-checked some twenty-seven luxury brands. Wanting to see their names on those tags, some rappers launched their own clothing lines, and a few even disrupted fashion in the process.

Growing up in middle-of-nowhere Kalamazoo, Michigan, my introduction to hip-hop happened around 1995 through copious hours of MTV and BET; glossy magazines like Vibe, The Source, Blaze, Word Up!, and XXL; and spending my allowance at Record Town and Sam Goody every Tuesday. The only radio station that played hip-hop was in another town and came in as mostly static.

It was 1997 and I desperately wanted… nah, I needed some Tommy Hilfiger. Aaliyah’s One in a Million album was playing out of my Sony Discman and I had to cop some small piece of the singer’s street-but-sweet visage: dark sunglasses, bangs swept over one eye (an homage to silver-screen siren Veronica Lake), and Tommy Hilfiger crop top. Tommy’s red, white, and blue was way too expensive at retail, but for $25, there was a knockoff from the bargain store. The stitching was a bit off-center and the designer’s name was definitely misspelled (but only if you were close enough to read it). Gauche, yes. But that “Tommy Hilifiger” was a tangible way for a first-generation teenager to connect to hip-hop. No counterfeit could blow my high.



Twenty-five years later, Kendrick Lamar sat back, cross-legged, holding the microphone. His diminutive five-foot-five frame was dressed in a slate-gray Louis Vuitton suit and silver-tipped cowboy boots. Naomi Campbell, the most successful Black supermodel of all time, captured everything on her phone nearby. The rapper performed “Savior” while wearing a blinged-out crown of thorns, one of the most recognizable symbols of Christian iconography. According to scripture, Jesus Christ was forced to wear a crown of thorns to humiliate him before his crucifixion. But Kendrick’s headpiece was one of glory. The custom titanium–and–pavé diamond headpiece from Tiffany & Co. featured 50 thorns—made of 8,000 cobblestone micro pavé diamonds totaling more than 137 carats—and cost $3 million.

Kendrick Lamar was the rap messiah of his generation. In 2022 he released his fifth studio album, Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers, and tackled ambitious and taboo topics like masculine fragility, generational trauma, sex addiction, and gender identity. His performance at Louis Vuitton’s Spring-Summer 2023 Collection show in Paris—in honor of the house’s late designer Virgil Abloh—integrated rap and fashion into a singular live-art installation. A tableau vivant of Black excellence years in the making.

Hip-hop wasn’t always on the runway. Or even in the room. For most of its history, gatekeepers sequestered it behind the velvet rope. Hip-hop fashion was categorized as “urban,” which was essentially coded language for “Black,” and was not afforded the same respect as its white counterparts.

For hip-hop to influence high fashion en masse, it was more complicated than the nouveau riche rappers simply being able to afford a luxury price tag. There were significant barriers that had to be overcome involving race, class, and the very notion of who deserved to wear luxury. Luxury brands could argue that they were discerning and cautious about preserving their history and pedigree. “It wasn’t protective. It was classism. It was racism,” said June Ambrose, renowned stylist and costume designer for Jay-Z, Missy Elliott, and Sean “Diddy” Combs. “Now they can say, ‘protective.’ Before, they were just like, ‘No. Who? What? They’re from where? I’ve never heard of them.’ ” At its heart, there was a cultural schism. The heritage houses of Europe like Chanel, Balenciaga, and Gucci were founded in Europe over fifty years before DJ Kool Herc ever touched a record. As time progressed, these institutions, fashion media, and runways remained overwhelmingly white in contrast with the young and diverse voices of hip-hop. The high fashion decision-makers were either ignorant or blissfully naive. “Hip-hop embraced fashion before fashion embraced hip-hop,” Kyle Luu, a stylist and creative director who has worked with artists like Travis Scott and Young Thug, said to me. “It’s a bunch of rich white people who work in fashion… Fashion people are always late to the party.”

