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1960s two-tone loafers

1990s asymmetric 
tile-front waistcoat by 
COMME des GARÇONS

Cars, stamps, books, 
autographs: people can 
have fascinations with the 
most trivial or profound 
of objects, and there’s a 
specific type of person 

who finds pleasure in the fine details they 
see in clothes. You can see the spark in their 
eyes while they speak about a particular 
pair of red, embroidered winklepickers, 
or the specific shape of lapel on a custom-
made 1960s suit. Many enthusiasts are 
artists; musicians, actors, architects 
And some, those with the greatest 
passion, become collectors. That’s 
what Roger K. Burton is; a collector of 
objects, people, and moments, which 
he stores in either one of two places. 
The first is his costume hire company 
and clothing archive, The Contemporary 
Wardrobe Collection, and the other is 
his mind: both consist of significant 
moments from pop-culture history. 

Boasting a namecheck list that includes 
Vivienne Westwood, Malcolm McLaren 
and David Bowie, Burton provides a visual 
lecture in 20th century British subculture. 
While his vintage haven, located in London’s 
iconic The Horse Hospital, is open to anyone 
who wants to make an appointment, access 
to the latter is a privilege afforded only 
to those given the unique opportunity 
to examine his expertise.

As I converse with Burton in his jam-
packed, but charming, green-walled 
office, filled with books and memorabilia 
(including a large Elvis Presley tapestry 
hanging in front of its open door), it 
becomes very apparent that he has a 
novel story to tell.  He grew up on a farm in 
Leicestershire, and after he left school aged 
fifteen worked in a farm in a neighbouring 
village: an unlikely start for the creative 
individual, who later became a fixture of 
London’s ever changing pop-culture scene. 
From a childhood obsession with rock‘n’roll, 
to his involvement with the mod scene in 
Leicester, then styling David Bowie and 
renting clothes to PJ Harvey, revolutions 
in the music industry have played a 
pertinent role in shaping Burton’s journey. 

His unerring knowledge and unique 
experiences have now been captured 
between the covers of his upcoming 
book, Rebel Threads: Clothing of the Bad, 
Beautiful & Misunderstood, which provides 
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a guide to youth culture over the last 
century, visualised through the archive of 
Contemporary Wardrobe. From dandies 
and drags, to beatniks, punks and mods, 
Burton takes us on such a vivid tour that 
it’s as though you’re with him as he shops 
for vintage on Carnaby Street in 1964.

A creative director, stylist, costume 
and interior designer, collector, seller, and 
all-round clothing connoisseur, Burton is 
a polymath who has always worked on 
the intersection of fashion, music, and 
film. His colourful character, dry sense 
of humour, and prodigious knowledge 
of clothing and its social history, make 
him a man you want to know.

Mod-est Beginnings

Brought up far from the fashionable 
streets of London, Burton’s first interaction 
with apparel was through music. “My sister 
was a little bit older than me, and she was 
very much into rock‘n’roll. She introduced 
me to the genre, and I discovered Elvis 
Presley: that was it – I became obsessed.” 
He joined the official fan club, dressed in 
mohair sweaters and skinny jeans, wore 
winkle-picker shoes, styled his hair in a 
quiff and blasted Jailhouse Rock from his 
record player: fifteen-year-old Roger felt 
like he was “part of the gang”. But while 
his friends spent their money on records, 
Burton spent his on clothes. He bought 
shrink-to-fit Levi’s 501s that were imported 

 and wore made-to-order suits that were 
part of the mod style, which he discovered 
when going out in Leicester. “Actually, 
we were known as ‘stylists’… and ‘mod’ 
was conjured up later by the media.” 

While the look presented on television 
had flamboyant flair, Burton insists that 
was not what the “true” mods were about. 
“It was about those little details. Across 
a smokey room you would see a detail on 
a suit and think ‘Wow, what’s he got there? 
He’s got six buttons on his cuff,  I’ve gotta 
have a bit of that.’ So the next time you got 
a suit made you’d ask for eight buttons.” 
He retains a suit from that time in his 
archive and recalls “having round flaps 
on the pockets, and thinking ‘Woah I’m 
really out there.’” This subtle peacocking 
was happening around Leicester’s clubs, 
with R‘n’B records from Wilson Pickett, 
James Brown, and The Beach Boys 
serving as the soundtrack. “We would go 
to these coffee bars; they would play a 
few records over and over again, and we 
would dance and show off our clothes.”

Soon Burton, who worked in a factory 
in Leicester during the week, began 
travelling to London where he partied 
around Carnaby Street and shopped 
at Soho stores, such as Austin’s, at the 
weekend. By the mid-1960s, however, he 
started to realise the mod scene was over. 
“I distinctly remember this one night – 
the late summer of 1966 – we were at The 
Burlesque in Leicester and this DJ played 

I Got You Babe by Sonny and Cher. I thought 
‘What the fuck? We can’t dance to this!’ We 
were walking home towards the bus, talking 
about all these kids around us with long hair 
and big beards.” The hippie era had arrived.

