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Canadian cattle rancher Justine Lustig found it 
difficult to find work pants that would fit her curvy, 
slim, and tall body. She used to wear yoga pants, 
which were less than ideal.

“Straw gets stuck to them, everything catches on 
them and rips holes, leaning into something hurts 
because it pokes your skin, and they don't have any 
pockets,” Lustig says.

She needed something to wear that could not only 
stand up to her long days of  pushing, pulling, 
dragging, lifting, and carrying, but help her do all 
of  those things more efficiently.

She found them:  a  pair of  dungarees designed by 
a woman in a tiny coastal town on Massachusetts’ 
South Shore, made in a small-town factory in 
Tennessee, and tested by dozens of  fellow working 
women across the country. They fit like a glove.

“The instant I buttoned them up, I started dancing 
around the bedroom. I was so relieved that they fit 
that I had tears in my eyes,” she says. Such is the 
power of  a well-fitting pair of  jeans, and the impact 
of  the Gamine Workwear Company.



Gamine’s founder, Taylor Johnston, has dirty 
hands. Which is fine by her, because she prefers it 
that way. Her fingernails are trimmed short and 
are faintly gray in color, the result of  years spent in 
the earth.

Johnston, a 34-year-old spunky brunette, is a 
horticulturalist by trade and the former 
greenhouse supervisor of  the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum. Her days were spent 
meticulously watering, lifting, and generally 
mucking around in the dirt. Although the plants 
were a focus of  the museum, Johnston answered 
more questions about her clothes than her plants. 
Understandably, considering Johnston doesn’t 
wear your typical gardener’s garb.

“I would have visitors see my jeans with a 
reinforced knee, see the larger patch pockets and 
ask me, ‘Where did you buy your jeans?’” Johnston 
says. “I get so happy when people show interest in 
my clothes that I’ll often spend half  an hour 
talking to them about pilling and hand stitch 
strength.”

Johnston is the brains behind Gamine. She took 
on the task of  designing and making her own line 
of  clothing that she’d be proud to work in, buoyed 
by her seamstress ancestry. She spotted a gaping 
hole in the women’s workwear market.

More women than ever are working in high-profile 
 positions in a diverse array of  industries. Women 
now make up 47 percent of  the US  workforce and 
represent significant portions of  male-dominated 
industries. Women comprise eight percent of  
American construction workers, 13 percent of  the 
mining and quarrying industry, and three percent 
of  lumberjacks. Despite the increase of  women 
working in these demanding, labor-intensive 
industries, their work uniform options have lagged.

“If  you’re empowered by the thing you have on, 
you plug into your work, and you’re proud about 
what you carry out,” Johnston says.

As a gardener, her practical, professional wardrobe 
was limited to thrift store finds, expensive Japanese 
womenswear that emphasised form over function, 
and men’s workwear. “I didn’t feel good in what I 



was wearing,” Johnston says. “When nothing fits 
you off  the rack, you feel like you’re not supposed 
to be doing the thing you’re doing.”

Johnston realized her discomfort during her first 
year at the Gardner Museum. Like most days, she 
was wearing poor-fitting  men’s pants and a baggy, 
oversized sweatshirt from a thrift shop. She was 
helping to install the museum’s famous nasturtium 

vines when legendary New York Times fashion 
photographer Bill Cunningham took her picture.

“I felt like a child in my father’s clothing, and 
when those photos were published in the New 
York Times, I was mortified,” she says. “I couldn’t 
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workforce in the United States, 
according to the US Census Bureau.

Johnston, photographed installing the famous Nasturtium 
vines at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum by Bill 
Cunningham. / photo courtesy of  Taylor Johnston.

Johnston’s initial sketch for her workwear jeans. / photo courtesy of  Taylor Johnston



get over why there wasn’t any workwear clothing 
made for women. So I figured I would do it 
myself.”

She wanted to make products that last, and don’t 
simply contribute to the fast-fashion waste pile. 
Like a slow-moving train, Johnston says prototypes 
sometimes take two years to test between her own 
rigorous field trials and giving them to other 
women to try out.  