That’s not to say that hip-hop didn’t inspire high fashion. The genre’s look, élan, and slang would be incorporated—and more accurately, appropriated—by luxury brands. Hip-hop was young, cool, and profitable—and when designers saw it as a lucrative commodity, things shifted. “When something is hot and makes money, people want to now figure out how to do business and get down with it,” said stylist Misa Hylton. Hip-hop being aspirational and desiring material success resonated with luxury brands that sold the same dream. “The change [in branding] for luxury goods is very simple,” said Steve Stoute, author of The Tanning of America: How Hip-Hop Created a Culture That Rewrote the Rules of the New Economy and an early connector in bringing hip-hop and brands together. “The generation of hip-hop music has done a lot to influence mainstream culture by really driving it home. It became part of the aspirational dimension of America.”

Unlike artists in other genres, rappers were unapologetic capitalists. They not only wanted to look good, they wanted to get paid handsomely for it. Clothing lines like Sean John and Yeezy, fronted by Sean “Diddy” Combs and Kanye respectively, garnered commercial success and acceptance among the fashion cognoscenti. By the aughts, the pendulum had swung fully and it was common to see rappers sit in the front row of fashion shows in New York, Paris, and Milan; walk down runways; and cozy up to Vogue’s powerful editor in chief, Anna Wintour. Rappers overtook movie stars, athletes, and supermodels as influencers. It was not far-fetched for a rapper to sign a deal with a fashion brand before having a hit record.

Institutional change became a reality when hip-hop protégé and streetwear maven Virgil Abloh was appointed as the first African American artistic director of menswear at Louis Vuitton in 2018. Now there was actual representation in leadership, and hip-hop had a seat in the boardroom. “The days of the gilded cage, and everything happens behind sealed walls, those days are over for the time being,” said Michael Burke, CEO of Louis Vuitton. It was a landmark moment that hip-hop had its own plug at one of the most renowned fashion houses. “I now have a platform to change the industry,” Virgil Abloh said. “So I should do that.” Hip-hop had the microphone, and high fashion was listening.




Chapter One ACROSS 125TH STREET


I knocked them up. I didn’t knock them off.

—Dapper Dan



In the early twentieth century, the Black community of Harlem grew in the Great Migration as millions of African Americans fled the rural South for Northern, Midwestern, and Western states in search of economic and educational opportunities and to escape racial oppression, Jim Crow laws, and violence. Rudolph Fisher’s 1925 short story, “The City of Refuge,” explained the vast difference of living in the Black enclave: “In Harlem, Black was white. You had rights that could not be denied you; you had privileges, protected by law. And you had money. Everybody in Harlem had money. It was a land of plenty.”

Harlem is located in upper Manhattan and bounded by the Hudson River on the west; Fifth Avenue on the east; the Harlem River and 155th Street on the north; and Central Park North on the south. Colloquially called “Uptown,” the area is divided into regions: West, Central, and East Harlem (also known as Spanish Harlem or El Barrio). The names of some neighborhoods reflected the elite residents. Sugar Hill was home to prosperous Black residents who lived in prominent town houses and mansions. Its moniker was a nod to the “sweet life” residents enjoyed there. Strivers’ Row featured stately homes and brownstones for white-collar professionals and notables like pianist Eubie Blake, entertainer Flournoy Miller, and composer Noble Sissle.

Between 1910 and 1930, the African American population in Harlem increased by over 40 percent, from fifty thousand to more than two hundred thousand, with the Great Migration. The culture, energy, and prosperity in these 1.4 square miles would be a magical alchemy. White flight created a Black majority population in the decade following the end of World War I. Immigrants from the Caribbean—countries like Jamaica, Antigua, and Trinidad—and later, Puerto Rico, arrived in large numbers, fleeing economic hardships and pursuing the promise of a better life.

The Harlem Renaissance was one of America’s most significant cultural movements of Black music, literature, theater, art, and critical writing. This golden age (approximately from the end of World War I to the mid-1930s) of artistic and social life flourished. Jazz and blues migrated into the city and legendary artists like Louis Armstrong, Billie Holiday, Josephine Baker, and Ella Fitzgerald performed at famous venues like the Cotton Club and the Apollo Theater (originally “whites only”). Jazz artists were musicians as style icons, performing in dapper attire like double-breasted suits, elegant bow ties, and collared shirts.

