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		Into the Spotlight

		
			[image: The Obama family celebrates on stage amidst a shower of confetti.]
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		Days before your husband’s U.S. Senate election is not the ideal time to be asking yourself, What should I wear? And yet, this was the very predicament I found myself in during the lead-up to November 2, 2004, when it seemed more and more likely that Barack was going to be elected Senator. Win or lose, I would need to be ready to stand with him onstage as he gave a speech. And I did not have an outfit.

		I imagine just about every woman has experienced this dilemma: whether facing down a party with a crazy theme, a big job interview, or a first date, you scout through your closet and drawers—or scroll through every online shop you can think of—in search of just the right look. The event itself might already come with a certain amount of anxiety, and then add to that the pressure of figuring out what to wear. It can be daunting.

		Between working long, full days at the University of Chicago Hospitals and driving Sasha and Malia (then three and six) to and from their various classes and activities amid the chaos of my husband’s political campaigning, I hadn’t had a chance to find an outfit. And, in truth, I may have been avoiding the errands that would have made what was happening to our family feel more real, more inevitable. I’d made it no secret to Barack that I had reservations about him running. And we’d made an agreement—if he lost that Senate race, there would be no more races, no more campaigns or long legislative sessions away from home; he would give politics up for good. So I was nurturing some small hope that our family would be spared that sort of life, even as I watched his own hope, and the nation’s, swelling as his political star rose.

		As Election Day fast approached, all I knew was that I needed to find something to wear. Shopping has always been challenging for me. I’m five-foot-eleven, and I have a short torso and long arms, which means hems and sleeves are often too short. On occasion, I would find suits at Barneys that fit without tailoring, so several days before people started heading to the polls, I headed to their three-story Oak Street flagship and hoped for the best. In the perfumed air of the women’s section, I combed through the racks with increasing desperation until I came across a tan skirt suit made of a soft tweed fabric in my size. The material had a gold thread that gave it a sparkly undertone and made it feel special; but, more important, it fit perfectly.

		Barneys was one block from Bloomingdale’s, where I ran next and grabbed two coordinating light pink dresses for Sasha and Malia. Within a few hours I was driving back south down Michigan Avenue, outfits for all three of us in hand. I took the stage several nights later with a jubilant Barack and a sleepy Sasha who squirmed on my hip as Malia bounced around waving and pulling faces at the crowd. That suit checked my basic boxes—it was both polished and practical, which had been my main fashion criteria. But now that I had officially entered the public realm, I realized my philosophy going forward had to be more conscious.

		I got the first inkling of how being in the public eye would change my relationship with getting dressed precisely three months prior, when Barack spoke at the 2004 Democratic National Convention in Boston. I did not anticipate how that moment would change the trajectory of our lives. As I prepared for the trip, I was simply wondering what would be appropriate to wear when I joined Barack onstage at the arena after he delivered the keynote address to a crowd of thousands of delegates. I was treating the logistics of Barack’s campaigning like other one-off events that came up in our day-to-day lives in Chicago, giving that potential Senate seat no more importance than the girls’ activities or my own job. I was still working full-time, so my to-do list for a rushed lunch break could have been: buy birthday present for Sasha’s friend, pick up burrito bowl, get a dress for the DNC. The day before I flew to Boston for the convention, I made another mad dash to a department store amid a jam-packed workday to try to find a suitable outfit, this time at Bloomingdale’s.
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		As I was skimming the racks, I spotted a crisp white taffeta suit with a gray pinstripe and a slight sheen to it that I thought would stand out and reflect nicely onstage, beneath the bright spotlights, for what was to be my very first national appearance. (Looking back, I’m struck by the risk, the naive foolishness, of picking an easily stained white suit, especially because I didn’t travel with backup clothing.)

		Again, it was a miracle that I found it. It was a miracle I did not get makeup or food on that white material. But then, every bit of that campaign felt miraculous, preordained. Before Barack went onstage, the best advice I could muster was “Just don’t screw it up.” And in the next seventeen minutes—about as long as it’d taken me to pick out my suit—Barack spoke about hope. He spoke about his background, what led him to this moment, and his vision for our nation’s future. And that night I started to let go of my own hope that our family’s future would not involve politics. Standing under the glare of the hot lights in Boston, I let it sink in that this might become a new normal.

