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				WRITING THE INTRODUCTION to this book is like opening the door to a party, knowing that the room beyond is filled with very well-dressed people and I am totally naked. Dressing a woman is something that I know very well how to do. Dressing a book, on the other hand, takes a part of me that I have never explored. It is a vulnerable and intimate undertaking, not unlike the process of making clothes.

				In fashion and in style, many truths are revealed. Style is common property; it belongs to all. Because it is constantly changing, fashion can be seen as something frivolous and superfluous. Both style and fashion elicit a wide range of emotions and can be infectious, even enthralling, provoking excitement in some people, revolution in others, and a heck of a lot of anxiety in a whole lot more. For me, style and fashion inspire optimism above all, while giving me the tools to communicate. Fashion is what time looks like, and that’s something I take very seriously. Indeed, it is the very texture and weave of life. When First Lady Michelle Obama wore my coat and dress on that gloriously frozen Inauguration Day, I was woven into time, and into history itself. For me, a political refugee, that moment was an enormous accomplishment and a humbling gift from the universe.
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				Without fashion, I never would have had a voice. Now, with this book, I have examined the shape of my life from the inside as a way of connecting the dots between my own childhood as a girl growing up in Cuba and my life today as an independent fashion designer.

				I consider this book a different kind of dialogue, a new way to share my views on life, love, and fashion design. The experience of writing it has been a bit like turning one of my own designs inside out to discover the backbone and study the central core of its construction. Through dissecting my personal style compass, the map of my life has emerged.

				I was born into change, as my large and loving family was swept away by a sea of political and cultural upheaval after the Cuban Revolution and landed in the United States. Coming to America, I learned to merge my Caribbean soul with the ultra-slick cosmopolitan tempo of New York City. Change can provoke an inspired reshuffling of your deck of cards. It is circulation, movement, and a certain freedom of mobility. It is an opportunity for reinvention.

				As an immigrant, I am privileged to observe and experience the wonder of living in America, and because of that, I certainly never take it for granted. The ability to plant your creative seed, grow, and prosper is the key to our culture’s evolution. Our country may not be perfect and oftentimes living in the U.S. can sometimes be complicated and inconvenient, but it’s certainly well worth the effort. Creatively, for me, it is the most fertile and stimulating climate on the planet. Our American population is made up of different ethnic, racial and religious backgrounds all living in such a wide range of terrains. The diversity of lifestyles and all the various economic classes that can participate in fashion contribute to fashion’s richness. 

				All this great delicious mix is what makes this country so modern and so interconnected and able to pioneer the future. This clash of intentions and difference in purpose is freedom for the soul, and the main ingredient for my creativity.

				My personal circumstances, brought on by political change, allowed me to define and discover myself, as I cultivated natural talents and curiosities. Through my love of make and the ability to follow my instincts, I was able to develop my passion for fashion design into a lifelong career.

				Love fuels every aspect of my life and is woven into everything I do. Love was the guiding light that introduced me at a young age to my husband, the artist and illustrator Ruben Toledo, who fell in love at first sight with a shy dreamer of a girl.
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				I fell in love with Ruben’s art first. It took another four years for me to reciprocate and realize that this kid was the love of my life. While I was busy playing, sewing, dancing, and growing up, I discovered that Ruben was the missing link, in the best possible sense of those words. Love is often the missing link in life. Once that element flowers, the rest of life seems to flow along.

				My time at the Met was instrumental because it was there that I first understood the enormous impact that fashion has on culture, and grasped the value of fashion as art. These realizations led me to design new fashions and encourage women to reveal their personalities through their inner fashion IQs. We designers propose new ideas in every collection, some of which are too early or too experimental. In the end, our customers provide the ultimate collaborations, deciding what will become fashion through their choices. Fashion design moves forward when people think for themselves and dress their own minds and moods.
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				What makes fashion design so fascinating for me is the combination of opposite elements. Great designs represent the logical, timeless, well engineered, and well constructed. At the same time, fashion is the flavor of the day, the ephemeral, the feeling of the moment, the essence of something as intangible as air and atmosphere. These contradictory impulses are what make fashion so compelling. Fashion is as unpredictable as humanity itself. It is certainly a capricious journey of the human imagination. And we all participate in fashion, whether we sew it, champion it, pretend to ignore it, or detest it. Fashion may be the most democratic of all the art forms because we all have to go through the ritual of dressing ourselves every day.

