
    Dedication

    To my husband, without whom this book would not exist.

    Thank you!

  
    Introduction

    If there was one thing I never, ever wanted to do, it was write a book. And now here I am, doing exactly that! It’s actually hard to believe, since I’m the one who still has countless letters waiting for a reply. While friends and family would send me postcards from all over the world, I’d come back from trips having completely forgotten to even buy any cards. However, if someone needed someone to paint the apartment, help with a move, mend their favorite dress, or unclog a drain, they could always count on me. But anyone hoping for a reply to their letters is probably still waiting in vain to this day.

    But, as a dear friend once said to me: “Dear Bettina, the head is round so that thoughts can change direction more easily.” My head is obviously round enough. What had happened?

    I recently attended a seminar that I hoped would help advance my career as a public speaker. And it did. I took a lot away from that week—many tips and tricks for successful marketing, effective networking on social media, and so on. Above all: “Write a book!”

    At first, I thought I could get out of it, but when your agent rates you as more marketable for radio and television, and you want to survive as a freelancer again in the foreseeable future—what can I say? So I shook my head and reorganized my thoughts. It’s not as if, after decades in the textile industry, I have nothing to share. But do I have to tell the world about it? I then realized for myself that this question is completely absurd, given that, as a speaker, that’s exactly what I do.

    So now I’m sitting down to put the anecdotes from over forty years down on paper. Much of it is funny, some of it is quirky, and some of it may even be touching—or even sad. Occasionally, there’s a bit of shop talk thrown in—please forgive me for that. Though, perhaps I’ll manage to slip a few interesting facts “subcutaneously beneath the cerebral cortex,” as Prof. Dr. Harald Lesch once so aptly put it.

    My background consists of a traditional apprenticeship in tailoring, a few brief stints in retail and the trades, nearly a quarter-century running my own custom tailoring studio, and a decade as a salaried manager in the textile retail industry. Along the way, I’ve met plenty of people from all walks of life and experienced enough situations to have a few stories to share.

    Stay tuned to see what’s coming. I am, too.

  
    Chapter 1: Passionate Professionals—Why We Love What We Do

    In all the years I’ve now spent in the textile industry, one thing has become clear to me: Anyone who works here for any length of time is in love with textile textures, shapes, colors, cuts, variety, eras—in short, with the entire diversity that life in the apparel industry brings. You have to be constantly curious, adaptable, and innovative to succeed here. During my time as a self-employed master tailor, I had the privilege of guiding many young people on their path to becoming professionals. Later, in retail, I had colleagues who were passionate about helping people express their individuality through their clothing and who went to great lengths to create the perfect outfit for their customers. They all have one thing in common: they were—and are—driven by conviction. Because they firmly believe that the right outfit, the right bra, or the right suit can improve anyone’s life.

    When I think of my apprentices, who often asked after closing time if they could stay to sew something beautiful for themselves, it brings a smile to my face. Driven by curiosity about what might come of it, I naturally stayed a little longer, too. One apprentice started sewing a blouse after closing time at 6:00 p.m. and then left the shop at 9:00 p.m. to show off her new creation at a party. That happened quite often. Those infected with the tailoring bug sometimes seem like they’re possessed to those around them. During these “night shifts,” we’d often listen to audiobooks—especially “Black Stories”—or play music and sing along at the top of our lungs. As a result, absolutely everyone in the neighborhood could hear and realize just how hard-working those brave little tailors were. A customer who regularly drove past the studio late at night once commented on this, saying, “You guys are brutal!” In his dialect, though, “ ” “brutal” sounded more like “Bruddaaaal!” (Thanks for the compliment, dear Walter).

    Every now and then, I’d leave the studio key with the apprentices so they could work on their own. On one such unsupervised evening, they even had a surprise in store for me. To celebrate my wedding, they’d made a patchwork bedspread on which they’d immortalized various references to me and the studio using fabric paints. For example, a soup plate—symbolizing the instant soups we’d whip up at night—a clef, and lots of little dancing notes because of our love for music. My initials and my husband’s are also featured on this masterpiece. And the number 2.5. Today, I can no longer say why this number became a running gag, but it was probably our personal answer to the universe’s questions. Well, Douglas Adams’ space traveler Arthur Dent had the number 42; our secret was probably 2.5. I’d like to take this opportunity to note that we would have definitely given said Arthur a proper outfit. Traveling in a bathrobe is simply not acceptable. Where’s the class in that? At the very latest during my time at a high-end men’s clothing store, the galactic hitchhiker would have been lovingly—but very firmly—restyled by the sales associates there. Lovingly, yet with a certain resoluteness—that’s what sets it apart from the often indifferent advice that focuses not on the customer but solely on sales. That may seem strange now, but truly good advice is characterized by not rushing to make a sale, but by tailoring it to the customer’s needs—and sometimes customers need a little nudge in the right direction. Fortunately, I had the opportunity to meet many competent retail specialists in the fashion industry and work alongside them for several years, and what applies to a men’s outfitter is just as much a top priority in a lingerie department. I remember all too well the colleague who devoted herself to a customer for hours because the customer was feeling uncomfortable in every bra at the time. Always with that cheerful tone of voice that signaled to this customer: “ ” “I’m here for you. I’ll find the right one for you!” Not a trace of irritation or annoyance. And the understanding that the customer wasn’t going through menopause out of malice—which made her find everything against her skin uncomfortable. By the way, that’s a typical symptom. The good news is, it passes. I know what I’m talking about!

