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			Prologue

			The 2 Percent

			In 1989, the American workwear brand Carhartt produced a special clothing collection to mark its centennial in business. While shopping with my wife at a vintage store in Lambertville, New Jersey, a few years ago, I came across one of these garments—a cotton-duck work jacket with a patch on the chest pocket that read “100 Years, 1889–1989.” The same was embossed on each brass button. Intrigued, I took the jacket off its hanger and studied it more closely. The inside was lined with a blanketlike fabric to provide extra warmth when working outdoors. “Crafted with Pride in U.S.A.” read the neck label, and the underside bore the insignia of the United Garment Workers of America, a labor union founded around the same time as Carhartt itself. Nineteen eighty-nine doesn’t seem that long ago. But holding this jacket in my hands, I began to have the feeling you get when looking at a very old photograph. I was holding an artifact from a lost world.

			It wasn’t simply the reference to the trade union, which ceased to exist not long after the jacket was made. Or that modern work coats rarely have the practical feature of a blanket lining because it adds to production costs. It was that the country’s entire apparel-making industry had all but vanished in the decades since. We still wore blue jeans, high-top sneakers, Western boots, button-down dress shirts, and durable workwear, all of which are American inventions, but we no longer produced them. Most clothing, Carhartt’s included, was now made in low-cost factories around the world, principally in Asia. The statistics tell the harsh story. In 1980, around 70 percent of the clothing Americans wore was made domestically. Today, that figure is 2 percent. Over a period of forty years, America had outsourced the shirt off its back.
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			As a longtime Styles reporter for The New York Times, I covered the apparel industry, but only glancingly. I rarely attended fashion shows and never once spent a day trailing around after Ralph Lauren or Tom Ford for a profile. My interest was in how style was created and took shape in little-known, often unglamorous corners of the business. I wrote, for instance, about a retail liquidator in the South that sold heavily-marked-down Balenciaga and Chanel out of strip malls. Another story centered on a century-old family business, M&S Schmalberg, that made fabric flowers for Broadway costumers and fashion designers like Vera Wang and Marc Jacobs. The week I spent at the upper-floor factory in New York’s Garment District, watching workers assemble the delicate creations with silk, wire, and craft glue, was more thrilling to me than sitting front row at Paris Fashion Week. Not long after I happened upon that Carhartt jacket, I began to think about garment manufacturing and why the United States, which once had a thriving apparel industry, no longer practiced these things. Clothing is a basic human need. What did it mean for a nation to lose the ability to make it on any scale?

			Researching the subject, I came across the work of Christopher Payne, an architectural photographer who some years ago had made a project of documenting America’s textile mills. Payne grew up in New England, where the country’s textile, apparel, and shoe industries began in the late 1700s and flourished for a century and a half. The massive brick mills loom over the landscape, he told me. “The shadow of it—the weight—is strong.” One day, Payne recalled, he was on the phone with a factory owner in the Massachusetts city of Fall River, which in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had been a world leader in the production of cotton cloth. The man ran a cut-and-sew factory for men’s shirts, making them for a variety of high-end brands. “There’s one area of the building I can show you,” he told Payne. “In that room, you’re going to get one shot, and in that one shot, you will see the entire arc of the textile industry.” Payne drove there eagerly. The factory was typical of the other mill buildings in the area: granite exterior, open floors, wood columns and beams, wood floors, wood stairwells. The factory occupied two floors of the building. The owner welcomed him inside and led him to the workspace. Payne expected to see a room filled with humming machinery and busy workers. Instead, he said, “You open this door and there was this giant hall, this vast space. And it was empty.”

			Payne was stunned speechless. “And the millowner looked at me and said, ‘Gone to China.’ ”

			At first, I dwelled on the 98 percent of clothing now made overseas, one more sorry outcome of America’s decision, starting in the 1970s, to renounce its role as factory to the world and outsource to developing countries. But after a time, my focus reversed, and I became intrigued by not what was lost but what remained—the 2 percent, and those who were working to grow that number once again.

