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			Stylish older African Americans

			have long inspired imaginations when it comes to what to wear and they continue to do so, even if not given sufficient credit. Before we had television sets and laptops in every home to inspire our choices, fashion trends were largely passed on within the Black community through churches, clubs, and family gatherings. Several of the participants in Stepping Out mentioned a favorite older relative or the elders at social gatherings as having been early influencers.

			Then in the latter part of the twentieth century, the palette exploded with intimate and near constant access to images conveying beauty standards appearing on prime-time dramas and sitcoms, in movies, and on the pages of glossy magazines. Among the older adults being portrayed, we had stars like Sherman Hemsley as George Jefferson strutting around with unapologetic pride in his velvet tuxedos alongside his graceful wife, Louise, played by Isabel Sanford, in her elegant caftans. And who of a certain age does not remember a ravishing Diahann Carroll appearing on the hit TV series Dynasty wrapped in luxurious white furs? Or a mature Diana Ross glissading across the stage in slinky sequined gowns?

			With the technological advancements of the digital age, style icons and models like the illustrious Lana Turner and JoAni Johnson are not only showcasing their deliciously daring clothing choices across the pages and websites of publications like Essence, Vogue, and W, but they have also brilliantly embraced the internet, sharing images of themselves in striking ensembles on their own Instagram profiles. Not to be outdone by the digital natives who grew up with cellphones and tablets as part of their daily lives, even noncelebrities of a certain age are snagging tens of thousands of followers, young people among them, who are captivated by it all—just as my sister and I found our grandma Corine absolutely enthralling in her fashionable attire.

			Early Hip-Hop and the Birth of a New Approach for Dressing for All Ages

			The story of unapologetic Black style over the past fifty years cannot be told without prominently acknowledging the enormous influence of hip-hop culturally, politically, and socially. Extending far past rap music’s innovative emceeing and deejaying techniques, hip-hop has had an earth-shattering and long-lasting impact on the realms of dance, visual art…and fashion. The rugged Timberland boots and bulky down jackets that can be seen gracing bodies old and young alike? From the suburbs to the cities and small towns? Take a moment to consider this: They were brought down from the mountaintops and ski slopes to the city streets and beyond by some of the first rap artists.

			From talented teens break-dancing on city blocks to suburban housewives chauffeuring their young ones to soccer practice, the looks first popularized by early hip-hop legends like MC Debbie D, LL Cool J, and Run-DMC are everywhere. Hooded sweatshirts, Kangol hats, puffy down jackets, tracksuits, sneakers as formalwear: All of these style expressions have hip-hop’s pioneers to thank.
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					Julie Harbour,

					New York, New York

				
			
			It’s difficult to overstate the depth to which hip-hop has permeated the fashion landscape in the United States—and indeed around the world—ever since it first blew through the streets of the Bronx, New York, in the 1970s. Many of the trends that the youth latched onto at neighborhood block parties in those early days can now be seen in every corner of the globe, adorning fashionistas and ordinary people, from tweens to grandmas.

			To understand how we got here from there, we must step back a few decades to the frigid streets of Detroit, Chicago, and, most notably, New York City, considered the birthplace of streetwear. Young men and women in these urban metropoles were simply attempting to keep themselves warm and protected while hanging out on the street corners in some of America’s toughest and coldest cities. Whether shooting the breeze, break-dancing, or hustling, they latched onto loose-fitting tracksuits, bulky jackets, and sturdy footwear for practical reasons.

			Soon, however, the brand names they wore like Adidas, Triple F.A.T. Goose, and Nike’s Air Force 1 became powerful symbols of a shared identity among youths, a means of thumbing their noses at the rules and regulations of a society that often looked down on them anyway. And as some of the inner-city neighborhoods’ most talented rappers found fame beyond their blocks, they spiced up their functional street attire with oversized jewelry and prominently displayed designer logos when they played to packed audiences. Youths everywhere took notice, and a new style was born. What started as a ripple in the Bronx turned into a tidal wave as the music and fashion of hip-hop artists raced around the globe, from New York to London and Tokyo.

			Our Penchant for Peacocking

			From the baggy zoot suits (popularized by singer and bandleader Cab Calloway) worn in the early twentieth century to the throwback jerseys (from retro basketball and football uniforms) worn by the hip-hop generation and beyond, African Americans have long displayed distinctive and innovative ideas about attire. More than one of the participants who grace these pages referred to our way of styling as “peacocking,” a reference to the preponderance of vivid colors, outsized accessories, and fancy hairdos.
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			It’s not so much about showing off, though; it’s far deeper and more multifaceted than that. As many of the remarkable participants throughout this book indicate, peacocking satisfies the desire to be seen in a society that too often attempts to render African Americans invisible. Peacocking commands respect in a world that often puts us down.

