Gwendolime Carrié had itchy feet as an

invesiment banker. Now she has her own,
show shop in Ellis Street. Kate White coports

[
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As a toenager [ wanted 1o g0 to the Parsons
design school or the Roval College of Art
and my dad was so warried. He sild,
You're not leaving bome unless pou go to
Harvard ar Yak'. He wanted me to study
something business-related rather than
being a stasving artist.” But by the time she
Feft Merrill Lynch, her father had a change
of heart

The Mectingness of life was beought
home to Gwendolyn - and the rest of the
world - when 3 devastating earthquake hit
her home country of Hsiti in January this
vear. “l was working in the factory in
Istanbal when [ heard the news. [ was
devasted « numb.” Two of ber sisters were
in Haitl and she dxin’t hear from them for
cight “I was res really worried and
%0 lucky. One of my sisters Jost bes house
but she, ber daughter and her husband
weren't In the house. But they had help,
nd the bedp perished in the house.”

Three months later, it is impoctant that
the tragedy remains at the forefront of
people's mincs, she says. “The first
emergency suppiies are obviously
incredibly important - the water, and the
toothpaste to keep away the smedl of the
dead, Peopke werne smearing It on thedr
faces pust 5o they could walk down the
street. It was so awful

Producing shoes ethically is an issue
Gwendolyn feels strongly about. *One
thing that's a big bughear for me is that
we've all ot used to paying nct much
money foe shoes, We've got into this whole
disposable mentality.” Take o pair of £30
shoes on the British high street. The cost of
materials o produce them s aound £2,
and the factary sells them for about £3. [t
means the wockers in the factoeles are

Josing out. *In certain places in the wocld,
work @8 dome Titerally under slavery. In this
day and age we call It something ebwe, but
essentially it’s indentured wark for which
the workers are not paid. And that's why
we're abke to buy things at the price we
buy them. If the avesage English citizen
knew that, then they might think twice
about what they need *

For things to change, there must be a
shrinking in demand, she says. “If people
aren’t willing to pay the true economic
<ost of something, maybe they shoukin't
have it. The consumer over the st few
decades has got used to socally
unsustainable prices that are taking
advantage of people in the chan.”

Paying more mondy for good quality
shoes alwo has health benefits, she says,
“Thete ace a lot of cornets you can cut in
shoemaking. which much of the high
street does for the ke of profit. It’s one of
those things you can bear at the time but

you can create a lot of damage to your feet,

your knees, your back, later. I'd always
rather do with less things of really nice
guality.”

S0, it seems, wouk! her customers.
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HE EXQUISITE SHOES perchwd
on the shelves In Gwendolyn
Carrid's boutigue have a
surprisingly unglamoesous argin
= they sre made from fish skin
The Investment banker turned shoe
designer, who opened her Ellis Street shop
18 months ago, has since attracted a
devotald group of fodlowers, who love the
comfoctable eleganoe of her ethically-
produced shoes. One in three shows in
every collectson are made with fish skin,
which is a by-product of the food indastry.
The textue looks a bit like tissue paper,
but the shoes are incedibly tough, says
Gwendolyn, picking up a shoc and
scratching It with her fingernails. *See? It
really is incesclibly durable, and naturally
water epellant too - you can walk through

puddies and mad. At fist peoaple are afrasd
af ot and think it be too dellcate. But we
always tell them to do what they want 1o
the shoe, 11l be fine.” The benefit of fish
skin & that it allows the feet to beeathe and
is very elastic, which means it is much
better for your feet. *When it comes down
to making shoes, there's a responsibulity in
making sure we're selling people stractures
that are propesly soand *

Guwendalyn grew up on il cibbean
island of Haiti, but ber family was foeced to
leave the country when she wis young foe
political reasons, “Papa Doc Duvalier was
in power and 2 lot of peaple who were my
skin <olour, of more mixed descent, were
tarpeted foe a while,” Thye family mosed to
Canada and Gwendolyn went to univenity
In the United States before bacomin,

invest banker with Merrill Lynch and
redacating ta London.

After 14 yvars #t Uwe Dand, whese she was
promoted to head of retail and kaxury
goods, she began to get itchy feet, *1
became a littde frustrated at always giving
Advice - I was dy
something * She d
lifelong dream 10 make shoes, quit banking
and enrolled In evening classes at
Cordwainers Guild. After getting a
foundation in *peactical, hands-on
shoemaking”, she went 1o work in a
factary in Turkey, spersling weeks cutting
and stitching on the factory flooe. *it really
makes a big difference If you actually
undlirstand ow the product is made.”

Her former colleagues may have thought
she was mad, but she finally had her
father’s blessing. “Leaving Haiti and being
an immigrant's daughter, my dod was
hwys worried about my security.

Over the mext six
manths ten per cent of
@wendolyn Carrié ‘s
profits on full-price
shoes sold will be
donated to Haiti. The
store is slso asking
people to bring in shoes
they no longer want so
they can ship them

to Haiti

“If people aren’t willing to
pay the true economic
cost of something, maybe
they shouldn’t have it.
They are taking advantage
of people in the chain”

Gwendolyn Carra
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