				Every time I create a new collection, I am weaving together the threads of my history, my experiences, and my emotions into cloth, texture, color, and shapes based on a woman’s anatomy. I take into account body language, movement, a million practical things, and some technical breakthroughs. These are all hidden in the seams; a client never sees them if I do my job correctly. But she senses, I hope, the pleasure, delight, and balanced feeling you get when how you appear on the outside is in tune with how you feel—or want to feel—on the inside.

				By showing my first collection in 1985, Ruben and I accidentally entered ourselves into the thrilling roller-coaster ride of the fashion business, with all of its hair-raising ups and downs. Fashion has taken us to many parts of the world, and my work soon became the subject of more than a few design exhibitions and has entered into some of the world’s most prestigious historic costume collections.

				By reading this book, I hope that you will find personal credos and observations that you can apply to your own life. Whether you are a fan of fashion, an aspiring artist or designer, or find pleasure in making things in your own home, I hope that these words will help you weave your own personal story into your style, as you discover your signature.
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				I keep the valuable lessons I learned during my early childhood years close to my heart.  They were the easiest to learn and the hardest to erase.

				MY CHILDHOOD ROOTS HAVE always been a true compass in both my professional and personal life. Perhaps because my parents made the painful decision to leave Cuba after the Revolution in 1968, I still carry precious, powerful memories of the place and the people I loved there, and I keep the valuable lessons I learned during those early years close to my heart. They were the easiest to learn and the hardest to erase.

				There is no such thing as a map or a safety net when you are an artist. But I have always used these childhood memories and lessons as touchstones whenever I need to tap into my emotions or question my next step as I create something new. Our childhood experiences help inform who we are, because it is then that we begin to discover our passions, talents, and habits. How I make clothes today is about how I think and feel, which in turn reflects how and where I grew up.
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				As a child in Cuba, I observed the interplay of light and shadow in Spanish Colonial architecture, absorbed the distinctive personal styles of my parents, learned about the importance of dressing emotions, and realized the power of womanhood in all its diversity. Taken together with the impact of coming to America, my earliest experiences gave me the foundation I needed to become a successful fashion designer.

				•••

				I WAS BORN IN A place with beautiful rivers, sharp light and sleepy streets: Camajuani, Las Villas, Cuba, a small town located in the heart of the island among tobacco and sugarcane fields. Located about a three-hour drive from Havana, Camajuani is a tiny place with big dreams and even bigger people, a town famous for its yearly carnivals with fantastic floats, fireworks, and parrandas. I am the youngest of three children. Together with my sisters Any and Mary, we were known around town as Las Hijas de Izquierdo (The Daughters of Felix Izquierdo).

				The way the light of the Caribbean sun hits this small corner of the universe magnifies all of the silhouettes. It was here that I first learned to see light and understand space. One of my strongest, most influential memories of Cuba is how the light shone so differently there from anywhere else I’ve ever been. I learned that sense of perception—the way we experience textures and colors—is subjective to the physical environment and space we live in. What seems right in the warm summer light can look harsh in the winter. Colors or textures that feel great in the misty gray of fall climates look downright depressing and dowdy in spring. This is the beauty of the seasons and the wonder of travel even within your own backyard where you have the possibility of resetting your eye and refocusing your perspective.

				Our town was very Spanish with Colonial architecture. Our house, like many others in our town, was white stucco with a severe exterior. It had an interior that bloomed with brilliant colors in the patterns of the hand-painted ceramic tiles laid on the wall borders and floors. The repetitive patterns were mesmerizing and served as my gateway to meditation and contemplation.

				The architecture all around me was made even more interesting by the soft geometric shapes formed by ornate ironwork on the verandas, stair railings, and window grilles. As a child, I remember sometimes feeling nearly blinded by the sun whitewashing a house, but still trying to peer into the depths of the deep green shade, or tracing the lacy shadows cast by the ironwork with my eyes. In this way, I became aware early on of the pleasing beauty of shapes, function, movement, and the subtle tones bleeding between contrasting colors. Here is where I learned to see light, feel contrasts, and understand space—three very important components of my work in fashion today.

