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IN THE LIMELIGHT

hile trends among celebrities come and go, the
W iconic Panama hat is truly timeless. That’s why
Brent Black, founder of the Panama Hat Company, has
more than his share of celebrity stories. “Charlie Sheen
bought one as a Father’s Day present for (his father and

%} also an actor) Martin Sheen, and later bought another 11
3 v E Belo] Dot} Aw|EelE]l 9} hats ... In 2008, he contacted me by
o] Ex3} 0]ed .o o]iulo] ot} 3}elo] email and purchased a US$25,000
o] ZIZE THoM B E B ux = F Classic Fedora.”
A3 F 3¢ o]~ B AEE 2 A Black runs his business from
3= do] F WA mAE FEI L, A - - Hawaii, but his Panama hats are made
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Panama hats by Brent Black are

handmade to order. The hat before it has
been blocked (above).

from straw of cogollos plants from the
Ecuadorian rain forest and woven

by skilled craftsmen in Montecristi,
Ecuador. What makes them so special
is that they are rare, authentic and of
superior handmade quality.

When Black started his company 23 years ago, he sold
his hats through shops. But since starting his website in
2002, his hats have been available exclusively online
and by phone. The decision to stop selling them in stores
wasn’t easy. Knowing that some customers may not feel
comfortable paying up to US$30,000 for a hat without try-
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In 1988, an ad director from Hawaii set up a company
selling traditional Panama hats made in Montecristi,
Ecuador. While developing unique order-made
systems and respecting the handmade methods used
by the best hat artisans of the region, Brent Black is
keeping alive 200 years of Panama hat tradition.
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Brent Black creates classic Panama hats in
cooperation with the local artisans in
Montecristi, Ecuador (opposite above).
With its unique order-made system, the
hats will satisfy any customer’s personal
taste (above and opposite below).

ing it on first, he focused on providing detailed information
on the hats. “| had known for many years that the best way
to increase sales of Montecristi hats is to increase con-
sumer knowledge of Montecristi hats,” says Black. “The
more they know, the better they understand how special
they are and why they cost so much. Consequently, the

more they want to wear one.”

Encounter of Destiny The hats Black sell actu-
ally originated in Ecuador but were sold and popularized in
Panama when the nation was becoming a busy gateway.
It was when Black visited Montecristi that he fell for the
charms of Panama hats. Black, who was a creative direc-
tor at an ad company, read the book The Panama Hat Trail
and set off for Ecuador where he vis-
ited the best craftsmen in the region.
“When | touched my first Montecristi
hat, it touched me back,” says Black.
“Instantly, | understood why, for two
centuries, Montecristi hats had been

so highly prized by kings, emperors,
fE of|Ft= 2 2H|T2|AE|
2 71M REEICHRER

and anyone else who could find them
| hiked into the
jungle to see where and how the plants

and afford them ...

were cut to make the straw. | watched
every detail of the process of convert-
ing the plant material into straw for
the weavers.” He bought a few dozen
hats and returned to Hawaii to setup a
Panama hat company. From production to sales, he took
care of every aspect of the operation.

He recalled that Tom Miller, author of The Panama
Hat Trail, had predicted the Panama hat would be extinct
within 20 years. “l decided that | would do my best to make
The hat
business was created in order to try to save the art ...”

sure that his prediction would not come true ...

Every year, Black’s company makes about 300
Panama hats. The production period is long but Black
proudly assures customers the time waited will be well
rewarded. Brent Black’s Panama hats not only block out
the blazing sun — they are works of art with a long history
of tradition and quality. & By Lee Su-mi

© Brent Black