Having studied horticulture, geology, and 
philosophy in college, making her garments from 
all-natural materials was non-negotiable.

“Being a gardener is something you can’t take off,” 
she says. “It influences the food you eat, to the 
time you get up, because you’re so aware of  
natural processes. It’s not possible to turn around 
and make clothes without considering how they’re 
made and what they’re made with.” 

Johnston had no formal training in making 
clothes. She was named after a great-grandmother, 
who was a seamstress. She was given her first 
sewing kit before she could walk. She learned the 
rest from a former Levi’s pattern maker she knew 
on the West Coast.

Unlike Levi’s, Johnston doesn’t aspire to make 
garments by the thousands in Saipan. “We want to 
maintain our ethic,” she says. Even as they grow, 
she wants Gamine to keep using natural materials 



when possible, and to continue treating  the people 
who push fabrics through the sewing machines as 
respectfully as possible.

“I absolutely love my factory,” she says. A team of  
seven seamstresses at a factory in a Tennessee 
  town of  265 people make her clothing. She says 
they had blackout days on the calendar for 
Christmas and Thanksgiving and had a 
manufacturing process that harked back to a 
different America.

“When I went down there they had lunch cooking 
in the oven,” she says. Her team can do 
remarkable work because it is  attentive to simple 
details.

Gamine’s clothes cater to some of  the most 
complex consumers on earth – women. 

One of  the challenges of  working with all-natural 
materials is that they don’t stretch as easily, 
Johnston says. But Gamine makes up for its 
garment’s lack of  flexibility with its own extreme 
dedication to accommodation. 1 of  11

Gamine’s jeans are 100% made-in-the-USA with natural materials and hand stitching. They are made-to-order by the 
Gamine team in Tennessee, available in three fits—straight, demi and bold.

Inside the mind and studio of  Taylor Johnston



“It’s weird when people try to pigeonhole women 
into one of  two fits,” Johnston says. “There are as 
many body types as shades of  gray.” With the slow 
pace of  production, the company is able to cater to 
women of  all shapes and sizes, even making new 
fits specially if  they don’t already have something 
that would work.

The initial run of  slim dungarees in 2014 sold out 
in weeks, even though Gamine has never spent a 
dollar on advertising. Today, there is an 
international waitlist of  more than   500 orders 
from customers who have found the Cohasset 
company by word of  mouth and social media 
alone.

But Johnston has made the tough decision not to 
increase production at the expense of  degrading 
the quality of  the garment.

Johnston says her customers have been extremely 
understanding, and she is encouraged by a larger 
cultural trend she finds herself  amidst. Like the 
food industry, a lot of  people are paying attention 
to the larger sustainability chain, rather than just 
the end product, she says. 

Just a block from Johnston’s office is Mr. Dooley’s Olde Irish Village 
Pub, a warm, homey space with an old man singing folksy songs in the 
corner, and where the gloomy weather doesn’t matter. Johnston and her 
partner will often slink off  for a quick Guinness in the evenings.

Close by is Rocky Beach, named for its shingly shore. Even in the 
chilly November weather, the coastline’s natural allure is stunning in 
its simplicity.

Gamine’s studio is located in a sun bleached building in Cohasset, a 
small coastal town of  roughly 7,500 people on Massachusetts’ South 
Shore. To truly understand the company, Johnston says you need to know 
a little about where it comes from.

As a coastal town, Cohasset has plenty of  beaches —and they’re pretty 
obviously named. About 15 minutes from Gamine’s studio is Sandy 
Beach, which Johnston says people park at to eat takeout while they 
watch the ocean wash back and forth.

Around Cohasset: the birthplace of  Gamine



“Farmers would spend a large proportion of  their 
income on clothing that they needed to do their job,” 
she says. “Somewhere along the way, we’ve lost sight of  
that. We should be spending money on the things we’re 
putting on our back.”


