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01  /  GLYN RIDGERS
Glyn is a food, lifestyle and travel photographer with work 
published in many magazines and national papers. He also 
provides images for his growing list of commercial and 
private clientele. His creativity and approachable character 
have paved the way for him to enjoy an exciting career from 
photographing well known names such as Uri Geller to 
shooting luxury villas at the base of Mount Etna in Sicily.

02  /  GISELLE WHITEAKER
Giselle Whiteaker, originally hailing from Australia, is an 
inveterate expatriate. She has lived in Japan, South Korea, 
the United Arab Emirates and Vietnam. She now, at least 
temporarily, calls London home. Giselle recently finished 
a stint as Group Deputy Editor for the Etihad Airways 
magazines and contributes to a variety of publications 
across the globe.  She is currently working on her first book. 
Naturally it’s a traveller’s tale.

05  /  TIM WILLIS
With articles on military embroidery and sunken civilisations in 
this issue, Tim Willis proves he has wide interests. The author 
of three books, he has worked for all the UK’s best newspapers 
and some of its glossier magazines. After three years as editor 
on an online start-up, he is now pursuing various projects 
while contributing to The Times and Newsweek.

06  /  JÚLIA SARDÀ PORTABELLA
Júlia Sardà Portabella is an illustrator based in Barcelona. 
She has had the chance to illustrate some everlasting classics 
such as: ‘Alice in Wonderland’, ‘The Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz’, ‘The Secret Garden’, ‘Oliver Twist’ and ‘Mary Poppins’ 
for a wide range of publishers throughout Europe and the UK.

04  /  HARRIET CONSTABLE
Harriet is a London-based freelance writer, travel, food  
and lifestyle blogger and communications executive at  
the Financial Times. Her lust for adventure has taken her  
to every continent on Earth. Whether exploring a new area  
in her home city or standing among penguins in Antarctica, 
she loves nothing more than to gather stories from 
inspirational people and places.

CONTRIBUTORS

03  /  ROBERT HARDMAN
Robert Hardman is a leading writer on the British royal scene 
and one of Britain’s best-known journalists. He wrote both 
the book and the ITV film, ‘Our Queen’, and has interviewed 
members of the Royal Family many times for a series of 
acclaimed documentaries. As a newspaper journalist, first 
with the Daily Telegraph and now with the Daily Mail, he 
has been covering British and international affairs for many 
years. Married with three children, he lives in London.



The Ritz Club London
The Ritz Club is a venue that evokes the atmosphere of the great Edwardian  
gilded casinos of Europe. Located right at the heart of London’s Mayfair, it  
appeals to the true connoisseur of luxury and elegance. Situated in the former 
ballroom of the famous Ritz Hotel, members can try their luck on the gaming tables 
where Roulette, Punto Banco, Blackjack, Poker and Lunar Poker are played under  
a decorative ceiling in the magnificent main gaming room and elegant salle privée.

Open Daily 
24 hours

Mr Andrew M. Love: Chairman 
Mr Roger Marris: CEO 
Mr Martin Baum: Director of Operations     
Ms Michele Leese: Assistant Director of Gaming 
Mr Bill Shaw: Assistant Director of Gaming
Ms Fizzy White: Manager
Mr Terry Beardall: Manager
Mr Russ Nubley: Manager
Mr Cameron Marvin: Director of Customer Relations
Mr Francesco Orefici: Bar Manager

The Ritz Club London   Telephone +44 (0) 20 7499 1818     www.theritzclub.com  
150 Piccadilly London W1J 9BS enquiries@theritzclub.com

Monday–Friday
10.00am until 6.00pm
Saturday 
11.00am until 6.00pm

Ritz Fine Jewellery London
Unique in its design and undeniably desirable in its appeal, Ritz Fine Jewellery 
encapsulates all the style, glamour and sophistication associated with  
The Ritz London. Using the finest gemstones and craftsmanship, Ritz Fine 
Jewellery offers an exclusive collection of jewellery and watches, to guests  
of the hotel and connoisseurs of fine jewellery the world over.

Mr Paul Carter: Managing Director
Ms Fardokht Aghevli: PR & Marketing Manager

Ritz Fine Jewellery  Telephone +44 (0) 20 7409 1312    www.ritzfinejewellery.com 
150 Piccadilly London W1J 9BT     info@ritzfinejewellery.com

The Ritz London
The Ritz London 
The Ritz Restaurant
The Rivoli Bar
The Palm Court
The William Kent Room
The Music Room
The Wimborne Room
The Burlington Room 

The first and only hotel in the world to be awarded a Royal Warrant by  
HRH The Prince of Wales, The Ritz London has set the tone for elegant  
design and exceptional comfort since it opened in 1906. Inspired by the gracious 
chateaux of France and with interiors in the style of Louis XVI, the hotel still 
retains the grandeur and effervescence that captured the world’s attention over  
100 years ago. The magnificent William Kent House at The Ritz offers five  
spectacular banqueting rooms and three residential suites.

Mr Andrew M. Love: Deputy Chairman
Mr Stephen Boxall: Managing Director 
Mr Sal Gowili: Hotel Manager
Ms Ruth Jones: Executive Assistant Manager,  
Marketing & Development 
Mr John Williams: Executive Chef
Mr Simon Girling: Executive Food and  
Beverage Operations Manager

The Ritz London  Telephone +44 (0) 20 7493 8181 www.theritzlondon.com 
150 Piccadilly London W1J 9BR   enquire@theritzlondon.com   
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COLLECTIONS

01  EZMA  —  02  Ritz Fine Jewellery  —  03  Neill Strain Floral Couture

01/  With the quintessentially British winter well  
 underway, wrap yourself in the ultimate luxury 
of a beautiful handcrafted heirloom. EZMA is an elegant 
collection of effortlessly chic, pure cashmere shawls and 
scarves that simply ooze luxury and individuality with each 
exquisite design. Being one of the few mills left in the world 
that possesses the skills, knowledge and craftsmanship, to 
transform rare fibres, such as Vicuna and Guanaco, into high-
quality, bespoke fabrics, it is no surprise that EZMA strives 
for the ultimate perfection when creating each collection. The 
attention to detail is obvious at every stage of production: from 
the artisans who hand-finish each statement piece in India, to 
the flawless leather box that cocoons each scarf. Known for 
their vibrant seasonal colour palette, hand-stitched embroidery 
and unique embellishing, that perfectly reflects the colourful, 
Indian heritage of the company, the enchanting collections 
never fail to impress and have quickly become coveted by 
fashion insiders, celebrities and women and men who have an 
appreciation for style, comfort and craftsmanship.

Contact____  EZMA Fine Cashmere  /  T_+44 (0) 207 739 9998 
ezmafinecashmere.co.uk

26

03/  Irish-born Neill Strain is one of Britain’s leading floral designers,  
 famed for his panache and theatrical style. His flower boutique in 
Belgravia enjoys a clientele of local and international Royalty and celebrities for 
whom Neill has decorated the most prestigious venues in London and abroad. His 
designs are seasonally inspired, limited edition and made-to-measure masterpieces. 
In the boutique he offers everything from hand-tied bouquets to large displays 
using top quality flowers fresh from his growers in Holland. Neill’s wedding and 
event work ranges from the delicate to dramatic, bewitching to bedazzling and 
stylish to sensational. Whatever the theme or occasion, Neill offers haute couture 
in floral design, as reflects his brand name, Neill Strain Floral Couture.

Contact____  Neill Strain Floral Couture, 11 West Halkin St, Belgravia, London SW1X 8JL  
T_+44 (0) 207 235 6469  /  neillstrain.com

02/  Ritz Fine Jewellery has an on-going love affair with cabochon  
 gemstones, known for their beautifully smooth, polished pebble cut. 
As so often it is the unique, rare gemstones which inspire Ritz Fine Jewellery to 
produce beautiful pieces. This is certainly the case with these divine colourful 
stones which have lead the Ritz Fine Jewellery design team to create a series of 
exceptional cabochon rings. Set in white or yellow gold, each cocktail ring is beyond 
precious because of the size, shape and utter rarity of the cabochon stones. The 
cabochons have been further enhanced with small cabochon detailing, surrounded 
by diamonds. The individual colours are extraordinary — green tourmaline, blue 
chalcedony or rhodochrosite. Each ring makes an arresting, spectacular statement, 
for any woman of exquisite taste and style. Prices from £15,000.

Contact____  Ritz Fine Jewellery, The Ritz Hotel, 150 Piccadilly, London W1J 9BT 
T_+44 (0) 207 409 1312  /  ritzfinejewellery.com

COLLECTIONS

04  Rosalind Miller Cakes  —  05  Charles Burnand  —  06  Helen Brown Stationery

05/ Charles Burnand  
 specialises in an  
inspired mix of new pieces, 
bespoke furniture and antiques, 
and is the place where 
designers and design-lovers 
come to find those elusive 
unusual, one-off pieces for 
the home: from a pair of Gio 
Ponti 1960s’ Italian chairs 
re-worked in Dedar fabric to 
a bespoke Sabrina Landini 
‘Tiffany Lamp’. Director Simon 
Stewart and his team travel 
extensively throughout Europe 
and the USA sourcing unique 
pieces, both vintage and new. 
They also have a sharp eye for 
talent, commissioning new and 
established designers to create a 
bespoke and exclusive range of 
furniture that sits well alongside 
collectable pieces from the 20th 
century. The shop also offers 
an interior design and interior 
architecture service.

Contact____  Charles Burnand,  
15 Crawford Street,  
London W1H 1BR 
T_+44 (0) 207 993 4968  
charlesburnand.com
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04/  Rosalind Miller  
 is an award-
winning cake designer and is 
recognised internationally for 
her unique designs, wealth 
of experience and exquisite 
flavour. Weddings at The 
Ritz this year have seen a 
wealth of Rosalind’s talent 
ranging from cupcake towers 
in pastels and delicate floral 
designs, perfect for an intimate 
reception, to the more ornate 
regal and period inspirations. 
The Winter Collection is the 
latest wedding cake collection 
from Rosalind Miller Cakes, 
designed with romantic winter 
weddings in mind, and inspired 
by Russian jewellery boxes, 
folklore and nature. They 
feature deep jewel colours  
and real beads to create a rich 
and luxe effect.

Contact____   
rosalindmillercakes.com

06/  Helen Brown has been  
 creating beautiful social 
stationery since 1996. In January 2012 she 
opened her boutique shop in Beauchamp 
Place, Knightsbridge specialising in 
fine bespoke stationery for a discerning 
clientele. Made from the finest papers with 
exquisite details and finishes, everything is 
produced by skilled artisans. Helen’s work 
ranges from classic elegance to flamboyant 
and fun, something for everyone’s taste 
can be created whatever the occasion. 
For a business card that exudes gravitas, 
beautifully engraved private stationery or 
fabulous party and wedding invitations 
make an appointment to see Helen.

Contact____  Helen Brown, 34 Beauchamp Place, 
London SW3 1NU  /  T_+44 (0) 207 042 6430 
info@helenbrownstationery.co.uk
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COLLECTIONS

07  John Nicholas Antiques  —  08  La Maison Couture  —  09  Vanessa G London

09/  Luxury womenswear label, Vanessa G London,  
 brings a mix of vibrant colours, prints and patterns to 
Spring/Summer 2015, with ‘My Africa’, the newest collection from 
Creative Director, Vanessa Gounden. Keeping to the brand’s ethos 
of Art Outure, a luxurious expression of Art & Fashion, individual 
pieces are transformed into timeless classics handcrafted from 
luxurious fabrics which convey a touch of soft femininity and 
classic tailoring across day and evening wear. From the signature 
Vanessa G Trench to exquisitely tailored print creations, reflecting 
‘pieces of art’ full of life and colour, this Collection inspired by the 
colours of Africa is certain to make a bold style statement.

Contact____  vanessag.co.uk

07/  As the days get darker, find light with this exceptionally individual,  
 handcrafted masterpiece. Created from deer antlers, naturally shed in the 
beautiful landscapes of Scotland, this is a remarkably distinctive addition to any room. 
John Nicholas Antiques has been producing top quality, bespoke, decorative furniture for 
over 15 years, producing pieces that boast unique designs and immaculate attention to 
detail. Known for their originality and exclusive craftsmanship, which use some of the most 
difficult, arcane techniques that have otherwise been forgotten, the London-based company 
thrives on passion and perfection to create a collection using only the finest materials; 
ranging from Scottish red deer antlers, to extravagant fine crystal, to premium antique oak. 
Their products attract those seeking something innovative, unique and creative, whilst still 
appreciating traditional expertise that truly reflects the finer things in life.

Contact____  John Nicholas Antiques, 533 King’s Road, Chelsea, London SW10 0TZ   
T_+44 (0)207 352 2046  /  furniturecave.co.uk

08/  La Maison Couture is an exclusive online boutique offering  
 a carefully edited selection of luxury homewares, jewellery, 
gifts and beautiful accessories for your home. Created by Tania McNab, 
ex fashion buyer for prestigious stores such as Browns, Harvey Nichols 
and Harrods, as an online home for all her luxury finds. Presented in the 
style of a 17th-century chateau, La Maison Couture consists of a series 
of illustrated virtual rooms merchandised as if in a luxury department 
store, combining the visual sensation of visiting a luxury store with the 
ease of online shopping. Each room contains a selection of wonderful 
things handpicked from established luxury brands of today alongside 
new emerging brands of tomorrow. Shop the Tea Room, Jewellery Room, 
Parfumerie, Bedroom, Crystal Dining Room or The Boutique to buy online 
at La Maison Couture or through recommended retailers.

Contact____  lamaisoncouture.com
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COLLECTIONS

10  John Bly Antiques  —  11  Ritz Fine Jewellery  —  12  Linley

12/  David Linley founded his  
 eponymous business in 
1985. Some 29 years on, Linley enjoys 
prominence as both a retail and bespoke 
business specialising in the design and 
production of furniture, upholstery, 
interiors and home accessories of a 
superlative quality. It also has an award-
winning interior design service. The 
cocktail box is handcrafted in hand-dyed 
sycamore veneers highlighted by mother of 
pearl dots. The interior is lined in bleached 
anigre and features a glass mirror etched 
with classic cocktail recipes for inspiration. 
The cocktail box includes everything you 
might need to mix a delicious drink.

Contact____  davidlinley.com  /  £16,000

10/  This unique games table, known as the King’s Table, was designed and custom made in 1907 for  
 Sir Hiram Maxim, at the behest of King Edward VII whose circle of friends included Lord Roslyn,  
an avid gambler. Roslyn was certain that he had a system at Roulette that would ‘break the bank’ but was prevented from 
success because, he claimed, all the roulette wheels in English and Continental casinos were fixed. Irritated by this the 
King asked the American Sir Hiram, author of the book ‘Monte Carlo: Facts and Fallacies’ and inventor of the Maxim 
Machine Gun, to have this table constructed with a tamper-proof wheel. The King’s Roulette Table is constructed of  
the finest mahogany and boxwood timbers and is signed in monogram by the craftsman responsible for the construction.

Contact____  John Bly Antiques  /  T_+44 (0) 207 409 1312  /  johnbly.com

11/  Paraiba tourmaline  
 has always held a 
fascination for the connoisseur, as it  
is the name of a rare gemstone of blue 
to green tones of wonderful vividness. 
It was only discovered in the 1980s 
and owes its extraordinary colour to 
copper and manganese. These two 
elements give rise to an exceptionally 
clear blue/green Paraiba tourmaline 
cabochon in this ring by Ritz Fine 
Jewellery — set in white gold with 
an exquisite surround of diamonds, 
accentuating the beauty and colour  
of the main feature. A rare stone in  
a unique setting! Price £60,000.

Contact____  Ritz Fine Jewellery,  
The Ritz Hotel, 150 Piccadilly, London  
W1J 9BT  /  T_+44 (0) 207 409 1312 
ritzfinejewellery.com



01/ “There is nothing in sub-Saharan  
 Africa — in a sense, nothing else 
in the world — that prepares the visitor for 
the wealth of historical and cultural treasures, 
both ancient and living, contained in northern 
Ethiopia.” Those are the words of Philip Briggs 
in ‘Bradt Guide to Ethiopia’. Follow ancient trails 
and visit historic palaces, churches and mosques 
set in magical landscapes. Under the guidance 
of Zablon — arguably Ethiopia’s best tour leader 
— these special tours to Ethiopia give to you 
a deep understanding of the story of Ethiopia 
which reaches back to the times of Solomon. 
The small group tours are designed to coincide 
with a variety of festivals including Timket and 
Palm Sunday. Places visited on each tour include: 
Axum, Tigrai, Lalibela, Gondar, The Simien 
Mountains, Lake Tana and Addis Ababa.   

Contact      _____ Ethiopia Tours from Gane and Marshall  
ganeandmarshall.com  /   T_+44(0)1822 600 600

HORIZONS

01  Ethiopia

30

02  Le Domaine de Manville

HORIZONS

31

02/ A stone’s throw from the apocalyptic  
 crags of the Vallée d’Enfer, like a dock 
leaf to a nettle, comes a new earthly Paradise to offer 
its soothing balm. Cocooned and perfumed by the 
surrounding garrigue, Le Domaine de Manville has 
been transformed from working farm into a haven of 
sensual delights where simplicity and sophistication 
harmonise with the natural beauty of the landscape.

