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Why the
king of the
evening
shoes loves
leather

eidi Klum looked as beautiful at the 2008 Oscars as
Hanyone, according to Stuart Weitzman. The New

York-based footwear designer and manufacturer had
a bit of a vested interest—Ms Klum was wearing shoes from
his latest collection, her choice helping to enhance his
reputation as ‘the king of the evening shoe’. "I go to
Hollywood with the new collection every time,” he explains.
“What you have to do is make the shoes available to the
stylists who dress the girls. It's mostly up to the stylists.”

Footwear is in Stuart Weitzman’s blood because his
father was a designer before him. His own introduction to
the business happened by chance. "My father took a design
I had done in secret,” he recalls. "It was just a sketch of a
shoe with a 60 millimetre heel, a little slit up front and a
pretty bow. Without telling me, he made a sample and then
put it into production. It sold well.”

His sister and mother also contributed to his education
by “always being in sexy shoes my father had made”, but
he says it is the architecture of shoes that has always held
the greatest appeal for him and he goes so far as to describe
himself as a footwear engineer rather than a designer. He
has a strong business background, having held back from
making his hobby his work for long enough to complete a
college degree. However, he says nothing thrills him more
than launching a new style and hearing a client utter his
favourite three-word phrase, ‘I'll take these’.

He now produces two million pairs a year worth, at
factory prices, 250 million (retail prices are, naturally, a lot
higher). Fifty own-name stores comprise around 15% of the
business.

Model Alek Wek shows off a pair of shoes from Stuart
Weitzman'’s latest collection at the GDS exhibition in March.
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Top footwear designer Stuart Weitzman says
he takes a lot of inspiration from what’s on

No Sub Prime scare
Stuart Weitzman, in public at least,

sounds upbeat about the world
economy, and specifically the
situation in the US. “A recession in the
US usually means growth of only 1%,”
he says; "“it's not like a recession in
other places where the economy goes
backwards. The US is a giant
economy. In any case, a recession
doesn’t really affect a small business
like mine, so things are okay.”

The headlines surrounding one of
the biggest casualties so far of the Sub
Prime crisis must have made him
pause for breath once or twice,
though. Mentions of Bear Stearns
filled thousands of minutes of air-time
and millions of column centimetres
around the world when the US
Federal Reserve had to rescue it in
March with a $30 billion loan, leading
to the bank being acquired soon
afterwards by JPMorgan Chase.

The Bear Stearns name has been
linked with Stuart Weitzman since an
agreement in 2005 that brought an
injection into the footwear brand of
around $100 million. But the company
owner explains that the deal he struck
was with a separate entity, Bear
Stearns Merchant Bank (BSMB).

He says: “Bear Stearns, the
company people have been reading
about, which JP Morgan Chase took
over, is not, and has never been our
partner. The investors who have
joined me are from a merchant bank
called BSMB; therefore, we have no
involvement and suffer no
consequences that relate to the JP
Morgan Chase-Bear Stearns
consolidation.”

He explains that he accepted the
investment and offered a minority
stake in the company because he
recognised the importance of having a
retail presence under his own name.
He says: "We want the stores on the
street, and we want to expand, to
have more stores in Asia and Europe
as well as the US. But I didn't feel we
needed to put money into the leases
on those stores. I am happy to have
partners who can run that side of it.”

He insists on manufacturing his own
products, and that side of the business

offer from the leather industry.

CREDIT: RENE TILLMANN/MESSE DUSSELDORF

also requires a big investment. You
have to hire people and take care of
them in slow periods. He prefers to
put his capital into that instead.

First on the shopping list

As others have said of handbags
(see for example the article in this
issue featuring the views of Marshal
Cohen), Stuart Weitzman believes that
shoes are no longer an accessory, but
the first thing a woman will buy,
thinking about her clothes only
afterwards.

His focus, as his unofficial title
suggests, has always been on evening
shoes but he says this is the result of
“some great advice” he got at the start
of his career from Hungarian-born
handbag designer Judith Leiber, who
was a family friend in New York. "I
told her I was going out on my own,”
he recalls, “and I asked her if she
knew anything about the shoe
business. She said she didn't, that all
she could say was that she loved it.
But then she said that [ must try to do
something different. So I thought I'd
concentrate on evening shoes.”

This is still the part of his business
that wins him most attention, even
though it only accounts for 15% of his
output.

Mr Weitzman says much of his
inspiration comes from seeing new

developments in leather. He loves
being able to use ‘crocodile’ finishes,
stamped onto bovine hides—they are
beautiful, cheaper, more readily
available and, he claims, more
ecologically sound than the real thing.

