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Meher Kakalia wearing her shoes
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For those in search of something beautifully
made and unique, an increasing number of
independent designers are teaming up with
artisans to create handcrafted pieces that will
stand the test of time. Lucie Muir talks to
three London-based entrepreneurs who are
using the meticulous skills found in their
native Pakistan, Spain and Russia

While travelling in her native Pakistan, Meher
Kakalia, 40, became fascinated by her country’s
shoe-making traditions. These days she designs
shoes of her own in her Brixton studio and has
them all made entirely by hand, in a workshop
she set up in her home town of Karachi in 2004.

'There's an incredible shoe-making history
scattered along the villages in Pakistan,' says
Kakalia, who moved to London in 1993.
'Catering to the landed gentry and descending
from the clans of master craftsmen, these
shoemakers make two or three pairs of shoes a
month and you can’t buy them with money in the
normal way. One shoemaker in Kahror Pakka
told me that he makes shoes for people as a
gift. He would give them to the wearer and
receive a gift in return. This could be money, or the mango orchard he once received for a beautiful pair of shoes.'

By offering full-time employment with better pay, and above all security, Kakalia persuaded a team of expert artisans
to leave their villages and work for her at her workshop. She feels privileged to be part of something so steeped in
tradition and is keen to give something back to the craft community.

'Our craftspeople are really well looked after and extremely well paid – anything else would be unthinkable,' says
Kakalia who, before embarking on shoe design, worked as a fund manager in the City. She now runs a training
programme at the Karachi workshop to recruit more workers. Last year demand for her shoes, which she sells in
boutiques in Italy, Russia, Japan and America, leapt from 500 pairs a year to 6,000. Has she considered mass
production to speed things up? 'No way! My focus is on beautiful, crafted pieces and that will never change.'

When she is not hot-footing it to Karachi, Kakalia is checking on shoe lasts that are made in Northampton, emailing
sketches to the Karachi workshop and sourcing exotic fabrics. These come from Pakistan as well as further afield:
Iceland for salmon and wolf-fish skins; Italy for the finest leathers. In some cases it takes up to three days to construct
a single pair of shoes. Toes are turned up in a little V-shaped nose and stitches are created from hand-wrung Indian
threads. Each shoe bears the stamp of the artisan who made it.
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As for the design, Kakalia approaches each shoe (or boot) as if it were a piece of ornate jewellery. Signature styles
include the popular Queen Bee ballerina flats, made from tiny gold coils threaded on to velvet, and the Chinghtz
boots. These are embroidered with bright, floral patterns and are the perfect accompaniment to the richly coloured
coats and dresses in Selina Blow's London store, where the shoes are stocked. meherkakalia.com
(http://meherkakalia.com/)

In a studio on Kensington Church Street, Emilio de la Morena's team are busy. The noise of sewing machines mixed
with the incessant sound of traffic outside is a far cry from the tranquil, jasmine-covered workshop in the village of
Villamanrique de la Condesa, just outside Seville.

Here a group of women embroider the renowned mantones, or Manila shawls, and are now – thanks to a good deal of
insistence on his part – embellishing key pieces in his summer collection with the same historic stitching. Known as
the bordado de imagineria, this form of embroidery is so elaborate that one jacket alone in de la Morena's collection
took six craftswomen two months to complete.

The contrast of old meets new works well, even if some of the craftswomen took some training to work on the high-
tech Dupont fabric that looks, and feels, like thick padded paper. The result? Embellished clothes that resemble pieces
of soft sculpture – which was precisely what de la Morena intended.

De la Morena, 35, was born near Alicante and – despite childhood ambitions of being a sculptor – moved to Britain in
1993 to do a business degree at Edinburgh University. Eventually he found a more creative path, and took up a place
on the MA in fashion design at Central Saint Martins.

There he discovered that fashion, not economics, was in his Spanish blood. 'When I look back at Spain, it's as if I am
looking at some exotic land, but perhaps that's because I now live in London, and the longer you stay away the wilder
your romantic vision of a place becomes,' says de la Morena, who keeps his feet on the ground by playing football
with his three-year-old son. His partner is a business consultant who is also his managing director.

As far as his debut collection for s/s 08 is concerned, it is easy to see the influences of his homeland, particularly in
the beautifully tailored jackets and dresses – some with matador-style shoulders. And a recent trip to the northern
village of Anso really got his imagination racing. The sleepy hamlet lies close to San Sebastián where Cristóbal
Balenciaga was born. The Spanish couturier also travelled here in search of native craft inspiration. During de la
Morena's visit, the town's mayor allowed him access to the library's photo archives.

These included black and white shots of early 19th-century wedding dresses, made from dark, heavy wool and shaped
like cocoons – not so dissimilar to the shapes of some of the dramatic dresses in his a/w collection, which will be
available at London’s B-Store. In September, Morena will show his third collection at London Fashion Week as part of
Topshop's New Generation. emiliodelamorena.com (http://www.emiliodelamorena.com/)

Marina Shlosberg, 35, was born in Siberia and grew up in Uzbekistan. She studied fashion design before leaving for
Moscow where she worked as a successful runway model. After deciding that she would be happier making the
clothes than wearing them, she was employed as an associate designer for several companies in London and Paris.
She moved to London in 2002 with plans to set up her own business, and last year her eponymous label made its
debut here.

Shlosberg's work features hand-woven Russian lace and shimmering Uzbek silks. It took a 16-year absence from her
native land to appreciate all things Russian again, something she did on a personal journey to rediscover familiar
places, and new ones along the way. 'It broke my heart to find that so many of my country's craft traditions were dying
out. I am now on a mission to save some of them before they disappear for good,' she says.

One in particular is the art of Kadom Veniz lace-making, which Shlosberg had always been curious to know more
about. She took a bus from Moscow to the small town of Kadom, on the Siberian border. In the town's monastery this
type of lace has been spun for more than 300 years. Legend has it that Peter the Great decided to reinvigorate
Russia's lace-making industry.
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Russia's lace-making industry.

As a result, a group of master lace-makers were invited to stay at the Kadom monastery's workshop. These craftsmen
taught the nuns how to make the intricate lace patterns by hand, using a single needle and thread, and they in turn
taught the town's women. Today a group of women still work in the original workshop, within the old monastery.

It took some time before Shlosberg was trusted by the tightly knit group, who had never been asked to do high fashion
before. 'They were very suspicious of me at first. But they warmed to me and the idea of producing my lacework.' The
remote monastery is 150 miles from the nearest town and its only DHL collection point. There are no computers and
no internet access in the workshop, but nothing seems to faze Shlosberg.

'I am on the phone to them constantly. I might say, "Did you get the buttons I sent you?" and they will say, "No, there
is too much snow, we can't get into town to collect them." This really is a labour of love for me.' A lace cuff that she
demonstrates to me is so beautiful it looks as delicate as a spider's web as it wraps around her slender wrist. Another
historic Russian lace, Vologda, made by interweaving multiple threads of cotton on bobbins, is the basis for hems and
straps elsewhere in the summer collection. marinashlosberg.com (http://www.marinashlosberg.com/)

© Copyright of Telegraph Media Group Limited 2010

http://www.marinashlosberg.com/

