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A COOKBOOK FOR YOUR CLOSET

[image: ] One day in eleventh-grade art class, I looked up at a poster on the wall listing practical art-based careers such as architect, graphic designer, and museum curator. Of all of them, I remember being especially interested in fashion designer—and thinking that was right up my alley but probably something that could never happen for a girl born and raised in Indiana.

Flash forward to my sophomore year at Indiana University. After two semesters of standard prerequisites, I yearned for a more creative outlet and switched from business to an apparel merchandising major, and also applied to get on track for the costume construction technology degree. In these classes, I learned how to sew, draft patterns, and make gloves, hats, ballet tutus, and corsets, as well as how to draw fashion illustrations and put together a design portfolio. Instead of spending time at the library, I was in the sewing lab, chatting away with my peers about how we’d one day make it to New York City (and most of us did!).

Then, the summer before my senior year, I was accepted for an internship with legendary New York fashion designer Betsey Johnson. As much as I learned in school, I learned even more when I set foot into her Manhattan office. And every night, while living in an all-girls dorm on West 34th Street, I would dream up my own imaginary collections—sketching, coloring, pulling together palettes and swatches, and preparing for the day I’d become a fashion designer in my own right.

After graduation, I spent the next four years working my way up the ladder as an assistant, then associate, then head designer for a small company that did private labels for big mass merchants. Private labels are in-house brands that are often manufacturered by multiple companies.

The production aspect of the fashion industry is highly segmented for the greatest possible productivity. Our specialty was bottoms: skirts, shorts, and jeans. Another company would do T-shirts and another company would make jackets. For my job I traveled all over the world—from London to Paris for research and inspiration, to Hong Kong and China to develop samples.

And it was in Hong Kong, on an average afternoon, that I stumbled into the world of daily style bloggers—women of all ages, sizes, and income levels were taking photos of their outfits every day. At the time, my wardrobe was nothing to write home about, but I liked what I saw and thought I might try it myself.

And I did! I took and posted my first daily outfit photo on May 5, 2007, and haven’t stopped snapping away since. Then I started my blog—What I Wore—and eventually left my design job to pursue blogging full time. By documenting each outfit, along with the when, where, and why that accompanies each look, I’ve been challenged to keep things fresh, evolve my personal style, and work with what I already have in my closet.

[image: ]

My foodie parents proudly gifted me cookbooks, nonstick pans, and stainless-steel pots when I graduated from college. I guess they were hoping I’d take on some of their culinary magic. I grew up in a household that rarely ate out (meaning a home-cooked hot dinner was on the table every night), and I can promise you there are at least two hundred cookbooks lining the shelves in my parents’ den. Not only do my parents love good food, but after years and years of practice they’ve become masters in the kitchen. My husband is the same way—he’s the kind of guy who opens an empty refrigerator and ends up throwing together the best meal I’ve ever eaten.

After all these years, I’ve realized that getting dressed is a lot like cooking. Just like an expert chef in his kitchen, a chic woman is able to open her closet doors and put together a perfectly styled outfit with ease. She knows the best places to shop, what textures and patterns work well together, and how much sass to add to an outfit (and when adding too much totally spoils the look).

What am I getting at here? I’m not so naturally gifted in the kitchen. I’ve never been able to whip something up. It’s just not my thing. But I can follow a recipe. So when I try something once, twice, three times, it ends up tasting pretty good.

When I set out to write this book, I thought a lot about how cookbooks are organized and formulated. It crossed my mind that even really good cooks (hello Mom and Dad!) continue to push themselves to experiment with new recipes, constantly taking cuisine to another level. Once you think you’re good at something, be it a recipe or pulling together an outfit, it’s time to add another dimension to the whole thing. It could be experimenting with a new flavor profile at the dinner table or introducing an item of clothing in a bold new pattern.

Like cooking, you don’t need to be born with an innate sense of what goes with what to be a really stylish gal; you just need to figure out what works for you. The great thing about a cookbook is that it’s the starting point. My goal with What I Wore: Four Seasons, One Closet, Endless Recipes for Personal Style is to help you create your own twist on a basic recipe—to take stock of what’s in your closet, help you with a shopping list, and cook up outfit after outfit that makes you feel great about yourself. I’ll explain what pieces work year-round and which transition from season to season. I’ll show you how to put together clothes for work outfits, weekend outfits, and going out/evening outfits. And along the way I’ll toss in handy little “I never knew that” tips to up the ante on your wardrobe and keep you in high style. From there, you can infuse your own personalized variations on classic combinations.