			Apparel was one of the easiest industries to offshore. A sewing plant in Pennsylvania or North Carolina could be packed up whole, the machinery loaded onto a boat and shipped to Bangladesh or Indonesia, where eager workers would do the job for perhaps five dollars a day. Anyone who had fought against such economic forces was either stubborn or crazy or really good at what they did. All of those possibilities interested me, and I wondered, Who still makes clothes in America? Who is bold enough to enter the industry now, and why? And how are they faring?

			My interest was with manufacturers, rather than tailors, knitters, or other artisans, because of the challenges of running a factory, and because the basic, well-built clothing that defined American style—blue jeans, for example—was made on an industrial scale. Through the mid-twentieth century, textiles and apparel had been one of the largest U.S. industries: in 1973, roughly the peak, more than 2.4 million Americans were employed in producing fabric and clothing of all kinds. But between the years 1990 and 2012, the apparel sector lost more than a million jobs, or more than three-quarters of its workforce, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. To be part of a business of that scale that virtually disappears in your lifetime—maybe even while you are trying to make a living at it—is a strange and rare experience. (As a newspaper reporter, I know a little of the feeling.) The 2 percent were, by definition, survivors. And those who had joined their ranks? I was curious to hear their stories.

			Danny Swafford was one of them. He ran a cut-and-sew factory—an apparel workshop—in the town of Milledgeville, Tennessee, population 265. He started the business in 1979, at the dawn of the great wave offshore, and it specialized in men’s and boy’s sportswear and athletic apparel. Among many other things, Danny’s factory had made soccer shorts for JCPenney, boxer shorts for Kmart, football uniforms for Riddell, athletic gear for Umbro, and a hooded zip-up jacket for Carhartt not unlike the one I found in the vintage store. All those clients had called him up at some point and told him, in so many words, “Sorry, we’re pulling out.” Reached by phone at his factory one afternoon, Danny elaborated: “They didn’t say, ‘We will leave you tomorrow.’ They was all very nice. It’s like landing an airplane—they just slowly go down. Then they’d call up and say, ‘Well, in a couple of months, we can no longer, you know, manufacture here.’ ” Danny’s factory went from 160 employees at its peak in the early ’90s to himself and 10 others at present.

			I found Danny through a small label that sold premium denim—his factory was known to produce clothes of superior quality—and if I expected him to be bitter or dejected by the state of things, he was not. He was upbeat and enthusiastic. At age seventy-two, he loved manufacturing clothes as much as he had when he was in high school and took a summer job making ladies’ slacks at a company called Marlene Industries. The only things Danny loved as much as running an apparel factory were Tennessee football and Martha Stewart cooking shows. His factory had lately sewn blue jeans, children’s clothes, and a line of stylish workwear for women, Gamine, producing for independent labels who valued “Made in America.” He hustled constantly to get new clients. “I just always have found the apparel business fascinating,” he said. “As long as it’s still fun, I’m going to keep trucking on.” He laughed. “I guess I’m a little different.”

			Actually, I came to see that Danny was not at all different. To my surprise, I kept meeting more people like him. Through his pride in making quality products locally and his perseverance in keeping his factory going despite enormous challenges, he exemplified the traits of his colleagues. Some, like Danny, were veterans of the days when the industry was booming. But a good number were newcomers who had improbably decided to forgo law or software engineering or some other, more lucrative field to manufacture clothing. These upstarts brought fresh energy to a battered industry, and they embraced modern technology and new ways of doing things to compete in a global marketplace of cheaply produced fast fashion.

			They included an outspoken entrepreneur determined to revive classic, mass-produced sportswear and challenge Levi’s and other big apparel brands; a woman who returned to her Alabama hometown to save her family’s hosiery mill and, just possibly, her city’s reputation as the onetime sock capital of the world; a son who joined his father in keeping alive the craft of handsewn shoemaking in Maine; and the chief executive of a denim label who envisioned a new, more sustainable way to grow cotton and make jeans domestically.

			They were driven by personal history, by the desire to make products of lasting quality, by a sense of loyalty to American workers and communities. There was a contagiousness to it—one thus-minded entrepreneur inspired and enabled another. And as these strong-willed, resilient, clever, unusual Americans fought to keep their businesses going, or to start new ones, they nurtured in me a hope. That America, having become a nation of consumers and marketers, could once more be a place where people made things.

