
Life  &People22

The story behind 

one of Canada’s 

most successful 

home grown Italian 

fashion brands

By Alessia Sara Domanico

“I continued working hard everyday like
I’ve always done, and all of a sudden, 
after thirty years in this industry, it really
exploded,” replies Salvatore Parasuco when
asked about how his eponymous brand got
to the level it enjoys today.

His is one of those success stories we Italian-Canucks can take pride in. It’s the
type of tale that begins with a parents’ sacrifice to make a move that will 

ultimately lead to greater opportunities and the chance to realize potential. 
The Parasuco clan definitely made their share of sacrifices, arriving in

Montreal in 1957 by way of Capizzi, a small village perched atop a mountain in
Sicily. “Eight people in one bedroom, one bathroom, and a hide-away bed in our
small living room. We rented the upstairs to help pay the mortgage but we were
happy, healthy and together, and that’s what was important,” describes Salvatore of
his childhood.

His rise started modestly: cleaning a local retail store for 50 cents an hour
while still in high school. But the resourceful teenager swiftly moved up in the
ranks, being recruited by his employer’s competition: Fred-Mart. Within just three
months of being there Salvatore had been charged with running the store, even
bringing products to sell to his peers at school out of his locker. 

“I asked my teachers to please allow me to sell jeans, they were not stolen; I
showed them my receipts and explained that our family needed the money. ‘Isn’t it

better I sell jeans than drugs?’ I asked them. After hearing that, they gave me carte
blanche,” he recalls.

Jeans were what would become Parasuco’s most signature designs and were 
subsequently the determining factor in Salvatore’s future. Having developed a passion
for fashion and retail, a 19-year-old Salvatore was ready to go into business. 

In 1972, his unisex multibrand shop Pour Les Deux opened. Being a new 
business, Salvatore wasn’t in a position to get the big popular brands of the day like Lee
& Wrangler. He was selling jeans from lesser known local brand U.F.O. and needed to
show people that they would look just as good. “I created a window display with my
personal faded old U.F.O’s next to a brand new pair _ sort of a before and after idea.”
An ingenious form of street-level marketing that would soon earn an unexpected swell
in client demand. 

“People kept asking me for the old jeans. After the fifth request and loss of five
sales, I picked up the yellow pages and called laundries and factories to see if they could
wash jeans. Everyone thought I was crazy, such an industry didn’t exist. Out of frustration
and necessity, I started washing jeans at home with my parents. By springtime, word
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had spread that mine was the store that sold bleached-out jeans, and soon, the business
grew. My parents washed two hundred pairs a week in that small house.”

The next step for Salvatore would come in the form of Santana Jeans, the brain-
child of himself, his brother Joseph and friends Angelo Cordisco and Nick Cavalieri.
After returning from a three-week trip to Italy, they embarked on creating looks akin
to those of the trendsetting Bel Paese, whose fashions were well ahead of North
American style. 

It wasn’t smooth sailing at the start, Salvatore had to give up his shop, Montreal
retail buyers wouldn’t accept his designs and another American brand had licensed the
Santana Jeans name, leaving them without one right before an important tradeshow in
New York. 

“My staff encouraged me to use my family name, I said, ‘Are you kidding? Kids
laughed at my name in school.’” But being pressed for time, Parasuco it was, and
Parasuco it would stay. They were a hit with the American crowd, but Salvatore still
wanted to win over the Canadians.

Returning to Montreal, Salvatore decided that the best way to raise brand 
awareness was to get in front of people and that meant advertising. But with little
money, he needed a way to effectively get the message across. 

“Since 1976, I had been selling stretch jeans. I was involved in the evolution of a
stretch denim fabric that could stand up to all the aggressive new washes.” And there it
was, his ‘aha!’ moment; he would have to show people how Parasuco jeans were different
from the rest. 

Luckily for Salvatore’s good taste, he knew exactly who and what he wanted the
result to be. “I had hoped to work with a famous American photographer named Lance
Staedler. Even though I felt I could not afford him, I went after him and hammered a
deal that included a TV commercial shot on 35-milimetre film. I got the deal by 
convincing him that it would be good for his career,” he explains of the negotiation.

“We shot the stretch jeans commercial on the beach in Santa Monica (California).
I looked for a girl with a heavy Italian accent and added her voice at the end to create a
sensuous, slow, thickly pronounced; ‘p-a-r-a-s-u-c-o  s-t-r-e-t-c-h jeans.’ Without
knowing it, Parasuco was the first label in the world to advertise the word stretch!” So
did the commercial investment pay off? We’d say so, within the first year of it airing on
TV, the stretch jeans sales shot up from 35,000 pieces per year to 380,000 pieces. 

More positive results followed as demand for Parasuco spanned from Canada
through to the United States. The brand opened its first standalone flagship store in
Montreal in 1996, with more Quebec boutiques to follow, as well as an impressive space
at Square One Shopping Mall in Mississauga, Ontario. 

And what about the trendsetting motherland? Well, Milan came calling too,
“They were so impressed with our fit, our wash and our design that Parasuco 
positioned in some of the most prestigious Italian stores, which opened up markets all
over the world for us.”

And the Parasuco story continues today, with its urban style and appealing fit, but
at the end of the day Salvatore Parasuco stays grounded, sticking close to his family.
“I’m lucky I had great parents. They did not have money, but they taught me the impor-
tant things in life, and I am very lucky to have a beautiful and supportive wife and two
beautiful children. I thank God everyday for what I have, especially for giving me good
health and the energy to fulfill my dream of making Parasuco the first international
brand from Montreal, Canada.” 

For Salvatore Parasuco, the tough knocks in life were all worth it. “Every experience,
good or bad, has made me stronger! We adapt and come up with innovative 
fashion when least expected. After 37 years in business, the Parasuco brand keeps 
getting rediscovered, and that is what I love.”