Suede is the second most important
type of leather he’s using right now,
with black still the most prominent
colour across the board, as always,
and purples, violets and greys
pushing into the picture too for his
autumn-winter 2008-2009 collection
in keeping with fashion trends.

He likes the look of boots for next
season, from “high shoes” to over-the-
knee, although not thigh-high. He
calls this “part of the legging look”, in
which fashionable women want to
emphasise a long, slender shape; he
believes “leg-hugging boots in sexy
leathers” achieve this well.

In general, he's relaxed about the
shape of toes that will be in fashion,
saying that there is no one shape that
every woman will feel she has to
wear. Toes can be narrow for dressy
shoes, although perhaps not “stiletto
pointy”, but round toes are likely to be
more prominent “because they are so
easy to wear”.

But then he says he believes the
days of there being one ‘in’ look have
gone. He continues: “Now there is no
one look. The choices are amazing,
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and that causes designers to expand
our thinking as well. Kids today have
it—they have the taste. And when you
see how these girls have put it
together it's very inspiring. I would
say I'm inspired more Dby street
fashion than by the catwalk.”

This change has come about also
because of today’s communications
technology; the internet, he says, can
take any idea all around the world
instantly. He remembers when US
designers could come to Europe, see
something, take it back to the US and
present it as something new. Not now;
these days everyone has to do much
more of their own thing.

Love of leather

In response to a question from
World Footwear about where he
sources the leather that provides him
with so much inspiration, Stuart
Weitzman says that most of it comes
from Spain. This is no surprise as
Spain is where his own factories are.
He points to the advantages in having
his own production facilities, saying
that this is the only way to guarantee
consistency of sizing for his clients—
every manufacturer's method is
different, he points out—and the
easiest way for him to be sure of
maintaining the quality his clients
have come to expect.

The factories he has set up—
employing no fewer than 1,600
people—are in the heartland of
Spain’s shoe-making tradition: Elche,
in the province of Alicante. Local
leather comes from tanneries in
Catalonia or Valencia, more on which
in a moment.

“Most of our leather comes from
there, but I do go to Lineapelle, and I do
work with tanneries in Italy too,” he
explains, “mostly in (the Lombardy
province of) Varese, but when I do, they
produce leather to my specifications.
That’s the way it works.”

Some shoes in his new collection
are in black, but a colour beyond “flat
black”, something that trends
specialists have been talking about.
Mr Weitzman is doing the same with
very dark blues. It's an example of
leather that tanneries have delivered

New York-based designer Stuart Weitzman is the king of the evening shoe.
CREDIT: RENE TILLMANN/MESSE DUESSELDORF.

after listening to his specifications.

In this case, he took a piece of
plastic to the tanners, on which he had
painstakingly printed just the colour
and tone he wanted to achieve. The
other very interesting aspect of what
he is doing with leather is that he has
found the talent locally in Alicante to
have people working in the shoe
factories embossing leather to achieve
just the effects that he wants.

In this way he is able to have
bovine hides from India (proving that
Europe is not the only source of good
leather) that have a python effect, as
well as lizard and the crocodile effect
mentioned above (with big ‘scales’ to
imitate the tail of the beast).

These skills are available to him in
his Elche facilities because of the
important tanning sector in Valencia,
just to the north of where his factories
are, and in the same region. Skilled
workers have come from there and Mr
Weitzman has invested in the
necessary machinery to be able to
carry out this work on his own sites.

It requires genuine expertise on the
part of the operators, but, in his view,
not as much as the expertise
demanded of the people who stitch
the shoes.

“It's an ancient craft that the people
in this part of Spain have exercised for
centuries,” he explains, “and it's the
most difficult thing of all. These days

I'm losing the skilled stitchers I have
there to people who have gone from
northern Europe to live on the Costa
Blanca and who are offering a higher
rate of pay for house-cleaning
services than the footwear factory
owners can afford to pay.”

In this, he admits to having a high
level of sympathy for the people who
are still striving to run tanneries in
Europe and make a living. "These are
difficult areas of business to be in,” he
says. “That’'s why I'm glad my two
daughters have found other careers
that they love (one is a singer-
songwriter, the other is a film critic
writing for the New York Daily News).
It’s the same in leather. I'm really not
surprised the people running
tanneries complain a lot. Theirs is a
tough, tough industry.”

In looking to the future, he is excited
by the possibilities of selling more
shoes online and, in particular, by
another channel that he says did not
even exist for footwear two years ago.
“It's home shopping on TV,” he
reveals. “There is a chain of stores in
New York that we work with. In four
months I think it sold 100 pairs of our
shoes across six shops. Recently it
went onto the Home Shopping
Network channel and sold the same
quantity in two hours.”

That's the future. He's excited by
it. 9
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