		

	
		Chapter 1

		A Committed Dude

		The quest began as simply as this: growing up in the late 1970s, Bayard Winthrop had a favorite shirt.

		The shirt was a cotton flannel, heavyweight, with a plaid pattern of blue, white, and gray. Bayard wore it to hockey practice in Greenwich, Connecticut, where he grew up. He took it along when he attended boarding school in Massachusetts. All through his boyhood, until he outgrew it, he wore that plaid flannel shirt. An item of clothing becomes cherished because it conjures special meanings and emotions for the wearer. Flannel made Bayard feel cool. “It looked great,” he recalled, “and I thought it said something about me—that I was physical and capable and outdoorsy.”

		Admittedly, his name didn’t exactly telegraph “rugged flannel shirt.” Bayard (pronounced BY-erd) Winthrop is a descendant of one of the oldest and most distinguished families in America. A university, a hospital, a Harvard residence hall, and towns in Massachusetts and Maine were all named after his forebears. Bayard’s great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather, John Winthrop, was an English Puritan who became the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. In 1630, before reaching the new world, he delivered the famous “City upon a Hill” sermon later quoted by several U.S. presidents, most famously Ronald Reagan in his 1980 election eve address to assert America’s exceptionalism. A distant uncle, Robert Winthrop, was a noted philanthropist, sportsman, and conservationist who campaigned to save the mallard duck. Indeed, the family name carried the unmistakable ring of Yankee blue blood. Once, when he was in college, a professor calling roll quipped, “Bayard Winthrop—not a lot of history in that name.”

		Bayard’s father, John, grew up on the north shore of Massachusetts and on Park Avenue, and like every man in his line going back generations, he attended Harvard. He went to work as a wealth manager for the family firm, Wood, Struthers & Winthrop. In the mid-1960s, he settled his young family into a big white Colonial on seven acres bordering “back country” Greenwich. Like his two older brothers, Jay and Grenville, Bayard was sent to the elite private school Greenwich Country Day. It was grooming for a comfortable life of profiting from an ever-upward climb in the stock market and enjoying cocktails and backslaps at the Round Hill Club. At some point along the success trajectory, the family name would be burnished through charitable giving and volunteer work.

		But in 1976, when Bayard was seven, his parents divorced acrimoniously, and the picture of old-money comfort and privilege turned more complicated. John kept the estate and much of the couple’s social circle, while Bayard’s mother, Deborah, who had grown up adjacent to wealth but not of it, struggled to find her place as a newly single mother in a clubby town. Deborah and the children moved to a smaller house a few miles away that she received in the divorce settlement. She got her real estate license and eventually sold the house and pulled out the equity, moving her sons to a less affluent part of town. She would repeat that maneuver every few years throughout Bayard’s childhood, selling and moving to another, often smaller house. Bayard began his life amid the rolling pastureland and fieldstone walls of the Connecticut countryside. Five moves and ten years later, home was a first-floor condo unit hard against the I-95 overpass.

		Greenwich back then was more economically diverse than it is today. There was a Woolworth’s on main street. Amid the old-money WASPs, there were middle-class neighborhoods where the tradespeople lived. Bayard and Gren lived with their mother (Jay had gone to live with their father) and they existed more in this workaday world. One of Deborah’s longtime boyfriends drove a town car as a chauffeur. Another man in her social circle was a mechanic who rode a Harley Sportster. Gren opted to attend the public high school, where he was on the hockey team and hung out with a rowdy crowd. Deborah sometimes took in boarders to help pay the bills. The boys were semi-feral latchkey kids, mostly raising themselves while their mother worked and struggled to cope emotionally. They dubbed one of their favorite dinners—vinegar poured over saltine crackers—”super sogs.”