A chorus of cicadas announces daybreak. Breakfast 
is served al fresco in summer, sun-dappled beneath 
giant plane trees, in the enormous courtyard of a 
traditional provençal mas. Enclosed by the main 
farmhouse — grey-shuttered and bathed in a warm 
pinkish lime  — the former outhouses and banks  
of olive and cypress trees, the outdoor dining areas 
and limpid swimming pool remain protected from 
the buffetings of the mistral. 

The creation of Le Domaine de Manville was 
both a labour of love and a test of mettle for its 
owners. Set within the Alpilles National Park and 
overlooked by the castle and medieval town of 
Les Baux de Provence, the result is a spectacular 
transformation: suites of operatic intensity in a large 
limestone edifice where, formerly, silk worms spun 
their cocoons. Opposite, further suites and ‘lofts’ 
occupy a modern structure clad in wood — a visual 

reference to the hay barn which once stood here. 
Thirty rooms and duplexes, each lavished with 
attention to detail, individually styled with art, 
antiques and contemporary pieces, are spread 
among the three principal buildings. The chicken 
coop, meantime, divested of its former residents, 
has been transmogrified into a stylish bar of 
decorative brickwork, with a contemporary glass 
extension echoing the Eiffel-esque ‘Jardin d’hiver’  
across the courtyard. 

A path through the garrigue, soil red with bauxite 
(named after the region), leads to the beehives of  
M. Azzolin, a picaresque character straight from  
the pages of Pagnol, who has placed hives from  
the rooftop of the Banque de France, in Paris, to  
this glorious scrubland, and supplies the Domaine 
with its stock of honey. 

Chef Steve Deconinck, meantime, scours the hills, 
markets and countryside for the best seasonal 
local produce, with which he conjures the magic of 
the unexpected: crab, for example, in a watercress 
velouté, with green apples and microscopic 
tomatoes that explode, like caviar, on the tongue. 

Such treats, proffered in abundance, quickly  
become addictive. For a more permanent foothold 
in this Paradise, the old sheep pens form the site

of nine new villas — cool, contemporary and, at 
220sq.m., vast — which introduce the concept 
of time-share to the area. Residents may avail 
themselves of the hotel’s facilities, including the 
18-hole golf course. And this, perhaps, is the estate’s 
greatest achievement, requiring the uprooting  
and transplantation of some 1300 olive trees,  
and opening magnificent views — while remaining 
invisible from the surrounding countryside.

For golf-widow(er)s, the Spa offers refuge —  
an elegant evocation of Roman-baths-meets-Art-
Nouveau, with its geometric play of mosaics and 
monochrome marbles, both polished and rough.  
“We wanted all the Domaine’s materials to be natural 
and authentic, from the aged oak of the floors to the 
stonework and fine leather” says Mme Saut. The 
philosophy is further reflected in the spa’s products:  
a custom-made range scented with lemon verbena 
and sweet jasmine and composed of local pine, olive 
and royal jelly, that melts deliciously into the skin.

“When the good Lord God has doubts about 
the world” wrote the poet, Frédéric Mistral, “he 
remembers he created Provence.” And at its heart 
beats the little haven of Le Domaine de Manville.

Contact____  CityJet flies direct to Avignon from  
London City Airport  /  cityjet.com
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P H O T O G R A P H S  by  D A V I D  B A I L E Y  ©

The only thing
they can’t

teach you at art
school is art.

Mr D. Bailey

DAVID BAILEY







sk David Bailey what he thinks is the one defining characteristic about being an 
EastEnder and he doesn’t hesitate. “Humour,” says the master photographer 
with a laugh. “That’s the thing I loved about growing up in the East End,” adds 
the now-76-year-old. “You got out of trouble by making a joke, although you 

had to be careful about doing that around Ron.”
Ron being Ronald Kray, one half of the infamous Kray twins — the East 

End gangsters whom Bailey kept on the right side of, taking portraits that helped make 
them famous and attending Reggie’s wedding with camera in hand. The Krays feature in 
his new book Bailey’s ‘East End’, a three-volume opus that draws on his work from the 
60s, 80s and the present day. It’s a coffee table book for very strong coffee tables and it 
charts, in monochrome and colour, the changing faces and places of the area of London the 
photographer was born and raised in and where he first came to fame.

Bailey doesn’t live in East Ham anymore (although he’s still a Londoner) 
but whenever he revisits his old stomping ground it stirs up vivid memories for the son 
of Herbert Bailey, a tailor’s cutter, and Gladys, a machinist. Recalling his childhood from 
the comfort of a battered old sofa in his Holborn studios, he says: “The whole thing was 
madness when you look back at it, although at the time it wasn’t.”

David Bailey was just a toddler when World War II began and seven when it 
ended and his memories of the Blitz are somewhat romanticised. “I quite liked the war as 
a kid,” he tells me. “Playing on bombed buildings, you could smash the glass and you never 
saw a copper. And it was quite picturesque. I saw sides of buildings that had been blown 
away and they were like collages. The doorway was still there, the bath was hanging off the 
wall and there were beds with bedspreads hanging down.”

Given that he would go on to become one of the world’s foremost 
photographers of people and places, not to mention an accomplished artist, it’s no surprise 
that the young David Bailey found beauty in war-torn buildings. His life, which has had 
its monochrome stretches, has been mainly a colourful one and he doesn’t view the past 
through rose-tinted glasses. He remembers his mum “always bollocking” his dad and when 
I ask why he deadpans: “For everything.” Mr Bailey Sr, who ran an East End club on the top 
floor of the factory where he worked, was not the most devoted of fathers. “But everybody 
liked him,” David tells me. And did David like him? “No,” he says without hesitation, then 
qualifies it with: “I didn’t know him much and didn’t see him much. Neither did my mum,  
I think. He was always off scally-wagging around.”

Portrait David Bailey
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His mother was a strong woman and a formidable force, except in the kitchen. She was, it 
seems, a terrible cook who could even botch Bisto gravy. “You’d cut into your baked potato and there 
were globs of this stuff that hadn’t been mixed properly.” David’s a terrible cook too. He laughs about the 
time his (fourth and current) wife Catherine left him to look after their daughter Paloma and, clueless, 
he tried heating a tin of baked beans in the microwave. “The tin melted and stuck to the roof of the 
microwave and there were beans everywhere. That was my last attempt at cooking.”

Culinary shortcomings aside, he remembers his mum with great affection and recalls trips 
to the cinema, at least four or five times a week because it was cheaper than heating the house, armed 
with jam sandwiches and orange juice. He loved the cli'angers and, as a teenager, was inspired by 
Disney movies — winning a City & Guilds prize for his painting of Bambi. “That was the first time I won 
anything. I didn’t win anything at school. In fact I was in the silly class because I was dyslexic, although I 
didn’t know it at the time.” His dyslexia went undiagnosed until he was in his 30s. “So I just thought I was 
a bit stupid, but at least I was head of the silly class. It’s better than being bottom of the intelligent class.”

Before he got into art and photography he was a bad debt collector. “Did I get beaten up? 
Of course I did.” Straight-talking Bailey, who also sold shoes and carpets in those early days, peppers 
his conversation with so many four-letter words that repeating his speech verbatim would triple the 
length of this article and turn the air blue. True to his East End roots, he’s a no-nonsense, no-airs-and-
graces raconteur whose life story would make a terrific autobiography, should he ever have the time 
or inclination to write it.

It was around age 13 that he picked up his mum’s Box Brownie camera. When he did 
National Service he bought a Rolleiflex copy called a Rollop, then got a Canon copy of a Leica. I wonder 
if a camera felt right in his hands and he says: “I didn’t really think about that. I just liked it.” Still, he 
began to think seriously about a career in photography and worked his way through a couple of assistant 
positions before becoming a fashion photographer for British Vogue. 

He doesn’t pull his punches when asked about the Krays. “I was quite good friends with 
Reg,” he says, “but they were scumbags really. They were yobs who got turned into legends because they 
were the new Robin Hoods.”

The likes of Terence Stamp, Michael Caine, Mick Jagger and Jean Shrimpton (the iconic 
model who became his lover) were more to his liking, although he wonders now what all the public fuss 
was about when it came to the Shrimp. Likewise Kate Moss, who he worked with further down the line. 
“It’s a bit like Garbo and Dietrich,” he explains. “There were lots of other girls just as beautiful as them 
and it’s the same with Jean and Kate. Jean was devastating but I’ve known lots of other girls who were 
just as beautiful — Christy Turlington, for instance, or my wife. They’re looks I admire because they’re 
more Roman. I like brunettes anyway because they have a mystery. Everyone thinks Catherine Deneuve 
is blonde but she’s dyed. I’ve never actually been with a blonde.”

P H O T O G R A P H S

32 Jean Shrimpton — 1968

34 Salvador Dali and David Bailey — 1972

36 Don McCullin — 2001

38 David Bailey Self Portrait — 2011

41 Jean Shrimpton at Bailey’s family home — 1961

42 Abby Lee — 2010

Portrait David Bailey
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The camera — Bailey’s camera — loved Shrimpton and Kate Moss, 
but he takes no credit for that. “It’s a magic and it doesn’t happen very often,” 
he reasons. “There was a girl in America, Lauren Hutton, who I photographed 
for American Vogue, who had an appeal like that — but her appeal wasn’t 
glamorous, it was a healthy American woman who likes horseriding.”

Deneuve was the second Mrs Bailey. First there was a typist 
named Rosemary Bramble, then Deneuve (who he met through Roman 
Polanski and photographed for Playboy), then model Marie Helvin and lastly 
Catherine Dyer, also a model, who he’s been with since the mid-80s. The couple 
have three children (Paloma, Fenton and Sascha) but Bailey admits travelling 
the world on assignments meant he hasn’t always been around for his kids. 
“But I’m not very good with kids anyway,” he says with amusing candour. “I like 
them, but what are we going to talk about?” He laughs another of many, many 
laughs that belie his reputation for being a grumpy interviewee. “But they’re 
great. They’ve been difficult, as all kids are, but they’ve never been dull.”

Bailey is nothing if not honest and he’s lively company. He may be at 
the pinnacle of his profession but he’s as down to earth as they come, responding 
to former model turned Vogue lynchpin Grace Coddington’s comment about him 
being “unbelievably good-looking” back in the day with something so hilariously 
profane I couldn’t possibly repeat it here. The inspiration for David Hemmings’ 
fashion photographer lothario in the 1966 film ‘Blowup’, he was indeed a 
handsome devil and says: “I got passes made at me all the time by women but 
more by men actually. I never minded it. Deal with it. It’s not the end of the world.”

The looks have faded, as they inevitably do, and the clothes he’s 
wearing when we meet are somewhat shabby: well-worn chinos, denim shirt, 
hoodie and neckerchief, all set off by unruly hair. I imagine the man who got a 
well-deserved CBE in 2001 smartened up when he did his fantastic portrait of 
Her Majesty the Queen earlier this year but he didn’t put on airs and graces. “I 
was just normal, although I didn’t swear — which was quite difficult. I don’t know 
if I should tell you this.” He hesitates, then tells me anyway: “I said to her ‘If I say 
anything wrong remember I’ve got Truth Tourettes’ and that made her laugh.”

Bailey’s a fan. “She works really hard. I wouldn’t want to do 
her job for a million pounds a day. But I like strong women like that. I liked 
Margaret Thatcher. Every time I worked with her she was fantastic.”

He’s photographed, and been mates with, Mick Jagger since the 
60s, recalling: “He used to stay with me all the time and sometimes there 
were all those silly boys and girls screaming outside the house.” As the Rolling 
Stones’ career was taking off Bailey would drive Jagger to gigs. “He was 
always a bit on the cheap side, Mick, but he was never snobby. Mick’s great.”

Of course, they say that if you remember the 60s then you 
weren’t there, but he’s having none of that. “That’s just a clever thing to say. 
Apart from being slipped LSD a couple of times I probably only smoked two 
joints throughout the whole decade. I was too busy getting drunk. You can’t 
smoke dope and work, unless you’re a musician I guess.”

Bailey’s rubbed shoulders with a few musicians in his time. 
There’s an Alice Cooper gold disc hanging in the downstairs loo of his Holborn 
studios, a thank-you for the promo pics he shot for Cooper’s 1973 ‘Billion 
Dollar Babies’ album. They used real cash. “And the American government 
came after me after that because they said we were forging money,” he laughs.

The matter was soon cleared up but the next decade he found 
himself in trouble again when he went to Sudan and Ethiopia in 1984 to cover 
the Band Aid campaign and on the way back the authorities stopped him at 
the airport, carted him off to an interrogation room and accused him of being 
a spy because he didn’t have an entry stamp. They released him in good time 
(well, later that same day in fact) for Live Aid the following year, where he was 
backstage taking pictures, meeting rock royalty and getting French-kissed by 
Freddie Mercury. “He was the first man to stick his tongue down my throat,” 
Bailey grins. “I had my back to him, he spun me around and kissed me.”

He talks fast and shoots faster. “Sometimes I only do six clicks. 
Let’s get rid of that silly idea that you do thousands and there must be one 
good one. You can’t do that when you’re working with film, and I still prefer 
film to digital. It still looks better.” But he embraces new technology. “People 
say I don’t do digital but I do when it’s called for.”

Modest about his achievements, Bailey is nonetheless aware 
that putting a brush to canvas or pointing a camera in the right direction 
aren’t all that’s needed. “Lots of painters are boring and not artists and lots 
of photographers are boring and not artists, but they still get called painters 
and photographers.” 

Six decades into his extraordinary career he is as fired-up as 
he’s always been. “I still try and take the best picture I possibly can,” he tells 
me. “Most people have Jiminy Cricket on their shoulder talking into their ear. 
I’ve got Stanley Kubrick going ‘Get it right’.” And retirement isn’t an option. 
“I don’t understand why people stop doing what they do. It’s like stopping 
breathing or something. My job isn’t a grind, it’s great.” He pauses. “There’s 
terrible aggravation that goes with it sometimes.” Then he smiles the smile of 
an icon who is also an iconoclast. “But I quite like aggravation.”

David Bailey’s ‘East End’ is published by Steidl, priced £75

Most people have Jiminy 
Cricket on their shoulder 
talking into their ear.  
I’ve got Stanley Kubrick.
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W O R D S  by  H A R R I E T  C O N S T A B L E

I M A G E S  by  J U L I A  S A R D A

Don’t you know
that everybody’s 
got a Fairyland 
of their own? 

MARY POPPINS

Mary Poppins 
Ms P. L. Travers



L. Travers, the Australian author of Mary Poppins, was as mysterious and elusive 
as her creation — the nanny who flew into the Banks’ family household with her 
parrot-headed umbrella, a carpetbag and no nonsense method of magically making 
order out of chaos.

“I think the idea of Mary Poppins has been blowing in and out of me, like a 
curtain at a window, all my life,” answered Miss Pamela Lyndon Travers in a 1964 interview. A 
global icon adored by adults and children alike, Mary Poppins is remembered as a charismatic 
Edwardian woman with a handsome, smiling face and song-filled lungs, who can cajole 
children into bed chanting about a ‘A Spoonful of Sugar’. Lesser known is the story of the real 
Mary Poppins, which begins long before an elegant Julie Andrews embodied one of the most 
famous children’s book characters of all time. Now, with the recent publishing of a new semi-
autobiographical tale, the story of the real Mary Poppins is illuminated once more.

Mary Poppins was the masterpiece and most prized creation of P. L. Travers, 
an Australian-born writer whose real name was Helen Lyndon Goff. The eldest of three 
daughters, Travers adopted her stage name as a young actress by combining the popular name 
Pamela with the first name of her beloved father, Travers. 

You might imagine that the woman who based her books on how to bring up 
children had a joyous youth. The reality is far from it. Born in Queensland, Australia on  
9 August 1899, her life began with much creativity and happiness, spending time with 
her imaginative and charismatic father, whom she adored. Sadly, Travers’ childhood 
was complicated, and tragedy laced her early years. Mr Travers Goff was a bank clerk. 
Ignominiously demoted at work, he struggled with alcoholism and the pressures of his 
working life. He died soon after P. L. Travers’ 7th birthday. 

Shortly after, her mother, struggling with the death of her husband and the strain 
of caring for three small children, announced that she was going to the lake to drown herself, 
and requested that the young P. L. Travers look after ‘the little ones’. Her suicide attempt 
was unsuccessful, but the family was left in disarray. And so, just as the Banks family of Mary 
Poppins needed saving from their dysfunctional lives, so too did a young Miss Travers. 

Following her mother’s attempted suicide and father’s death, a stern and 
formidable woman with a ‘heart of gold’ blew in, and arrived on the doorstep carrying a 
parrot umbrella. Her name was Christina Saraset or Aunt Sass to the children. Aunt Sass was 
the woman who restored order within the Goff household, and became at least part of the 
inspiration for a certain children’s book character who emerged many years later. 

Inside Story  Mary Poppins
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The sequence of events involving Aunt Sass’s arrival are closely reflected in the original Mary 
Poppins books. In the opening chapter the reader is invited in to number 17 Cherry Tree Lane where 
the dysfunctional Banks family resides. An exasperated Mrs Banks faces the grueling task of finding yet 
another nanny after the mischievous children, Jane and Michael, have driven Katie Nanna from the house. 
In the midst of this mayhem, the children stand at the window and witness the most extraordinary sight: 
a woman clutching her hat to her head with one hand and grasping a carpetbag in the other. She is being 
blown by the east wind towards their front door, parrot umbrella in tow. They are watching Mary Poppins 
float elegantly, magically, into their lives at the moment they need her most. This is the modern woman 
who can turn medicine into rum punch, slide up bannisters and pack an armchair into her seemingly-
empty bag, the woman who would save the Banks family, just as Aunt Sass saved the Goffs.

