Footwear fashion rocks Little Italy
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TORONTO–A footwear fashion store is creating a stir in vibrant Little Italy.  BALISI, which sells footwear, handbags and accessories, is only a year old, but it is already attracting not only a steady flow of fashion-conscious clients, but also Toronto’s media, and even sponsors for fashion shows and other promotional events.

Located in that busy part of Little Italy close to where CHIN Radio station is, and where pizza shops, bakeries, and boutiques are found, BALISI holds on its own as an attractive destination.  What with its bold sign “BALISI” in big white letters on black background, sounding very fashionably Italian.  And its colorful array of stylish footwear artistically displayed behind the glass window looking very cool and “in” for the season.  A “Spring Sale”  sign provides additional enticement to explore the store.

BALISI’s strength, however, lies in its select merchandise: footwear that are “edgy, unique, and energetic” in the words of Cory Kierstead, one of the store’s owners. “We provide fashion footwear that is very different from what you would find in a mall, which is very conservative” says Kierstead.  The store carries trendy brands like Fly London, Lindsay Perry and Eject.  It also sells handbags and accessories, which, just like the footwear, are not the kind of stuff you would find in a mall.

No wonder people flock to the place not just to browse through the fashion merchandise on the shelves, but to actually shop.  On a recent Sunday afternoon, a continuous flow of people going inside the store kept at least three staff busy attending to customers.  Many of the shoppers would end up buying a pair or two, plus a purse or a matching accessory.  There seemed to be a style and price range for all kinds of shoppers: young or old; careful bargain hunters or reckless impulse buyers.  People just seemed to like what they saw, that most would leave the store with a BALISI bag in tow.

Rehlee Balisi, the Filipino-Canadian owner after whom the store was named, says the shoes and accessories are carefully picked from over 50 suppliers.  Trendy shoppers can thus readily pick from an already choice collection, making the store a user-friendly place for them to go to.  Also, Kierstead says that their emphasis is to be an integral part of the neighbourhood as a choice fashion destination for the people they want to serve.  “Our goal is to provide fashion that is different from what you get in a mall.  We want to give our customers fashion that is edgy, unique and energetic,” he says.  To make the store more accessible to neighbourhood shoppers, BALISI is open until 10 p.m. and sometimes 11 p.m. to allow for flexibility of shopping hours.

A year after BALISI’s successful foray into the footwear fashion business, the two young entrepreneurs decided to celebrate with a fashion show that would not only allow them to showcase their fashion flair, but also to give back to the community. Thus, the fashion show Killer Style For A Killer Cause: A Footwear Fashion Show To Fight Cancer, was launched in grand style at Revival last April 19.  The fashion event showcased the Spring, Summer and Fall ’07 collection from BALISI’s partner brands: Fly London, Bos & Co., Eject, Zeha, Naughty Monkey, Colcci, Zelo, and Not Rated.  The well-applauded event was attended by over 400 people, among them, Toronto’s mainstream media, fashion media and community media.  The Canadian Cancer Society was chosen as the recipient of the event’s proceeds.