		Aside from that favorite flannel shirt, Bayard didn’t show much interest in clothes. He was a heavy kid, so most clothing didn’t flatter him, and he was never very materialistic. His mother told me that Bayard’s eldest brother, Jay, was the sharp dresser in the family, sporting a khakis-and-polos East Coast Ivy look. “Whereas Bayard,” she said, “I once looked in his closet, and I said, ‘Bayard! You haven’t got four pieces of clothing.’ ”

		John continued to pay for Bayard’s education, and at fourteen he was sent away to boarding school in Deerfield, Massachusetts. Back home on breaks, whatever house they were living in at the time became party central for Bayard, Gren, and their buddies. Bayard was boisterous and physical; moving back and forth between two very different worlds left him feeling that he didn’t quite belong in the one where the Winthrops had always stood.

		In his teens, Bayard spent a lot of time at the houses of his friends, in a sense adopted by more stable families. The Kendalls were one such family. Don Kendall, the father of Kent Kendall, Bayard’s close friend from Country Day, was a self-made success who had grown up on a dairy farm and served as a navy pilot during World War II. Don went to work for PepsiCo as a delivery driver after being discharged and rose through the corporate ranks to become chief executive. He earned renown as the boardroom mastermind behind the cola wars of the 1980s. “Even though he was a CEO, my dad was very present,” Kent Kendall told me. “He was playing football with us. Breaking out the snowmobile or taking us on the tractor. Bayard was probably like, ‘Wow, this is what a happy family and an engaged dad looks like.’ He was definitely looking for that.” Mr. Kendall, as Bayard continued to call him even as an adult, became a role model, a blend of old-fashioned bootstrapping and exceptional achievement in business.

		When it came time for college, Bayard made a halfhearted attempt to follow in the Winthrop tradition and applied to Harvard, but he’d been an underachieving and directionless student and was waitlisted. He ended up at the University of Vermont, where he came into himself. Bayard’s college friends told me that between his sophomore and junior years, an engine of ambition kicked in. He spent a month in Wyoming’s Wind River Range as part of a course at the National Outdoor Leadership School, lost a bunch of weight, and set his sights on Wall Street. After interning at Donaldson, Lufkin & Jenrette for two summers, Bayard was accepted into the New York investment bank’s prestigious trainee program following graduation, in 1991. He shared a tiny Upper East Side walkup with a college buddy who also worked in finance and a childhood friend from Greenwich. Dressed in a suit and tie, he logged grueling eighty-hour workweeks as a junior analyst. He still didn’t care about clothes, but occasionally a colleague’s footwear would catch his eye in the elevator. “Every now and then,” he said, “I’d find a great pair of shoes and go, ‘Those are awesome fucking shoes!’ ”

		Bayard soon grew to dislike Wall Street’s culture of macho bluster and punishing workloads, however. “Friday afternoons,” he recalled, “there was this staffing guy there. He would wander the halls and look for any analyst that didn’t have smoke coming off their computer and assign them stuff. Like ruining your weekends.” It instilled a work ethic that has served him well, “But the part I didn’t like was it reminded me of the fraternities in college. This idea that you were rewarded for acting really busy as opposed to the actual work.” He also found life in New York confining; he longed for a pickup truck and a dog. In 1993, after two unhappy years, he quit his finance career and left the city, turning away from the Winthrop path for good. His plan was to drive cross-country to Seattle and work construction, but then an old friend happened to call. As they chatted, the friend remarked on the new lightness in Bayard’s voice. “You don’t have any interest in moving to San Francisco, do you?” the friend asked. “I’m moving out there, and I want a roommate.”
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		Here’s what Bayard was interested in: working for a company that inspired him. He wanted a tangible output to his day, to produce real things—no more selling institutional investors on corporate debt. In San Francisco, he learned through his roommate about a tiny company, Atlas Snowshoe, whose signature product was a spring-loaded binding that reduced drag as you walked. He’d never gone snowshoeing in his life. But it was a product, and the hands-on nature of the enterprise—“a couple of guys in a fucking warehouse in a shitty part of San Francisco making it happen,” as he put it—appealed to him. He spent months begging the founders for a job. “I was like, ‘Hire me, hire me. I’ll clean your fucking toilets.’ ”

		Short and boxy through the trunk, with bristly cropped hair and a ruddy complexion, Bayard had the physical appearance and scrappy intensity of a wrestler. Atlas hired him, and he never stopped working. Now that he’d found his purpose, he was bursting with energy, ideas, and opinions. Always strong opinions. He eventually managed sales, customer service, and production for Atlas. He made peanuts compared with his old Wall Street salary, but, he said, “I fucking loved it. It felt so real to me in a way that investment banking had not.”