				Our house belonged to my grandmother, my father’s mother. She was Spanish, and had been brought from the Canary Islands to Cuba by her sisters, who were already married and living on the island. This was an arranged marriage, in that my aunts brought their sister to marry my grandfather, a veteran of La Guerra Chiquita, and to be a mother to his seven children after his first wife died.

				It was an elegant house. My grandmother had two sets of very formal living room furniture, beautifully crafted out of dark wood and cane. It was smooth and cool to the touch. What entranced me more, however, was the romantic shape of her sewing machine. This wasn’t because my grandmother sewed her own clothes—I never saw her sit at the machine—it was because this machine seemed so mysterious an object.

				The sewing machine had belonged to my grandfather’s first wife. Because of this, it was kept in a place of honor and always remarkably polished, like an object in a museum. It looked like a sculpture, with its beautiful silver metal parts and intricate black iron body, only it was even better because it was a machine with parts that moved. I was the sort of child who loved machines because I was fascinated by how things worked; I took everything from dolls to bicycles apart to see how they were made.

				I spent hours playing with my grandmother’s sewing machine. I was a shy, quiet child, and I’d play in that magical space beneath it, in the cool quiet dark away from the household clamor created by my sisters, my parents, my grandmother, and the endless stream of relatives and friends who visited. I explored and moved each of that sewing machine’s belts, pulleys, cogs, and circular spinning parts, sometimes pretending it was a magical vehicle, and always wondering what that machine could do.

				Sewing machines still hold the same kind of magic and wonder for me. Learning how to use my babysitter’s sewing machine just a few years later would help me start to find my voice and express my individuality. After that, there was no stopping me: Sewing became my way of sharing my most personal thoughts, feelings, and creative ideas with the world.

				STYLE VS. FASHION

				I’m often asked questions about style: Where does it come from? Is it hereditary? Can some cultures claim it more than others? Can style be learned, taught, made into a list and memorized, or put in a book of ingredients like recipes for a cookbook? I believe that style is common property. It belongs to no one, and to everyone.

				I learned early on about the important distinction between style and fashion from both of my parents. My mother truly loved fashion, unlike my father, who had style.

				My parents were both very direct, “tell it to me straight” people who were filled with practical wisdom and an amazing love of life. They taught me by example that I have to be who I am, even if it means sometimes being misunderstood. From them, I learned the value of being sincere in my expression, whether through my actions, my words, or the way I dressed. Being sincere meant showing the utmost respect and consideration for others. This lesson on the importance of sincere expression provided me with a 360-degree compass, and would later serve as the basis from which I approach style.
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				My father, Felix Izquierdo, was a great example of this. He went to work in our town’s small hardware store when he was only twelve years old, and eventually became part owner. He had a great innate sense of timeless style. He would visit the local barbershop weekly to have his mustache meticulously trimmed, and he had a feeling for correctness that I adored. His clothes were impeccably invisible.
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				When Felix discovered a product that he liked, he was loyal to it. For instance, he always wore the same model of Florsheim shoes because they suited his long, elegant feet. He also loved wearing white ties with white shirts. His personal style was based on combining function with elegance, and wearing well-made clothing that served as an elegant backdrop for his approachable smile.
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				My mother, Bertha Perez, introduced me to the allure of fashion. She was romantic, attractive, and fiercely independent. She was the catcher for the neighborhood girls’ baseball team, and worked outside the home with my father at the hardware store long before it was customary for women to work especially after their children were born.

				“Birdy,” as Ruben fondly called her, had a real flair for fashion. She was the opposite of my father, in that she didn’t find one classic fashion that suited her free-spirited ways. Instead, her style was always about refreshing her wardrobe. She loved the novelty that fashion offered. Mother was always aware of the latest trends and would insist on trying them out on my poor older sisters. Florals, plaids, checks, and embroidered garments constantly rotated through her wardrobe, as she was always eager to try any new innovation that had a modern, international flavor.

