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RETURN TO SPLENDOUR

[t's every woman’s fantasy: her very own secret closet, stuffed full of divine, one-off
vintage couture clothing. Regina Evans has realised this with her private service
to the stars, The Diva’s Closet—Dby appointment, of course.

STORAY RACHAEL OAKES-ASH
FORTRAIT NADJA BERNHARDOT

hen it comes to fashion, time is the enemy. Old bodies are

rracked in for new and older men for vounger, but there’s one

place where older is berter: in the wardrobe, These days,
vintage is the new black. Julia Roberts wore vintage Christian Dior ra
accept her Best Actress Oscar in 2000, Jennifer Garner was seen at last
year's Academy Awards in vintage Valentino and the girls from Sex and
the City regularly donned vintage preces for the rrend-seering series.

OFf course, it's easy for American and Buropean women o access
vintage haute couture with bouriques such s New York's Chelsea Girl
and areas such as London's Notting Hilll Australian women, however,
have struggled to ger big vintage names, such as Schiaparelli, Chanel
atwl Yves St Laurent, into their wardrobes.

Step into the spotlight Reging Evans, proprietor of The Diva’s Closer,
a vintage clothing company set up i Ocrober 2003 to dress Australian
women in search of the latest internacional look, bue withour the tme
to peruse the shops of Paris, Milan, London and New York.

Evans does the travelling for you, eight rimes a year, sourcing one-off
iterns from hairclips to 19605 Schiaparell furs. Dressing Auwstralian
celebeiries—Claudia Karvan, Geongie Parker and Care Shortland—and
fashion columnist Melissa Hoyer, The Diva's Closet does vintage the
diserest way: by appointment.

My appointment is tor Spm sharp. T am late and wearing nouveau,
Evans is gracious as she releases the security pate to her home, which is
tucked wway among townhouses in the backstreers of Sydney’s Paddington,

She's wearing vintage, designer unknown, though one that | suspect
peaked in the 19705 Evans manages to pull oft the look and is efforclessly
glamorous. Her skin is chocolate and flawless; her voice i deep, with
southern American inronations; her good old-fashioned manners she, no
doube, picked up from her mother's Alabama roots,
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| am surprised to enter a contemporary living space, minimalist and
white with parguet floors. The closest her home gets to vintage is the
phorographs of her brother and his family, cirea 1990,

The ‘closet’ i an artie room above her living space, its entrance viaa
secret door and staircase. A world away from the rest of the houwse's clean
lines, The Diva's Claset is a boudoir designed to delighe: perfume horeles
from the 19405, a dressing screen, a brass bed and sofa and a table set for
high rea with Art Deco crockery and a cake made by one of her clients.
Racks of clothes and boxes fill the rese of the space.

Born 1o 1941, in Cakland, California, Evans is the youngest of four.
Her mother grew up in an upper-middle-class home; her father grew up
poor ina family of nine. Her parents mer at high school and fell in love.
Both high achicvers (her lather was the first black parole officer in
California; her mother a colleze dean), the marriage was not to last.
They divorced when Evans was six, which was when her love of clothes
andl cupboands began.

I used to sit in my mom's closet and fantasise,” Evans recalls. ] sill
remember how it was laid out. She had a small walk-in closet and her
clothes were what made me happy. They weee the things that |
connected to. [ was always mying on my mom'’s clothes; 1 even wore one
of her dresses to my senior hall.

SO sisters from the church, they would take me home and eook food.
I could play with their handbags; [ used 1o go through cheir drawers, Mes
Hawthorn had a chest for me with all her old souff in it | remember
putting on all her jewellery, and iv was always a good feeling.”

Evans’s mother can be seen in framed black-and-white photographs
arcund the room and Evans still has some of her mother’s clothes in her
own wardrohe,

“Wy mother is amazing,” says Evangs, “She is my idol There was one






COVER STORY

A world away, The Diva's Closet is a boudoir designed to
delight: perfume bottles from the 1940s, a dressing screen,
a brass bed and sofa and a table set for high tea.

point, she was working on her masters, on a teaching career, raising us,
and she stll gor seeaipht Al and wenr to Beckeley [University of
California). She has very high moral standards. Her morto is ‘do right by
people’. Dressing was, for her, a senze of pride. When she would go out,
she would be really happy and part of that was getting dressed, when we
would all help her”

But it wasn't until she was much older that Evans allowed her creative
side to blossom. Her career began in Washington DC as a political
journalist. She worked as a legislative assistant and correspondent on
Capitol Hill and was known for her flamboyane style in a raditionally
comservative industry.