		In 1996, Bayard left Atlas and networked himself into a job as president of one of the first webchat sites. It was an internet start-up with no product, but he figured it was the next logical career step to becoming a hotshot Bay Area CEO. “It was the first internet wave, and there were all these search engines like Yahoo and Infoseek. Everybody believed that sticky audiences were everything—and we had a huge audience. They would stay online for like ninety minutes a session because they’re talking about right-wing politics or whatever the hell they’re talking about.” He got two valuable things out of the experience: a million-dollar windfall when the company was sold to Disney a few years later and the realization that he was not destined to be the next Silicon Valley wunderkind. “I hated this internet chat community shit.”

		In 2001, Bayard returned to the product world, this time as cohead of a skateboard company, Freebord. (He wasn’t a skater, either.) Invented by a Stanford-educated engineer named Steen Strand, the Freebord itself was a weird evolution of a skateboard, with six wheels that mimicked the sliding motion of a snowboard, but on pavement. The company assembled the boards at its warehouse headquarters, although in time, to cut costs, it hired a Chinese factory to make the skate trucks. Bayard again worked tirelessly to build Freebord into the next big thing, with only marginal success. “For people who had the fearlessness to do it, they fell in love with it,” he said. “But the learning curve was massive. And it was dangerous and shit. Anyway, that consumed eight years of my life.”

		His next job, running the accessories brand Chrome Industries, proved to be his crucible. The moment when, as Bayard said, he “got conviction” around his American-made ethos. He was thirty-nine.

		It was 2008, and the country’s culture was going through a transformation. In the ’80s and ’90s, if a chain like Olive Garden or the Gap opened in your town, you’d made the big time. But now, many people, especially in coastal cities, were turning away from mass production and mass culture, instead seeking out the artisanal, the small-batch, the handcrafted. Farm-to-table restaurants were opening around the nation, along with craft breweries and coffee shops that served certified-organic beans roasted on-site. Bayard saw it all around him in San Francisco, an epicenter of the maker and locavore movements. When the global financial crisis struck, plunging the country into a deep recession, many people began to rethink their spending habits, including on clothing. The new chic was investing in a few select pieces of superior quality, rather than buying cheap stuff to be worn a couple of times and then tossed. For those who could afford it, fast fashion was out. Heirloom was in.

		The dominant fashion trend during this period was the heritage movement. Enduring American labels like Woolrich, Carhartt, Filson, and Red Wing were being rediscovered and revived by cool tastemakers living in places like Brooklyn and Portland. Having grown up in rural Pennsylvania among hunters, I can well remember my surprise at seeing young men, many of them with bushy beards, walking around downtown Manhattan dressed in buffalo-plaid shirts and heavy leather work boots, looking like they were going off to a deer camp, not an office building. The “heritage” look—the term was a nod to both vintage styles and long-lived, heritage-worthy brands—came into vogue around 2006 and dominated men’s fashion for nearly a decade. Some women adopted the look, too, wearing Carhartt coats and beanies. It was popular not only on the coasts but also in the middle of the country, where regular guys found that they didn’t have to reorient their entire identity or risk looking silly to be on trend. After all, they were wearing their grandfathers’ clothes. Buying a classic chore coat you would own for the next fifty years was good value, too.

		A photographer from Texas went around the country documenting local factories and artisans for what he dubbed the American Craftsman Project. A former theology student taught himself to sew, started making jeans in a Cincinnati workshop, and founded the label Noble Denim. A group of surfers who loved Birdwell Beach Britches, the old-school Southern California surfwear brand, bought the sleepy company and its factory and reinvented it for a new generation. In those years, every week brought more stories like these. The original heritage brands also caught on to the trend, opening their archives and partnering with up-and-coming designers to release capsule collections that reworked their classics. For instance, Woolrich hired Daiki Suzuki, the Japanese founder of the label Engineered Garments, to produce a spin-off collection, Woolrich Woolen Mills. And the designer Todd Snyder created a boutique for J. Crew called the Liquor Store, housed in a former bar in Lower Manhattan, which became a retail temple to all things heritage wear. Aside from quality, a big part of the appeal was that the clothes had long been, or were still, made in America.