		These last-minute shopping jaunts became a hallmark of the early days of Barack’s national political career, as I struggled to adapt my workhorse office wardrobe to a new lifestyle that included countless public appearances and photo ops. When I was a young lawyer, working women were supposed to approximate a female version of what men wore. Mix-and-match conservative suit jackets with fitted skirts, or basic black and navy dresses. I would pair my suits with a curated rotation of tops with a frill or two to change things up. And I’d complete the look with pantyhose, until I finally freed myself of the tyranny of nylon (as I discussed with Barbara Walters on The View a few years later during Barack’s presidential campaign).
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				Final Touch

				A pearl necklace was a staple accessory for me early on. It felt like just the right tone during the campaign.

			
		
		But then Oprah called. Following Barack’s electrifying convention speech, she wanted to feature our family in O, The Oprah Magazine. It’s one thing to even imagine Oprah in your living room, and another altogether to figure out what you’re going to wear while Oprah is sitting across from you on your own couch for your first “casual” national magazine spread.

		I wore white capri pants and a pink sweater straight from my closet, mainly because I was nervous enough about hosting the Queen of Talk, and that was an outfit I was comfortable in. I rarely wore makeup at that point in my life; the only other time I’d had my makeup done was for my wedding. But this occasion called for some expert help.

		Ingrid Grimes-Myles was then a makeup artist for the morning news anchors on WGN-TV; I’d met her earlier that year when Barack did an interview from our Hyde Park condo. He did not want any makeup aside from light powder, so I wound up talking with Ingrid and learned that she lived down the street. So when Oprah called us, I called Ingrid. On the morning of the interview, I walked over to her house, knocked on the door, got my makeup done, and walked back home.

		Prior to my assuming this suddenly more public position, my fashion choices and beauty routine were straightforward: I got my nails done and had a standing hair appointment at Van Cleefe, a well-known salon owned by Rahni Flowers. Rahni and his hairstylists understood professional Black women—before the sun rose, his chairs would be filled with women from all across the city who needed to be looking their best in an office by the start of the business day.

		After the interview, Oprah and I talked about how Barack’s and my lives were changing in ways that felt equal parts exciting and absurd. I joked that I suddenly had a lot of shopping to do for all the public events. A week or so later, a massive box showed up on my doorstep. As a thank-you for the interview, Oprah generously gifted me two Ralph Lauren suits and a collection of his luxurious cable-knit sweaters.

		
			[image: Michelle Obama holds her young daughter, Sasha, who laughs, while sitting next to Oprah Winfrey.]
		

		That was my first experience with upscale designer clothes. Running my hands over the fabric helped me understand what all the fuss was about: it was soft and supple to the touch. And then I tried on the suits and marveled at the overall quality of the construction. The right cut, which hugged all the right places, made me feel confident and beautiful.

		With each event and appearance, the pressing question of what to wear grew louder and more insistent. Barack and I were paying off both our student loans, so affordability mattered. Still, I realized how having a few key investment pieces would make the job of getting dressed easier. I began to strategically splurge on some higher-end items to add to my more modest basics, as I set about stocking my closet for the events that continued amassing on our calendar like storm clouds, especially after Barack announced his presidential candidacy, on February 10, 2007, at the Old State Capitol building where Abraham Lincoln had delivered his “House Divided” speech.

		Out of all the many reservations I had about my husband’s presidential aspirations and the upheaval it would cause, wardrobe considerations remained low on the list. But I soon learned that the project of finding enough suitable clothes to wear was a daunting challenge. Barack could don the same suit multiple times and just switch up the tie, and he could leave the house without even thinking about his hair.

		
			[image: The Obama family stands with Oprah Winfrey in a garden. Barack holds Sasha, and Malia leans toward Michelle.]
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		Now, every time I appeared with my husband, there was a high chance a reporter would cover the event—and a photograph would run with the story. With all the media attention, I knew that I couldn’t repeat the same outfit over and over, which meant I had to spend even more effort and energy thinking about what to wear and then procuring options. That took time—my most precious resource as a working mother. There never seemed to be enough of it. Panic-ordering mountains of clothes from catalogs was not going to cut it. I needed help.

		Enter Maria Pinto.

		A dear friend had referred me to this local Chicago designer who worked with private clients and whose designs were exactly what I needed at that moment. Maria later described her clothes as “modern minimalist with an architectural edge.” My assessment was that her clothes were clean and elegant, with many options to mix, match, and accessorize. She made modern shapes, whether tailored pants, sheath dresses, or blazers, in fabrics that held up and in a variety of colors. She also had a seamstress on site, so I could have clothes tailored quickly and easily. This was my first experience working with a designer who could recommend pieces based on my needs and sense of style and then adjust or alter them so they were perfect for my body.