In November 2014, a previously unpublished P. L. Travers story adorned the shelves of 
bookstores globally. Semi-autobiographical, Aunt Sass was originally published as a Christmas present 
for Travers’ friends and family, with only 500 copies ever printed. It tells the story of the dominant 
aunt’s stay during her childhood. In recollection of her character, Travers writes, “imagine a bulldog 
whose ferocious exterior covers a heart tender to the point of sentimentality and you have Christina 
Saraset”. Much like Poppins, she was reliable yet stern, present always when one needed her most, and 
used to say, ‘spit spot, into bed'. 

Years later, with Aunt Sass’s death, Travers commented “I thought to myself, ‘Some day, 
in spite of her, I shall commit the disrespectful vulgarity of putting Aunt Sass in a book.’ And then it 
occurred to me that this had already been done. I suddenly realised that there is a book through which 
Aunt Sass, stern and tender, secret and proud, anonymous and loving, stalks with her silent feet. You will 
find her occasionally in the pages of Mary Poppins.”

It would be easy to conclude, then, that Aunt Sass was Mary Poppins. Yet there are further 
nuances in the books that suggest otherwise. In the stories, Mary Poppins is described as “rather like 
a wooden Dutch doll”, “thin, with large feet and hands, and small, rather peering blue eyes”. She was a 
world away from the elegant Julie Andrews who took a Best Actress Oscar home for her performance. 
The original illustrations by Mary Shepard represent Poppins as closer in appearance in fact to the 
author in her youth. The New York Times describes a young P. L. Travers as “A gracious observer of the 
English proprieties who at the same time did not suffer fools gladly, Miss Travers had deep blue eyes, 
high cheekbones and, as a young woman, a cap of curly dark gold hair”. The Mary Poppins of the books 
is also a cold and vain character — traits that were mirrored by the author in reality. 

The patriarch of the family, Mr Banks, is also inspired by Travers’ past. He is so obsessed 
with his working life he rarely makes time for his children, which rings true of the later years of Travers 
Goff’s life and his subsequent demise. Under pressure at work, Mr Banks declares that “the bank is 
broken” in the original books when he can't spare any coppers to give to the children. When Mary 
Poppins arrives it is not only to care for the children, but to save Mr Banks from his discontented life 
before it is too late. Mary Poppins helps him realise that his family need him. It is understandable, of 
course, that P. L. Travers would want a part of her to be reflected in the Mary Poppins character, for as 
Mary Poppins saves Mr Banks, Miss Travers in turn wished she could have saved her own father.
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The Mary Poppins tales — there are five of them in total — were 
clearly hugely personal to P. L. Travers, but with their growing global interest 
came requests to adapt and interpret the stories in other art forms. In the 
years after the publication of her first story, Walt Disney famously made a 
promise to his daughter to turn her beloved books into a film. He contacted 
P. L. Travers as early as 1938 to acquire the rights. Fiercely protective of the 
stories with which she held such a strong emotional attachment, Travers 
turned down Disney’s offers again and again.

It wasn’t until the 1960s that Travers finally relinquished the 
rights under growing financial strain. A single woman living independently 
in a Sussex cottage in England, where she first penned Mary Poppins, the 
royalties from her book were dwindling. The deal secured her five percent 
of the film’s royalties, as well as approval rights over the script. In 1964 the 
books were adapted into a musical film also titled Mary Poppins, starring 
Julie Andrews and Dick Van Dyke. 

The film’s success turned P. L. Travers into a multi-millionaire, 
although she despised the representation of her characters. Travers was 
troubled by the adaptation that lost much of the gritty darkness from her 
stories, and did not depict her real Mary Poppins. Interspersed with songs 
about jolly holidays and singing on rooftops, P. L. Travers felt the film grossly 
misconstrued her original ideas. 

Her opinion was that the magic of the original Mary Poppins 
tales had the ability to captivate audiences not only because of the main 
character’s stern yet loveable nature, but also for the dark mystery surrounding 
the events. On her death, a New York Times obituary of P. L. Travers said, 
“throughout her writing life, Miss Travers retained the extraordinary ability 
to tap into the private, wistful anguish of childhood, and often said that she 
viewed the passage from childhood to adulthood as a single unbroken thread”. 
Travers once remarked “sorrow lies like a heartbeat behind everything I have 
written”. It was this personal sorrow and pain from P. L. Travers’ youth that 
was weaved into the books and the character of Mary Poppins amongst the 
magic, sorrow that was largely ejected from the Disneyfied films.

 Darkness and disruption were not only present in Travers’ 
childhood. In the well-known film, the Banks family live in Edwardian times, 

but the books were set firmly in 1930s Britain, the setting and exterior more 
complex than the film would have us know. A nervous country perching 
between two World Wars, the first of P. L. Travers’ famous book series was 
published as Churchill warned of German rearmament, and the country 
struggled through the economic slump of the Great Depression. Tellingly, the 
house in which the Banks family reside is not the grand Edwardian abode 
depicted in the films but “the smallest house in the Lane”, which is “rather 
dilapidated and needs a coat of paint”. 

Society in the 30s was also gripped by the Suffragette movement, 
which had been sweeping the nation since the late 19th century with modern 
ideals of female empowerment. Mary Poppins is a modern woman with a 
modern perspective. When interviewing at the Banks household she refuses 
to provide references describing them as “a very old-fashioned idea, to my 
mind”. Disney’s 1964 film recognises this modernism for the most part — one 
element, at least, that wasn’t lost from the books. Still, the Mary Poppins  
P. L. Travers saw on screen was far removed from being practically perfect in 
every way, and she was driven to tears of disgust at the premier. It is said that 
her last will bans any further adaptions of her work by Americans.

In a BBC culture show special called The Secret Life of Mary 
Poppins, producer Cameron Mackintosh, who met with P. L. Travers to acquire 
the rights to develop a theatrical adaptation of the books, is asked who he 
thinks the real Mary Poppins is. He describes her as, “a mixture of herself — 
Pamela — and her aunt”. P. L. Travers was asked the same question in a 1977 
Desert Island Discs interview. A deeply private person, she remained wryly 
ambiguous: “the great characteristic of Mary Poppins is that she never explains”. 

Travers died in 1996 having been made an Officer of the Order 
of the British Empire for services to literature, taking with her the secret of 
who the real Mary Poppins was. In doing so, Travers not only immortalised 
her most prized character and her mysterious magic, but allowed us as 
readers to live in a world of imagination forever, where the east wind blows 
over the rooftops of Cherry Tree Lane and where medicine can inexplicably 
become rum punch. 

Images: © Círculo de Lectores, Barcelona, 2013, Júlia Sardà / juliasarda.com

Some day, in spite  
of her, I shall commit  
the disrespectful  
vulgarity of putting  
Aunt Sass in a book.
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W O R D S  by  J O S H  S I M S

I M A G E S  by  R E X  F E A T U R E S  /  C O R B I S

THE TRENCH COAT

This particular 
style of coat  

had always been 
an outsider,  

a class apart.



obert Mitchum had stepped into more than Humphrey Bogart’s shoes. He had put on his 
coat too. Cinephiles will identify ‘Out of the Past’ — directed by Jacques Tourneur and 
released in 1947 — as arguably the definitive example of film noir. Every element that goes 
to make the genre is there: the shadowy lighting, the flashbacks, the convoluted narrative, the 

twisted romance and the nihilistic lead. This was meant to be played by Humphrey Bogart but contractual 
problems saw him replaced by Robert Mitchum, who would also don his costume — what else but the snap-
brim fedora and trench coat, those style totems of the hard-drinking, world-weary private eye? It was a look 
that Mitchum would so come to embody, such that he once noted that “RKO made the same film with me 
for 10 years. They were so alike I wore the same suit in six of them and the same Burberry trench coat.”

Others would soon borrow this sartorial shorthand for the man in existential battle with the 
world and with himself in equal measure: Bogart, of course, would don it for several hard boiled roles, the 
likes of ‘The Maltese Falcon’ (1941), but most famously for ‘Casablanca’ (1942) (if Rick was misinformed 
about the waters in Casablanca, he was equally deluded about the need to go prepared for bad weather); 
it was the choice of Dick Tracy and Mike Hammer; Alain Delon would wear the trench coat in ‘Le 
Samourai’ (1967), nodding to film noir conventions, and, being French, upping the existentialism too; 
so closely associated with the garment did the figure of the brooding solitary man just about on the right 
side of good and bad become that, of course, it was a natural choice for Peter Sellers when he came to 
play Inspector Clouseau in the Pink Panther movies. 

But then this particular style of coat had always been an outsider, a class apart — literally 
in some instance. It is a telling historical detail that, when the trench coat became an optional item 
of clothing for British Army officers of World War I — an ideal garment for protecting one’s tailored 
uniform against the sea of crud that engulfed many trenches, and only serving to reinforce the item’s 
essential machismo — only officers were allowed to wear it. 

Such associations have long since been lost, with the trench coat, and its variations, taking 
on the status as the everyman rainwear alternative to the less cluttered, classic mac — even if distinctive 
details of its military heritage still remain: the epaulettes, used to secure rank insignia or anything on a 
strap; the D-ring, at the front and rear of a trench coat, used to hook on ammunition pouches and other 
supplies; the pleated back, making the coat more comfortable while horse-riding; and, perhaps most 
characteristically, the storm flap at the shoulder, now an extra means of funneling rain away from the 
body of the coat, originally devised to provide additional cushioning against the kick of a rifle butt. Other 
details simply add up to make the trench coat one of the most weatherproof coats devised: the throat 
latch, wrist straps and the rain shield, working as the storm flap but across the back.

Trench Coat
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The trench coat became a staple and yet was so terribly workaday at heart — as befits the 
countless commuters who still today put one on over their pin-stripes to tackle the crush of the train. 
Certainly, the story of the development of the trench coat is less one of fashion as of function and of fabric. 
And it is, initially at least, the story of two men. The tale begins in 19th-century England with two pioneers 
of fabric innovation: John Emary and Thomas Burberry. The former owned a menswear shop on London’s 
Regent Street and over 160 years ago developed the first waterproof wool, a product he patented and 
launched under the brand name Aquascutum (Latin for ‘water shield’), immediately supplying capes, field 
coats and a forerunner of the trench coat to troops of all ranks fighting the Crimean War (1853-56). Later 
his company would corner the market for supplying the movie industry, with Bogart and Sellers, among 
others, all wearing the Aquascutum Kingsway trench coat on screen and off.

Thomas Burberry’s, meanwhile, was to be the choice more of adventurers. Burberry was owner 
of a outfitter’s shop in Basingstoke, England — a store especially popular with local hunters, fishers, riders 
and even those into the newfangled sport of cycling. He created gabardine, a natural cloth of chemically 
coated, long staple cotton yarns woven so tightly into a distinctive diagonal twill that, while still allowing 
air to pass through — unlike the first sweaty, rubberised waterproof fabrics that Macintosh had pioneered 
several decades before — could also stand up to rough treatment and fend off rain. It was consequently more 
commonly and prosaically known as Duck (and even today Burberry’s code for the fabric is ‘DK’). 

Although the fabric was inspired by traditional clothes worn by local shepherds — and 
named after the garment worn by Caliban in Shakespeare’s ‘The Tempest’ — gabardine was not 
initially used for clothing. Its first test came when the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen bought 
tents made of gabardine for his 1911 race to the South Pole. As if Amundsen being outfitted by a 
British company was not insult enough, rival Robert Scott arrived at the South Pole to find the tent 
still standing as proof that the Norwegian had beaten him there. Back home, Amundsen even gave 
what amounted to a hero’s endorsement: “Burberry gabardine is extraordinarily light and strong and 
keeps the wind out completely,” he noted. 

It was a tip not lost on Ernest Shackleton, who was entirely kitted out in Burberry 
gabardine for his Antarctic exploration. Others too took to the weatherproof garments gabardine 
was turned into: Burberry’s first raincoat became something of the standard, especially after a happy 
accident of early branding saw the coat renamed simply ‘the Burberry’ when it proved impossible to 
trademark the initial name, the Slip-On. 

Trench Coat
The story of the  
development of the  
trench coat is less  
one of fashion as of 
function and of fabric.
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Burberry’s most clear step towards the creation of the definitive 
trench coat style, however, came with the Boer War of 1899, when many 
British officers unofficially adopted Burberry weatherproofs, subsequently 
winning the company the role as one of the official outfitters to the British 
Army in 1901. Its first military-specification coat was called the Tielocken 
— an oddly Germanic-sounding name — arrived at simply because the coat 
tied at the front with strap and buckle so securely the wearer was locked into 
it; and, certainly, the belt was a distinguishing characteristic that would be 
carried through to the trench coat. Some half a million of these were supplied 
to the officer class during World War I, with Aquascutum also supplying its 
version to more still through its Aquascutum Service Kit — one box of all any 
well-dressed man would need to take to war, bar the weaponry. 

Initially anonymous, the Burberry garment was affectionately 
nicknamed the ‘trench warm’ by officers who valued its cosy properties, 
especially the detachable sheepskin liner then also part of the design — one 
which, behind the front line, was often worn like a dressing gown. Such was 
success of the coat that ‘The New York Times’ of 29 August 1917 reported 
“Trench Coats in Demand ...” and that, somewhat hopefully, “it is expected 
that a coat very similar to this, if not this particular coat, will be included in 
the men’s regular equipment when the American forces finally arrive at the 
front”. Not just that of the officers, one might note. It was only a small step for 
the Trench warm to be officially named the Trench Coat. 

The new name, of course, would over the following decades only 
underpin the very male nature of the coat: the trenches came to become a 
byword for a mud- and corpse-strewn hell hole where tens of thousands of 
men would eke out a miserable day-to-day existence. One would not have 
been surprised if, in an age in which marketing spin had yet to overshadow 
product integrity, some re-branding had been considered in order. Rather 
the trench coat underwent a perhaps unexpected adoption — by women —
and surprisingly soon too. It was a testament perhaps to just how useful the 
design was recognised as being, a utility which would sustain demand over 
time such that it would be accorded the status of wardrobe classic.

Indeed, women first took up the wearing of trench coats in the 
early 1920s. This was in part because, as an early example of army surplus 
finding commercial value on Civvy Street, the end of World War I had 
seen an affordable and plentiful supply, not to mention tailors able to make 
any necessary alterations. But, more importantly perhaps, the wearing of 
a trench coat was seen to be as much as a statement of emancipation as 
fashion. And much as the detectives of film noir would transform the wider 
perception of the trench coat among men, so cinema would also do the 
same for women. It was the movies that properly cast the coat style as 
indicative of the strong female archetype, as the stars who wore it suggest: 
the likes of Marlene Dietrich, Greto Garbo on the set of ‘A Woman of 
Affairs’ (1928), Gloria Swanson in ‘Queen Kelly’ (1929) and Bette Davis in 
‘Of Human Bondage’ (1934). 

This use of the trench coat to signal a certain sassiness was in play 
right up to the first attempts to feminise the garment. Some will recall Katharine 
Hepburn wearing an outsized trench coat in ‘The Iron Petticoat’ in 1956, for 
example. But many more will remember perhaps the most famous wearer of 
the trench coat outside of battle or the portrayal of booze-addled guns for hire, 
the one that encouraged the likes of Jackie Onassis, Joanne Woodward and 
Brigitte Bardot (in 1964s ‘Une Ravissante Idiote’) to follow suit.

Think of Audrey Hepburn in ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s’ (1961) 
and the likelihood is that a coat will not be the first attire to come to mind 
— rather the dress, designed by Hubert de Givenchy, that would define 
possibly the most essential and ubiquitous of all examples of womenswear, 
the so-called ‘little black dress’. And yet the movie made Hepburn a style 
icon for more than that. The scene that brings, at long last, relief to a 
frustrated audience — when George Peppard’s distressed would-be lover 
finally embraces Hepburn’s Holly Golightly — is set in the pouring rain. 
So what is the kooky, eccentric, go-her-own-way Golightly wearing? What 
envelopes her petite figure? A Burberry trench coat, naturally. And the 
odd thing is that it looks as good on her as it does on the six-foot-one-inch 
boxer’s frame of Robert Mitchum.

So what is the kooky, 
eccentric, go-her-own-way  
Golightly wearing?  
What envelopes her  
petite figure? A Burberry 
trench coat, naturally.
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I M A G E S  by  K O H E I  T A K E  /  J A P A N  H A N D M A D E

Matsuo Basho

Even in Kyoto,
hearing the 
cuckoos cry,

I long for Kyoto. 

KYOTO SENSAI





apan has captured the imagination of the West for centuries. Explorer Isabella Bird wrote, after her 
travels in 1880, “Japan offers as much novelty perhaps as an excursion to another planet”. Although 
Western influences are many, Japan absorbs them while keeping a firm grip on her cultural identity. 
Where else can you see 1000-year-old temples and the latest high-tech gadget, mix post-modern 
kitsch with Zen Buddhist tradition, stay at inns that haven’t changed since the Samurai days or in 

hotels so state-of-the-art you need an IT expert to figure them out? While much of the world becomes 
increasingly the same, Japan remains uniquely Japanese.