During this time, literary luminaries like Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston rose to prominence and showed the depth and complexity of Black life in America, along with intellectuals and activists including W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, and Cyril Briggs. The ethos was one of pride, political awareness, and being unapologetically Black. As Langston Hughes wrote in “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”: “We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter. We know we are beautiful.”

The Harlem aesthetic reflected this deep sense of self: elegance, dignity, and style. Economic mobility allowed residents to embrace formalwear and cocktail attire that was usually relegated to whites. Women wore lavish furs, flapper dresses, and cloche hats. Men donned bowler hats, newsboy caps, wingtip shoes, and suits, like zoot suits. The supersized suits, with huge shoulder pads and lapels and peg leg pants, became a symbol of civil disobedience during World War II rations on fabric, which for some added to the appeal. Dancer Josephine Baker represented social defiance against racial and gender norms when she popularized short skirts—nearly forty years before the term “miniskirt” was coined by Mary Quant—by swiveling her hips onstage in a skirt constructed of bananas at Folies Bergère in Paris in 1926. Vogue looked back on the significance of her attire ninety years later: “Aside from these surface-level interests, there was a much deeper and disturbing fascination with the widely accepted belief in Black people’s inherent primitiveness… Baker brilliantly manipulated the white male imagination. Crossing her eyes, waving her arms, swaying her hips, poking out her backside, she clowned and seduced and subverted stereotypes. By reclaiming her image, she advanced her career in ways unprecedented for a woman of that time.”

The Harlem dandy was the quintessential sartorial rebel. A self-consciously stylish man was not a new concept (French poet Charles Baudelaire defined the dandy “as one who elevates aesthetics to a living religion” in 1863), but the Black dandy was more complex. “The Black dandy is this African diaspora man who cleverly manipulates and appropriates western fashion, menswear in particular,” explained Shantrelle P. Lewis, author of Dandy Lion: The Black Dandy and Street Style. With his dapper wardrobe (e.g., double-breasted blazer, pocket square, and fedora), he was a rebel who defied stereotypes of Black masculinity such as hyper-aggression and subservience. “In a society that sought comfort in clearly defined social and spatially predictable landscape, the Black dandy’s audacious appearance on American streets upset the white majority’s assumption of racial homogeneity and cultural superiority,” noted art historian Richard J. Powell in Cutting a Figure: Fashioning Black Portraiture. “The Black dandy’s two greatest sins—visibility and indiscretion—made sense only in the context of a society where Black people (and specifically Black men) had clearly demarcated positions.”

The Black church was the community pillar and the pinnacle of fashion in civilian life. The oldest congregation in Harlem was formed in 1796. The neighborhood was home to several historical houses of worship like Mother AME Zion Church, Mount Olivet Baptist Church, Mount Morris Ascension Presbyterian Church, and Abyssinian Baptist Church. These were holy runways. Dressing in one’s “Sunday best” had origins dating back to slavery, when masters required slaves to dress up and attend church or special occasions. After emancipation, this meant congregants replaced weekday uniforms with their finest attire of matching colors and prints, suits, and for women, ornate hats. Sportswear pioneer Willi Smith once said, “Most of these designers who have to run to Paris for color and fabric combinations should go to church on Sunday in Harlem. It’s all right there.” Easter Sunday, in particular, was the annual stage for worshippers to show up and show out. Churchgoers planned outfits ahead of time to ensure that they were conspicuous among the flock. André Leon Talley, Black fashion icon and former Vogue editor, remembered modeling his finest spring gray suits and Italian loafers on Easter. “We [my grandmother and I] weren’t poor, but we weren’t rich. We sometimes had hard times,” he said. “But church was very important, so everything was invested in beautiful church clothes. So church was where we decked out and put on our finest clothes.”