			Writer and image activist Michaela angela Davis, with whom I chatted about all this just as she returned from Paris Fashion Week, believes strongly that our sense of creativity when it comes to styling is organic, innate. That this is the one thing that wasn’t beaten out of us in the transatlantic slave trade. “That natural, that DNA of adornment and reflecting the divine through style, made it through the terror. It made it through the trade.”

			And when it comes to peacocking, few have more pizzazz, more attitude than the most grown up among us—African Americans age fifty-plus. They’ve acquired the confidence to toss aside the need to fit in or dress to please others and to unapologetically adorn themselves with what satisfies their personal tastes and desires. Michaela angela Davis mentioned an older gentleman model at one of the presentations she attended during fashion week. As he walked down the runway, he did a little spin, and the people in the audience screamed. He had a certain swagger and a way of tipping his hat that looked as if he had perfected it over “seventy decades.”

			“It’s like that term ‘fresh to the death, to the day I rest’ is accurate,” she says, adding that this is the thing that’s enduring. It survived enslavement; it survived Jim Crow; it survived police brutality. “We’re just going to be fly forever.”

			“It’s like that term ‘fresh to the death, to the day I rest’ is accurate,” she says, adding that this is the thing that’s enduring. It survived enslavement; it survived Jim Crow; it survived police brutality. “We’re just going to be fly forever.”
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			Malaika

			Adero

			New York, New York
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			She’s the founder of Adero’s Literary Tribe and the inaugural executive editor for AUWA Books,

			founded by Ahmir “Questlove” Thompson for MCD/Farrar, Straus & Giroux/Macmillan, and has been involved in the publication of works by world figures and celebrities like Nelson Mandela, Miles Davis, Carly Simon, T. D. Jakes, and Spike Lee, among others. Yet few are aware of how Malaika Adero’s remarkable professional trajectory has intersected with a lifelong interest in style. From sewing clothing as a young girl in Knoxville, Tennessee, in the 1960s, she went on to work with a number of the early Black supermodels, most notably Beverly Johnson, the first African American to appear on the cover of American Vogue. At Atria Books, Malaika signed and edited several fashion books including two by style guru and television fashion editor Lloyd Boston entitled Before You Put That On and The Style Checklist. She also edited Mikki Taylor’s book about Michelle Obama, Commander in Chic: Every Woman’s Guide to Managing Her Style Like a First Lady, and Penelope Rowlands’s A Dash of Daring: Carmel Snow and Her Life in Fashion, Art, and Letters.

			As was the case with many cities in the South during the Civil Rights Movement, the Knoxville in which Malaika grew up staunchly resisted attempts to integrate schools and public spaces. This was a time of sit-ins, demonstrations, and violent protests. Yet for young Malaika, in an odd sort of way, growing up in this tense, constrained environment fired up her imagination. “The self-expression I had through clothes,” she tells me, “particularly coming up in a place like Knoxville that was so white, was one of the few ways I had to express my personal freedom. It was active rebellion.”

			We
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			Lana
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			Afterword

			By Milton Washington

			The miracle of Black American life is a rarely considered a phenomenon. The media inundates us with images of Black individuals portrayed in undignified poses, harshly illuminated. While the Slave is our historical ancestor, it has also been used as a living symbol—an entryway for criticism and the origin of some of the worst cruelty enacted by the majority culture—a majority that has mistaken their station in life as a reflection of their worth.

			However, the miserable plight of African captives in America was just one chapter of our story. The Black narrative is not singular. Our voices come together in a chorus, constantly resounding higher and louder to celebrate the miracle of our joy. We possess a unique magic.

			I am not solely Black. I am as Korean as mandoo and kimchi. I am the bright flashing lights of New York, encompassing an interior of a traditional village surrounded by vast rice paddies. I am a man of two lands, and although my complexity may defy the majority’s perception of who I am, I yearn to be fully seen. I have come to understand that the only way to be seen is by truly seeing others. The caricatures of Black subjects have been more indicative of stereotypes and stigmas than reality. In truth, every individual is a composition of intricacies. I hope you have enjoyed experiencing the regal, dignified, and soulful expressions of Blackness through my eyes.
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