As you flip through the book, you’ll notice I used one faceless model body in a variety of skin tones and hairdos. I want you to image yourself in these outfits—to get ideas and take them in any direction you choose. And just as great chefs take classic recipes and give them a twist, I hope you do the same with your own clothing and your own closet.
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            TAKING STOCK OF WHAT YOU’VE GOT AND BUILDING A SMARTER CLOSET
        

        [image: ] Between my freshman and sophomore years in college, I took a summer job working in a factory that produced quilted handbags out of a small Midwestern town. Perfect!, I thought, here was my first foray into the fashion industry. I worked on the cutting line—pulling fabric from the bolt onto a long table and stacking it twenty or thirty layers
            deep in a seven-yard space. I worked with a partner and our favorite things to talk about were variations on If I could only have twelve pieces of clothing, what would they be? and What would you buy with a bajillion dollars? Since then, I’ve always kept a little running list in the back of my mind of what I’d do in either of those situations—how I could make the most of a closet limited to a dozen items versus what it would be like to
            completely make over my closet from scratch with a wad full of cash.

        Let’s talk about your actual budget. No matter how much money you have to spend per season, the questions are the same: What to buy? Where to spend? Where to save? For a four-season climate, your yearly budget should be roughly broken down to:

        
            30 percent for spring (This is when you’ll buy most of your warm-weather clothing.)

            15 percent for summer (Add-on pieces like sundresses, skirts, and blouses in lighter-weight fabric—which also cost less.)

            45 percent for fall (Spend now for the majority of your cold-weather clothing, including a coat, shoes, boots, denim, etc.)

            10 percent for winter (Spruce things up with a few heavier sweaters and holiday items.)

        


        

        
            KEY CONCEPTS
            [image: ]
        

        
            Basics: classic pieces in core colors that you wear year after year and that work for every season.
        

        
            Core colors: neutral building blocks like black, dark brown, or charcoal gray
        

        
            Secondary colors: bright or bold trendy colors that are season specific (for example, pastels in spring or jewel tones in fall)
        

        
            Add-ons: trendy and seasonal pieces that round out your closet
        

        


        Let’s start with the basics and add-ons every woman should have in her closet.
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            PICK YOUR CORE COLOR
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        When you’re getting started with your year-round basic clothing, it’s best to stick to a core color—like black, dark brown, or charcoal gray. A lot of women end up with nothing to wear because they’ve limited themselves to wearing an item only one way (this happens when you shop for head-to-toe “looks”). If everything in your closet flows from one piece to the next, from outfit to outfit, you’re left
            with so many more potential combinations. That flow is best achieved by starting with the following basic items in one core color:
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        Once you feel your basics are covered in one core color (and you’re buying quality, classic clothes that last more than a single season), expand into a new core color.

        If you can afford to spend more on the basic part of your closet, do it, especially for investment pieces such as

        
            SECONDARY COLOR PALETTE
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            	Cascade-style flocked hangers to save space

            	Full-length mirror near your closet

            	Ironing board and steam iron

            	
                
                    Lint roller
                
            

            	Small sewing kit containing scissors, safety pins, straight pins, black and white thread, small multicolor thread set

            	Jar for all those extra buttons that you may never use but will be very happy to have in one place should you need them

            	Tape measure for cross-checking measurements when online shopping

            	
                
                    Shoe polish kit
                
            

        

        
        
            	Folding clothing rack (great for packing and laying out/organizing a week’s worth of outfits)

            	
                
                    Upright steamer
                
            

            	Three-way mirror (always check your front and backside before dashing out of the house)

            	Dress form to display scarves and bags (or even full outfits)

            	Wig forms for hats (either very awesome or very creepy)
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            ALWAYS
        

        
            	Wear what flatters your body, regardless of the trends

            	Remember, how you feel about yourself is the most important part of getting dressed

            	Have a go-to outfit ready in your closet for mornings when you feel uninspired

            	Find time to play dress-up and create new outfits (like on Sunday night with a glass of wine)

        

        
            NEVER
        

        
            	Wear pants with dragging hems

            	Sport a muffin top

            	Buy something just because it’s on sale

            	Wear flip-flops (except for the salon and the beach)

            	Wear brown corduroy in summer, yellow chiffon in winter

            	Leave the house in a dirty or wrinkled outfit

            	Wear bunchie undies under body-conscious garments (or ever?)

            	Resort to safety pins instead of a tailor (except in emergencies, of course)
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Blazer or jacket
Cardigan

Button-up blouse (in white
or off-white)

Camisole

Trousers
Little black dress.
Opagque tights
Skirt

Dark denim jeans
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