				Birdy loved saying, “I was born in a shoe box,” because as a young woman, she had worked in her uncle’s shoe workshop before marrying my father. She took pride in telling me how she would cut out images of shoes from magazines and have her uncle make them to her liking. She could tell where a shoe was made just by looking at it and touching it, whether that shoe was from Spain, Italy, the U.S., or anywhere else in the world. One of her favorite duties at the store was to choose the appropriate leather for the shoemakers in town. You see, Birdy was a leather connoisseur.
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				Not surprisingly, Mother always wore great leather shoes in unusual colors, like hunter green pumps, pearl gray sling backs, or Gothic-looking strappy sandals, and always with handbags to match. Ruben still remarks on how Birdy taught him how important shoes are in helping people form certain impressions of you. She was also fond of gold bracelets and cuffs, always wore a watch to keep her on time, and had her dresses perfectly tailored to fit.

				What is the difference between fashion and style? Fashion is ephemeral. It is the flavor of the day, and useful for refueling your style inspiration when you feel you’ve run out of gas. Fashion is easy to apply because it’s all surface.
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				Style, on the other hand, is an effective way to carve out your individuality. Style is content. A person with true style is displaying a fertile and thinking mind. The truth is, we’re all born with an inner voice that serves as our personal style guiding light. To find it, we just need to tap into our instincts. When you are in touch with your inner self, your outer self projects balance and confidence. This is fertile ground for rooting style. The trick is that you have to learn to weave your own experiences together to arrive at your personal vision.

				We are all born with a history, a style DNA. If you’re happy with yours, build on it. Use it as your jumping-off point. Or, if you have outgrown your style, feel free to extrapolate and reinvent. That, after all, is what fashion is for. People with style dress in harmony with their inner, most authentic selves. The allure of personal style is to be in accordance with yourself first, and, by natural extension, with the world. Style is eternal.

				Whereas style requires an inner participation and is self-motivated, fashion is all surface. Style blossomed before fashion arrived on the scene. Fashion set its goals on differentiating itself from the national costume and the regional customs. Fashion introduced an international style so that no matter where we are from, or what land we come from, we have a common language to communicate with—the language of fashion.
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				One of my favorite quotes, which popped out of a fortune cookie at dinner one night, is by Oscar Wilde, who wrote, “When the critics disagree, the artist is in accord with himself.” My parents and my upbringing taught me this same lesson: that authenticity is essential if you’re going to live in harmony with yourself.
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				This philosophy is like the beauty of jazz. When jazz musicians are all jamming and playing from their inner emotions, you don’t just hear the music. You feel it. In a similar way, your style flows naturally when who you are on the inside is in harmony with how you live your life on the outside. I give my inner voice expression through fashion. Weaving our personal stories together and expressing those stories helps define who we are as individuals.

				UNDERSTANDING THE BEAUTY OF QUALITY

				In my father’s store, my mother was in charge of clerical duties and my father was an ace salesman who earned the complete trust of his clients. I believe that my love of construction began in this store.

				My favorite part of the store was the stockroom. Whenever I visited the store, I spent hours there. The stockroom was a smaller version of Home Depot. For me, it was a magical place, like Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. The shelves were stacked with boxes of screws and rings in varied shapes for me to look at and play with; I sometimes imagined that, if I could just figure out how to put all of these intriguing bits of metal together, I could build an entire house.

				That stockroom was a treasure trove filled with amazing objects that did things. The items each had a function and they were all practical. My appreciation for all things practical, logical, and well defined first took root at the hardware store. It was there that I also first observed the geometric shapes that would later become my pattern pieces: the circles, triangles, spirals, and squares that could all fit together in different ways, like precise puzzles.