		The heritage movement could seem a little affected at times. As a writer for Newsweek noted wryly, young men were buying clothes “originally meant for mining or fishing, then wearing them to tapas bars and contemporary art installations.” Some adopters of the style went around dressing and behaving as if the twentieth century had never happened. At one point, a barbershop in Williamsburg did a brisk business giving shaves with a straight razor, and a boutique in Tribeca sold handmade hatchets sourced from a secret workshop in Maine—peak trend. Still, the underlying impulse was genuine: a desire for timeless quality in a disposable culture, a search for value during lean times, an appreciation of classic American goods.

		The new ethos of quality appealed to Bayard, who had always exhibited an affinity for extreme thrift and an aversion to waste, like some latter-day child of the Depression. Even after he became an executive, he bought his outdated clothes at Goodwill. He drove an old Toyota pickup truck that was dented and patched. Sticky notes slapped on the dash were his version of a daily planner. Rather than splurge on luxury vacations or dine at trendy restaurants, he liked to hang out with his dog, Bart, a yellow Lab who rode in the back of the truck wherever he went. Alice Roche, a jewelry designer who later became Bayard’s wife, recalled their first date. Bayard took her to Gaspare’s Pizza House, an old-school spot with red-gingham tablecloths near Golden Gate Park. At the end of the meal, there were a few slices left over. “He started putting everything in the box,” Alice said. “He put in the bread rolls. Then he took the little butter pats. I remember looking at him, thinking, Why is he taking all this stuff?” She laughed. “He would have taken the water if he could have put it in the box!”

		Chrome, the company over which Bayard now presided, had been founded in Boulder, Colorado, in the mid-1990s by two avid cyclists who started making messenger bags. Its signature product was the Citizen, a bag with a sturdy metal buckle that snapped across the chest seatbelt-style. It was popular with urban bike messengers because it was pretty much indestructible, made from military-grade tarpaulin. Chrome’s factories, in Colorado and Chico, California, operated much like artisan workshops: bags came out with slight flaws, which gave them a handmade quality prized by customers. Each had its own charmingly imperfect character, and the brand produced special editions for its loyal fans. Anne Dupuis quit her job at a Chicago bike shop and moved to San Francisco, where Chrome had relocated in the early 2000s, to work for the label. “We did a custom art series with local artists,” she said. “We’d be like, ‘We want lime green with hot-pink vinyl.’ We could do cool shit.”

		In 2007, Chrome was bought by Rory Fuerst Sr., a serial entrepreneur who had made a small fortune refurbishing worn-out sneakers for joggers during the 1970s running boom, then a bigger fortune in the early 2000s as a founder of the footwear brand Keen. After Bayard was brought in, he was tasked with turning the tiny bag company into a label that would appeal to a much larger base of customers. The plan was to expand into apparel, add shoes, get the products carried by REI and other chain retailers, and build Chrome into a multimillion-dollar business like Keen.

		An idea began to form in Bayard’s mind, a way to turn American-made craftsmanship into the focus of the company’s philosophy. Chrome would be a modern version of a heritage brand, selling authentic goods of superior quality. The elements were already there. What Bayard needed was support for the idea and a pledge of investment to grow American manufacturing, so Chrome could expand into other categories and build a world-class brand. Rory opted for a different strategy, sticking to what had become the standard apparel industry playbook: he outsourced. Chrome products would now largely be made by factories in Asia. The days of the charmingly imperfect bags were coming to an end. “When things went overseas,” Anne said, “we had three colorways only, and you had to order a million of them. It was, like, this is lame.” Offshoring would minimize the role of the factory in Chico, but it saved a pile of money that could be funneled into marketing and creating a bigger output of products to grow
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