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BY KATIE McLARTHY

As romanticized as the world of fashion may be, operating a
fashion house is business, and for practical reasons, American
designers have traditionally established themselves in the cen-
ter of commerce: New York. But there is a growing number of
bright fashion talent who are changing the game—Iliving, working,
and producing their lines in sunny . Here are three
designers—an in-demand couturier, an acclaimed shoemaker
and a champion of ecofriendly handmade accessories—who are
taking on the industry from the Left Coast. They explain how they
do it—and why they wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.
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A decade or so later, hes a corofiable darling of
the fashion media, calling Vogeee cditar in chicf Anna
Wintour his “Fo. 1 supporeer™ Hebs toying wath
cxpanding Esquivel to includes acomssorics, as so many
high-profile chenes have begun o request walkts, bags
and bcles. He continges desigming shocs for soplish
celeboty cliones including musiciars Ben Harper and
Jarclle Monac, and be's collaborating wath fricnd Juan
Carles Obando on o ready-to-wcar colkcnion of cloth-
ing, shocs and acccssorics for men and women.

Esquivel sall liwes in Crange County with his woke
and children, commutng to his showroom durning the
wick. The lifctime California boy muscs that his shocs
“have a Califomia acsthene.™ And Bsquivelbs designs
have a hitcral West Covst stampe The inside of cach
shoc reads * Bequivel handmads in Califomia.” He socs
in his shoos o “rebellious™ qualicy thar’s in ling wich the
culture: “When you think of California, irstantly it's the
surf culturs, itk rock o’ rall, it “froc :.pi:il:." -

The armse alse has practical rasons for sticking whth
Scuthern California. “My Familys here, my friends
arc here, other musicians Pve always worked wnth
arc here. People have always said, Ton should move
to Fow Tork” “fou should go oo Burope.™ He shuns
these notons. “Busincss has boon good for us boing in
Califcemia, [ think boavofal things can be made any-
where in the world.”

CALLEENM CORDERD | THE MATURAL

From the cuside, Calleen Corderc’s tudkcd -awaray Morth
Hallywood Factory looks like a rchic of the pase. Amsans
can ko scon waorking in the open air stenciling forms an
plyweood and skillfully cuming them out by hand. Ie's
o step i a long proccss of assombling Cordera’s hand-
made, coofricndly fooracar, coe division of ker cmerging
accessorics lire.

Upstairs 15 where Cordere—whao 15 perite, tan and
toncd from yoars of yoga practice, with a cascading
marc of sun-kisscd ningkts—manages her 45 anploy-
ces, hor dosk sinng “in the middle of the action,”
as she pums it In an adjocont room, a handiul of
artists arc decply foomsed, carchully punching rows
of goonwtric studs into handbags and belis, while in
the next room, othos oy with leather samples noa
varicty of colors. Diownstairs, thoy shape plywood farms
into the basc of plackorm heels and affix the kather

uppCrs.



*Ever since | was young, 've boon o love wnth shocs,™
says Cordero, & look ar her sosume rovcals this ko
affaic with footwoac She bogan working at a Maoin
Couney shoo boutique at the render age of 15, booom-
ing a shoo buyer in shore order. Later, she handled "West
Coast salcs for a number of major companics such as D
Marens, Stcve Madden and Kenneeh Cole., Bur working
for gane manufacturcrs didn't sansfy Cordere. 1 was
like, T'm sclhng my soul. e gor te work for moysclf, ™
she pamembes.

In 1999 she cstablisbed the Calleen Cordere brand
with dreams of ccating handmade womens  foot-
wear in Los Angeles, whers she wos raising o family.
Preducing the hine locally was of paramount impomancc
to Cordero, hawing worked in corporatc Amenica. “T
have always boon against China bocavss [ scon it just
destruct Burope and take away business from all thesc
countrics,” she cxplains. Mlaysaycrs told her it was a bad
busiress decsion. “Poople wore like, Tts so cxporsive,
you're never gonma maks it hore”™ Bur she insiseed: 1
rcally waneed to crcare oy colloction [here] and have
control over 6™ Pracocally, it abo alloacd the mother
of twao to sray at home with ber young sons.

Besides, she nsists, there B8 mo way to cplicare ber
carcful wchnique in @ country hke China. She calls her
“ald-school shoo cobbling® trchnique o “lost are™: As
many as 20 amisars might work on a single design, from
sole sculpting to kather sewing and scudding. (army of
these skilled artists have boon with Cordero since the
company's founding.) Poccs mnge from abouar $370 for
an embcllished Rat to 3680 for a sdded kiccup boot.
The linc has since cxpanded o handbags, bcls, cuffs,
nngs and othor acccssonics, and tho'ne sold ar magoa
retailers such as Bammeys aswcll as 200 boutiques, includ-
irgg her cwn Hagship storc on LA Bovedy Boulorard.

Cordero represcnts o growang number of designers
who have bogun meving toward wsing covrronnentally
Fricnd by matcrials and suscainabk practiccs. Long bofors
“coofnondly™ bocame a buezword, Cordero vscd manaral
matcnals and vegotable dyes in creating ber products,
Her design cthos has boon embroced in LA, a ary
whose progressive denmens are more frequently shop-
pirg ar farmcrs markets, outficting choir homes watch
sstainabk matcniak and cothing their tots 0 organic
cotton orsics. | he wholc grom” thing has boon eally
kind of groar for ws,” she says. As a testament o her
lincs maoaral matcnalks, she maintains, “You can proty

miuch buny a shoc and it will decompes:. [t's prony raw
and simiple and boouriful.™

Cordere’s coofniendly impuls arscs from a decp
conrection to natire, making LA an idcal bone bosc;
the designer lves in a remodeled 1927 bungalowr inthe
carthy cnclave of Lanred Canyon. 1 lowe LA Tma
real senons natuare giel. | haee to be surrounded by frcsh
air, troes and clean encrgy,” she says. She aibes this localke
as wll as Calhote Canyon, her rctrcar in mearcky Ojai,
as the places that inspire her work the most. “®hen ['m
in mature, 105 like | can sce things, you know?™ she says.
“I"Il sce & bumrning bard [and think], “2h my god, | nocd
to do pwel tones. | necd boghe greon and puarple in che
colketion.”*

When asked whiy she chose Les Angeles to comcuie hor
kefry business idea, Cordero bocomes spanoual. 1 mean,
there was a voico i my gut that told me char ic was ome
for me to And oy land and build something on i Towas
hks the ack, you know! &nd 1 did, and it was mimor-
ks, [E L aconally was a keveldwaded person, probably 1
would ke like, “Whar? Arc you cmey?” Bt ... | follow my
mstincts, and | koo that 1 wasnt gonna give up, and |
was gonna create my shocs hore in Les Angeles.”
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