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WHAT COULD BE SIMPLER - OR MORE COMPLICATED -

THAN A PAIR OF JEANS?

(clockwise from top)

BOSS Hugo Boss dark destroyed jeans, $185;
Chip & Pepper black jeans, $295;

Seven dark blue jeans, $235;

Versace jeans, $395;

BOSS Hugo Boss black jeans, $185;

BOSS Orange washed brown jeans, $375;
True Religion dark grey jeans, $295;

Chip & Pepper dark blue jeans, $245.

It’S a Monday afternoon at Pearson airport and I’m at the back of a
pack of 300 travellers oozing slowly toward a row of U.S. Immigration officers. This
is my third lineup since I've arrived and I can’t say I enjoyed the first two. After 20
minutes of shuffling I have an idea. Why wait until 'm in Los Angeles to research
denim? I start counting trousers, and the numbers are astonishing. Of the first
hundred people in line, 77 are wearing jeans.

Now, we all know jeans are everywhere (you probably own a few pairs yourself),
and I know my survey is not accurate to within three percentage points, 19 times
out of 20. But still, if anything close to three quarters of us are wearing denim at any
given time, then blue jeans truly have become our uniform, right? Actually, no. When
I take a second look at the jeans around (and on) me, it is not their uniformity that
strikes me but their variety.

Some are faded to near whiteness, others are blue-black indigo. Some hems are
clean, some frayed, some rolled. The legs range from skin-tight to super-baggy, from
straight to boot-cut to flared. Some are high-waisted, some precariously low-slung.
They’re plain-stitched, contrast-stitched, embroidered, ripped and pristine, and their
back pockets are branded with dozens of trademark arcs and swooshes. These jeans
are sandwiched between T-shirts and sneakers, polo shirts and deck shoes, blazers and
dress shoes. They cover both sexes and all ages, except perhaps those over 70. No
matter what persona these travellers want to project — casual, street, sporty, executive,
high luxe — they are using jeans to do it.

Blue jeans sure have changed since I started wearing them. Why, 35 years ago (cue
quavering Grandpa Simpson voice) when you bought a pair of jeans they were as stiff
as a board. Brands didn’t matter — there were only three or four and they were pretty
much identical. Youd spend a day putting them through the washing machine four or
five times — you could have used the rinse water as ink — and prayed they'd shrink just
right. After about a year they began to feel comfortable.

The chasm between then and now has recently widened with the introduction of
an entirely new category, undreamed of in my youth: premium denim, made with
the same attention to fabric, fit and finish as fine wool or linen pants and priced
to match. Premium denim is a milestone, because here the blue jean story ends.
Premium was denim’s last untapped market. There is no territory left to conquer.

If you want to understand premium denim — and as far as I'm concerned, a $200
pair of jeans has got some ’splaining to do — the place to go is Los Angeles, the centre
of the U.S. denim industry and where most of its premium labels are based. It should
be an interesting trip, if I ever get out of this damned airport.
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L-A- is not an elegant place. It’s a parched, smoggy mess of cars
and money and millions of people doing exactly what they please, most of it not
especially commendable. The way it developed — not as a single city, but a collection
of towns (84, I read once) that have been fused, probably by the heat, into a single
mass — makes it strange and disorienting to someone from the East. It has no centre
of gravity, no town square. Its shops are full but its sidewalks are empty. The consola-
tion is that the natural world — the Pacific and its beaches, the hills carved with deep
canyons, the desert — is never far away. It’s remarkably easy to leave your 13-million
neighbours behind and feel completely alone. These ingredients add up to a unique
(and oft-derided) culture that is casual, individual and experimental, and a perfect
incubator for denim.

“The way people wear denim in L.A. is different than in New York or Europe or
Canada,” says Ilan T, denim buyer for Traffic, one of the city’s edgiest boutiques. “In
L.A. guys have extreme budgets and they’re scared of nothing.”

Traffic is the place for people who wouldn’t be caught dead in labels you have yet
to hear of. They carry jeans so skinny you'd have trouble getting your arms through
them, jeans so baggy they could sleep two, and not very much in between. They carry
$650 jeans embroidered in gold and silver — rea/ gold and silver. Today Ilan is wearing
Decent, a local brand that could have been designed by Picasso (Pablo, not Paloma).
The leg seams are twisted, the front pockets are fake, and one of the back pockets is
hung really low to complete the asymmetrical Cubist look. The jeans are eight inches
too long but Ilan hasnt rolled up the hems. He’s walking on them.

Brands like Decent will never reach the mainstream, but it’s brands like Decent
that make Los Angeles the jeans industry’s style laboratory. A decade ago, American
denim was dying of boredom. The casual-wear marketplace was moving to cargo
pants and khakis, and experts (sorry, “experts”) were predicting the end of jeans. Now,
thanks to the synergy generated by literally hundreds of new labels, wild and mild,
denim has embarked on a growth spurt. In the year ended March 2006, sales of men’s
jeans in the U.S. grew eight percent overall, but the highest rate of growth was in the
highest-priced brands. Sales of jeans retailing over $100 grew by 97 percent in the
same period. Clearly the marketplace likes what the premium labels are doing. Perhaps
it’s because what they’re doing is paying respect.