		Being in Maria’s studio felt familiar—that staccato drone of the seamstresses adjusting a pant leg or tightening a waist reminded me of my mother’s Singer as she passed lines of fabric under its pummeling needle late into the night, making or mending our clothes. Plus, Maria exuded kindness and warmth, and like so many others who entered our family’s life at this time, she was generous with her help as we started on this wild journey.

		Whenever I walked into her cozy studio with my latest wardrobe request, she’d smile and say, “I got you.”

		And those are truly magical words.

		The sheath dresses, pantsuits, and blouses that I sported throughout much of Barack’s presidential campaign were largely Maria Pinto designs. There was one dress silhouette that she made for me in a dozen different fabrics and colors. I loved the uncomplicated style, which I could dress up and down with different cardigans or belts or jewelry. Having this chic staple in my wardrobe saved me so much time.

		A typical day might have me running to three events and then home by the girls’ bedtime. Early on, I was recruited to travel, to reach twice the number of voters. Somewhat reluctantly, I cut back my work to part-time; I refused to compromise on time with Sasha and Malia, so work was what could give. Sometimes I started the day in the Arizona heat and ended it in a snowstorm in Illinois. I would change my look on the fly, throwing on a cardigan, switching up accessories, or changing from a flat to a heel to bring the look up a notch. I got used to stretching one outfit in various directions.
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				Staple Pieces

				I loved this bright purple sheath dress that Maria Pinto designed. The black Alaïa belt cinched my waist and added some flair.

			
		
		Then I was introduced to Ikram Goldman, who had an eponymous boutique just off the Magnificent Mile known for carrying up-and-coming and fashion-forward designers. Ikram acted as a de facto stylist in those days, helping me source a range of clothes from designers, all weaving their own unique stories into their work. She would soon introduce me to Meredith Koop, who had worked at the boutique and wound up moving to Washington, DC, with me as Ikram’s intermediary. I was grateful for the consideration and effort that went into my clothing, as it allowed me to focus fully on being present as I greeted the growing throngs of crowds and cameras at speeches and appearances.

		Then we won. My husband became the forty-fourth President of the United States. And everything that had come before that was child’s play. It was, as I’ve described before, like being shot out of a cannon. My life was a blur between November 2008 and January 2009. All these years later and it’s still hard to process the sudden and surreal upheaval. In just a few short months, I had to relocate seven hundred miles away, get the girls enrolled in new schools, hire a full staff, and on top of that, figure out how I was going to get dressed for every event on the calendar—in the lead-up to the inauguration and then, of course, the next four years.

		Some days, I wished I could have gotten away with slipping on that beloved brown polyester dress from my childhood every day, zipping it up and being done with it. But I had come a long way from that little girl in front of the mirror. And I was about to have to even more radically rethink my answer to that ever-persistent question of what to wear.
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		Michelle first wore my clothes when she was a senator’s wife. When Barack decided to run for President, it went from 0 to 300 overnight. Michelle’s style evolved with her role. We talked about the impact of her clothing choices. “What does it look like to be campaigning in Iowa versus New York City?” Michelle was always cognizant of “What’s appropriate?” I urged her to wear those sheath dresses—they complemented her body, she has great arms, and she was willing to wear rich, saturated colors—which were some of the most striking pieces on her. —Maria Pinto

		
			[image: From behind, Michelle Obama waves from a podium to a crowd holding signs with her name on them.]

		During his campaign, I was rooting for Barack Obama, so when Michelle began to wear my designs, it was thrilling. However, the most jaw-dropping moment was on election night: I watched the results on TV with friends, and while everybody was screaming with happiness when they emerged on that stage, I said quietly, “She’s wearing my dress.” It was not some prim two-piece ensemble, but a super provocative dress. Unapologetic. The message was that change had arrived in a bold way. It wound up in every newspaper around the world—and became part of fashion history too. That was the greatest honor of my career—and the most important political narrative I’ve ever experienced. —Narciso Rodriguez

		
			[image: The Obama family stands together on stage, waving to the crowd on election night in 2008.]
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				Beautiful Brooches

				I started wearing brooches early on as a way to accent a look and draw the eye up to my face. I had quite a few! I loved the way they could add interest or a pop of color.
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				May 27, 2014. Azède Jean-Pierre for an interview with Vanessa Bush of Essence magazine.
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