Just-Not-Hippies

Although he explored many different 
styles, Burton was never a hippy, and he 
offered one particular reason: “I really 
liked the psychedelic music; I just didn’t 
like the clothes.” The mod era was over, 
but Burton and his gang were not ready 
to give in to beads and flares, so instead 
they turned to vintage. “I used to follow 
a white soul R‘n’B band called The Family. 
One day they started wearing different 
clothes – old 1930s and 1940s gangster 
suits.” As more bands adopted the style, 
and with the release of the hit film Bonnie 
and Clyde, this became the new look.

Burton’s first experience of second-hand 
clothing soon followed: “I swear I got most 
of my education from The Sunday Times 
Magazine. I remember reading about a shop 
called Mr Freedom that opened in 1969. 
A gang of us went down and it was just 
something else ... It was opened by Tommy 
Roberts at 430 King’s Road, where Vivienne 
[Westwood]’s shop is today… There were 
kids with crew cuts and lightning streaks 
in their hair, wearing t-shirts with stars on 
them and coloured trousers. This was pop.”

At that time, Burton himself became 
a vintage seller. When the family had to 
move out of their farmhouse, following the 
death of his father, he took it upon himself 
to sell their antique furniture. “I got really 
interested in collecting, understanding 
the value of things and where they were 
made.” He ended up having a stall in 
Leicester market, which soon turned into 
a standalone store where his then- 
girlfriend helped curate a small rack of 
1930s dresses and pop clothes – their own, 
small version of Malcolm McLaren’s Let It 
Rock, which was trading at the time. 
“It sold a little bit. It was only ever students 
that bought the clothes, but because we 
had made contacts with people in London 
while going around antique markets like 
Brick Lane, Rotherhithe and Bermondsey, 
dealers used to visit us on a regular basis 
because they were hungry for stuff to 
take back and sell for massive amounts.”

Dealing with Clothes

In the early 1970s, recognising the 
demand for vintage clothing, and with his 
now well-trained eye, Burton decided to 
become a deadstock ranger. He toured the 
country, visiting factories that went out of 
business and bought their deadstock, soon 
making him one of the biggest suppliers 
of vintage clothing to the King’s Road. 
His success stemmed from his discerning 
approach: “If you were into a particular 
look from the 1940s, you had to wear 
that. I wouldn’t have been seen wearing 
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Portrait of Roger K. Burton

BELOW

1960s customised 
patchwork jeans by 

Wrangler and Levi’s
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1970s cable knit 
jumper with punk 
customisation

BELOW

1980s shirt that 
belonged to artist 
Sebastian Horsley

something that was wrong: I was a purist. 
In order to get it right you had to study it. 
If you couldn’t see it in a film, you would 
find it in a magazine or book from the 
period, so I’d always buy old books and 
magazines. I once found a trade directory 
of clothing manufacturers and distributors 
from the 1950s.” In that he struck gold. 
He found a manufacturer of original 
1950s jeans that he knew were selling 
well, drove up to their factory in Leeds 
and bought a van-full.

Even though he was the uncrowned 
king of otherwise forgotten clothes, he 
wasn’t the only one who had the idea.“One 
time, we found this jean manufacturer in 
Portsmouth that used to make shirts in the 
1960s. As we were negotiating on the deal, 
the guy at the factory says: ‘Oh yeah, we’ve 
had another guy down from London buying 
our shirts… A skinny, fast talking dude with 
ginger hair.’ It was Malcolm McLaren. He 
overbought on a particular type of shirt, 
and couldn’t sell them to the Teddy boys, 
so he and Vivienne ended up bleaching 
and painting them, adding slogans, and 
created their famous anarchy shirts. I’ve 
still got one of them left, untouched…”

The Punk Days

In 1976, when punk had officially 
come to town, the way vintage was being 
consumed had shifted. “The Damned 
were the first punk band I ever saw 
and all these kids were pogoing and 
spitting: it all seemed to revolve around 
Malcolm and Vivienne’s shop, which 
was now called SEX. Stores that were 
selling vintage now also wanted to sell 
punk clothing. I didn’t know quite what 
to do, so decided to buy army clothing, 
dye it black and give them to stores who 
later added straps, zips and studs.” 

Around the same time Burton teamed 
up with Stephane Raynor (previously of 
BOY London) and in 1978, with the help 
of Andrew Czezowski (founder of the 
original punk venue The Roxy), opened 
a store called PX. Targeting a grown-up 
version of anti-austerity with neo-militant 
clothes, Burton provided an answer 
to the more anarchic, youthful image 
Westwood and McLaren were pushing at 
the time. He designed the store himself: 
“I found all this stuff from what turned 
out to be an old MI5 building, ripped it 
out and stuck it all in our space in Covent 
Garden. I wanted it to be like you were 
in a submarine – really low, dark and 
everything caged.” Boy George worked 
as the Saturday boy and Chrissie Hinde of 
The Pretenders was a regular customer. 
Even so, Burton only stayed involved for 
a year. Why? There were still warehouses 
of “vintage shit” he had to get rid of.