And the keeper of the flame of Japanese culture is Kyoto, once the Imperial capital, now 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Kyoto has a serene atmosphere, nestled beneath the lyrical beauty of 
the mountainous landscape, dotted with Japan’s most exquisite temples; Kinkaku-ji, with its gold leaf 
pavilion shining in the sun, Ginkaku-ji with its ornamental gardens, and Ryoan-ji, with its fascinating 
Zen rock garden. Kyoto was first settled in the 8th century, and under the early emperors it became a 
magnet for poets, artists, craftsmen and the centre of Zen Buddhism. Many traditions we think of as 
quintessentially Japanese, from the tea ceremony to the Geishas, evolved here. Strolling around the 
stone-cobbled lanes of the old town at night, the paper lanterns casting a soft glow as a pair of kimono-
clad beauties swish past, you feel transported back in time.

Nowhere is this connection with the past more vivid than in the centuries old crafts guilds, 
which have made Kyoto their home since Emperor Kammu founded it in the 9th century. For more than 
a thousand years the guilds and their master craftsmen have supplied the temples, the aristocracy and 
the Imperial family with an extraordinary array of luxury items. Even when the capital moved to Tokyo 
in the 19th century, it was Kyoto that remained the centre of the arts. 

Artisans Kyoto Sensai
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In the aftermath of World War II, Japan radically Westernised 
in order to beat the West at its own game. Suddenly cars, radios and gadgets 
were in style, and Kyoto ‘s refined old-world, handcrafted way of doing things 
fell out of favour. In an effort to help preserve the traditional arts of Japan 
in the face of the electronics onslaught, the government created a special 
honour for exceptional artists, awarding them the title of ‘National Living 
Treasure’. Many of Japan’s revered ‘Living Treasures’ (and there are less 
than 100 in the entire country) come from Kyoto. Their contributions to art 
and culture are so valuable that they are given funds to ensure that they are 
able to pass their skills to their deshi, apprentices that devote themselves to 
mastering the art of their teacher, or Sensei. In an age of globalisation, mass-
production and a creeping ‘sameness’ wherever you go, with ubiquitous 
iPhone ring tones from Antarctica to Zanzibar, Kyoto’s Sensei are quietly 
fighting a determined battle to save their endangered crafts culture, and 
having rather a surprising success. 

What makes this revival so exciting is that it enables the art 
form to evolve. For example, a method once used to make watertight wooden 
pails in the 16th century is now used for creating handcrafted Champagne 
buckets for Dom Perignon. The fluidity and originality of Kyoto’s new wave 
of young designers is based on a profound relationship with the past. The 
Japanese respect for tradition ensures that the age-old skills of the Sensei are 
not forgotten, but reinterpreted for modern society. 

Shuji Nakagawa is a trendsetting sculptor and woodwork artist 
whose dramatic installations in steel and wood have won him wide acclaim. 
He is also famous for something much more humble: traditional wooden 
buckets, known in Japan as Ki-oke. For over 500 years these buckets were 
used throughout Japan for everything from storing rice to pouring sake, 
but with the invention of plastic the wooden buckets are on the verge of 
extinction. Shuji is bringing these buckets back by creating radical new shapes 
and uses, while staying true to the original craft techniques. The buckets are 

remarkably beautiful, with their smooth rounded surfaces and softly glowing 
patina. They are deceptively simple. Each bucket requires many hours spent 
choosing, cutting and fitting strips of wood into the form required. 

Shuji works in his Kyoto studio or up in the misty hills of Shiga, 
at the Nakagawa Mokkangei atelier. The space is shared with another 
woodworker, perhaps the most renowned in Japan, a National Living 
Treasure called Kiyotsugu. He also happens to be Shuji’s father

Kiyotsugu creates extraordinary items like intricate presentation 
boxes made from hand-tooled and inlaid rare woods, which he has spent a 
lifetime collecting, such as Gindai Sugi, ‘cedar of the god century’ with its 
inimitable silvery grey surface, the result of being buried for aeons under 
volcanic ash. Kiyotsugu’s boxes are displayed in some of the world’s finest 
museums, like London’s Victoria & Albert. His signature abstract designs are 
inspired by patterns found in nature, such as snowflakes or wood grains

Once he has a design in mind it can take up to two months to 
make a single box. No two are the same. As Kiyotsugu explains, “Wood has a 
changeable nature. Each wood has its own scent, feel and patterns. I create 
my pieces to bring out the beauty of the wood. I don’t use any dyes, oils or 
waxes for this. If I need a nail, I make it myself from bamboo. To bring out 
the grain I gently rub the box with a special paper made from river reeds.”

He is proud of his son Shuji’s success, his ability to take the same 
woodworking skills and apply them in a new way. “His path is different” he 
says, with a nod in his son’s direction. 

Shuji has joined with other young Kyoto designers from 
traditional backgrounds to form Go On (goon-project.com) in collaboration 
with trendy Danish team Thomas Lykke and Anne-Marie Buemann of OEO 
Studio. Their goal is to fast-forward Kyoto design talent into the future rather 
than bask in the glow of the past. With exhibitions in London, Paris and 
Milan, the group is off to a strong start, getting rave reviews in such style 
bibles as Monocle and Wallpaper. 
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Kaikado (kaikado.jp) is one of Go On’s most successful members. 
Since 1875 the small family-run company has made Japan’s finest tea containers, 
hand-crafted from tin imported from England, with a unique airtight design. Only 
a handful of people know the secret process, which involves between 130 to 140 
separate steps to complete. One of them is Takahiro Yagi, the sixth-generation 
heir to the family business. Along with keeping up the traditional line of tea 
canisters, he has radically modernised, setting his sights on entering the global 
market by launching his new collection of tiered containers, and expanding the 
line for pasta, coffee and other food storage. His clean contemporary pieces in 
silver, tin, copper and brass for Go On reflect the group’s ability to fuse past 
traditions with the best in 21st-century design. 

Masataka Hosoo is another member of the Go On group, and 
shares their creative vision. He is the 12th generation scion of Hosoo (hosoo-
kyoto.com), Kyoto’s most aristocratic creator of silk textiles. Founded in 1688. 
Hosoo are the undisputed masters of three-dimensional Nishijin weaving, 
and chirimen, metallic thread weaving, using real gold and silver. A single 
metre of Hosoo fabric can have as many as ten layers of weaving, with 9000 
separate threads, and costs upwards of £250. 

The creative mix between past and present inspires Masataka, 
who loves the fact that his families’ silks, worn centuries ago by Imperial 
princesses and Shinto priests, are now appearing at Christian Dior, Chanel 
and Louis Vuitton. And while in the old days the elaborate patterns were 
set by hand, now a specially created computer software system coordinates 
the thousands of threads as they speed along state of the art looms. While 
the 35-year-old wunderkind Masataka modernises, his family are anchored 
to the traditions of the past. As we are shown gorgeous archive silks made for 
the Imperial family in 1903, Masataka’s elegant grandmother passes by and 
quietly murmurs, “that’s new”. 

Traditional kimono makers in Kyoto are something of a fading 
elite. The kimono, once worn by virtually every woman in Japan, is now a 
special occasion dress, coming out for weddings and 21st birthday parties, 
or worn by the glamorous Geisha, who continue to enchant their elite 
clientele in Kyoto as they have for centuries, looking as if they just stepped 
out of a woodblock print. 

Hata Kimono is to Kyoto what Chanel is to Paris. Its founder, 
Tokio Hata, was a National Living Treasure whose legendary couture 
kimonos took months to create and cost around 10 million yen ($100,000). 
Princess Diana wore a beautiful pink Hata kimono during her state visit to 
Japan; a picture of the occasion still hangs in the office. Tokio passed away 
in 2008 at the ripe old age of 95. His son Noburu now runs the atelier along 
with his daughters, so it remains very much a family affair. Hata kimonos 

are distinguished by their lyrical compositions, inspired by the landscape 
of Kyoto. One vintage kimono features mandarin ducks swimming across 
a lake of ripples shimmering in the moonlight like a haiku poem on silk. So 
treasured are Haka kimonos they have been worn by ladies of the Japanese 
royal family for generations. 

Noburu does not worry about going out of business anytime 
soon. As he explains, “There will always be kimono in Japan, it is part of 
our national culture. We are honoured that our family can serve each new 
generation with kimonos that will be a source of happiness and beauty.” The 
finished Hata kimonos are packed in handmade tatoshi paper and placed in 
a Paulownia wood box. This method is so effective, kimonos from 50 years 
ago look brand new. Noburu chats about the past and recalls, “It was a Kyoto 
tradition when a girl was born, to plant a Paulownia tree so that by the time 
she was old enough for her wedding kimono, the wood be there for the box.”

Along with the kimono, the tea ceremony is an indelible 
symbol of Japan. The great Zen monk Ikkyu elevated it into an art form in 
the 15th century. An elaborate ritual with an array of accessories developed 
around the ceremony, with ceramics at its heart. Five-hundred years later, 
handcrafted ceramics for serving tea are still sought after by connoisseurs 
and common folk alike. Kyoto is famous for its colourful Kiyomizuyaki, which 
are exquisitely painted ceramics with a refined finish and translucent glazes 
that are technically extremely difficult to achieve. 

 In a 200-year-old farmhouse tucked away in the wooded hills 
above Kyoto, one of Japan’s greatest Kiyomizuyaki masters, Tokoge Tanzan, 
lives and works. He comes from a long line of distinguished potters, and 
his current kiln has been going for more than 40 years, much to the joy of 
collectors, galleries and museums that display his works. In his 70s, he shows 
no sign of slowing down. His son and family are all involved in the pottery, 
along with a devoted group of deshi apprentices. 

It’s challenging work, and success is never guaranteed. As 
Tokoge admits with a chuckle, “I make a lot and I break a lot!” His pursuit 
of perfection is renowned and the apprentices are used to the sound of 
smashing pottery when he isn’t happy with a piece. An avid traveller, Tokoge 
finds inspiration wherever he goes, and says, “I am part of many generations. 
I think it’s important to learn from the past, but I find new things, new 
influences whose beauty amazes me, and that’s what keeps me going.”

Perhaps that is what makes Kyoto’s unique crafts culture so 
special. Within its many families and traditions lies a timeless quest for 
beauty that unites them all. As Japan’s best-loved poet, Matsuo Basho once 
wrote, “There is nothing you can see that is not a flower; there is nothing you 
can think that is not the moon.”

I think it’s important  
to learn from the past,  
but I find new things,  
new influences whose  
beauty amazes me.
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ohn Williams MBE, Executive Chef of The Ritz London is definitely not 
a temper-tantrum chef. Behind his silver-framed glasses, the amiable 
chef’s eyes glimmer with warmth as he jokes with his staff on his pass 
through the working area of a kitchen so clean it could be on show. It’s 
11am and preparations for lunch are well underway, but the stainless 

steel counters gleam and not a molecule of food has made its way to the floor. 
Williams surveys his domain fondly. The Chef has a reason to be proud: under 
his supervision, the kitchen has undergone a million pound refurbishment. 
And every penny has been well-spent.  

“When I first came here, we had limited space,” Williams says, 
delineating a space around half the size of the current expanse. “Almost 
everything was prepared in one area, from the breakfast service to staff 
meals, creating a bottle-neck at busy times. When most of the staff came in, 
the breakfast service would be extremely busy and crowded. Look at them 
now,” he says, gesturing towards a row of chefs, diligently slicing and dicing 
on the back bench. The chefs look far from frantic. There’s no doubt they’re 
working hard, plucking the prime leaves from bunches of fresh herbs and 
dissecting vegetables into precise forms, but there’s no panic, no running and 
no shouting. Just the quiet hum of a finely tuned team.

“It’s because everything now has its place. We have an area to 
prepare staff meals, breakfast cooking, The Palm Court sandwiches, The Ritz 
Restaurant meals and two pastry areas. It’s a massive set-up. It’s fantastic,” 
says Williams with obvious pleasure. He guides me over to the enormous 
pressure cookers, where chicken stock bubbles away, wafting mouth-
watering scents towards the extractor fans. Stock preparation used to take 
around ten hours. Now it’s been reduced to three. It’s clear the new kitchen 
is having considerable impact. 

“This is the first piece of equipment which is making a finer 
product for us. It is physically creating a better sauce and stock,” Williams 
says of the pressure cookers. He points to what looks like an oversized 
oven. “There’s nothing like this from steaming, baking, roasting; everything. 
Honestly, even to the point where you can wilt spinach and set it to the 
point where the spinach is wilted without releasing liquid. It is remarkable 
technology which has revolutionised our kitchen.”

The Chef directs one of his staff to fill a pot with cold water and 
places it on the induction hob. The water simmers almost instantaneously, 

reaching boiling point mere seconds later. “That’s faster than a kettle isn’t 
it?” he asks rhetorically. 

Williams is a self-confessed traditionalist when it comes to 
food and he grins when he pairs this with his access to the most up-to-date 
commercial kitchen in the city. “Some people ask ‘Are you not cooking so 
much now?’ but this equipment is perfectly functional for everything we 
do. It’s still hands on, but there are automated items that we can utilise,” 
he says. He’s quick to point out that this hasn’t reduced his staffing needs  
— it has simply reduced the pressure on the service, and given The Ritz’s 
enduring popularity, the investment building for the future. “We have got the 
equipment that will take us there,” he confirms confidently.

“The kitchen was 13 years old and we’ve increased our food and 
beverage business by 30 percent in four years, so the demands on the kitchen have 
been greater and greater,” says Managing Director, Stephen Boxall, confirming it 
was time for a change. “We need state of the art, not state of the ark.”

Williams celebrated his ten-year tenure in these kitchens 
earlier this year, laughing when I suggest the million-pound refurbishment 
was his anniversary gift. “John deserves that. He creates amazing dishes,” 
confirms Boxall. Williams initially applied for the Head Chef role 24 years 
ago, but was beaten by David Nicholls who, back then, had more experience 
at the helm. “I thought I could do a good job for The Ritz. That’s the truth. 
I really thought I could achieve something here,” he reminisces. Williams 
spent most of his working life in the grand houses, including 18 years in 
Claridges and a couple of years in The Berkeley, so he was primed for the 
role. He was even offered it at one point, but the timing was not quite right. 
“Inside, I always wanted to work for The Ritz. I felt I could be part of The 
Ritz and The Ritz fitted in with my mentality,” he says. There’s obviously 
some truth to this, as this is where he landed and he’s not going anywhere 
else any time soon.

“I think it is very important, we have to respect a building like 
this and understand this is a British institution since opening in 1906. We’ve 
been very fortunate that the owners heavily invest to ensure The Ritz is well 
maintained and ever changing. That is the pure beauty of The Ritz,” Williams 
continues. “If we started cooking very different kinds of foods — what I call 
‘eclectic’ it would be detrimental to the brand in every single way. I deeply 
protect and promote the culinary identity of The Ritz” 
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Williams’ aim is to utilise ingredients as much as possible from 
around Britain’s shores, although he admits that The Ritz does occasionally 
dip into French produce. It’s only to be expected in a French-influenced 
restaurant. “What is very important to me is that we get the ingredients at 
source. The quicker we get the food to the table the better the food will be. It’s 
quite a simple process in my head and I think it gets confused by chefs that 
don’t quite understand that,” he states.

He has such a clear vision of The Ritz that on his first visit to 
the kitchen with Managing Director, Stephen Boxall, the soon-to-be Head 
Chef pointed to the cast iron Staub pots and questioned what they were 
being used for. Boxall explained that some of the dishes were being served 
in those pots. “That simply does not fit with The Ritz,” commented Williams. 
By the time his first day rolled around the pots were gone. Williams knows 
The Ritz cuisine has to be served on silver and fine china, and while many of 
the serving dishes have modernised in design, there’s a classic elegance that 
remains, which is integral to the hotel.

There’s no question that the ambience created by The 
Ritz Restaurant’s towering marble columns, floor to ceiling windows, 
kaleidoscopic ceiling frescoes, gilded neoclassical statues and the spectacular 
garland chandelier requires a certain type of cuisine. “What we do have is 
a very specific style that fits with the beauty of the restaurant,” confirms 
the Chef. “When you visit, what you’ve got to experience is well presented 
beautiful and tasty food. I use the words haute cuisine. People don’t use 
these words anymore,” he says. He’s adamant that haute cuisine does not 
translate to fine dining. “That’s exactly what I don’t mean. Because in this 
country we use this word ‘fine dining’ in pubs and everywhere and that’s 
exactly what I don’t like. It’s got to be very specific ingredients. I only use 
fish from around our shores, but it’s particular fish. It is turbot, wild salmon, 
Dover sole. They are the premium. The shellfish we use is langoustine, crab, 
lobster and scallops. Whether you finish it with caviar or something else, the 
fact is that there’s a very specific style.”

Williams is delighted when I suggest that he could be the 
guardian of good food. “I’d love to be remembered as just that, as being 
the guardian of what we should really be cooking in this country,” he says. 
And while he may be a traditionalist at heart, that doesn’t mean that the 
food offering at The Ritz is not contemporary. “You have to have evolution, 
without revolution, people are not going to come to dine,” he says. Williams 
encourages his team to experiment, but naturally, the chef has the final say. 
“They will do something and I’m the arbitrator of taste. I say yes or no. My 
thought process is: Is the food good? Then, does it fit? Is it Ritz?”

