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of reds, pinks, purples and yellows, 
are the crown jewels in a crowd of 
blacks and browns.

The rest of the caboodle is only con-
servative in color. Stiletto heels as tall 
as 4 inches peep over a pair of chunky, 
two-tone menswear platforms mea-
suring in at about 3 and a half inches 
tall. A pair of black suede, snakeskin-
embossed pumps embellished with 
crystals at the heel rest next to classic 
oxblood Mary Janes.

Symmons admired her collection for 
a moment, then pointed to her feet clad 
in ballet slippers. A lifetime of walking 
on 3-inch stilts led to bone spurs in 
her feet and surgery to remove them.  
Now she sticks to flats. Her heels have 
become a museum of her past, except 
for special occasions. 

“I never thought of consequences,” 
she said. “I’ve sort of gone full circle.”

When Symmons does wear heels 
nowadays, it’s for a night out with her 
husband, Mike, who kindly drops her 
off in front of the establishment while 
he parks the car.

When asked what he thinks of her 
shoes, he replies, “I don’t.” 

Symmons’ is a cautionary tale, but 
most women do not think about the 
drawbacks of thrusting their feet into 
a shoe that throws all their weight on 
the ball of the foot. At least not until 
the end of the night, when they are 
pulsating in agony. 

Not only are her feet comfortable, 
but Symmons is ahead of the fashion 
curve. In a November 2012 issue, the 
Wall Street Journal declared “power 
flats” as heels’ new, chic replacement 
in the boardroom. Designers have 
been sending edgy studded flats, tai-

lored oxfords and velvet smoking slip-
pers down the runway in an effort to 
reform the demure style. 

Still, we are not deterred. 
For Diehl Gallery owner Mariam 

Diehl, it’s all about the art. 
Opening the door of her home over-

looking the Snake River, Diehl — stat-
uesque in a fluid jersey dress and black 
and nude strappy sandals, despite 
the snow outside — was ready to talk 
style. Behind her, shoes were set out 
across the counters and tables of her 
home displayed exactly like you would 
expect from someone in her field. 

Her large collection of stilettos, 
pumps, boots, wedges, sandals, loaf-
ers and ballet flats are sculptural, 
colorful and somewhat treacherous 
looking. Her closet is a mix of high-
end and less expensive brands: Pra-
da, Stuart Weitzman, Carlos Santana 
and Dolce Vita. 

She adores Casadei, an Italian 
footwear company known since 1958 
for its craftsmanship and daring 
style. Motioning to a pair of brocade 
floral Casadei stilettos with a twisted 
gold heel, Diehl said, “I mean, Italian 
shoes, they just don’t make them like 
that anywhere else. Nobody makes a 
heel like that. It’s just stunning.”  

Diehl has a number of stunners, 
from neon pink patent leather loafers 
to buttery black leather booties with 
a keyhole detail on the back. Her go-
to pair for gallery openings are black 
wedges with an avant-garde design 
cut out of the heel. For evening, Diehl 
pulls out all the stops with strappy 
cage sandals or one of her many peep-
toed confections.

She’s a seasoned professional in the 
art of teetering around in spike heels, 
having worn them since her early 20s.

Jackson beckons to the outdoors-
man. To participate in all this woodsy 
playground has to offer, you’ve got to 
have the right equipment. 

Jay Pistono, good-will ambassa-
dor on Teton Pass and the Snake 
River, knows the footwear require-
ments for skiing, hunting, fishing, 
biking and mountaineering. 

A ski guide in the winter and 
fishing and mountain guide in sum-
mer, Pistono has 25 to 30 pairs of 
specialized shoes to keep pace with 
all his clients and the weather con-
ditions. 

Trial and error has led him to fig-
ure out what works best. 

One year, he was working with 
the U.S. military’s special forces on 
the pass and got frostbite. Pistono 
had leather ski boots at the time, 
and the boots didn’t cut it. Fortu-
nately, he kept all his toes. 

He wears his ski boots a half 
size larger now to keep his feet 
toasty up on the pass. One of the 
three pairs he owns he is able to 
drive in, and those get the most 
wear since he doesn’t have to 
bother with changing. 

“A lot of time people will lean to-
ward the performance side of foot-
wear, sacrificing comfort, and you 
don’t need to do that nowadays,” 
Pistono said. 

Socks help too. Pistono doesn’t 
mess around when it comes to 
socks. He buys the cream of the 

crop by Patagonia at $50 per pair. 
“It’s all based on function,” he 

said. “I don’t think I have a pair of 
shoes that would display a fashion 
statement.”

Pistono’s “version of clogs” are 

his approach shoes, a “beefed up” 
tennis shoe. They’ve lasted 10 
years and counting. 

He also favors Italian boot mak-
er Scarpa. 

“Those people [Italians] know 

how to make shoes,” he said. “All 
the way around.” 

Pistono wasn’t always flush with 
gear like he is now. He hitchhiked 
to Jackson in 1978 from Illinois with 
next to nothing in his pack. 

At the time, Jackson was more 
of a cowboy town than a ski bum 
hot spot.

“That would have been the pair 
of boot to have then,” he said.

He still doesn’t own a pair of 
cowboy boots, but he does ride 
horses in his hunting boots between 
elk and sage grouse seasons.

Up on the mountain, weather 
conditions can change in an in-
stant. Since Pistono has been a 
climbing guide, he’s been snowed 
on every single month of the year. 
His gear must be on point and in 
his pack so he can focus all his at-
tention on his clients. 

Snowstorms aren’t the only dan-
ger to a mountaineer’s feet. Once, 
while coming down off a climb, Pis-
tono went to look for his approach 
shoes that he had stashed in a 
tree. Nothing but the soles were 
left. A marmot had eaten the tops 
of his shoes, despite Pistono’s 
best efforts to deter them with Gold 
Bond powder. 

Ultimately, gear shoes, like 
high heels, are a personal choice, 
but keeping feet dry and warm is 
not a choice during most outdoor 
activities — it’s an imperative. It 
can mean the difference between 
still having feet or not if something 
goes wrong in the backcountry.

“You have to pay super-close at-
tention to your feet,” he said. “What-
ever’s light and what works.”
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Clare Payne Symmons with a selection of about 40 pairs of shoes, which she said represents only half of her collection.
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Jay Pistono says this massive pile of footwear is only about half of his collection. With 
everything from sandals to telemark ski boots, the good-will ambassador on the Snake 
River and Teton Pass is prepared for just about anything.

Outdoor life demands function, not fashion

SHOES
Continued from cover

See SPIKE HEELS on 11B