				As a young girl, I loved to play with dolls, too, but I did so in a curious way: I would take them apart so that I could understand their inner workings, then put them together again. I remember when dolls went from having a rubber band construction where you could pull the arms and legs out from the torso without the limbs coming off, because the rubber bands acted like pulleys, to the moment when a socket-and-pressure system was introduced. Once this happened, if I pulled hard enough on the arms and legs of my dolls, the appendages came off completely. That change signaled to me—a girl of six—that the quality of my dolls was going downhill fast! Obviously, it was a move by manufacturers to produce cheaper dolls, but even as a child, I remember feeling that my dolls had lost an internal strength and mystery.
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				Today, my fascination with the insides of things, and with the ingenuity of how things are constructed, remains at the core of my aesthetic. The beauty in the quality of an object surpasses the question of taste. Quality looks good even as it decays. This is why I say that, if you have the discipline, buy less, but buy better. If you can afford to buy the best, eventually pass it on, because it will most likely outlive you.

				Understanding how something is built ensures that I can achieve my creative thought, thus reaching the highest quality in my designs.

				THE VALUE OF CREATIVE CONTROL

				Another important thing that I learned during my early childhood was the value of creative control and independence. The freedom to follow your instincts is a gift.

				On rainy days as children in Camajuani, my sisters and I played with Mother Nature herself. We would try to outrun the sun showers that we could see approaching block by block. These warm showers fell hard and steadily from the sky, as if suddenly a faucet high above us had opened.

				At home on those rainy days, my sisters and I also loved lying on the terrazzo floor of my grandmother’s house facing the street and making paper boats. We would wait for just the right moment, when the rain suddenly stopped pouring down, and run outside. Then we would place our origami creations on the street curb so that we could watch them float down to the corner, carried on the small rivers of rainwater flooding the streets.

				My lesson here was that bigger is not always better. Most of the time, the big boats collapsed under the raindrops while the little ones safely made it all the way to the end of the block. To this day, I have never forgotten the boat lesson. I try to keep my fashion business as hands-on as possible. A good business model means starting small, so that you can be prepared for healthy growth. Each step in your growth should be small enough for you to manage it.

				As a maker, how you shape something, even your business, can make or break your identity. It’s not just the design that matters, but the manner in which you execute your design ideas. Understanding how things work ensures that I can achieve my creative vision with integrity.
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				DRESSING EMOTION

				I have always thought of myself as a seamstress, as a maker of clothing, rather than a fashion person. I understand clothes from an abstract place that is not necessarily visual, but deep and emotional.

				Sewing is where my innovations happen, and I love the techniques of sewing more than anything else. The seamstress knows fashion intuitively. This intimacy with the cloth and the act of making is evident in the garments themselves.

				I don’t start new things at the sketch pad or the drawing board. For me, fashion design begins at the sewing machine and the pattern-making table. I know that I am creating a design when I make things with my hands, giving them form and shape, often inventing new techniques to fold and manipulate cloth as I experiment with my designs and perfect them over time. This transformation cannot happen with a sketch.

				Understanding anatomy, body language, and the space we inhabit is crucial to my work. Before I can envision how a dress will look or what kind of fabric to use, I am compelled to consider how the person who wears it will feel when she puts on my garment. The interaction between body and cloth creates an emotion, which can affect the mood of the person wearing that garment. Clothing can enhance our powers of communication, but only if we feel comfortable within that second skin. In this sense, fashion is a tool of self-expression that should set us free.
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				Dressing emotion goes both ways. Clothing can help the wearer give voice to her emotions, whether she is feeling vulnerable, sensual, confident, powerful, or playful. Certain garments can also look and feel so good on the body that they change how we feel when we wear them.

				Growing up in a land very much in love with its endless curves made my frail-looking, pointy body incredibly evident. As a child, I was weightless and sharp like a needle, and the “shy” in me was born.

				One day, I was intrigued by a conversation that my parents were having about a new vitamin injection that came from Russia and supposedly could make me grow stronger. The thought of a more rococo me was exhilarating. The idea that I might be able to shed my angular shape and grow curves made bearable my weekly visits to the kindly woman who would administer these shots.

				I never gained those badly wanted pounds that the Russian shots promised to supply. Instead, I later came to rely on what I knew best, fashion, to camouflage my skinniness, as I observed my own body, tapped into my emotions, and experimented with my wardrobe. I would learn to make and layer my own clothes in ways that made me look and feel confident instead of appearing like a shy child.
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				WEAVING TOGETHER THE COLORS AND TEXTURES OF MY CHILDHOOD

				We are shaped and defined by our experiences. Our inner landscapes are composed of the many sights, sounds, aromas, and tactile sensations we absorb along the way. Cuba’s diverse environment prepared me to develop a global palette well suited to creativity.

