


























For many, the word ‘fashion’ suggests images of slavish
style-monsters eagerly devouring the latest copy of Vogue.
Equally many would claim to have no interest in ‘fashion’.
Unfortunately, it is not that easy to escape, and what
people do buy is chiefly dictated by what they can buy —

that makes it ‘fashion’. In Christchurch, this usually '

constitutes having every second shop full of the same
things. However there are some alternatives.

The fact that such as ‘alternative’ scene is not exactly
thriving can be largely attributed to the attitudes of-local
consumers.

One Christchurch shop owner,” Ken Poulsen, of Vidor,
believes that generally “People want the reassurance
they’re doing the right thing, so they go to shops with
heaps of stock to get that confirmation’’. He cites the now
defunct Westside Store as an example of someone trying
to ‘be different or creative, and not getting support’.

It is generally agreed that the state of Chrigstchurch retail
is not encouraging to anybody. Alternative or high quality
outlets are overshadowed by the cheap mass produced
lines in chain shops. 5

Jim Wilson, of ‘Wilson’s Army, Navy, and Western
stores’, agrees. He says New Zealand and Christchurch
retail is “Dollar based rather than quality based’’, and
describes the state of it as “‘Pretty bloody bland”’.

“It's shops like Galvins that influence what people
wear.”

The value of Wilsons is in that it is very different. They
have an extensive range of worldwide military clothing —
and if that conjures images of everything in camoflauge
green — beware. The old drab khaki mode has been
replaced by practical, individual and colourful clothing.

An easily overshadowed copy of Wilsons store is an
indication of the popularity and demand for surplus
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clothing. As Wilson says, ‘‘People of 50 are buying our
Bombay bloomers as much as people of 25”.

According to Wilson, the MA-1 Flying Jackets are the
most popular line, his personal favourite, and the one he is
proudest of is the ‘indispensable’ Zippo Lighter.

Wilsons is a successful alternative to what Christchurch
retailing is dictating. They’'re working hard to squash the
common line of dressing found in town, they describe it as
“bla’”’, and it's everywhere — “‘It's men in walk shorts, with
moustaches, and grey zip-up shoes”. : ‘

Wilson describes his own line of selling, based on a
American store called ‘Banana Republic’, as ‘‘theatrical’’.
“We’re into conceptual retailing’’ he says, adding that
every item going out of the shop “‘Is an advertisement for
us’’. !

“Every person wearing something from Wilsons ‘infects’
another 10.”

If finances can’t stretch even to surplus clothing, or your
imagination stretches far beyond it, perusing second hand
shops is a popular mode of shopping. It is not everyone’s
idea of a good time though. ‘Op shopping’ often involves
long walks, fruitless searches, and more than a little
boredom, so it’s ideal for those who have a lot of time, an
open mind, and a large dose of sanity.

Some of the more ‘upmarket’ shops feature new as well
as pre-loved clothing. Decade in the shades is one such
shop, while similarly there is Daily Planet in° Colombo
Street — their range of new clothing includes stock
previously found in Westside Store.

While the financial benefits of ‘op shopping’ are obvious,
it is not a greatly influential part of alternative ‘fashion’. Itis
an avenue of style without ‘now’ stamped all over it, and for
the patient and imaginative it is very attractive.

‘Ingrid Brook’ from Vidor W

For clothes a little more happening, the Arts Centre’s
Weekend Market is popular. It offers opportunities for
people to sell their ranges without the massive overheads
that go with a shop, and the collection of different mediums
is impressive. The market has reasonably priced clothes in
everything from screenprint, to tie-dying, to crafted
bondage leatherwear. The myth that it is for hippies has
been well and truely squashed here.

One of the biggest problems that the ‘alternative fashion’
scene has is surviving through the labels placed on
popular images. It is reasonable to associate black jerseys
with the Subway, but when it is applied to retailing, more
harm than good is done by labelling. In a town where
conformity is almost a problem, it is likely that many a
potential customer would have been scared away from
anywhere with a tag, whether it be labelled for ‘trendys’ or
‘yuppies’, or ‘gothics’.... \

Mentioning the name ‘Metropole’ will for most people
suggest trendy, expensive, elitest clothes for the young
and social. The fact that their customers are entirely more
diverse than that is believed by few. Co-owner Chris Snell
says people see it as ‘A shop for young rich kids™, and the
image is not dispelled by articles such as one in a recent
New Zealand fashion magazine which described the shop
as ““A meeting place for the Christchurch young and
trendy’’.

Part of the problem in avoiding the misconceptions
about Metropole, according to Snell, is that *“‘Our
Customers are so diverse, it’s hard to find the right market
to target”. ¢

And although they are trying to avoid the ‘trendy’ label, it
is infinitely easier said than done. Part of the problem, he
feels, is also with the decor. ‘“The elements of style that

appealed to us, clean white walls, metal fixtures, wooden
floors, seem to terrify people.”

Exactly what it is about Metropole’s clothes that they
should be considered elitist is unclear. Snell describes
them as ‘““The basics, conservative clothes with a twist of
colour or fabric to make them stand out”’.

He agrees with the viewpoint that the majority of people are
looking for reassurance in their dress.

“Unfortunately, people don’t wont to stand out any more
than they have to.”

The somewhat sad state of local retailing, and the
conservative tendencies of consumers means that for
young designers the recognition for their work is often
minimal. The possibility of surviving has been minimised
by the closure of the ‘Westside Store’, which had
previously been the major outlet for reasonably priced
funky designer clothing. While it is rumoured that the shop
will be re-opening later in a different location, there is
currently a gap where the new clothes should be. Many of
the problems in the state of the economy — around town
can be directly traced to the attitudes of shoppers. So
many people are prepared to have what they wear dictated
by a few of the big shops diluting the real trends.

Ken Poulsen, whose shop Vidor, features designs by
Dean Rodgers, Ingrid Brook and Sharon Ng, believes the
response from North Islanders towards his clothes is
infinitely better than in Christchurch. He estimates the
interest and demand in their Wellington outlet to be ““Three

" times as much on less stock’’.

Despite the unqualified success of some ventures in
providing viable alternatives in fashion, to the interested
minority, there is an element of disillusionment because it
is evident that the desire to look good in Christchurch is
surpassed by the desire to look the same.