It may seem contradictory for a chef focused on tradition, albeit 
an evolving tradition, to have a high-tech kitchen, but Williams counters: 

“Why should a modern kitchen not cook with tradition? The beauty of this 
is that it can do both.” 

“The design had to be modern, it had to be practical, and on my 
side, it had to have an energy saving as well. The Ritz wants to be as green 
as possible,” says Boxall. He also points to the time savings for the hotel’s 
engineers. “Every stove, every fridge, has a monitor within it, connected to 
the network which communications any faults to the servers in Switzerland.” 
Faults are repaired almost before they are even noticed.

The new layout has taken some getting used to, particularly 
with the move from gas to induction. “I don’t have any gas which is really 
economical. Our kitchen might be the only hotel kitchen in London that 
doesn’t have any gas. I’m quite chuffed with that,” says Williams. The kitchen 
team had a head start in adapting, as the pastry and private dining areas 
were already on induction and this tiny space was where they cooked for a 
month while the fit-out was being completed. “They literally cordoned [the 
main kitchen] off, boxed it and sealed it. I did not see a speck of dust outside 
of there. They were fantastic in not disturbing our business, because we were 
still running and they totally respected that. 

The Chef makes it sound like smooth sailing, but he admits there 
were a few moments where his confidence slipped. On the first day in the new 
space, Williams prepared a meal for one of the hotel’s most regular guest “I 
was cooking fish on the new stove and suddenly I got scared rigid, because 
I thought: ‘The place is too cold. It’s physically cold.’ I was accustomed to a 
kitchen that was over 40 degrees. For 40-odd years I was used to walking into 
kitchens with loads of heat, and I was preparing this piece of fish and I was 
seriously worried.” His fears were unfounded. The fish was perfect, as is every 
dish that rolls out of this kitchen.

As if to prove a point, Williams sets the team to work on a series 
of dishes from the popular lunch menu. Four of the chefs, guided by Executive 
Sous Chef Christian Grebenstein, glide in and out, preparing each of the 
components and plating them with infinite care. From native lobster with 
beetroot and Oscietra caviar to Red Mullet and fennel with pickled onion and a 
Bouillabaisse jus and a terrine of goose liver with figs and hazelnut, every speck 
of food is positioned, drizzled and spooned with tender precision. The result is 
an edible work of art, the mouth-watering flavours tantalising the palate.

While the Chef and his team are ultimately responsible for the 
unrivalled quality of the cuisine here, the new kitchen certainly helps. “The 
finished set up is a dream kitchen. There’s not a kitchen like this in London. 
I’m amazed at how well it’s worked out,” Williams surmises. “When you stand 
at the front of the house, the swan is sailing along, but underneath …,” he 
punctuates this with a booming laugh. “The reality of it is we are the engine of 
this hotel, but we’re the Rolls-Royce,” he concludes.

They will do  
something and I’m  
the arbitrator of taste.  
I say yes or no.
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croll back about two and a half thousand years, to a temple quayside in the Mediterranean 
town of Heracleion. Facing the Nile Delta, 20 miles east of the current city of Alexandria, this 
is a sort of Greek ‘canton’ on the Egyptian coast, established to enable properly taxed and 
regulated trade between the cultures.

Founded around 300 years before and now spread across a group of islands, Heracleion 
is one of the most important ports in the known world. Home to thousands of people by 500 BC, it is a 
concrete manifestation of the major trends affecting the region.

Here we observe the increase of Hellenic influence and power, and the introduction to 
Egypt of money as a concept; and here we witness the opening-up of the country, begun during the 
three-century ‘Third Intermediate Period’ when its rulers are settlers of Libyan descent. 

Libyan? Yes. The kingdom is no longer aloof, but part of a global (or at least maritime) 
community now, although the throne has returned to a ‘native’ dynasty, helped back by Greek mercenaries. 

The kings have changed, but the system has survived through the millennia. The pharaoh 
rules through his priests, who administer the law and lore of the land — and their word is made stone in 
huge, impassive and immoveable monuments.

At Heracleion, the architecture must impress both subjects and strangers. Disembarking, 
you enter the scared precinct of the city and pass towering steles and statues to reach the temple of 
Amun, from which a Venetian web of channels and canals radiate.

The city is where the Pharaoh comes annually from his palace to perform the ‘mysteries of 
Osiris’, when a ceremonial barge conveys a statue of the Lord of the Underworld to Canopus in the west. 
And here, in Amun’s honour, stately sacrifices are made, oracles consulted, entrails divined.

Another temple is dedicated to Khonsu, son of Amun, the child-god — symbol of all new 
pharaohs — who is worshipped with great pomp. The Greek settlers consider it a sanctuary to Herakles 
— later known to the Romans as Hercules — and give his name to the town.

But the greatest object of veneration is the Nile. The mighty river is the focus of the 
Egyptians’ rites, and indeed their whole civilization. Humble offerings, placed in stone bowls and 
carefully lowered into the delta’s waters, include coins, pieces of meat and murex shells. 

Meanwhile, back at our quayside by the Grand Canal — which is designed more for 
ceremonial purposes than practical — more august celebrants do the same with bronze ladles, honouring 
Osiris in some way.

And there the ladles lie in the murky waters of Aboukir Bay, undisturbed until AD 2000 
— when the French maritime archaeologist Franck Goddio, director of the European Institute for 
Underwater Archaeology (IEASM), makes a discovery that is in its way as big as Pompeii.

Goddio had originally focused his work on the remains of Napoleonic ships lost in the 
Battle of the Nile, resting 12 metres down in a preservative mix of sand and mud. After inspecting the 
hull of L’Orient, the French flagship, he then led a three-year electronic survey of the whole bay in order 
to pinpoint the location of two lost cities. 
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Detecting magnetic signals, he was convinced that Heracleion and 
Thonis, which were described in ancient records but never found on land, now 
lay beneath the waves. So he and his team embarked on further excavations, 
sifted through the sea floor’s feet-deep sediment and found their own Atlantis.

There were 64 vessels that had sunk 2000 years before Nelson’s 
victory. There were sphinxes, modest statuettes and massive statues — among 
the finest ever seen. There were hundreds of anchors, gold coins and weights; 
stone slabs inscribed in Greek and Egyptian; mercenaries’ equipment and 
more. Among the most curious finds were several little limestone sarcophagi 
from the temple of Khonsu-Thoth — the child-god in his guise as guardian of 
the city gates — which are believed to have contained mummified animals.

Most probably the creatures in question were ibis: a wading 
bird. But as with so much at the site, more research is needed. As Goddio 
says, “We are just at the beginning. We’ll probably have to continue working 
for the next 200 years.”

Already, however, he has cracked one of the great puzzles of 
ancient Egypt. Although the town of Thonis was documented in the region, 
scholars always thought Heracleion to be mythical, only mentioned by 
historians as a stopover for Herakles during his Labours, and of Paris and 
Helen en route to Troy. 

Goddio hasn’t just proved it was very much a real place, but that 
Heracleion and Thonis were one and the same. What’s more, the academics now 
poring over the site have worked out how it came to be lost and forgotten, in a series 
of events that resonates particularly loudly as we progress through the 21st century.

Damian Robinson, director of the Centre for Maritime 
Archaeology at Oxford University (OCMA), is currently surveying one of 
the preserved ships, and he takes up the story. “Raising sea levels, natural 
disaster, changing markets in labour and goods — it all happened here 
around 150 BC,” he says.

“By then, Alexandria had become the most important maritime 
city in Egypt, and Heracleion was becoming redundant. It was like Liverpool 
after the decline of its transatlantic trade: a port with less and less point.” 

To compound its problems, while the commercial trade was 
being sucked west, from about 200 BC, the waters were also rising, gradually 
swamping and sinking the town’s lower reaches. 

Still, Heracleion had its religious significance. The temple of 
Amun was a symbol of and monument to dynastic continuity. And the last 
pharaohs — the Ptolemys, who were of Greek origin — were particularly 
supportive, hoping to bind the local priesthood to them. 

But like the pharaohs (and at around the same time, in the first 
century BC) this mighty sanctuary disappeared in an instant — whoosh — as 

the land simply sank beneath the weight of the buildings. What remained 
of Heracleion was then abandoned for a few generations; and although a 
Christian convent was briefly founded there in the sixth century AD, within 
200 years, it was also submerged.

“The whole complex proved to be an unstable load,” says Robinson, 
“and what was standing one day was engulfed in preservative clay the next.”

Still, Egypt’s sudden loss was archaeology’s gain. At the geo-political 
level, Robinson explains, “We can see why Heracleion came about. Egypt was an 
incredibly fertile and productive country, but it needed generals and soldiers. 

“By exporting wheat, papyrus and linen, it could pay for them. 
And to facilitate that, we’ve now discovered it even joined in the Greek 
financial system, making copies of Athenian silver coins to the same value.”

But it’s at a less exalted level that the site really engages, thanks to 
the peculiar combination of circumstances in the sacred city-port. Its precipitate 
sinking, for example, saved all kinds of lead artefacts that would normally have 
been stripped, stolen or re-moulded — “Heracleion will completely rewrite the 
texts on the metallisation of the ancient world,” says Robinson — and it’s that 
absence of daily human intervention that is so precious.

“Normally,” says Robinson, “ancient societies recycled 
whatever they could. But the things left in the waterways were removed 
from the usual cycle of re-use and left for us to find. Take the wood. It’s a 
rare commodity in Egypt. So at the end of a ship’s life, they would break it 
up and reuse the timbers for other purposes. Here, though, we’ve had three 
strokes of luck — at least for posterity. 

“First, we’re fortunate that entire ships and boats were also 
disposed of as part of the temple rituals at Heracleion. Second, and possibly 
related, they were re-used to help create new infrastructure in the port: 
providing the foundations for quays and bridges, and perhaps for land 
reclamation schemes. And, third, we've got complete seagoing vessels with 
cargo on, wrecked before they could find the safe haven of the port.” 

Of course, no one can doubt the importance of these finds to 
the experts. With the southern end of the city yet to be surveyed, there may 
be many more to come. But if you’re hoping to dive among the 20-foot-high 
statues of pharaohs, or chance upon a Greek perfume bottle on the seabed, 
think again: underwater visibility is seldom more than a few feet and, after 
surveying each site, the scientists consign it back to the protective mud. 

For now, then, we only have photographs to quicken the pulse 
and the treasures displayed in the small museum which is housed inside the 
new Library of Alexandria — ironically the city that succeeded Heracleion. 
So do try and visit some time in the next few hundred years. Before it, too, 
sinks beneath the sea …

Heracleion will  
completely rewrite the  
texts on the metallisation  
of the ancient world.

HistoryHeracleion
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W O R D S  by  G I S E L L E  W H I T E A K E R

I M A G E S  by  T A R K A N  A L G I N  /  L E E  S P I N X

As someone 
once grandly 

put it:
“We get all of 

humanity.”
Mr M. Baum

A PASSIONATE MAN



here’s a low hum of conversation drifting on the air in The Ritz Club. Two young 
businessmen laugh over Waterford Crystal snifters of brandy at the bar; waiters 
serve plates of delectable cuisine to groups of chattering compatriots in the 
restaurant; and an intense game of Baccarat is in full swing in the gaming room. It’s 

9pm and the night is just beginning.
For Martin Baum, director of casino operations at The Ritz Club, it’s another 

day in the office. Dressed impeccably in suit and tie, greeting guests with a smile and a firm 
handshake as he traverses the room, Baum glides across the floor with confidence. He’s an 
inexorable part of this place, despite his relatively short tenure with the Club. He took on 
this particular role only 18 months ago, but Baum’s a Mayfair fixture who’s been on the 
scene for 32 years. It’s hard to believe that his entry into the casino industry — and he rates 
Mayfair as the pinnacle of gaming — came about purely by chance.

“Thirty years ago it was very different. Back in those days all of the companies 
used to have training schools. That’s how I started,” explains the affable Baum. By chance 
his now mother-in-law saw an advertisement in the Evening News for a company inviting 
applicants to try out for a casino role. She suggested Baum apply. “When I turned up to 
the interview in Queensway there was a good two-and-a-half thousand people, literally 
queued up outside the door to get in,” Baum relates. From that two-and-a-half thousand, 
60 hopefuls were offered one week of training. From 60 it went down to 20 and of that 20, 
15 passed. Baum was one of those lucky few. 

He has often wondered what got him through, but whatever the reason, this 
was the flame that ignited a 30-year career with Crockfords, as he worked his way through 
the ranks, starting as a dealer in the casino. “As with most people in the industry, I thought 
I’d just try it for a little while, see how I liked it, and maybe stay a couple of years. Thirty-
two years later, I’m still doing it. If you like the hours, it’s a very good job,” he says.

When Baum signed up, the gaming industry in the UK was significantly 
different. The clubs opened at two in the afternoon and closed at four in the morning. 
No club stayed open 24 hours. Now, in recognition of an international clientele working 
across time zones, continual operations are par for the course. 

A Passionate Man

Game On A Passionate Man
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“When my children were born, the industry was different and 
the hours were much easier,” Baum admits. At that time, long weekends 
compensated for the late hours and a 4am finish meant a quick drive home on 
traffic-free streets. The first change was an extension of the operating hours 
to 6am. “The difference of finishing at six instead of four, really messed up the 
body clock and driving home in the rush hour was and still is a nightmare. 
It’s noisy, it’s light, everyone is getting up and everything’s happening,” says 
Baum. While he believes you never fully adapt to the hours, it’s something 
you learn to work around. “I tend to wake up — well, my body wakes up — 
at about 10 o’clock in the morning. Unfortunately my head wakes up at 8 
o’clock, regardless of what time I go to bed. Last night I got to bed at five and 
still woke up at eight. It’s like jet lag. But you do get used to it,” he says.

Baum’s equable manner is no doubt part of his success. This is 
a man who gets on with things. He’s composed, yet genial, used to dealing 
with a discerning clientele. Our conversation is punctuated by pauses as he 
shares a few words with the regulars who drift in to the Club. They clearly 
hold him in high esteem. 

His move to The Ritz Club has naturally taken some adjustment. 
“There are a lot of different aspects to the job and it’s predominantly an office-
based role, whereas my previous role was totally operational. My typing is …” 
here Baum hesitates, shaking his head, “... well it’s improving. I’m using two-
and-a-half fingers now instead of just two,” he laughs. 

Baum saw the move as an opportunity to have more input into 
decision making. In this role he has control over the biggest department within 
the Club, with over 80 staff reports. “It’s just short of half of the workforce, 
which is quite a responsibility. Apart from the staff, there are the customers 
as well. It’s quite demanding,” he says, although this is a challenge he relishes. 
“While it’s primarily a gaming role, it encompasses the whole Club. I have 
control over the largest department so that also spills into other departments. 
The one place I try and keep out of the way of is the kitchen, because I can’t 
cook. That is all a bit of a mystery to me,” he confesses. 

Baum starts his working day in the office, although as soon as he 
wakes he checks in to see what’s happened the night before. His administrative 
tasks occupy his first few office hours, although he jokes that if his typing 
improved this would be down to ten minutes. Then he’s on the floor, talking to 
staff and customers, paving the way for a pleasurable guest experience.

“A lot of it is just being a presence. It can be as simple as that. 
Most people who come in are regulars, so you get to know them. They like 
to see people they know. It helps them feel at home,” he says. As if on cue, his 
phone rings. It’s an Iraq-based customer planning a visit later in the month. “We 
are constantly communicating with our customers — if they need anything at 
all, they know that they can call and talk to us,” he says with a smile.

It’s hard to imagine Baum working anywhere else. He’s in his element 
here, surveying the Club with evident affection. It wasn’t what he expected as a 

youngster, though. When he first left school he wanted to be a silversmith, perhaps 
in deference to his father’s work as a silver polisher. “I didn’t really know what I 
wanted and for some reason I picked up being a silversmith. It was never going to 
happen because I’m not artistic,” says the practical Baum. His first job wasn’t far 
off — he spent two years as a jeweller, before trying his hand at lacquer-spraying 
and then working for his father as a silver polisher. “I’d been there for just short of 
two years — the pay was abysmal,” he jokes, “… and then my mother-in-law saw 
the advert. I’d never even entertained the thought of working in a casino.”

Despite his many years in gaming, Baum rarely gambles himself, 
indulging only on certain occasions such as when he is on holiday. “I love roulette, 
but I’m no good at it. I tend to choose blackjack but I haven’t got the patience for 
that. I do exactly what I see customers do who end up losing. I try to break the 
bank and I can’t do it,” he says. Instead, his passion is football.

While Baum denies a connection between his support of Arsenal 
Football Club and accepting the role at The Ritz Club, which has long had a 
connection with the team, it’s been a happy coincidence. “We have a box at 
Emirates Stadium, and being able to entertain our guests and customers so 
close to the action is an amazing experience,” he says. There may be an odd 
sense of déjà vu for Baum at the Emirates Stadium, as this was once the site 
of the jewellers where his working career began.

