Young Fashion Designer Launches Own Label in Caithness

A talented young fashion designer has returned home to Caithness determined to bring some cutting edge fashion flair to the Far North. Honours design graduate Jennifer Easton (24), has just launched her own fashion label, JAED (Jennifer Ann Easton Design), working out of her family home at 7 Randolph Place, Wick.

She says: “I’m very happy to be working back in my home town. It might not be the centre of the fashion world, but it suits me very well and I am looking forward to putting the skills I have learned at university into practice for the benefit of local people. 

 “I’m really keen to offer North residents more choice in clothing and more innovative styles. 

I think most of us who live in small towns with limited shopping facilities will have shared the same experience – you go on a night out and find someone else is wearing the same dress or top or skirt as you.

“Hopefully, I’ll be able provide something a bit special and unique that no one else will have. My focus will be on top quality design using beautiful fabrics. I’m not limiting myself to a particular market and will be doing both made-to-measure and ready-to-wear menswear as well as womenswear. I am also offering an alterations service”

Jennifer received a £250 marketing testing grant from the Prince’s Scottish Youth Business Trust (PSYBT) and a start-up grant from Business. The funding enabled her to buy necessary equipment such as a pattern-cutting table and sewing machine. She was also sent on a business start-up and a marketing course. 

She says: “When I first started looking into setting up on my own, I had no knowledge of things like cash flow and how to draw up a business plan, but Business Gateway’s regional development officer for Caithness, Jennifer Irvine, was there to give me guidance and point me in the right direction. I also received a lot of help in setting up my business accounts from Lesley Davidson, Business Bank Manager with the Wick branch of the Royal Bank of Scotland.

Regional manager Jennifer Irvine commented: “We are delighted to have been able to give Jennifer the support and funding she needed to start up her business.   With her skills, high standard of work and enthusiasm, she should do well in the fashion industry and we are particularly happy to have been able to help a young graduate return to her home town.”

The daughter of Alan and Liz Easton, who both work for the local authority, Jennifer is a former pupil of Watten Primary School and Wick High School. She says she has been fascinated by fashion since she was young and initially considered becoming a fashion buyer.

She left home to study at Heriot Watt University’s world-renowned School of Textiles and Design in Galashiels, graduating in 2008 with a BSc Honours in Clothing Design and Manufacture. During her course she chose to specialise in menswear, writing a 15,000-word dissertation and producing a well-received collection. She also undertook, in her second year, a six-month placement with outdoor clothing manufacturer and retailer, Hilltrek, of Aboyne, Aberdeenshire and also, between third and fourth year, with leading London jewellery designer, Jacey Withers.

However, on leaving college, Jennifer struggled to find employment in the notoriously difficult fashion industry. She says: “It’s a really hard business to break into. You really have to be in London, but it’s a very cut-throat world down there.”  She eventually took up a post in Glasgow with large clothing retail company, Internacionale Retail Ltd, which operates 150 stores. But, working in the merchandising room, Jennifer was not as involved with clothing as she wanted to be.

She moved on to work with high-end Glasgow fashion designer, Anna Whyte, and her success in this job, along with encouragement from friends who were thrilled at the dresses she made for them, gave her the confidence to think about setting up on her own.

She says: “I got on really well with Anna and started making up her designs for her. I then started teaching beginners in the design studio how to make skirts and dresses. That gave my self-confidence a boost and it was then I thought: ‘ I could do this, I could start up on my own’. That’s when I started looking into it. All my friends were really supportive so I thought ‘yes, I will try it.’”

Jennifer’s family are delighted to have her back and have converted their dining room into a temporary workshop for her while she looks for suitable premises in Wick.  She has also had a lot of interest locally with at least one clothing retailer keen to stock her designs. 

Business Gateway provides practical help, advice and support for new and growing businesses in Scotland. To find out more about how it can help you set up and develop your own business or to book a place on the FREE Courses for Business or to speak to a business adviser, call your local office directly (for Caithness ring 01955 605360) or visit www.bgateway.com.