    Fortunately, good service isn’t a one-way street—you always get so much in return. Whether it’s the customer who finally found bras she feels completely comfortable in, or the bride for whom we  tailor-made a one-of-a-kind gown for her big day. There’s my friend, the ballet teacher, whose students we support with imaginative costumes. Even the customer who needs a wedding suit in size 66 gets the full, worry-free experience. We help the new grandmother pick out the first outfit for her long-awaited grandchild. We’ve made all these people happy. They thank us by giving us small gifts or writing positive reviews. We’re also happy to accept a referral. Perhaps you’ve already noticed? This is about much more than just putting on clothes. Clothing is always connected to feelings, impressions, expectations, and often memories as well.

    Anyone who helps people choose their outfits must possess a high degree of empathy. After all, the goal is to support others in their plans with both practical guidance and a keen sense of style—whether it’s a wedding, a job interview, or any other occasion. Why am I explaining this in such detail? It’s important to me to emphasize that clothing has many facets. These can include economic, ecological, social, emotional, or even medical aspects. I’d like to shed light on this broad spectrum in this book. And, ideally, I’d also like to entertain you.

  
    Chapter 2: I Am an Advertising Column—Be Your Own Advertising Space

    No, let’s not take that too literally. While I’m not exactly what you’d call “skinny,” I’m not at the other extreme either. I’m also not calling on anyone here to carry billboards as tall as a person, let alone wear animal costumes for promotional purposes. So what do I mean? To explain, I’ll start with my early days. It was the ’80s, and you can certainly argue about the fashion of that era. What’s indisputable, however, is that even in those neon-colored days, wearing cleaning smocks wasn’t part of the trend. As a graduate of a one-year vocational school for textiles with an extremely impressive diploma, I applied to several training companies in the area, because after all, I wanted to complete my second and third years of apprenticeship at a high-end tailor shop with real expertise. You can imagine my surprise when, time and again, the door was opened by women whom I assumed were the cleaning staff. Far from it; they were the master tailors of the respective ateliers. Up until that point, I had assumed that people who had made fashion their profession would also live and love it. At the very least, the teachers at the vocational school were dressed extremely fashionably and were therefore inspiring. Now, you should know that apprenticeship positions were few and far between in the late 1980s. Nevertheless, a voice inside me advised me to keep looking to see if I could find a studio that met my standards after all. The hubris of youth! True to the saying: “So consider well before you commit yourself forever …!” Well, not forever, but still two long years. And then there was this small, exquisite tailor shop. The master tailor was still young and dressed stylishly. She was just a bit irritated by my repeated questions about whether she really was the owner. Once I’d signed the apprenticeship contract and started working in her studio, she took that as an opportunity to ask again. So I explained to her the reason for my surprise at her appearance when she’d opened the door for me back then. She wasn’t wearing a cleaning smock!

    Since I love playing with colors, styles, and materials, I’ve always paid close attention to how I dress. At least, no one has ever mistaken me for a cleaning lady. On the contrary, during my time as a self-employed master tailor, I made a point of wearing my own creations as often as possible. Very often, this encouraged female customers to place orders. After all, when customers see clothing on a living person, the effect is different than on a hanger or a mannequin. I was especially proud when my apprentices wanted patterns for my designs. After all, I was a generation older than they were. But that also shows that clothing can very well be ageless if it suits the person wearing it. During my years in the men’s clothing segment, it was a bit more difficult to connect with the customers. But the gentlemen often came accompanied by their partners, so I had a source of inspiration there as well.

