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Bontoni shoes

To outsiders, it might

seem like we're a bit crazy.
We are always talking about
shoes, even over lunch

lunch.” To boot, the Bontoni workshop
is located downstairs in his house

Of the five people employed at Bontoni,
three are Gazzanis. Franco's father,
Manfredo, who spends time sketching
designs and playing the odd riff on the
saxophone, and uncle Bruno cach have
50 years’ experience in the trade. Fiorina
Ripa, 70, whose main duties are sewing,
and son Roberto, 39, complete the team.

Working six days a week, the closely-
knit group at Bontoni manage to take
care of almost all shoemaking tasks
in-house. However, before they begin the
three-month process, they must call in at
Formificio Veregra, a maker of shoe lasts,
Owned by Franco's cousin, technicians
take the measurements from a bespoke
order and carve a wooden representation
of the customer’s foot. The original form
remains under lock and key with Veregra,
while Bontoni takes home a plastic copy.

The next step is shopping for hides
at Italven Pelli. After picking up the latest
order of calfskins and crocodile hides,
Bontoni dyes the materials themselves so
they can ensure an even colouring. After
they are cut, Fiorina stitches them into
one picce 1o create the upper.

Then begins the important stage of
shaping the leather around the last, when
the upper is “rested”. After more R&R,
Bruno puts the upper over a flame, ham-
mering to shape its final form. During
this time Franco uscs the custom dyes
they've crafted - such as vinaccio, a dark
cherry hue - and colours the shoes.

As upper and sole are united, Bon-
toni inserts Poron, a foam engineered at
Nasa to cushion feet when walking,
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between the two, adding a 21st-century
twist to an age-old craft. Now 8§ per cent
complete, Franco takes the shoes to see
the Falappa brothers

Both in their sixties, Bruno and Lorenzo
Falappa work out of a mechanic's garage
They do detail work for Bontoni: trim-
ming off millimetres of excessive Icather
sole and painting the shoe bottoms, After
making a final cut 1o remove a sliver of
the inner heel - so0 a customer’s trouser
cuff won't get caught - Lorenzo brands
cach shoe with the Falappa mark as he
has done for over 35 years. Back at the
atclier, Franco does the final polishing
and carefully etches with a pyrographic
pen the customer’s initials on the sole.

Taking a break from production,
Franco switches into more formal attire
- he's expecting an important New York
client later in the day. Although he's
dressed in navy pinstnipes and sweater,
he can't hide the tell-tale signs of his
profession: the dye stains on his finger-
nails. “I've given up trying to get it out,”
he says somewhat resigned

What's troubling hum more, however,
is finding young craftsmen to join the
atclier as orders begin to increase -
there's a shortage of new talent. “It’s hard
to find young people who want to work
with their hands. Everybody now wants
to be a manager.” —
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Bontomi US

Lowis Cutilio is really, really
excited about his shoes. He
caresses the leather, cradies
them in his arms and insists
you touch them. “Look, it's
hand-welted. No two shoes
are the same. Seo this
pant? it takes seven days
to paint this shoe by hand.*

While some in the US
stil equate Rakan fashion
with Soprancs-style mob
attire, classic Itallan talloring
Is having a renaissance
there. Luxury brands such
as Incotex and Valextra

10 turn a family talent into
a proper business.
Bontoni soid its first
shipmeont of shoes 1o Lous
Boston in 2004, In the US,
Bontoni sells at Wikes
Bashford ~ which orders
on average 130 pairs each
season - as woll as
Bergdor! Goodman and
Ladage & Olke in Germany,
among many othors.
Sitting in Café Paradiso
coffee shop In Boston's
North End Cutilio says,