In all aspects of life, both public and private, Harlem was synonymous with sartorial excellence. And the neighborhood’s future hip-hop progeny would take great pride in being the descendants of these giants. Growing up and witnessing firsthand the rich history, prosperity, and style, they would be risk-takers and iconoclasts. Harlem was perpetually the best dressed. Call it swagger, confidence, or just plain fly.



43 East 125th Street was always open. Day or night. The site of a brownstone church a century earlier, the cheery storefront on Harlem’s main drag was discernible by a bright yellow awning emblazoned with its name—Dapper Dan’s Boutique—in cursive font. In the window on this particular day was a full-length woman’s fur coat, a nod to the owner’s origins in fur. “When I opened my shop, my dream was to become a big-time furrier and cater to the underworld, where I knew the real money was in Harlem,” said Dapper Dan in his autobiography Dapper Dan: Made in Harlem. “The numbers runners, the grifters, the drug dealers.” He was described as many things: a designer, haberdasher, or, simply, the blueprint. In his own words: “I can’t sew at all. I’m not a tailor. I’m an observer and a people person.”

Dapper Dan was born Daniel Day on August 8, 1944, in Harlem, New York. Before his fashion hustle, he was a literal hustler, running numbers and credit card scams, and playing dice. The spirit of his surroundings permeated his psyche. He understood the importance of having that Uptown swagger. Dap, as he was known, explained: “Were you fly? Flyness wasn’t about how handsome you were, although that helped, or how expensive your clothes were, although that helped, or what brand they were… It was about something intangible.” He opened his first boutique on 125th Street in 1982. The manufacturing was eventually expanded to a building nearby on 120th Street between Second and Third Avenues.

Dap began selling fur but the seasonality of it led him to expand into leather. He saw the $1,200 leather jackets with possum lining that A.J. Lester (also referred to as A.J. Lester’s), the popular retailer in Harlem frequented by drug dealers, musicians, and athletes, was selling and created his replica—only 33 percent cheaper! He made a killing but knew that he needed to go beyond being a copycat to stay relevant. His first attempt at DIY and bespoke design came after customers requested leather jackets with fox fur lining on the inside and on the outside. “It was my first attempt at customization, and a learning experience in how to make clothes with the particular tastes of my customer in mind,” he remembered.

Customization was paramount to hip-hop fashion as a way to stand out. In the beginning, street gangs like the Ghetto Brothers and Savage Nomads put their crew names on motorcycle jackets and “cut sleeve” denim jackets. This was a warning shot to anybody, especially rivals. Graffiti inspired custom airbrushed designs on T-shirts, jackets, and denim. Break-dance pioneer Richard “Crazy Legs” Colón donned a denim jacket emblazoned with his Rock Steady Crew and the names of his cohort who had passed away, turning clothing into a walking memorial. Jewelry was a status purchase, and adding the wearer’s name to nameplate necklaces, gold medallions, four-finger rings, and bamboo earrings made pieces truly unique. “Custom apparel has always had a special place in the hearts of hip-hop loyalists,” wrote Elena Romero in Free Stylin’: How Hip Hop Changed the Fashion Industry (Hip Hop in America). “It is no surprise that part of the infatuation developed as a means of standing out for the ladies, in the crowd, at the club, in a battle, or on the streets.” Custom pieces were one of one and ensured that no two people were dressed alike.

Dapper Dan saw the opportunity to combine customization with luxury branding the first time he saw a Louis Vuitton leather clutch held by a drug dealer’s girlfriend: “It was a beautiful bag made with amazing craftsmanship. I could tell it was expensive. As someone who knew all about leather, I marveled at the stitching and the way the ink rested on the skin. Most of all, I was fascinated by the excitement it was creating among my customers.” He offered to make the drug dealer a “knock-up”—an upgrade not to be confused with an imitation or knockoff—with the same print, which meant going to the Louis Vuitton store to source material that he could extract the logo from, like, say, a jacket. Shopping downtown involved experiencing firsthand racial bias and microaggressions in luxury retail. “I was the only Black person in there, and I felt the place tense up when I walked in,” he remembered. “The doorman’s eyes never left me. No wonder none of my customers liked to spend their money down here.”

