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				London is without doubt one of the style capitals of the world, ever since the 1960s and the arrival of the miniskirt, and the young and fashionable began to flock to the King’s Road and Carnaby Street to pick up the latest fashions. 

				Thanks to its vibrant youth culture, London has seen some of the most recognizable fashion subcultures take root on its streets. From Teddy boys and mods and rockers through to punks, New Romantics and goths, the city has always welcomed self-expression through clothes. A lively club culture has also contributed to many fashion trends, from the visually stunning BodyMap designs to the neon-bright rave scene.

				The city has of course produced some of the world’s most famous fashion designers. Mary Quant was one of the first to embrace affordable fashion for the masses, along with Barbara Hulanicki, founder of iconic store Biba. Then came Vivienne Westwood, who, with partner Malcolm McLaren and his band the Sex Pistols, sparked the punk fashion scene. And Westwood was not the only one who realized the power 

			

		

		
			
				“There’s nowhere else like London. Nothing at all, anywhere.” Vivienne Westwood
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				A model poses by the traffic lights as an iconic red London bus speeds past. Photographed for Vogue by Norman Parkinson, 1960.
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				of fashion and what a radical slogan emblazoned across the chest could achieve: Katharine Hamnett made fashion firmly political in the 1980s, even meeting Margaret Thatcher wearing an anti-nuclear war T-shirt. 

				The sheer volume of talent that has come out of London’s Central Saint Martins college of fashion is phenomenal. A hugely creative couturier, the inimitable John Galliano was one of the first in the mid-1980s, followed soon after by the legendary Alexander McQueen, who was arguably the most important fashion designer of his generation. Stella McCartney is another of the alumni who have become international players, along with the likes of Hussein Chalayan, Gareth Pugh, Ashish Gupta and Christopher Kane – all of whom have cemented London’s reputation for avant-garde fashion. 

				London also has a long tradition of style icons that the rest of the world emulate, from the classic style of Princess Diana to models such as Twiggy and Jean Shrimpton, Kate Moss, Naomi Campbell and Alexa Chung. British musicians have also had a big influence on the world of style, with artists as varied as David Bowie, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, Siouxsie Sioux, Sade and Harry Styles, all pushing boundaries. 

				The home, along with Paris, Milan and New York, to one of the big four fashion weeks, London is also the most egalitarian of fashion destinations. It isn’t just celebrities, models and designers who inspire – London has always attracted attention for its street style, seen as the most exciting and eclectic in the world. 

			

		

		
			
				This 1963 shot by Norman Parkinson shows British models Melanie Hampshire and Jill Kennington flanked by two policemen. The pair are both wearing Mary Quant striped wool dresses.
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				After the First World War, London began to emerge as one of the style capitals of the world as women broke free from their corsets and the long-fought suffragettes’ battle triumphed, with more than eight million women being given the right to vote. The activists proudly displayed their colours of purple, green and white, choosing looser, more functional clothes over cripplingly restrictive dresses. While it might take another decade for all women to achieve the vote, or even dare to wear trousers, the seeds that allowed women to express their liberation through fashion had been sown. 

				The so-called Roaring Twenties saw the emergence of the flapper movement, with its beaded sheath dresses stopping daringly just below the knee. The city’s bright young things, their hair newly bobbed, lived a hedonistic nocturnal life in the cocktail bars and jazz clubs of London’s Trocadero. At the Kit-Kat club on the Haymarket, reputedly Europe’s most decadent and expensive nightclub, they rubbed shoulders with the playboy Prince of Wales. The following day they would emerge bleary-eyed just in time for a smart lunch – dressed in a tailored skirt suit, topped with an oversized fur coat and cloche hat, a style of daywear as extravagant as their post-war lifestyle. 

				The more daring women of the 1920s experimented with the new vogue for mannish trousers, inspired by Coco Chanel. The French designer’s affair with the immensely wealthy Duke of Westminster saw her spend summers at his Scottish 

			

		

		
			
				fashion freedom
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				Coco Chanel with her aristocratic lover the Duke of Westminster in 1924. His traditional English attire inspired many of the French fashion designer’s creations. 
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				Princess Elizabeth (left), as she then was, wearing her regulation Auxiliary Territorial Service boiler suit during her training as a driver and mechanic. 
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				estate, often borrowing his tweed shooting jacket and flannel trousers, an aristocratic British style that informed her own designs. While London style generally had a smarter feel, the country look influenced fashion and it wasn’t uncommon to see women in a pair of Oxford bags that rivalled the 1970s for their volume.

				During the 1930s London remained a vibrant and fashionable city. Unlike in the United States, where the effects of the Great Depression decimated the fortunes of so many socialites, London kept on partying, dressing up for the many dinner dances and clubs. With Parisian designers like Coco Channel and Madeleine Vionnet dictating fashion, London society women slavishly followed current trends as hemlines dropped and the decade’s iconic bias-cut, figure-hugging silk gown appeared. Fur remained hugely popular, trimming hats, coats and gloves, and it would be decades before anyone questioned fashion’s exploitation of animals. 

				Towards the end of the 1930s, as war once again approached, the fashion landscape of London changed. Until now the luxury of dressing in the latest styles had been the preserve of the wealthy. The most famous British fashion designer at the time was Norman Hartnell, who dressed many members of the aristocracy including the Queen and her daughter, Princess Elizabeth, as well as style icons such as Wallis Simpson. But as men went off to war and women rose to the challenge of working en masse in jobs as varied as factory work and farming, their clothes adapted accordingly. Practical trousers replaced skirts, and the memorable Land Girl jumpsuit, accessorized with a headscarf, remains a popular vintage look to this day. Even Princess Elizabeth, as she was then, appeared in photographs dressed in her regulation boiler suit to carry out her work in the Auxiliary Territorial Service.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
					16

			

		

		
			
				Birth of a Style Capital

			

		

		
			
				Although a certain militarization had already crept into fashion, with squared-off shoulders and sensible knee-length skirts replacing the long draped elegance of the 1930s, it was clothes rationing, which lasted from 1941 until 1949, that had the biggest effect on London style. Socialites and housewives alike were suddenly at the mercy of what their coupon book could buy them, with less well-off women left to buy cheap fabrics that quickly wore out. To combat the problem of poor-quality clothing, the UK government devised the utility clothing scheme which, under the CC41 label, regulated the mass production of clothes at controlled prices. 

				In a stroke of genius, a scheme was devised to invite the top London fashion designers, including Norman Hartnell and Hardy Amies, to create clothes that would best make use of the fabric available. As fashion historian Jayne Shrimpton pointed out in Fashion in the 1940s, the initiative “…might never have succeeded had the government not taken the inspired decision to involve leading London couturiers in the design of Utility Clothing.”

				With the cachet of his royal connections, the outfits that Hartnell in particular designed became immensely popular. Dresses had simple, elegant lines and minimal embellishment, skirts were knee-length and pleated, and jackets maintained the fashionable boxy silhouette of the era. These were clothes that for the first time made fashion universal for all British women. 

				Towards the end of the 1940s, however, people became tired of clothes rationing and looked across the English Channel to the exciting new fashions emerging from Paris, notably those created by a designer named Christian Dior. 

				In February 1947 Christian Dior released his debut collection appropriately dubbed the New Look. The suits, with their 
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