				As a child, I listened to the soothing sounds of church bells that were just as prominent as the chants of spiritual healers. The variety of influences and personalities coexisted side by side to make up a fascinating environment—all distinctly different, yet woven together with the fluid juxtaposition of an exotic braid. I did not have to go far to peek into other worlds.
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				One house over from ours, for instance, lived our neighbor Julia, who headed up the neighborhood watch group called Cuba’s Committee for the Defense of the Revolution. Julia was the woman who had once saved my life by dunking me in ice cubes to bring my ultra-high fever down while my mother ran to get the doctor. She had ebony skin and wore immaculately pressed white cotton shirtdresses as strict and correct as the woman herself. She was tough, fair, and very aware.
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				To the left of our house lived Claudia, a lawyer, with her husband and son. What impressed me most about Claudia was the graphic and clear expression in her body language; her pale skin; and her perfectly groomed, pitch-black hair, which she kept brushed away from her face as she sat in her home office, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling shelves of leather-bound books.
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				Directly across the street lived germaphobic Fronilde, her hands always placed high near her chest, as though she might float and protect herself from the growing earth. Her skin was scaly and pearly white, with matte red lipstick drawn in with extra expressions. From her house always escaped the most beautiful sounds of the piano, which she played every afternoon.
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				Right next door lived Estila. A tall and regal mulatto woman, she wore her hair stretched back in icy perfection and was cool to look at even in the hot Caribbean sun. Gold circles hung from her ears like quotation marks and were especially well suited to her noble head, which she further accessorized by laying a fresh green sabila leaf strategically across her forehead to soothe her headaches. Estila would allow us to traverse her home, which featured white chalk floors kept impeccably clean by means of an ebony wooden boardwalk as graphic as a Japanese garden, only indoors.
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				In my memory, Camajuani always smelled of fruits, roses, and tobacco. We used to happily follow Estila’s boardwalk to her backyard, where we ate fruit from her mamonsillo tree. And around the corner from my grandmother’s home lived two elderly Chinese brothers whose traspatio was linked to our backyard. Their magical garden gave fruit and vegetables in such abundance that during lean times we all ate from their vines.

				Meanwhile, my aunt patiently tended and coaxed the roses in her garden to bloom again and again. The scent of her roses mingled with the tangy sent of lemons; she grew the lemon trees next to the roses to help ward off any insects that might invade her garden.
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				Even more pervasive than my aunt’s roses and lemon tree was the aroma of tobacco leaves wafting from the town’s depsalillo, a Colonial-era warehouse as big as an entire New York City block. This was one of my favorite places to walk past. All of its doors opened onto the street, and I could peer inside and see a vast, high ceiling that danced with the rhythmic movements of the spinning fans overhead.

				Within this breezy space, women sat surrounded by mounds of beautifully dark tobacco leaves. The motions of the women separating and dissecting the leaves created a robotic, mesmerizing sound. The aroma of the wafting tobacco leaves was the perfume of the day. My favorite sight to witness was during the afternoon hour, when the work shift ended and a sea of women invaded the street, all with their own particular styles of tossing their sweaters around their shoulders, announcing the end of a hard day at work.

				The women of Camajuani breathed style in a way that can’t ever be taught. They exuded independence and control. These are the women whom I still remember today when I design and make clothes that fit well, and allow women to walk freely and purposefully down the street in full stride. Fueled with a strong sense of independence, the women of Camajuani exuded the power of women being in full command of themselves. Every time I watch a fashion show, I am consumed with the same powerful message.

				Growing up and watching the women all around me express their emotions through clothing taught me that fashion can be an extension of your inner vision, reinforcing your individuality and style. This diversity, which I found all around me in Camajuani, is the wonderfully textured fabric of my childhood. Today, I use these memories and impressions, weaving my life experiences into my designs to make a strong foundation, just as many threads
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