    When you wear clothes with conviction, they have an effect on others to an extent that many aren’t aware of. It’s not at all about dressing as variedly and colorfully as I do. For some, that would be too exhausting. But what you wear should be authentic and underscore your personality. And yes, I know there are professions that don’t allow for that, but let me just say—there are loopholes. A nurse who, because of her job, always has to wear white recently told me on social media that she always wears colorful, hand-knitted socks. She said that’s her little escape into individuality, and that the patients can recognize her better that way. And on closer inspection, even uniforms make a statement. They signify membership in a profession and/or a company. Of course, this standardized attire should serve a purpose. Corporate Identity regarding employees’ appearance can be very useful for potential customers in a large furniture store, home improvement store, or electronics store, since these spaces are often vast and confusing. In such settings, uniforms make it much easier to locate qualified service staff. In a small perfume store, where it feels like there’s a sales associate for every square meter, I’m more inclined to question the benefit. In the apparel retail sector—especially when in-store consultations are still offered—it’s not very effective for all employees to wear the same thing. After all, the goal is to encourage and inspire customers to buy the latest trends. In my experience, a name tag or the company logo is more than enough to signal to visitors: “I belong here!” I enjoy tuning into how I feel each day and dressing accordingly. I often serve as inspiration for others and encourage them to try something new. When that happens, it makes me very happy, because then I’m visually conveying what I want to communicate: “Be bold and have fun with what you wear.” Ultimately, this is how I promote myself—or rather, the cause I support.

  
Chapter 3: Size Matters! – The Size Confusion in the Apparel Industry

Yes, I hear it loud and clear!


The groans about the size chaos in the apparel industry. Basically, it’s not hard at all—there are rules.  
It’s
 just  
that nobody follows them! 
That’s why it’s useful, helpful, and a huge time-saver to have trained staff on hand who know how to navigate the treacherous pitfalls in the endless expanse of size variety. However, the topic also provides plenty of fodder for discussion on the sales floor. For example, when you have to explain to a potential customer that the desired fit simply turns out differently with this or that brand. There was a time… no, I’m not telling fairy tales now! There was a time when women and men were regularly measured, and the average measurements derived from those measurements formed the basis for the textile industry’s work. But back then, many production facilities were still located in Germany or neighboring countries. Due to globalization, every major label is now represented internationally. Consequently, the data on which the patterns are based no longer holds true everywhere. Added to this is the fact that, for cost reasons, manufacturers often produce smaller sizes. To make a long story short: The size label in our clothing isn’t even worth the material it’s woven from. On top of that, female customers in particular are extremely fixated on size. With exclamations like, “I’ve never needed this size before!” the item is immediately handed back from the fitting room without ever having had a chance to be tried on.



That’s the moment when I like to let my guard down—not literally, of course, but in terms of my own size variations. For tops, my range goes from M (38) to XXL (44); for pants and skirts, I’m between L (40) and 3XL (46); and for bras, I wear cup sizes C–E and band sizes 75–85 in any combination. So, now you know! I’ll never understand why that little tag with the size information stirs up so many emotions. No one sees it—or does anyone wear their labels inside out? And here’s a secret tip:  —you can just cut those things right out. That’s my first thing to do with new clothes anyway, because they usually itch like crazy! Sure, some manufacturers—especially in the lingerie sector—print the size information on the inside of the fabric. But as I said,  
on the inside! 
And even that washes off. After all, the main focus of clothing is the fit. That means it has to fit well and flatter the wearer’s proportions. And, of course, it should highlight their personality. So it really doesn’t matter what’s written on the label inside.



[image: a sketch of a dress]


That said, I, too, am prone to getting upset when, for example, cuts that have worked well for a long time are suddenly “adjusted” from one season to the next. This causes plenty of frustration even among knowledgeable sales staff—not to mention the customers. After all, it’s certainly nice to save time when buying new clothes because you know that this or that style fits perfectly. There are certainly customers who don’t want to try things on but simply buy the familiar garment in their usual size. Men, in particular, tend toward this efficient approach to shopping for outfits. And many women have their absolute favorite fit—I’m no exception. When the search has to start all over again because of model adjustments, it’s really annoying. Actually, the rule here should be: “Never change a running system!” Why does the apparel industry make these changes? Please feel free to send me your answers. The fashion aspect isn’t a valid argument. If necessary, just launch a new style on the market.


There have, in fact, been situations where we experts on the sales floor have been downright desperate. This happened during my time at a well-known plus-size retailer for men. There was a style from a renowned high-end pants manufacturer that we’d been selling like hotcakes up until then. Slip them on, feel comfortable, done! Men are wonderfully pragmatic in that regard. It felt like overnight, selling them was out of the question. Every single man—and I mean every single one—who tried on these pants looked rather peculiar in the front. Instead of considering that the style might have changed, even experienced sales associates began to doubt their own expertise. After  
half
 a  year, the manufacturer informed us that the waistband design had been altered. Apparently, it’s more fashionable these days to wear the waistband higher. Yes, that’s true, but the model in question was designed to be worn below the belly. So cutting the waistband higher is detrimental to the fit because, simply put, too much fabric then slides down and accumulates there in the form of unwanted wrinkles. Just my imagination?


So, if anyone from a manufacturer’s pattern-making department is reading this: Please stop doing that. Thanks!
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