Harlem spent money at Dapper Dan’s Boutique or A.J. Lester’s locally, but big-name luxury was located below 96th Street. Lord & Taylor, the oldest department store in America, became the first department store on Fifth Avenue in 1914. The mecca of fine shopping was Fifth Avenue: Bergdorf Goodman, Henri Bendel, and Saks Fifth Avenue—all within walking distance—and boutiques like Cartier and Tiffany & Co., whose flagship became a shopping and cinephile destination after 1961’s Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The corner of Delancey Street and Orchard Street was a haven to spot early hip-hop street fashion. Madison Avenue, a stone’s throw away from Fifth Avenue, became a draw when Barneys New York moved into the area in 1993. The beloved playground of fashion insiders was the first store to feature Giorgio Armani stateside. Barneys specialized in curating emerging designers—Comme des Garçons, Martin Margiela, Dries Van Noten, Ann Demeulemeester, Yohji Yamamoto, and Rick Owens—and every shopping trip ended with $30 chopped salads and French fries at the in-store restaurant, Freds.

After realizing that Louis Vuitton didn’t have what he needed, Dapper Dan went next door to Gucci to buy garment bags to make the jacket. Perusing the racks, he was astounded by the Italian house’s subtle logos. “Crests and logos stayed on the inside of the clothes those days, tucked away like a secret.” It was a sharp contrast from his clientele who didn’t want quiet luxury. They saw logos like a royal coat of arms, something to display proudly. Visible logos signaled prestige and meant that the wearer could afford to spend a small fortune on clothing. What the statant guardant lion wearing the St Edward’s Crown meant to the British monarchy, Gucci’s interlocking double Gs or Louis Vuitton’s monogram represented for his customers. The logos symbolized power, strength, and authority. Reputation was paramount for those in precarious lines of work like drug dealing and hustling. The sheer act of wearing expensive clothing—without getting robbed—meant that the wearer was someone respected and not to be fucked with. Being able to flex that kind of machismo was worth the price.

Dapper Dan became the self-proclaimed “father of logomania” and created bespoke pieces with ostentatious branding that appealed to his young Black customers. He taught himself the process of silk-screening, so that he could fabricate the logos of every luxury label: Louis Vuitton, Gucci, Fendi, MCM. What flipping samples was to hip-hop music, Dap did with luxury insignia. Mixing, cutting up, and making something both familiar but fresh. The store was open 24/7; perfect for underworld denizens or the late-night crowd leaving a party, nightclub, or show at the nearby Apollo Theater. Even before they were famous, rappers like Jay-Z and Fat Joe made their pilgrimage to Dap’s store.

The quintessential Dapper Dan piece was the reversible Louis Vuitton coat that was soft mink on the inside. His sizing was inclusive (you didn’t have to be a sample size or a model) and he often added special accouterments that appealed to his clientele that the heritage houses would clutch their pearls at, like stitching bulletproof lining into hats and garments or putting in extra-deep pockets to hold a firearm. “My customers wanted to buy into that power, and didn’t have to wear something done in colors they didn’t like, with sizes that didn’t fit them right, made by someone who hadn’t taken the time to know them and understand the specificity of their lives and experiences. At Dapper Dan’s they didn’t have to compromise. Not only did the clothes make them look good on the outside, it actually made them feel good when they wore it.”

