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Gwendolyn Carrié was a VP and a
director at Merrill Lynch. She is now a
luxury shoe designer whose signature
range is made with fish-skin leather.

BY THE TIME ] left the Square Mile, I
was in charge of retail and luxury goods
at Merrill Lynch. It was very exciting - a
time of tremendous growth with my
team of six bringing in £40m of revenue.

My decision to go into banking
was hugely influenced by my dad who
was determined that [ wasn't going to
become a starving artist. So rather than
going to design school, [ ended up at
Princeton and then the City. But it was
13 years of doing different shades of the
same job and unless you're very driven
by money it’s hard to keep going when
you're no longer growing as a person.

So when the chance came to become
CEO of dresssmart.com I took it. The dotcom
bubble burst nine months later; we sold
the company and [ bowed out.

Around this time I found out that I
was pregnant with twins. I was on bed
rest for nine weeks, during which time
I decided that there was another side to
life. I've always had a passion for shoes,
and it needs a lot of management and
know-how, which intrigued me.

I started taking night classes to learn
about pattern-making and shoe-making.
I got in touch with contacts and interned
for a top Turkish brand, designing for
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free and having my samples produced in
return. 1 became a factory worker - I cut,
stitched, montaged and spent time with
each of the sub-compartment suppliers.

Now all of my shoes are made in
Turkey; it’s very hard to get the same
quality elsewhere. They are used to
making mass-market shoes there so as
a luxury shoe designer, I'm a bit of a
pioneer. [ work with the best suppliers;
the brand is very proud of what we
achieve, which is really rewarding.

I also find it much more real than the
Square Mile. The Mile is a very special
place, but we tend to breathe rarefied air.
I now go from dealing with fish factories
for my signature leather to attending
fashion week, so it’s a much more varied
existence. Bul it’s also difficult. There
are no more all-nighters, but compared
with my old job the hours and salary are
awful; I cannot lie! The best thing is that
it's under my control though.

We decided to grow in a controlled
manner: it was important for us to know
that this could work. Now that we’'ve
done our pilot it’s time to spread over a
a wider scale. We are looking into our
first US store in Florida, but if the oil spill
affects tourism we may not go forward
with it. If I looked out a few years from
now, I'd love to be part of a bigger
group, helping to put young British
designers on the map. # - Lizzie Rivera
gwendolyncarrig.com
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