Baum springs from a long line of Arsenal supporters. “I can 
never remember choosing a particular football team. It’s was just what it was,” 
he says. “In the old days we used to have a gramophone which also housed 
a radio. I remember listening with my dad one evening when I was about 
seven or eight. It was a midweek game between Tottenham and Arsenal, and 
Arsenal won 1–0. It’s my earliest sporting memory, listening to Arsenal on the 
radio.” A few years later, Arsenal won the FA Cup and League Cup double. 
Baum went to Islington Town Hall and hung on the railings outside, along 
with the other 200,000 or so supporters, waiting for the open-top parade to 
come past. This is a moment he remembers fondly. 

Baum shares the Arsenal mantle with his family, in particular his 
son. “My father-in-law is a Manchester United supporter and he wanted to 
buy him a Manchester United kit when he was a little boy. I wouldn’t let him. 
Much to his disappointment I flatly refused to let him bring it into the house, 
my son simply had to be an Arsenal fan,” he says. Baum may be keen, but he’s 
not dogged, admitting that Arsenal’s seemingly injury-prone key players are 
not boding well for the team’s chances this season.

This may give Baum the impetus he needs to return to the golf 
course. Once an avid golfer, he confesses that he’s not been on the course 
much lately. “I wasn’t playing much and I just got really bad, so I stopped 
playing and then it got longer and longer between games. Hopefully I’ll pick 
it up again soon,” he laughs. 

It would seem that this passionate man still has a few more 
games left to play!

Most people who  
come in are regulars,  
so you get to know  
them. They like to  
see people they know.
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W O R D S  by  T E R E S A  L E V O N I A N  C O L E

I M A G E S  by  F O S T E R  &  S O N

When I was a young 
banker in the City,  

I would wait in the car 
while my Chairman 

would pop in to 
Foster’s for a fitting.

Mr R. Edgecliffe-Johnson

FOSTER & SON
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irst, you buy the crocodile eggs. This involves someone going through a tunnel that was made 
by a hippo crashing through the mangroves. He hopes he doesn't meet the hippo coming 
the other way. When he reaches the riverbank, he starts looking for the crocodile eggs — 
and hopes the mother isn't around. Then he makes off with the eggs, which have to be kept 

upright, otherwise the baby crocodiles will die ...”
We are sitting over a glass of wine in Fortnum & Mason, and Richard Edgecliffe-Johnson 

is explaining the first stage in the lengthy process of making a pair of exotic leather shoes — for which 
the crocodiles will, soon enough, be required to give their lives. Dressed in the impeccable uniform of 
the English gentleman, Edgecliffe-Johnson is an improbable Shéhérazade. But I am spellbound by his 
colourful narrative, the object of which can be admired, across Jermyn Street, in the shop of which he 
is proprietor. Though ‘shop’ would seem — forgive the pun — a somewhat pedestrian term for Foster & 
Son. Established in 1840, this is the oldest bespoke shoemaker in London. 

The first thing you notice as you step through the hallowed portals, is the potent whiff of 
oak-tanned leather — as distinct from Continental leathers, tanned in chestnut or spruce bark. The next, 
is the sober air of the gentleman's club — traditional in its livery of dark green and gold — with glass-
fronted French mahogany cabinets and shelves that display Brogues, Oxfords, Derbys, loafers, boots, 
glossy dress shoes, sturdy country shoes, velvet slippers — everything that the well-heeled squire might 
require. Since 1965, the company has also offered a range of ready-to-wear shoes, specially designed 
by and made for them in Northampton. To the untrained eye, these would look like the ne plus ultra 
and, from £365 a pair, cost about one-tenth of their custom-made equivalents. Edgecliffe-Johnson must 
have encountered the unspoken question a hundred times. Why bespoke? He brandishes a machine-
made Brogue, at random, and holds it up to a similar, hand-made model, stamped on the sole with the 
company's signature red fox-and-boot logo. “I probably shouldn't say this", he says, “But look at the 
difference — in the detail of the toe, in the curve of the waist ... A machine just couldn't get in there to 
create that shape. And look at the difference in the size and intricacy of the perforations ...”. At this point, 
I learn more about the Brogue than I thought was possible to know: “They were originally shoes worn 
by gillies messing around in the bogs, so the water could drain out of the holes. The aristocracy saw this 
footwear when they went shooting, and took a shine to it, adapting the style for their own use.” The style, 
which requires a second layer of skin on the uppers, for the decorative elements, made extravagant use 
of leather. “So during the last War, when leather was needed for military artefacts, Brogue making was 
banned. That gave rise to the ‘Austerity Brogue', which just created the illusion of that extra layer ... “

F



The word ‘cordwainer’ was coined in the 12th century, and derives from Córdoba, a city 
which at that time was associated with quality leather products. After 34 years as a successful City 
banker, Edgecliffe-Johnson is a relative newcomer to the cordwainer's art, and displays an infectious 
enthusiasm for every aspect of his second career. That he embarked on it at all is largely due to a game 
of chance. “While at Citibank, in the 1970s, I met and got on very well with Jimmy Goldsmith,” he says. 
“And I noticed that the way he did business was very similar to the way he played backgammon. He 
would make a calculated decision based on the doubling cube mentality [cutting his losses at a given 
point, rather than pledging a higher stake in the hope the game might turn]. That got me interested in 
backgammon.” So much so, that Edgecliffe-Johnson set up a backgammon club at the RAC (of which, 
as a classic car enthusiast, he is a member) and, on retiring from the City, became Chairman of its 
Committee. “That's how I met Sarah Adlam. She was a formidable backgammon player — and she and 
her husband, Nicholas, happened to own a shoe company called Foster & Son ...”. After Nicholas died, 
Edgecliffe-Johnson was asked if he would help run the business. He joined the company in 2006 and, 
four years later became the sole proprietor and Chairman of Foster & Son, along with the even older firm 
of Henry Maxwell, royal spur- and boot-makers, established in 1750. 

Today, Foster's incorporates Maxwell's, and they share a workshop. History oozes from 
every pore of the company's leather, which is treated in a 2000-year-old tannery in Devon to create 
the soft, flexible and durable English bridle leather of choice. Leather-bound ledgers, written in neat 
copperplate script, log transactions that are also a reflection of Britain's imperial past. The Imperial 
Yeomanry, Egyptian Army, Bengal Lancers and assorted aristocratic regiments are listed among 
Maxwell's clients; as is Edward, Prince of Wales who, on 23 June 1898, purchased 12 pairs of spurs at 
13 shillings a pair. Hanging in the office, a 1907 black-and-white photograph records the occasion when 
Maxwell's was called to Windsor Castle to make shoes and boots for 24 assorted royal personages. 
There they all are, alongside Edward — now King Edward VII — posing for the camera: Kaiser Wilhelm 
II, Alfonso XIII, the Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich ... “It was taken before World War I, when they 
were all still friends” says Edgecliffe-Johnson. 

Hollywood was quick to follow in the footsteps of royalty. Charlie Chaplin, Clark Gable, Carry 
Grant and twinkle-toed Fred Astaire among them. A style of side-lace shoe, which is still offered, was first 
made for Laurence Olivier, in ‘Henry V’. All would have stood on the large pages of an open book, to have 
the shape of their foot traced, and have seven different measurements taken by the last-maker — who also 
made note of any special considerations: a hammer toe, a fallen arch, a bunion and any other misfortune of 
nature or nurture. In consultation with the shoe-maker, the client would then chose the style of shoe, height 
of heel and shape of toe, as well as the type, colour and finish of skin, and the all-important last would be 
hand-carved from beech-wood — a process requiring considerable skill. Nothing has changed.

& Son
Design Foster & Son
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Foster's is one of a handful of remaining shops in Central London 
whose artisanal workshop is on the premises. We make our way upstairs, 
past wooden lasts that hang bunched from every inch of the wall-space, like 
contemporary sculpture. Each pair is discreetly numbered, in reference to its 
owner, and hung in sequence. Shoes and boots await collection or repair. I glimpse 
some notable names. Do clients require privacy for fittings? “We do have a room 
where we can take them, but most are pretty relaxed, and are happy to stay in 
the showroom,” says Edgecliffe-Johnson. “But there was one occasion when a 
glamorous Russian lady arrived and demanded we close the shop at precisely 
2.30pm, because ‘He’ would be arriving. ‘He’ arrived on the dot, accompanied 
by several burly bodyguards — a young man, who did not address a word to us 
directly, but only through this lady. He spent £1000 a minute, and left.”

Most measurement and consultation sessions last around 
one hour. And upstairs I see the tools of the trade that turn the initial two-
dimensional drawing into the three-dimensional shoe. It is a process which 
takes six to nine months of painstaking work, and includes at least one fitting 
before the outer sole and heel are attached. The ancient last-cutting machine 
— today the domain of Jon Spencer — sits in one corner of the surprisingly 
small workshop. And another surprise: of the five highly skilled shoe-makers 
employed here, four are young women — all trained in the craft and Foster 
aesthetic by master last-maker, Terry Moore. Now approaching 80, he is 
semi-retired, but still very much a part of the company's DNA.

After the last has been sculpted, the next stage is to cut the 
chosen leather — rolls of which, of different types and colours, are piled in 
another corner. Cutting is done from paper patterns, which are shaped on the 
last, with all the separate components stored in a box file, marked with the 
client's name. Lucy, a specialist pattern-cutter, is standing at a workbench, 
laboriously paring a piece of leather to the correct thickness, using a skiving 
knife. From moulding the leather on the last — the longer it is left there, the 
better, so that the leather can ‘remember’ the shape — to the buffing of a 
hunting boot with a deer bone, the modus operandi has remained untouched 
by technological progress. Yet, even in this most traditional of crafts, perhaps 
the most arcane procedure relates to the attachment of the upper to the 
inner sole and welt. “Flax twine is rolled on the thigh and coated with a 

waxy, tar-like substance,” explains Edgecliffe-Johnson. “It is then affixed to a 
pig's bristle, which is curved in order to go through holes made by a piercing 
awl.” Holding a bristle in each hand, the shoe-maker pulls the double-ended 
thread through the holes and, as with a string of pearls, individually knots 
each stitch, the friction thereby produced melting the coating, which in turn 
seals the stitch. “The only use we make of a mechanical instrument is for the 
‘closing’ stage,” says Edgecliffe-Johnson “when the various components of 
the upper are secured together with tiny stitches made with a special sewing 
machine. Everything else is done by hand."

The upshot of such dedicated craftsmanship is quality, with a 
capital Q. Unstintingly high standards and ‘refined masculinity’ of style are the 
calling cards of Foster's: a restrained elegance as exemplified in their classic 
chiselled-toe shoe. Not that this quintessentially English ethos deters those 
in search of something more flamboyant. “One client wanted a pair of bright 
green crocodile loafers, with matching belt and wallet,” recalls Edgecliffe-
Johnson. “Another wanted burgundy and cream shoes to match the colours and 
upholstery of his Rolls-Royce. Both had big enough personalities to carry it off. 
Each pair of shoes is an act of collaboration with the client — but we won't make 
an ugly shoe. Someone once wanted an exaggeratedly long toe, for example. But 
it would inevitably have curled upwards with time. So we said no.” 

Since joining the company in 2006, Edgecliffe-Johnson has seen 
turnover triple, defying the recession and the prophets of doom. “Most of our 
customers come from America, Japan and the UK, but we have clients in 80 
countries” he says. “And about 30–40% of orders for our bespoke work are from 
new customers.” Each of these is prepared to pay upwards of £3000 a pair, 
and wait up to nine months for the delivery of his shoes. In our world of fast 
fixes, this indicates a healthy appreciation of the time required to make a truly 
handcrafted product, as well as continuing demand for an object of beauty. 

“When I was a young banker in the City, I would wait in the 
car while my Chairman would pop in to Foster's for a fitting, on our way to 
visiting a client,” Edgecliffe-Johnson reminisces, with a smile. “Little did I 
imagine that this shop would one day be mine."

Foster & Son, 83 Jermyn Street, London SW1

Each pair is  
discreetly numbered,  
in reference to  
its owner, and  
hung in sequence.
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W O R D S  by  R O B  C R O S S A N

I M A G E S  by  B E N  L E E

Put them together, 
take them apart 
again and then 
create my own.

Mr C. Jackson

CLIVE JACKSON



or some it’s seeing your first Van Gogh. For others it’s reading your first J. D. Salinger short 
story. For Clive Jackson, walking through the wet grass of his immense garden on a chilly 
autumnal morning, the source of the start of his own creative urges was something much 
more humble: “When I was a child I’d get ‘Airfix’ models, put them together, take them 

apart again and then create my own hybrid models out of three different kits! Being able to do that to 
anything, whether it be a consumer product, a computer code or a physical object is what drives me, 
even now. I’m always looking at opportunities and situations where I think I can deconstruct something 
and make it better. I’ve had that urge all my life.”

As one of Britain’s most exciting business entrepreneurs, Clive has constantly been looking 
for much bigger things to deconstruct than toy airplanes. As creator of Victor, a private jet hire company 
which, in just three years, has become a business with access to 820 aircraft, 133 operators and with over 
9900 members, Clive is already sitting on another staggering success story. But, as he explains, the road 
to success is one pitted with obstacles. 

Born in Hong Kong to a British father and a Chinese mother, Jackson went to public 
school from the age of 11 in Sussex, England. He began his career working for British Airways manning 
service desks, overseeing ground transportation and making sales reservations, before founding his first 
company at the age of just 21.

“The funny thing was that, to me, 21 seemed quite late to be starting my own company”, 
Jackson recollects. “It was 1980 and I started up a discount shopping card company for residents of 
South Kensington. It’s a common thing now to have loyalty cards but back then it was quite a new thing. 
It didn’t work. I priced the product too low and it was a very interesting, and quite brutal, lesson for me.”

Having your fingers burnt in business is, according to Clive, a vital thing to experience in 
order to learn.

“I just had no idea at that age about organising management teams and branching into 
different territories. I just wanted to give the idea a go. I was never in a position at that age to make it 
a resounding success. Anyone setting up a business today has to recognise that you’re not going to get 
it right all the time, and that there are things you need to know which, at 21 or 22, you’re just not going 
to know. I believe that we’re in a much more nurturing business realm now where it is possible to get 
mentors, read books about business, get funding and attend classes. You can reach out to people for 
advice now — there was just none of that when I was starting out.”

Jackson’s first real success came in the early 1990’s when his company ‘Global Beach’, 
one of the first digital marketing companies in the UK, represented clients including Bentley, British 
Telecom, Unilever and Hewlett Packard. 

Negotium Clive Jackson
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Having owned 14 different companies since then, today Clive 
lives with his wife Babs in a stunning palatial home overlooking the River 
Thames. An immaculate series of cream, white and brown leather decorated 
rooms, Clive’s home is chic, sparse and given extra vim by the framed artwork 
by artists — including the famed Spanish Fauvist school artist, and friend of 
Matisse, Carlos Nadal. Having twice been a finalist in the Ernst and Young 
‘Entrepreneur of the Year’ awards and twice reached the top 70 on the Sunday 
Times Fast Track list, Clive has turned from young pretender to an established 
face in the worlds of both automotive web services and inventory management 
business in the form of Autotorq.com, which provides services for nine leading 
car manufacturers across 26 countries, and Victor, his private jet hire company.

Sitting in his upstairs private office space, the centrepiece 
of which is a wooden, curved desk of vaguely Art Deco inspiration, which 
Jackson designed himself, he tells me the secret of how he believes he has 
risen so far from his beginnings at British Airways.

“You have to be willing to carry the responsibility of not just 
your actions, but also of everybody else who works for you all of the time. 
For me at least, to be willing to do that must mean that I’m obsessive and 
compulsive in my desire to succeed. What other people might think is beyond 
reasonable and almost extraordinary, I feel is entirely normal. Lots of people 
aren’t willing to make that leap but, among my peers, I always see those traits 
of being hugely driven.”

Clive’s desire to succeed has landed him in some fairly bizarre 
situations, perhaps none more so than, whilst setting up a rally team for 
Hewlett Packard, Clive found himself being forced to compete in a race after 
a driver pulled out with an injury.

“We literally had nobody to drive the car”, Clive remembers. “I 
did OK. I didn’t embarrass myself. People seem to think that entrepreneurs 
take excessive risks all the time and this must be why I did it. It’s not like 
that at all in reality. Once I realised I’d have to compete in this race I went 
to Silverstone and took some lessons. I only had two sessions but that was 
enough for the instructor to see that I had some basic skills and that I could 
probably do it without killing somebody — or myself. On the race itself, I 
started off last on the grid and ended up finishing fifth!”

Jackson didn’t go back to motor racing after that initial jump 
into the deep end but now devotes his time to his private jet hire business 
Victor which he launched just three years ago.

“It’s essentially a price comparison website which I started up 
when BMI stopped their flights to Palma a few years ago,” Clive adds.

“The idea came to me during a flight and it just seemed logical. 
There are enough people out there who are exceptionally busy, need to 
compress time and are fed up with paying huge costs to middlemen in order 

to charter a private plane to get where they need to go. The one commodity 
that you can’t buy is time. The kind of people who fly Victor are those who 
are trying to condense more into any 24-hour period than their nearest 
competitor. With a private jet, you determine the schedule, it’s at your beck 
and call and that’s what the main drive is.”

Demonstrating how the site works on his phone, Clive shows 
me how easy it is to book a flight to any destination, choose what size of jet 
you want and how, if your party doesn’t fill the plane, it’s possible to sell the 
remaining seats and keep the money for yourself from those sales.