1946-49 English 
three-piece tailors 

apprentice suit 
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On Film

Burton’s deadstock went from being 
a treasure to becoming dead weight, but 
a new opportunity arose when he received 
an unexpected phone call while doing 
business in France: a man visiting his 
Portobello Road Market stall was interested 
in buying the entirety of his 1960s stock 
for a film. Burton met with the production 
company two days later. “Quadrophenia 
was all about mods… they loved that 
I knew all about what they should be 
wearing.” Although he wasn’t the official 
costume designer his input was invaluable, 
and following Quadrophenia it became 
apparent that this wasn’t going to be aone-
off. The film’s producer sold the clothes 
back to him at half price and suggested 
that he start a costume rental company 
similar to Berman’s and Nathan’s, who at 
that time only supplied clothes dating up 
to 1945. Recognising an opportunity, he 
decided to specialise in what came after: 
post-war, rock‘n’roll, youth culture.

Around the same time another 
opportunity presented itself. “A mate of 
mine was having a drink with Vivienne 
and she mentioned that they were closing 
down their shop, Seditionaries (formerly 
SEX), to open a new one. She liked what 
I’d done with PX, and wondered if I would 
like to redesign their store. Even then she 
and Malcolm were my heroes… so I was 
obviously going to do it. We all sat around 
and came up with ideas and I put it all 
down on paper, did some drawings, went 
backwards and forwards, and finally settled 
on what it is today. They had a limited 
budget, and the most expensive thing was 
going to be a backwards-spinning clock.” 
This is what we know today as World’s End, 
Westwood’s flagship store at 430 King’s 
Road, with a uniqueness that withstands 
the test of time, remaining a symbol of 
contemporary, experiential retail.

As the costume rental business started 
to become more popular, Burton began 
collaborating with punk photographer 
Sheila Rock and director Julien Temple 
by styling bands for “short, three to four-
minute video cuts”. One of his first jobs 
was Ghost Town by The Specials. “It was 
a form of expression, it was quite exciting, 
well paid, and it involved fashion. There 
was a lot of adrenaline flying about, with 
tight deadlines and staying up all night 
on shoots. It was good – it was exciting!”

Rebels of the World Unite

In 1992, as the rental business became 
bigger, and the lease on Contemporary 
Wardrobe’s Covent Garden space was due 
to expire, one of Burton’s employees found 
The Horse Hospital in Bloomsbury, which 
remains the headquarters and home to his 
archival collection, as well as a counter-
culture arts venue. He launched the 
venue in February 1993 with an exhibition 
called Vive Le Punk, showcasing the most 

rebellious designers: “I had already built 
up quite a big collection of Vivienne’s punk 
stuff, and after getting a lot of different 
collectors involved, I also wanted to 
involve Vivienne and Malcolm.” However, 
neither was interested. The couple had 
split up years before and were both 
notorious for remaining detached from 
projects that weren’t their own. “There 
were examples of pretty much everything 
they had done between 1972 and 1979, 
but still both of them said they were busy.”

As it turned out McLaren was in 
London the day before the opening, and 
after much pestering Westwood also 
agreed to come. The couple hadn’t really 
spoken for twelve years, so no one knew 
what would happen, but what resulted 
was an impromptu lesson in punk and 
a brief history of their design ideas (all 
of which Burton captured on film and 
subsequently screened as a documentary). 
“Malcolm turned up, walked straight over 
and started talking about this T-shirt. 
Vivienne then joined in… And they went 
on and on.” Although Westwood didn’t 
attend the following night’s official 
launch McLaren did, and the opening 
of The Horse Hospital’s doors marked 
the beginning of a new era for Burton 
as purveyor of an official rebel haunt.

And the Beat Goes On

As he talked me through his life, it was 
apparent that Burton loved reminiscing 
about the past: “My book stopped at punk 
because I couldn’t really see anything 
rebellious after the 1980s”, but that doesn’t 
mean today’s world is unappealing to him. 
When asked about more recent designers 
that he sees as significant to his collection, 
Burton mentions Symonds Pearmain (who 
held their first two shows at the The Horse 
Hospital), streetwear brands like Bathing 
Ape and KTZ, and womenswear talents 
including Christopher Kane and Simone 
Rocha. His collection counts around 
twenty thousand pieces and will never 
be complete. “There’s always something 
out there… even if someone else finds it 
for me. I just love obscurity – the older 
I get, the more obscurities I like.”

As I take one last tour of the archive, 
it is easy to understand why this man 
has a unique passion for clothes. 
His experiences with various youth 
subcultures over the decades exist 
thanks to a pair of shrink-to-fit Levi’s 
501s and a striped mohair jumper. 
Contemporary Wardrobe is not only the 
embodiment of decades of involvement 
in the industry, but it’s a treasure box of 
Burton’s memories. It acts as testament 
to his passion for clothes and desire to 
understand society through them. His 
desire to seek the obscure and unfound 
persists; always looking for that one 
piece that will change his life. And when 
he finds it, it’s onto the next one.

ABOVE

1965 Roger’s own 
made-to-order 
Hepworth suit

LEFT

1960s flared trousers 
by Tek-Sac
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