A custom Dapper Dan ’fit could run into the tens of thousands of dollars, so price was a barrier to entry when hip-hop was still young (and broke). “My clothes were expensive, and in the early days of hip-hop, rappers didn’t have money like the hustlers and athletes,” Dap explained. “In the early days, the rappers were like all of us in the neighborhood, looking up to hustlers on the corner. They wanted to dress like the hustlers.” Notable clientele included drug dealer Alpo Martinez, who purchased a custom Louis Vuitton snorkel that was later replicated for future rappers like Cam’ron and French Montana. Boxer Mike Tyson brought a pre-fame Naomi Campbell to the shop. As the lore of Dapper Dan circulated—accelerated when Tyson famously beat up Mitch Green outside the shop in 1988—and hip-hop became more lucrative, rappers became devotees who could afford to shop. LL Cool J was one of Dap’s biggest supporters, with pieces like a red-and-white Gucci jacket he got in 1986. LL Cool J remembered Dap’s store being a welcoming haven for rappers. “Sometimes you bang on the gate in the middle of the night, or like halfway up, you’d just go up yelling, ‘Yo, Dap! Yo, yo, yo.’ He’d come out of nowhere,” he said. “We were paying in cash, giving him the money to get it done quick. It was a heck of a vibe, something like Brand Nubian’s ‘Slow Down’ playing in the background. We felt really safe there, in a dangerous world.”

Eric B. & Rakim wore custom Gucci jackets Dap created for the cover of two of their albums, 1987’s Paid in Full and 1988’s Follow the Leader, which amplified the Dapper Dan brand beyond the in-the-know clientele. Kelefa Sanneh, author and writer at the New Yorker, said: “These were Gucci jackets that look like no Gucci jackets you’ve ever seen. And in fact, they look like no Gucci jackets that anyone at Gucci had ever seen.” There was no better endorsement than Rakim at the time. The lyrical virtuoso had complex rhymes delivered with samurai-like precision. “I came in the door, I said it before / I never let the mic magnetize me no more,” he rapped on “Eric B. Is President,” one of hip-hop’s most famous openers. “A song like that only comes along maybe twice a decade, and few of them stay with you like the duo’s master tome,” lauded Brian Coleman in Check the Technique. Rakim’s wordplay and smooth cadence, likened to velvet or molasses, upped the ante for all rappers. Forget party songs, let’s see your rhymes. Eric B.’s bombastic production and use of funk samples, specifically on “I Know You Got Soul,” kick-started hip-hop’s infatuation with using James Brown samples. Paid in Full would be celebrated as one of hip-hop’s most seminal albums. Real hip-hop had skill and style—and wore Dapper Dan.

Dap’s creations were especially attractive for artists who wanted to market their stage names alongside the luxury logos. Big Daddy Kane got a custom Louis Vuitton velour suit from Dap with “KANE” across his chest. Eric B. & Rakim’s jackets had their names across the back in gold lettering. These customized looks were theatrical and perfect for artist photoshoots, live shows, and music videos. Salt-N-Pepa wore matching polychrome leather jackets—one with “SALT” and the other with “PEPA” in the “Push It!” music video in 1986—designed by Christopher “Play” Martin of Kid ’n Play at Dapper Dan’s studio. With its funky synthesizer line and sexual innuendo, “Push It!” was the group’s foray into a smash party anthem. As such, Sandra “Pepa” Denton remarked that the jackets became as associated with the girl group as Michael Jackson’s glove.

Dapper Dan would be immortalized in well over one hundred hip-hop songs from the 1980s onward and propagated his name to those far outside his purview. One early reference was in 1989, when Kool G Rap name-checked Dapper Dan on “Men at Work,” a lyrical onslaught with wordplay, metaphors, and attitude accentuated by DJ Polo’s record-scratching: “If I was Gucci, then you would be Dapper Dan.” This was followed by Showbiz and A.G.’s laid-back groove “Diggin’ in the Crates” in 1991: “Get upset like Buster did to Tyson / That wasn’t the plan and he’s still my man / Since he beat up Mitch Green outside Dapper Dan.”

