
h
ow many fash-
ion girls does 
it take to clean 
a T-shirt? It’s 
a riddle that 
Kirna Zabête 
co-owner Beth 
Buccini recently 
found herself  

debating with three other styl-
ish women. She argued that 
her T by Alexander Wang jer-
sey shirts needed to be hand-
washed; another insisted that 
they were best dry-cleaned. “It’s 
ridiculous—we’re talking about 
a simple T-shirt here,” Buccini 
says. It doesn’t help that the 
care instructions inside clothes 
are getting more difficult to de-
cipher. (There are 43 interna-
tional laundry symbols on the 
list Buccini keeps plastered to 
her washing machine.) With this 
much anguish over the care of a 
simple tee (Wang advises either 
hand-wash or dry-clean), the 
fall collections are set to trigger 
a tidal wave of anxiety. Comme 
des Garçons’ oversize two- 
dimensional coats would barely 
make it through the door of a 
subway car, let alone a washing 
machine, and the enchanting 
lace sheath dresses at Erdem 
were coated with high-sheen la-
tex more commonly associated 
with surgical gloves than with 
the clothes hamper. Even some-
thing as basic as a Céline sweat-
shirt was bonded with fur and 
leather. When fabrics are this 
high-tech and complex, the first 
thought that springs to mind 
is, How do I dry-clean them? 
Except now, many women are 
dispensing with that question 
for one reason: They’re wash-
ing them.

Having worked for Chanel, 
Valentino, and now Oscar de la Renta, fashion-merchandising 
executive Brandi Barrett has a closetful of pieces that require 
special care. Her monthly cleaning bill was beginning to be-
come a luxury in and of itself, not to mention the fact that 
her clothes would often come back looking dingy or smelling 
of chemicals—one of the most toxic offenders being perc. 
Labeled a “hazardous air pollutant” by the Clean Air Act 
and a probable carcinogen by the International Agency for 
Research on Cancer, the cleaning fluid is due by federal law to 
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be phased out in dry cleaners located in residential buildings 
by 2020. In the meantime, about 80 percent of dry cleaners are 
still using it; even “green” or “organic” alternatives are widely 
unregulated. So Barrett did what most 
women would consider unthinkable 
and took matters into her own machine. 
“The first piece that I washed in my LG 
was a Chanel tweed jacket—I was abso-
lutely nervous,” she says. “I 

Wash & Go
As cleaning clothes becomes increasingly 
high-maintenance, stylish women are 
taking matters into their own machines. 
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put it in a mesh bag on the delicate cycle, using a wool-and-
cashmere shampoo, air-dried and then steamed it.” The result? 
A jacket as new as the day it was bought. Dermatologist Lisa 
Airan, M.D., is just as fearless, throwing Givenchy wool 
pants, a Lanvin silk dress, and mixed-media Sacai tops—all 
of which come with dry clean only labels—into the wash. So 
how are so many women defying the care instructions when 
manufacturers are labeling newly developed textiles with more 
caution than ever? The answer, as Airan will tell you, starts 
with a highly intelligent washing machine. (Hers is a Miele 
Touchtronic W1113.) 

Which is why I find myself one morning in Manhattan’s 
Midtown East at the showroom of German home-appliance 
expert Miele, peering inside what could be the best fashion 
investment women make this season. Where washing machines 
of yore offered little beyond standard hot and cold cycles, the 
state-of-the-art models in Miele’s showroom come with enough 
programs to rival the latest MacBook Pro. The company’s 
W3033 machine features a patented technology known as Intel-
ligent Water Intake, which regulates water levels for an entire 
load down to a single slip dress, so not a drop is wasted. (Like 
other brands, Miele is working toward greener technology.) 
There’s one setting gentler on clothes than the softest human 
touch. “We want fashion to be livable,” says Miele rep Skyler 
Stevenson, tossing a dozen freshly cut roses into the machine. 

Twenty minutes later the 
flowers are completely un-
scathed, as if  each petal 
has been cleaned by the 
Lilliputian hand of some 
fabled laundry fairy. 

Technological advances 
aside, caring for a modern 
wardrobe requires a little 
higher learning on fabric 
content. Textile experts 
Lindsey Boyd and Gwen 
Whiting of  fabric-care 
company the Laundress 
have the practice down to 
a science. “A lot of people 
call us because their dry 
cleaner has turned them 
away,” says Whiting, a 
former designer at Ralph 
Lauren Home who, like 
Boyd, studied fiber science 
at Cornell. “The fact is, 90 
percent of your wardrobe 
is actually washable.” 

Boyd and Whiting abide by the fundamental principles of fiber, 
which boil the contents of your closet down to three categories: 
“the absolute no-nos,” including fur; “the unpredictables,” like 
viscose rayon, which may shrink in water; and the rest—cash-
mere, silk, wool, polyester—which are pretty much fair game. 
Besides the environmental incentives, there is one benefit that 
washing clothes will always have over dry-cleaning. “That 
freshly laundered smell that I get when I open up my closet and 
drawers,” says Whiting. “It really is wonderful.”—CHIOMA NNADI view >252

Coming CleanVIEW

When Irene Neuwirth 
buckled into a pair of 
Esqui vel’s color-blocked 
Karlie sandals for a so-

journ to Hawaii last December, she re-
turned home with one persistent thought: 
“What would it be like to treat these flats 
like jewelry?” Until now, Neuwirth’s instinct 
for adornment has been reserved for more northern parts 
(earrings, pendants, and rings), but she’s since traveled south 
with a collaboration with friend and fellow Angeleno George 
Esquivel. The glimmering results take the current mood for 
ornamentation—scattered across pretty much everything at 
Louis Vuitton, Prada, and Chanel—down to the feet.  

It’s an extravagant and graphic update on the traditional 
idea of a bejeweled sandal. That said, Esquivel is quick to 
add, “We were never going to put 500 stones on them. They 
have to stay true to who we both are.” Where the CFDA/
Vogue Fashion Fund alumni found common ground was by 
merging Neuwirth’s ethereal gobstoppers (peach moonstone, 
onyx, and chrysoprase) with Esquivel’s perforated-leather 
details and cushioned foot beds. Each of the three pairs in 
this collection, which took the designers close to nine months 

to imagine, takes Californian artisans 
between ten and 20 hours to assemble 
(metallic hues are hand-burnished, and 
each slice of bijou is diligently secured 
with hand-wrapped gold-wire casing). 
Says Neuwirth, “They’re casual and 
luxurious.”—E.A.

A NEW SPIN
THE LATEST MACHINES ARE 
EQUIPPED WITH SETTINGS MORE 
DELICATE THAN HAND-WASHING. 
PHOTOGRAPHED BY STEVEN MEISEL. 

CHANGE OF PACE
CLOCKWISE 
FROM ABOVE: 
ESQUIVEL (2009) 
AND NEUWIRTH 
(2008) IN VOGUE. 
ESQUIVEL IRENE 
NEUWIRTH SANDALS, 
$1,200; BARNEYS 
NEW YORK, NYC. 
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