“I’ve learnt that, at some point, to scale a business, you have 
to be able to broaden your management team and essentially make yourself 
redundant. This allows me the time to do something new, exciting and different. 
And that’s how I was able to start up Victor. Businessmen like a deal. And those 
wealthy enough to fly in private jets were, until now, buying into a market that 
had no regulations. They were cash rich and time poor and middlemen were 
profiteering massively from this situation. Smart-tech enabled us with Victor to 
connect the operators with the people who want to rent it, rather than through 
all these middlemen constantly marking up the product.”

But how did Clive make such a notoriously exclusive industry 
so open and accessible?

“I was able to observe how the private jet industry operated. It 
was worth a huge amount of money but it was very fragmented and managed 
very much like a cottage industry. I could see that it was ready for a new brand 
to launch into the market. One that could deliver a customer experience that 
put the customer first instead of the middleman. And it’s working — you can 
book a plane now in less time than it takes to make a phone call. This is 
the first time in the industry that we’re publishing the prices that we receive 
from the operators, without shrouding it in mystery and also whilst capping 
the booking fee. You wouldn’t find that system in place in financial services 
industry, or even when you’re buying a car.”

As we finish our coffee, Clive leaves me with one final piece of 
typically salient advice as to why, despite his affluence, he has no desire to 
retire anytime soon.

“People like me who are driven to make something successful 
aren’t driven by the motivation of creating wealth for themselves. The 
motivation is the challenge of doing something and doing it really well. It’s 
about changing the marketplace, about creating or inventing something new 
or valuable. It goes back to the Airfix models — deconstructing something 
and making it better. It’s hugely stimulating, and fun to work with dynamic 
people who share the same vision and passion. Whether it’s world class or 
best in class it’s about doing something that you’re proud of and bringing 
amazing people on board with you to make it happen.”

The motivation  
is the challenge of  
doing something and  
doing it really well.

Negotium Clive Jackson
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W O R D S  by  T I M  W I L L I S

I M A G E S  by  H A N D  &  L O C K

Mr Hand,  
Mr Lock  

— ladies —  
we salute you!

HAND & LOCK



ucked in a drawer in the north Soho offices of Hand & Lock is a little patch of royal blue cloth, 
the ground for a piece of hand-embroidery in gold thread. About four inches square, the stitching 
forms two thick letters — a curly ‘cypher’ reading ‘ER’ — with ‘VIII’ tucked in between them. 
Finished some time after King Edward VIII’s accession to the throne in January 1936, it was 

presumably put away that December, when he abdicated for love of Wallis Simpson. 
“Then, I imagine, we were in quite a rush to start on George VI,” says director Jessica 

Jane Pile. “You see, we begin preparing for a new monarch years in advance, because all the guards and 
retinue and participants at the coronation will need the appropriate decorations for the ceremony. Not to 
mention the trumpet pennants, the banners, the throne coverings …

“However, we can’t be sure what name the new King or Queen will take until the last 
moment — for example, Edward VIII was christened ‘David’ — and for the official insignia, there are 
several crowns they can choose from. We can get all the rest ready, but not the crown-style or cypher.”

It’s the kind of historically knotted problem that could only confront the team of seven 
regulars, and dozens of highly trained outworkers, at Hand & Lock, which was, founded 1767. Despite 
being the biggest, oldest and just about only military embroiderer left in Britain, it’s nothing compared to 
the lifespan of the bullion-twisting machine.

Resembling a cross between a psychotic cobbler’s last and an egg whisk, this curious contraption 
has been used since the 19th century to make the bullion twists that hang from epaulettes. And with it being 
such a regular job, the studio must surely keep spares in the stationery cupboard? No such luck. 

“This one has lasted over a century,” says Jessica, “and we’ve got another one somewhere. 
But if they both break, I don’t know what we would do.”

You see, they seldom need to think about change at Hand & Lock. They work in a craft that 
has hardly altered in centuries — largely because there isn’t much modern technology can do to improve it. 

Of course, machines can embroider rayon thread onto patches, and that’s fine for the ranks 
(though the imitation gold, gilt and silver will never stylishly tarnish with age).

However, officers and gentlemen, officials and flunkies require the real thing, padded and 
plumped out, perhaps using two per cent gold ‘spangles’ and hollow bullion ‘wire’, alternately rough and 
smooth for that special sheen.

These people place orders through their tailors, generally situated in Savile Row — the sartorium 
whose masters are garlanded with Royal Warrants — and the latter then deal with their friends in Margaret 
Street.  Hand & Lock, after all, hold all the drawings and patterns, often the originals. And as one must in this 
line of work, they know all the protocols for dealing with such institutions as the Royal College of Arms.

When monarchs are involved, their heralds must ensure that lions are rampant, statant or 
passant in the right places, that the garter is the right shade of azure, that Scotland’s gules are flory-
counter-flory (and then translate that arcane jargon into English).

But, despite trading for nearly 250 years, you won’t see any ‘By appointment’ shields over 
the doors of Hand & Lock — and not because the Royals don’t love them: as separate companies of 
embroiderers, each had warrants in profusion. 

It’s just that they merged in 2001; as befits the institution of monarchy, ‘the Firm’ and its 
functionaries move at a stately pace; and so the application is still being processed. 

Meanwhile, undaunted, the team are preparing for the sad day when the Queen’s demise 
will lead to a massive coronation order from the Palace (just leaving space for those cyphers and crowns). 
In between that and the regular armed forces orders, they’re making samples for such fashion houses as 
Chanel, Vuitton, and McQueen, as well as developing their own label. 

Hand & Lock
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Then there are all the other commissions: the imitation regalia 
they restore for a private collector of Nazi uniforms; the trade they get from 
historical re-enactment societies; the replicas for museums and films (Idi 
Amin’s decorations in ‘The Last King of Scotland’, for example). 

There’s the monogramming for slippers, linen, robes, even yoga 
mats. There’s the speciality sideline in tambour beading. Think 20s flapper 
dresses — or Marilyn’s red frock in ‘Some Like It Hot’, which was actually 
decorated by S. Lock. 

There are the kneelers and vestments adorned for various 
churches, and the wedding trains that sweep up their aisles. There are hotel 
cap-badges, and braid for doormen’s coats. The Ritz Club’s top-hats are made 
by Hand & Lock’s sister firm, Patey and, of course, there’s the business from 
the South Pacific Kingdom of Tonga. 

Hand & Lock has dealt with intermediaries from all sorts of 
states — Gadaffi’s Libya, Colombia, Bahrain, even China — “but with the 
arrival of a new king in 2012, the Tongans seem to have a special affection for 
us,” says Jessica. “I suppose they admire our traditional standards.”

One can’t escape them, sitting in the company’s receiving room 
on a plush sofa, surrounded by company treasures. Hanging here is a finely 
worked Highland dress jacket in green velvet for the proprietor, businessman 
Alastair Rudin Macleod; and here, an intricate piece of tambour work using 
Swarovski beads, which was commissioned by Topshop for Kate Moss. 

Slung over one tailor’s dummy is a replica of a 19th-century 
general’s battle uniform, complete with Order of the Bath. Over another are 
two drum-majors’ sashes, the first, nearly finished, for the Grenadier Guards; 
the other, for the Gordon Highlanders.

This is an intricate assemblage of emblems and drum-sticks, gold 
lace and trim. Sewn onto the yellow felt in miniscule details are tigers and sphinxes, 
commemorating Empire service in India and Egypt, and gilt battle honours, from 
Mysore to Reichenwalde, with stops at Waterloo, Kabul and Mons.

Above hangs a massive Royal Arms, intricately wrought on 
red velvet, made for the Queen’s river-trip on her Diamond Jubilee; and in 
a glass case is a British general’s ceremonial uniform, its chest a-sparkle with 
frogging, golden aiguillettes dangling from swagged gold-braid ropes. 

On a low table before us are a shiny black metal case the size of a 
six-pack, a little pot of blue-grey powder and an old wooden drawer containing 
about 1000 index-envelopes (a fraction of Hand & Lock’s enormous archive, 
all yet to be digitised). Jessica is going to give a lesson.

“This drawer is for clubs, associations and costumes,” she says, 
flipping through the envelopes. “We get a lot of requests for golf-club blazer 
badges, from the Royal and Ancient down to council courses. But here are 
some Worshipful Companies, and here’s Southern Railways. Here’s Coco de 
Mer [the saucy lingerie line], ‘The Prisoner of Zenda’, a tug-of-war team …” 

In the end, she selects a university chancellor’s armband 
— a crescent-shaped crest that is stitched to the gowns worn for degree 
ceremonies; and from the envelope she extracts a paper version (annotated 
and hand-coloured), a tracing of it and swatches of fabric for reference.

First, she tightly pins the tracing to a piece of Melton cloth (a 
sort of uber-felt, costing £100 a yard). Next, she pricks out the pattern with 
a needle mounted on a wooden stick — like a super-sharp pencil — piercing 
the paper every few millimeters. Then she dips a stiff sponge into the powder 
— “crushed cuttlefish”, she says, by bizarre way of explanation — and dusts it 
over the tracing, so that faint spots of it are transferred to the Melton cloth.

Lifting the tracing, one can just see a join-the-dot pattern 
on the material, which she outlines with a gold pen. “Now it’s ready for 
embroidering,” she says. “The girls will refer to the notes for ‘bump’ [that’s 
padding], stitch-direction and so on.” And the price? “A couple of thousand,” 
she replies. “There’s at least 80 hours’ work in that.”

It’s funny how, the less modern the skill, the more it costs. 
“But actually,” says Jessica Jane, “we are keeping up with the times. Before 
the invention of photocopying and super-strength tracing paper, we would 
have pricked the pattern onto a fine sheet of copper, and used that for the 
cuttlefish ‘pouncing’.”

As for the expense: opening the metal box to reveal a glittering 
confection of pips and tassels, about the size of a hiking boot, she says, “I’d 
better not tell you how much you’d pay for a Sovereign’s Bodyguard epaulette.” 

Of course, Hand & Lock’s work isn’t just time and labour 
intensive; at this level there is also a (fluctuating) cost in the materials 
— most notably in the gold that makes braid and lace, both cold to the 
touch and surprisingly heavy, that forms the tubular bullion wire used in  
top-end embroidery.

If you’re a sewing novice, it comes as a revelation that a cotton-
threaded needle is passed through each tiny tube of bullion, silver or metallic 
thread, all cut by hand. Thinking of the thousands of hours of manual work, of 
the accuracy and patience required, is quite mind-boggling. 

One worries for Jessica’s eyesight, let alone her posture. Won’t 
she end up a blind hunchback? “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But strangely, 
we don’t seem to have worse eyesight than most — and I think we’ve all got 
quite good posture.”

It must be the pride they take in their work, and you do find 
yourself walking taller when you emerge from Hand & Lock’s atelier. It makes 
you proud to be British. 

They say that no one does ceremony like us and, flummery or 
not, when you appreciate the lengths to which people have gone to get it just 
so, you begin to understand why.

Mr Hand, Mr Lock — ladies — we salute you!

“The Tongans seem to have  
 a special affection for us...  
 I suppose they admire our  
 traditional standards.”

Heritage Hand & Lock
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W O R D S  by  F I O N A  S I M S

I M A G E S  by  J U S T E R I N I  &  B R O O K S

JUSTERINI & BROOKS

Mr H. Blair

It certainly 
looks like Dickens  
had a good party.



Justerini & Brooks

harles Dickens’s handwriting looks surprisingly spidery on the ancient framed cheque 
hanging in Hew Blair’s office. The chairman of venerable St James’s wine merchant Justerini 
& Brooks is rightly proud of the association — the company boasts an illustrious client list 
that includes Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, and each successive monarch since King 

George III, since supplying the wines for his coronation in 1760.
“It certainly looks like Dickens had a good party,” chuckles Blair, running his finger down 

the accompanying invoice, dated 1860, that lists nine dozen cases of Champagne, charged at the 
princely sum of £16. 

For 265 years, Justerini’s (as everyone calls it) has been located in the smartest part of town 
— a small area south of Piccadilly, bounded by Haymarket to the east, Pall Mall and St James’s Street 
to the west. After 200 hundred years on Pall Mall, and a brief stint on Bond Street, it has occupied its 
present site in the middle of St James’s since 1968.

It boasts a portfolio that other wine merchants can only dream about. We’re talking 
domaine, estate and château bottled wines amassed through connections built up over many years — top 
Burgundies, Rhône, Loire and Champagne, plus Barolo and German Riesling estates and lofty Bordeaux 
from all the greatest vintages (not to mention a rather famous whisky brand, J&B Rare Blended Scotch). 

“It’s all about the relationships — both with the growers, châteaux and estates, and with 
our customers,” explains Blair, as a sleek greyhound called Max, belonging to one of the buying team, 
trots through to say hello.

So just who was Justerini, exactly, and Mr Brook? The company was first known as Justerini 
& Johnson and was established in London’s Pall Mall in 1749 through a partnership with Giacomo 
Justerini and George Johnson.

Justerini was the son of a Bolognian distiller and he met Johnson, the son of a theatre 
producer, whilst in hot pursuit of an Italian opera singer. He found in Johnson a willing investor and 
the business flourished, eventually passing on to Johnson. Then in 1831 a new owner came on board 
in Alfred Brooks, who kept the Justerini name as well as adding his own, and continued to build up the 
discerning clientele. 

Justerini’s has some 5000 core regular customers, based mostly in the UK, but with a 
growing number from Singapore, Taiwan, Indonesia and Hong Kong, where they also have an office, 
in addition to another outpost in Edinburgh. Not that they advertise their services. No, this is all 
conducted by word of mouth. 

There are regular tastings and dinners laid on for customers in their offices, orchestrated by 
some of the 50 staff, who keep in touch about the latest vintages, new growers et al. But don’t think you 
can just drop in to buy a bottle — Justerini’s isn’t a wine merchant in the traditional sense with a shop 
in which you can peruse the shelves. Nor is it really the kind of business where you would order a lot of 
wine online — though buying online is definitely growing for the company, confirms Blair. 

The website is more a vehicle for customers to receive special offers, sign up for wine 
dinners, keep abreast of the latest vintages and get wine investment tips. Broking customers’ stock is 
also offered as a complementary part of the business. 

“Though we like our customers to actually drink the wines that we sell. A lot of the 
domains and estates we represent want us to place their wines with the right people, so that the wines 
actually get drunk rather than traded,” stresses Blair. 
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Blair has seen seismic changes in the world of wine since he 
started working at Justerini’s in 1974. After completing a winemaking course 
in Bordeaux, he had a stint selling sekt for a German producer before deciding 
that he preferred to work on this side of the counter. 

He became buying director at Justerini & Brook in 1986 and, 
even though he is the chairman now, he can’t resist a buying trip. “I love 
discovering new producers — each vintage is so different. If you don’t learn 
something new every day then you are dead in the wine trade,” he warns. 

“The biggest change is the sheer variety of wine on offer now 
from all over the world. The quality and consistency has also improved 
dramatically. Conversely, you could argue that we have lost a bit of 
individuality, and in certain areas I think that’s true. But there’s a grower now 
in every corner doing something interesting,” he says. 

Justerini’s portfolio focuses mainly on Europe, listing some 
3500 different wines. Highlights include Bordeaux grandees, Haut-Brion and 
D’Yquem, Margaux and Latour, including a joint distribution deal with hallowed 
Pomerol producer, Château Petrus; while Blair was also responsible for bringing 
in Southern Rhône’s jewel, Domaine du Vieux Télégraphe, and for getting star 
Northern Rhône boys, Jean Louis Chave and René Rostaing on board. The list 
also includes top estates from New World countries such as New Zealand, 
Australia and California, among them Felton Road, Penfold’s and Ridge. “If 
we hear about a producer who is doing something exciting in the foothills of 
the Andes and if it fits in with our portfolio then of course we will go and look 
at it,” says Blair, who is also working on a rather handy reference book of over-
performing wines exclusively for their customers, singling out producers such 
as Bruno Clair in the Côte d’Or and his Vosne Romanée Les Champs Perdrix. 

So what’s stirring up the buying team today? “Italy is the most 
exciting wine country right now,” declares Blair. “Piedmont has a lot of very 
good small producers. Our customers want to buy wine that’s grown, labelled 
and sold by the same family, as they want to really feel the character of that 
wine. It’s an easy leap from Burgundy to Barolo.” 

Other Italian regions that are sparking interests include Sicily — 
and Etna in particular. Justerini’s sells one of its flagship wines, Tenuta delle Terre 
Nere, from Marco de Grazia. “It flies out the door,” he reports. While interest in 
the Loire is really picking up pace, Blair adds: “These wines are just really well-
made. I’ve always got bottles from Didier Dagueneau in my cellar, and Sancerre 
from Vincent Pinard in my fridge.” And then there’s the MontLouis from Jacky 
Blot, which he’s rather partial to when paired with an aged Comté. 

It helps that a third of Justerini’s business comes from the on-
trade (The Ritz London included), and that once sommeliers get behind a 
wine there’s no stopping them — Grand Cru Alsace is a case in point, and 
currently starring on a wine list in a Michelin-starred restaurant near you. 

What is a typical haunt when Blair is in the mood for a good 
bottle and a decent plate of food in the capital? “Wilton’s around the corner. 
I’ll go there for a good bottle of Burgundy and a fish dish,” he reveals, happily 
bucking the trend for white wine with fish. 