Hip-hop’s love for Dap went beyond clothing. The designer merged high fashion with cars—it was not uncommon to see Bentleys, Mercedes-Benzes, and Rolls-Royces parked up and down his block—and he upholstered car interiors with luxury fashion logos. “Luxury cars had always been a part of the hustler repertoire, expensive status symbols of wealth and power,” Dap said. “I wanted to upholster the interiors of these status symbols with even more symbolism.” He parked his burgundy Benz (with beige-on-beige and burgundy-on-burgundy Gucci print) and a cherry-red Jeep Wrangler (upholstered in white leather with cherry-red MCM print) outside the store as advertising, and it was perfect for photo-ops. In 1988, Big Daddy Kane posed by the Jeep with a group of customers wearing custom Gucci and MCM jackets. In 1989, LL Cool J borrowed the Jeep Wrangler for his “Big Ole Butt” music video. The song, a cheeky number about pursuing women with ample assets, had several “jeep” references in its lyrics, and in the visual, the rapper and his friends pull up to a playground of voluptuous hotties in the custom ride.

Just as hip-hop was initially dismissed as a fledgling music genre, Dapper Dan’s fashion received backlash from the older generation. He explained: “Middle-class Blacks didn’t buy. They snubbed me. I remember in Morningside Park, we had the biggest block party in the city, period. Everybody from everywhere came. And I was walking by and heard someone on the microphone say, ‘Dapper Dan with that fake Gucci’—like I was a laughingstock. It was humiliating. A lot of people didn’t understand what I was doing.”

The luxury houses didn’t understand what he was doing either, but they knew they didn’t like it. Louis Vuitton was the first brand to raid Dapper Dan’s Boutique over counterfeiting. “One day, a bunch of armed investigators just walked right in and started taking clothes off the racks like they belonged to them,” he said. “A lawyer handed me their documentation, explaining that this was a seizure due to infringement of the Louis Vuitton trademark… They started putting everything I made that had Louis on it into trash bags and carrying them outside.”

What constitutes theft in the fashion industry is a gray area at best. There’s a lot of parsing of words and nuance between a loving homage, inspiration, and shameless bootlegging. According to Women’s Wear Daily, “In the fashion world, and even with other products, there are fine—very fine—distinctions…” Generally, a counterfeit is essentially identical to the original product and is illegal. A knockoff resembles the original item but is not identical. The key is whether the knockoff is so close to the original that the buyer will be misled as to who made the goods.

Dap’s work could arguably fall somewhere between the counterfeit and knockoff, but his designs were unique and oftentimes more expensive than the luxury original. Any fashion aficionado should be able to discern a Dapper Dan creation from the austere source material. His designs were far more flashy, with exaggerated logos and silhouettes that the luxury houses were simply not producing. Nevertheless, he knew that legal ramifications were possible. “Did I think I might catch hell from the brands for co-opting their logos? Yeah, the thought crossed my mind. I was aware of the risks, but you gotta understand, I’m a gambler at heart. The whole time I was in business, I was rolling the dice.”

The raids became a regular occurrence: Louis Vuitton, Gucci, MCM. “They just kept raiding me and raiding me. They were raiding me broke.” The final coup de grâce was dealt from an unlikely source: future associate justice of the Supreme Court Sonia Sotomayor. In 1992, Sotomayor was a lawyer at Pavia & Harcourt and represented Italian luxury house Fendi. Dap remembered her as “very cordial” and professional as she documented evidence and watched investigators confiscate his wares. But one piece caught even her eye: a full-length black-on-black plongé leather Fendi coat with a shawl created for rapper Big Daddy Kane. She admired the buttery soft, regal design. “Wow, this guy really belongs downtown,” she said. Still, Fendi took Dapper Dan to court and successfully won its trademark infringement case despite his assertion that his designs were “interpretative homages.” In all, it cost him some quarter million dollars’ worth of merchandise and equipment. He was financially decimated and emotionally depleted. “I was fighting a war with myself about what I had achieved with the boutique. I knew I had made an impact, but was I any closer to whatever it was I was truly searching for?” he wondered. “I was tired of fighting. I didn’t want to own a shop no more.” He shut down Dapper Dan’s Boutique in 1992 and went underground for several years. It would be decades before he would return and bring his luxury back to Harlem.




