	
  

Lessons from Campers – Andy Quan
I fell in love with that pair of Camper shoes. The thing is, the pattern on
the right and on the left shoe were different. On the right shoe, the
front split was between tan on the left side and blue on the right, with
brown at the heel and a red tongue below the laces; on the other,
where there was blue, it was instead red, but the blue was at the heel
and the tongue was brown. They did not look mismatched but instead
whimsical and deliberate. They were chunky in the style of bowling
shoes, with a round front and eight pairs of eyelets on each shoe.
These shoes were the mark of a few lessons. The first was about
breaking free of my family’s frugality. It was not that my parents were
poor, or particularly cheap; it was that their philosophy was that you
had what you needed, not necessarily what you wanted, for that might
be wasteful.
I remember as a child and
teenager having one pair
of sports shoes, and one
pair of dress shoes,
perhaps some sandals, for
what else did you need?
Finally, as a young man, I
was learning to buy more
than one pair shoes at a
time, and why not? They
were beautiful, and yes,
on sale (old habits die
hard) but I was learning,
finally, to treat myself.
I was also learning to be a
consumer. A Danish
friend, who I considered
had very refined taste,
had told me about
Campers, a shoe from

	
  

Spain that he said were the most comfortable around, albeit expensive.
I first went to a store in London, and felt it a luxury brand, something
special from a foreign country.
Another lesson was about attachment, for after making that special
purchase, I learned that material goods are just that: material. That
particular tan leather had a tendency to stain, and it wasn’t too long
before it had small marks of dirt or something else that I found
unpleasant. My perfect shoes were not as perfect anymore. I’m
tenacious though. A few years of wearing them, and I asked advice of a
few places in Sydney that specialised in shoe polishes and repairs. One
or two said they could do nothing but another, a Vietnamese fellow
said he could fix the problem for $25. Later, when I returned, I was
shocked. Some sort of thick paste or colouring had been painted on
top of the leather, a shiny off-white tone dissimilar to the original soft
yellow tan. Tew clerk was planning on charging me much more, which I
refused. Later, the paste cracked, the original colour peaking through.
It seemed a simple thing to learn, really, but I needed some practice. If
you use or wear something, like a pair of shoes, it will no longer be new,
and in an unpredictable amount of time, will not be wearable. Hang on
lightly, an ex-boyfriend once advised me. Not tightly.
The final lesson was in retrospect. I look back at that young man,
wanting to express his difference to the world by wearing a pair of
shoes as unique as him. Feeling at odds with the world, there was no
use in blending in. It wasn't a terrible philosophy, but it held too much
meaning: wanting good opinions from other people, and wanting to be
noticed. Some time after those Campers, I realised that most people,
friends or strangers, pay little attention to those not themselves. For
good or bad, we are primarily self-centred. If I find and sport a pair of
shoes with unique beauty, it is a pleasure for myself alone, a small
indulgence that like a certain glass slipper, fits to my feet alone.
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