Jeff Shafer, who launched Agave jeans in 2003, grew up in Los Angeles, although
it would be more accurate to say he grew up in T-shirts and Levi’s. He lived to surf,
ski and fish. That lifestyle had a career-defining effect. “After I stopped being a surfer
dude and went to graduate school and got a business degree, one of my first jobs in
corporate America required me to wear a suit and tie, at which point I quit,” he says.
“I decided I would never take a job that required me to wear a suit and tie. Ever.”

That said, Shafer, who is 47, calls his jeans dressy. “Creating Agave jeans was about
dressing jeans up and wearing them to the office and wearing them on dates and
taking them on vacation, versus the way most jeans up until this point had been
positioned, which is a guy camping or wrangling horses or pounding nails.”

When he showed menswear retailers his $200 jeans, they didn’t get it. “They were
like, this is just denim, why should this be so expensive?” Shafer recalls. “And I go,
why do you think your Zegna trousers are $250? This is Supima yarn and it’s ring-
spun and it’s yarn-dyed. Just because you associate denim with work wear doesn’t
mean we can’t put as much into our fabric as the Italians put into theirs.”

Like many of his competitors, Jeff Shafer is paying homage to the blue jean’s
American roots by buying Japanese denim. Yes, Japanese. After World War 11, one of
the many items of Western pop culture the Japanese developed an obsessive fondness
for was denim. And the American soldiers who bestrode their country like colossuses
weren't wearing new Levi’s, but old ones. The Japanese didn’t associate denim with
miners and farmers. From the start it was about fashion, about cool, and the older the
jeans, the cooler and more fashionable they were.

Their obsession led to two things. One was a crazed market for vintage denim that
peaked in the early 1990s. Jeff Shafer recalls seeing a pair of 1947 Levi’s selling for
$17,000 in Tokyo circa 1992. The other development was a denim industry that
could make high-quality reproductions of vintage jeans for an affordable price, if you
call $300 to $600 affordable. “It’s a whole cottage industry,” Shafer says. “There’s at
least 50 to 100 companies of renegade, rock-star guys who all they do is figure out
how to weave denim the old-fashioned way, sew it on the original equipment and
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wash it so it looks exactly like a pair of, say, 1945
vintage Levi’s jeans.”

It was that kind of scale and attitude — “like micro-
brew or a small winery” — that Shafer wanted to bring to

y g
American jeans. “The Japanese were never making work
J p g

wear. They were always making luxury. So we said we'll
use their looms and we'll copy their weaves but we're
going to use luxury yarns. We're going to use beautiful
indigo shades.”

The City of Vernon, California, is one of
the towns that have fused into Los Angeles. Located
adjacent to downtown L.A., it has an area of 5.2 square
miles, a work force of 44,000, and 91 permanent
residents. It’s pure industry in all directions, nothing but
one- and two-storey warehouses and factories. Every
metropolis has a Vernon, but never at its very heart.

In the middle of Vernon there’s a little Canadian
cottage, done up in rough-hewn wood salvaged from
a barn. It’s full of kitschy memorabilia and sports
bric-a-brac including old Levi’s ads, a hunting trophy,

a battered sled and tennis rackets. This rustic setting
(entirely inside one of Vernon’s interchangeably ugly
industrial buildings) is the design studio of Chip and
Pepper Foster, identical twins from Winnipeg and
owners of one of L.A.s hottest premium denim labels.
Walking into it, after being disoriented by Vernon, is to
be re-disoriented in an completely new way.

Chip and Pepper’s unlikely story is made for
Hollywood. (Take a deep breath.) They were born in
Manitoba to a pickle company executive and an actress,
and Chip and Pepper are their real, birth-certificate
names. In high school in Burlington, Ontario, they took
orders from family and friends for a new line of sneak-
ers Chip had seen in an ad, but the company vanished
with their money, so to pay off the debt they started
selling homemade sportswear from the trunk of their
car. That turned into Chip and Pepper Wetwear, a label
that made them millionaires before they were 20, but
then they over-licensed the brand and the company
went into receivership and they spent 10 years in court
to win back the right to use their own names — but
that was later. First, their success gave them a chance to
record an album, whose video single, “Get Hip Or Get
Out,” came to the attention of NBC president Brandon
Tartikoff, which landed the boys in L.A. with their own
television show, “Chip and Pepper’s Cartoon Madness,”
which only lasted a year. (And exhale.)

That’s when they turned to selling jeans. It started
with Golf Punk, a vintage denim store they opened in
1995. They stocked it by turning up at flea markets at
dawn where, with flashlights on their heads, they sorted
through the piles of clothes. “Premium vintage denim,
the only people who understood it back then was the
Japanese and rock stars, or guys like Johnny Depp or
Brad Pitt,” Chip says. “Back then, the denim was $500
to $1,000. We used to sell to all the celebrities and
socialites and the hipster kids. The problem was the fit
wasn't perfect, so we started making our own pieces of
denim in the back of our store.”