Chapter Two LUXURY LAW

Luxury has no one definition. Over time, the etymology evolved from one of excess and sumptuousness to forbidden, sensual pleasure to its modern-day definition of coveted extravagance, exclusivity—and a high price tag. The word “luxury” originally comes from the Latin word luxus, meaning “abundance,” and luxuria, meaning “rankness” or “offensiveness.” The French luxe added “wealth” and “indulgence” to the meaning. And the English luxurie referred to lasciviousness and sexual wantonness. Luxury has an inherent duality as it shape-shifts through time and culture. It represented wealth and socioeconomic success—ideals greatly desired and celebrated in modern American capitalism—as well as hedonistic consumerism, highly wasteful spending, and gross decadence that far exceeded the basic levels of need.

Since ancient Greece and Rome, societies have tried to regulate access to luxury goods with sumptuary laws—any regulation designed to restrict spending on food, drink, clothing, and personal items—to prevent extravagance and, more important, to differentiate the royalty and one percent from the commoners. Before designer labels and logos, social stature could be conveyed by something as simple as the fabric or even hue of a garment. In 1363, the parliament of England introduced A Statute Concerning Diet and Apparel, one in a series of apparel proclamations, setting the price and type of fabrics for each class of society, including servants, artisans, clergy, and knights. Social climbing was strictly prohibited. Under Edward IV, specific laws restricted the wearing of finery like sable fur, “cloth of gold,” and purple silk to those of the stature of knight or lord and higher. “Color’s link to luxury originally stems from its connections to royalty,” wrote Véronique Hyland in Dress Code: Unlocking Fashion from the New Look to Millennial Pink. “Nearly every civilization had some form of dress-based sumptuary laws, many of them centered around color and reserving brighter shades for higher-class citizens. Naturally, this only made certain colors more desirable and stirred up status anxiety around them.”

Purple has long been associated with royalty. If ancient Rome had a Pantone Color of the Year, it would be Tyrian purple. Emperor Julius Caesar wore togas in this deep reddish-purple hue, made of a pricey dye tragically derived from the desiccated glands of sea snails, and outlawed others from biting his color palette. As the legend goes, King Ptolemy of Mauretania was put to death after daring to wear purple to visit Emperor Caligula in Rome in 40 CE. A literal fashion killer. It’s no wonder that American designer Ralph Lauren reserved his most upscale offerings for his Purple Label collection. As Jay-Z celebrated his grown-man metamorphosis from rapper to president of Def Jam Records on 2005’s “Dear Summer,” he rapped about wearing the sophisticated line of premium fabrics and tasteful branding: “Purple label shit with the logo secret.”

Sumptuary laws were often shrouded as homilies for the social good and maintained class stratification for the elites. In England, Queen Elizabeth I issued several proclamations on the subject of “excess of apparel” and how it led to vanity, overspending, and criminality by the have-nots. Her Royal Proclamation of June 5, 1574, stated in part that luxury caused “manifest decay of the whole realm.” Sumptuary laws were also present in the American colonies to control clothing like silk, lace, slashed sleeves, buttons, and scarves. In 1651, the General Court of Massachusetts, the colonial legislature, declared “utter detestation and dislike” for men or women who dressed above their social standing. In 1662, an addition to the law admonished that dressing above one’s rank was sacrilege and stoked moral fears about being corrupted and effeminate.

Black people in America were subject to additional attire regulations that discriminated on the basis of race before and after the country’s independence. “Clothing was an important and immediately visible mark of social status,” wrote textile historian and curator Madelyn Shaw in Slave Cloth and Clothing Slaves: Craftsmanship, Commerce, and Industry. Clothing efficiently differentiated the enslaved from free people. Enslaved workers received most, if not all, of their wardrobe as an allowance from their owners and they would sometimes cut and sew it on their own. This clothing was made from various types of textiles, based on durability, geography, and economic factors, including: osnaburg or osnabrigs, a coarse unfinished linen or hemp; kersey, a twill weave fabric made from wool; and linsey-woolsey, a linen and wool blend. Most fabrics lacked color, but osnaburg could be sold in solid colors (natural unbleached or white, brown, or blue) or stripes. Enslaved people in upper-class homes were allowed
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