[t her late 305, she headed to New York o stare a make-up range for
black women. But few manufacturing companies were willing to give her
idea a try and she did not have the finances to do it herself, Then came
the catastrophe of September 11, 2001.

“The year | turned 40 was the same vear the buildings fell,” Evans says,
“T was living in Harlem and was at home on the computer, The TV was
on and [ actually thought it was a joke because | couldn’t wrap my mind
around it, My sister was working in Manhattan, | was just frante.”

It was a defining moment. *1t's one of the reasons | ended up coming
here. The first time [ came to Australia was 10 years ago, And before the
plane even touched down, [ was like, "My god, 1 want o live here.'

"Wy acupuncrurist always said o me, "You need ro indulge your
ctearive side,” Evans explains. “] would say, ‘1 don't have a creative side.”
But this was before the buildings fell. Is funny how quickly 1 found a
creative side, =n'c ic?

“Wihen | came here, [ was always dressing in vintage and getting them
aleered,” she explains. “T would go intwo [Double Bay clothing alterarions
specialist store] The Emerpency Buron and Mitzi fowner and former
fashion designer Mitzl Skyring] would say, "Where did you get that? Sa
we had a sale in her shop, just a small collection of vintage stuff—a lor
"of Ty own clothes! I just went from there—word of mouth—and 1 kepe
cravelling and buying more things. Now ['m deing a business course ar
Randwick TAFE to help The Diva's Closer.”

Mot thae it needs much help: Evans already has an established clienc
baze of Australian celebrivies, as well as teenage girls who have
recognised the charm of vintage for their school formals.

A true professional, she won't reveal her sources and always makes a
personal connection with sellers and buyers alike,

“l-don’t think there is any other shop that is set up by appointment
only. Thar's what 1 like: personal arrention,” she explains. “The shops
that I go into are big on customer service, Sometimes 1 do dress parties,
Last week, 1 had four girls over, we had four Iralian dishes and salad, we
sat downsears and ate and then we came upstairs and they shopped.

*l have a search service called What A Diva Needs. So what is not
here in the range, | can source for them specifically.”
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The Diva’s Closer is less than a vear old and already Evans has had o
take on a staff member to help with the workload, Her years as o
business journalist have taughre her to do her research: each piece in her
collection is tagged with its year and includes o meticulous,
handwritten history, Her attention o derail and personal charm have
secured her name in the cutthroar world of fashion, bur, like all
risk-takers, she still has her fears

“| HAVE LEARNED TO PERSEVERE—rthar even in your bleakest
monnent, when you think things are too rongh, there is always another
side o ir,” she says. “1 worry because | am new to it Sometimes | don't
krowe if T am doing the right thing, bur if vou are doing the wrong thing,
you just switch your game plan.

“You have to say, ' am poing toomake a profit’, becaose when you set
your sights 1o do something, thar's what you are going to do. It
important to surround yourself with a group of really pood people who
will lock you in the eve and eell you when you are wrong.”

Entering a new industry is hard encugh, but doing it in a new
couritey has its own challenges. Once agan, her mother's influence
shines through.

“She wsed to take us to synagogues, to Catholic churches, and [ have
friends of all races and colours,” says Evans, “She would say |about
discriminarion], “That's their problem; its not yours. Don't let it cut you
off from people.’ | can now go into o many different cultural serrings
and feel very comfortable.”

Racism is something Evans has experienced throughoor her life,
When working in Capitol Hill, she was often mistaken for the elevaror
concierge simply because of her colour.

“My heritage is the first place T look oy it's where | get my sense |of
myselfl,” she says. “The people who deew up the civil rights for us—1
think: if they can do that, [ have every door, every opportunicy, open to
me. | have no excuses. My motto is, Thon't complain and i you don't
krnow something, try to figure it our™

Evans i certainly not complaining and neither are her customers. In
facr, many often don't breathe a word about her in order to keep her
closet their own fushion secrar.

It's the price you can sometimes pay for success, but thankfully, their
desire to keep Evans's husiness a secret never basts too long. The word of
the diva is definitely out of the eloser, W

Clathes froen The Diva's Claset are in three general price bands: the 3680 to
$375 price ranga, then $500 (Christian Dior dressas) to £1.700 (Schiaparall
fur coats, vintage evening dresses). Bevond that are items such as a
numbened couture Jean Patou gown, ar Victoran and 19205 beaded oowns
which sell for more than $2,000. Evans stacks sizes up to 14, Call

{021 9361 B8559 or email regina@thaedrascloset com.au for an appaintment