So yes, in case you are wondering, even an old-timer such as 
Justerini & Brooks will keep an eye on trends — and they lead, too. Cue German 
wine, and not just much-trumpeted Riesling (amongst collectors at least). 

“We’re loving German Pinot Noir — from Baden, from the 
Rheingau and Rheinhessen,” informs Blair. “This is where a little global 
warming has really gone in our favour — the grapes are beautifully ripe now 
and it taps into the demand from our customers for lighter reds.” 

The company helped to put German whites on the map way 
back when, and now works with 15 key German wine estates — there’s a large 
map of the Mosel displayed on the office wall. 

Wine consumers are finally beginning to get Riesling, judging buy 
the upturn in sales reported in wine shops across the capital — and thanks must 
go, in part, to merchants such as Justerini’s, and to the legions of restaurant 
sommeliers who have been trumpeting its merits for the last two decades. 

Wehlen, on the banks of the Mosel, with its picturesque half-
timbered houses, is one of Blair’s favourite places to hang out and drink wine. 
“There are barges meandering up and down the river, and when the vines on 
the steep slopes begin to bud it’s a magical place,” he enthuses. 

Burgundy is Blair’s other dream spot to hole up — specifically the 
village of Maranges, well away from the main drag. This is the southernmost 
appellation in the Côte de Beaune offering gentle slopes and verdant valleys. 
It’s not as well known as it deserves, thanks to its robust reds made from Pinot 
Noir. “It’s a combination of the countryside, the old stone walls, the people 
and the food — it all works,” says Blair. 

We work our way down to the cellar — which is disappointingly 
light on dusty bottles, though it does boast a few eye-widening vintages 
from legendary château — Lafite 1924, anyone? Justerini’s uses Octavian’s 
fortress-like facility in Wiltshire for the main cellar action, where they store 
and mature around £200m of customers’ reserves, whose home cellars can’t 
compete with its pristine space and prime conditions. 

So what should we be buying now to lay down? “For Bordeaux, 
think 2005, 2009 and 2010,” advises Blair. “To drink now — 2001 is gorgeous 
at the moment,” he adds. 

As far as Burgundy goes (and when he and his ilk refer to 
Burgundy, he means red Burgundy), he suggests searching out bottles of 
2005, 2010 and 2012 to lay down, and 2006 to drink now — or even better, 
2002. “That’s if you can lay your hands on some, which is where we come in,” 
he grins. Dickens had the right idea.

So yes, in case you  
are wondering, even  
an old-timer such as  
Justerini & Brooks will  
keep an eye on trends



W O R D S  by  S I M O N  B U T T O N

Richard Mille
rowing up in southeastern France, Richard Mille recalls being given his first watch as a 
communion gift when he was around ten years old. “And I can’t remember what it was,” 
says the man who is now a leading name in the luxury watch industry, “but I immediately 
dismantled it, just to see how it was made.”

With a smile the 63-year-old — whose speciality is producing timepieces where all the 
workings are on show — adds: “I couldn’t put it back together but I was always interested in technique.” 
It’s a lifelong fascination he thought might lead him into the automobile business or something to do 
with aircraft, but eventually he became a watchmaker. “I was attracted by the fact that in the watch 
business you work with very little volume so it’s very challenging. When you see the results you’re very 
happy and when you start you’re very enthusiastic, but in the meantime it’s only headaches.”

Mille, who has just opened his first London boutique in Mount Street, says all this in fluent 
English with a singsong French accent. It’s the voice of a man who loves what he does (headaches and 
all) and he strikes me as the most laidback of forward-thinking, envelope-pushing, never-one-to-rest-
on-his-laurels entrepreneurs — breezing into the boutique fresh off the Eurostar, cheerfully greeting his 
staff, then quickly settling down for a chat.

The flagship store in this most elegant of Mayfair streets is pretty damn impressive. It’s done 
out mainly in dark browns, which is traditional for Mille boutiques, but offset by bright cracked glass 
panels which reflect how, with a rise in female clientele, he’s decided to literally lighten up. The man whose 
ambassadors include alpha males like tennis ace Rafael Nadal, golfer Bubba Watson and now Lotus F1 Team 
driver Romain Grosjean smiles. “When I started I always say I had a sticker on my back where it was written 
‘Technical macho man’ and I absolutely wanted to escape from that but once you have an image it’s very 
difficult to change. If you’re a comedian, for example, it’s very hard for you to suddenly do Shakespeare.”

But, as he frequently points out, this iconoclast likes a challenge so he launched a female-
centric watch range seven years ago. “And it was very difficult. We really had to push hard but now it’s 
taken off and the results are just incredible. Now it’s both bad news and good news because we’re out 
of stock all the time.”

It used to be rich husbands treating their spouses to luxury timepieces (the but is that as 
his clientele has broadened to take in younger buyers it’s also been attracting spouseless, self-sufficient 
ladies. “It used to be the wives of my existing clients, but now you see many independent women coming 
in and buying a Mille watch,” he tells me proudly.

As befits a man who drops his brand name into a sentence, he’s something of a showman, 
pointing out that he has practically no competition in the female-driven market because most women’s 
watches are mid-range and below, not high-end. Dressed young in jeans, jumper and jacket rather than 
a stuffy corporate suit, he’s also boastful about his car collection but only when asked. “I love cars. 
Maybe more than watches. I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true,” he grins. He’s not sure exactly how many 
cars he has but says it’s around 40, mostly F1 and sports prototypes from the 1970s and most of which 
are kept at his home in Brittany.

He’s proudest, though, of his unique product. He’s famous for his Tourbillon timepieces, 
which — fittingly for such post-millennial wonders of technology — launched the Mille brand in 2001. 
The ethos was clear from the start: to develop watches using the best materials for the job with the best 
technology and leaving the awesome inner-workings on show. Here’s where I could get bogged down in 
all sorts of tech speak — like carbon nanofiber and aluminum-lithium, among the innovative materials 
used in Mille watches — but let’s just say the pieces the company produces are quite something to 
behold and many of them are so resilient you could bash them against a wall and they wouldn’t break, 
which Richard has been known to try on occasion.

G

Spotlight Richard Mille

113

I don’t know if you’ve 
ever been to a watch 
museum but to me they’re 
frightening. This is why 
my watches are full of life.
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He doesn’t believe in flooding the market. “In French we have 
a saying ‘The mountain gives birth to a mouse’ and in my domain it’s exactly 
that. We have tons of development to release only a few pieces.” He picks up 
the RM31, bragging that it loses less than five seconds a month (apparently 
a big deal for a non-digital timepiece) but revealing — when I ask if I can 
bang it against one of those cracked glass panels and he declares “Not this 
one!” — that it’s not quite as indestructible as it looks.

It’s considerably heavier than the one adorning Mille’s right 
wrist: the first-ever watch he made for Spanish tennis star Rafael Nadal. “It’s 
won Wimbledon and Flushing Meadows on the wrist of Rafa,” he beams. The 
bezel has a few scratches on it from when Nadal won the US Open for the 
first time and he fell down. He suggested Richard get the bezel replaced, but 
its manufacturer likes having a bit of sports history on his arm.

His partnership with Rafa began in 2010, although it took all 
his powers of persuasion. The sportsman had said he’d never play a match 
wearing a timepiece, so Mille visited him at his home in Palma and pulled a 
canny trick. He had a platinum watch weighing 30 grams in his pocket that 
he was delivering to another friend but he presented it to Nadal. The tennis 
ace, who was out of competition because of a knee injury, put it on his wrist 
and declared there was no way he could wear it on court since it was so 
heavy. Ever the showman, Richard teased him about being out of shape, then 
produced the real — incredibly light — prototype.

Nadal was intrigued, although he got through five or six 
prototypes. “He cut himself with the buckle, hands were falling out, what 
have you,” Richard recalls, then repeats his favourite mantra: “But I love that 
challenge. For me someone wearing a watch in a picture doesn’t work. It has 
to go into the battlefield.”

Come the 2010 French Open Nadal, and the watch, were ready. 
“And my nightmare was imagining the strap opening and the watch flying 
off, with all the cameras of the world focused on it.” But the watch made 
headlines for the right reaons and now Nadal, who is apparently a suspicious 
fellow, won’t play a match without a Mille watch on.

Richard is an enthusiastic storyteller who studied marketing before 
taking a post as an export department manager at small French watchmaking 
firm Finhor. When the much-bigger Matra took over the company he was 
promoted to director of exports for all its wristwatch brands. He then moved to 
the Mauboussin jewellery firm and became president of its watchmaking division 
and CEO of its jewellery division before striking out on his own in 1999.

The company’s HQ is in the Les Breuleux municipality of 
northwest Switzerland. Mille talks about being there recently, when the snow 
had started to fall. “And now the wolves are coming,” he says, doing a very 
funny impression of a wolf’s howl. “We have a fantastic team of developers 
and we have a fantastic time but I work more or less like a dictator, which is 
to say when I want something then I want something.”

He doesn’t like naysayers in usual corporate set-ups: reluctant 
marketing directors, commercial directors worried about pricing, finance 
directors fretting that the development process will cost a small fortune, 

technical directors who thinks it’s technically impossible. “And usually 
you have the CEO going ‘Let’s think it over and we’ll discuss it at the next 
meeting’ and then it never happens. But I go ‘I want this’ and it takes the time 
that it takes, it costs what it costs and only the result counts.”

He’s unfazed by a three-year delay on an aviation watch the 
company is developing. It won’t be released until it’s exactly right and of 
course all its intricacies will be on display because “when you love technique 
and everything that’s linked to mechanics you want to show it, you want to 
share this love with your client”. 

Using materials that haven’t been used before can be tricky, but 
guess what his response to that is? “I’m not masochistic but I like everything 
that is challenging.” And the testing process is rigorous. Again it’s all rather 
technical but, for example, there’s what he calls the “terrible torture test” 
where a stainless steel ball hits the face at a g-force of 5000. 

I imagine the sportsmen who officially sport the Mille brand, 
like Nadal and Watson and Brazilian F1 driver Felipe Massa, get a kick 
out of knowing such things. They’re carefully selected. “We work mostly 
with friends,” Richard explains. “Of course they are sportsmen but they’re 
also nice people.”

He gestures towards Romain Grosjean, whose picture is on 
the wall of the Mayfair boutique and who is here for its official launch. The 
soft-spoken Frenchman does indeed seem like a thoroughly nice person, free 
from the arrogance you might expect from someone Mille hails as “a potential 
world champion”. He initially reached out to Richard. “And I was a bit scared 
to call him,” Grosjean tells me, “but I love watches and these are the best. As 
a Formula One driver I understand the lighter a watch is the more expensive 
it is — that makes perfect sense to me — and I like technology.”

They met in Paris, hit it off and now Romain is on the roster of 
Mille ambassadors. They’re working on a new product, which is top secret at 
the moment, but Richard doesn’t just partner up with macho sportsmen. He 
also works with Malaysian actress Michelle Yeoh and Natalie Portman, who 
he describes as not just a great actress but also an intelligent woman with the 
courage of her convictions.

He has seven children whose ages range from 15 to 33. “One is 
totally mad about cinema and many of them are mad about computer design. One 
of them loves theatre.” He smiles. “But none of them are interested in watches.”

He loves his kids and he loves his cars. At home in Brittany his 
office is above the garage. “So when I come in in the morning I say hello to my 
babies and when I leave in the evening I say goodnight to my babies.” 

They are, as he said earlier in our conversation, mainly vintage 
vehicles. “But I don’t love vintage watches. I don’t know if you’ve ever been 
to a watch museum but to me they’re frightening. This is why my watches 
are full of life. When you visit a watch museum everything is dead. Time has 
stopped. Very few of them are working because you cannot wind every watch 
every day.” He sighs. “It’s very sad.”

Richard Mille, 90 Mount Street, London W1  / richardmille.com
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Portraits 
of 

The Ritz
Mao Wen Biao

When planning a gilded restoration of one of 
London’s last great houses, designed by the eminent 
Palladian architect, William Kent, the owners of 
The Ritz, London decided to commission a series of 
mural paintings by Mao Wen Biao. Mao understood 
that ‘Ritz’ is another word for elegance and beauty, 
an invitation to pleasure. 

The owners were inspired to commission 
Mao after seeing 11 panels in Holland Park 
illustrating the 1870s beau monde enjoying a garden 
party dressed in the height of fashion. The President 
of the Royal Academy of Arts called them “a 
triumphant success”, “packed with incident, skilful, 
subtle, and obviously fully researched”.

The renowned British architectural 
historian and author, Marcus Binney, CBE, wrote a 
scholarly critique of the William Kent murals: “the 
first floor level has been transformed by scenes of 
partygoers thronging behind balustrades, in best 

early 18th century baroque illusionist style, echoing 
designs for the Saloon at Blenheim Palace”. 

Mao peoples his scenes with figures freely 
taken from Hogarth and Gainsborough, including a 
charming group of horn players leaning out over the 
balustrade. William Kent stands commandingly at 
the centre dressed in blue, against the background of 
the Marble Hall at Holkham Hall, Norfolk, the stately 
Georgian pile he built for the Earl of Leicester. Mao 
adds his own touch of wit by including a gentleman 
with a mobile, in the manner of a spy glass.

The artist painted these 13-foot high 
canvases in just three and a half months, starting 
them off in his garden because they were too tall  
to fit in his house.

Mao continues to create vivid panoramas to 
delight private clients. His current artistic obsession 
is the ‘sport of kings’: horse racing, which he captures 
with a remarkable sense of movement, atmosphere 

and energy. He excels at explosions of speed, whether 
charging horses on the race course or polo ground, 
cyclists en masse or small sailing boats. He has 
perfected the muscular grace of a golf swing, even  
the choreography of a cricket match. 

A gentle, modest man, he planted a 
terraced garden in Chislehurst, which he waters 
every morning and evening. Flowers are another 
passion, which he paints as dream-like fields with  
no edges, vases or formal arrangements.     

Mao was born in Shanghai, and  
returns often to visit his family. He studied in 
Beijing, later at the Royal College of Art, where 
his gifts were discovered and nurtured by a 
visionary property developer. Mao has made 
his home in Kent, immersing himself in British 
City and sporting life, which reappear on his 
canvases and murals with extraordinary accuracy, 
sensitivity and humour.
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James Whitaker
W O R D S  by  R O B E R T  H A R D M A N

I M A G E  by  I W O N A  W H I T A K E R

o millions of viewers and readers 
around the world, he was as much a 
part of the British royal landscape as 

corgis, walkabouts or Windsor Castle. For 
if the Monarchy was in the news, James 
Whitaker was never far behind. Best-
known as the veteran royal correspondent 
of the Daily Mirror, James was everyone’s 
‘go-to’ man for royal insights. In newsrooms 
from Oslo to Auckland, the drill would be 
the same whenever there was an important breaking story concerning the Royal 
Family. Number 1: Get it on air. Number 2: Call James Whitaker. Even if there 
was nothing much to be said, no one could say it as engagingly as the man whom 
Diana, Princess of Wales famously labelled ‘the big red tomato’.

For more than quarter of a century, including the most turbulent period of 
modern royal history since the Abdication, James covered the royal beat like no one 
else. This was, in part, because he shared many of the same tastes and interests as the 
people about whom he was writing. There would often be double-takes in Britain’s 
most exclusive picnic spot — the Number 1 Car Park at Royal Ascot — as royalty, 
owners and trainers were enjoying their champagne and quails eggs out the back of a 
Bentley. Who was that familiar face a few cars further down, in top hat and morning 
coat, holding forth on the main race in that very familiar voice? Surely, it couldn’t be …?

This public-school-educated bon viveur (and enthusiastic member of 
The Ritz Club) loved his racing and his skiing, enjoyed opera and ballet and was 
always generous with his fine wine cellar. But, as his rivals always discovered, the 
vivacious gentleman journalist was also a first-rate professional.

On leaving Cheltenham College, he had been expected to pursue a career 
in accountancy. His heart, though, was set on journalism and, after the mandatory 
stint on local papers, he soon progressed to Fleet Street. His early assignments 
included a trip to the South of France to interview Pablo Picasso, who insisted on 
sketching James throughout the encounter. At the end, he handed his drawing to 
the young reporter who put it in a drawer back in his hotel room. To his eternal 
regret, when he came to check out, it had been stolen. We can but wonder where 
Picasso’s impression of the young Whitaker hangs today.

His Fleet Street career would include spells with all the popular dailies, 
but it was at the Sun that he started writing about royalty. When he moved to the 
Daily Star in 1979, the Prince of Wales’s hunt for a bride was preoccupying most of 
Fleet Street. The future Princess needed no introduction to James when they first 
met. “Ah, the naughty Mr Whitaker!” exclaimed Lady Diana Spencer.

By the time he joined the Mirror in 1983, James was a household name — at 
home and abroad. On the 1984 royal tour of the US, James was guest of honour at the 
opening of a new cabaret show in San Francisco. Unable to secure a royal presence, 
the producers had opted for the next best thing and invited James. At the end, the 
entire cast was lined up to be introduced to the honoured guest. According to fellow 
royal writer Andrew Morton, some of them were even seen to bow and curtsey. 

Much to his amusement, his critics 
sometimes joked that James was ‘more 
royal than the royals’. He took it no more 
seriously than the strapline which the 
Mirror attached to his reports: ‘By James 
Whitaker — ‘The Man Who Really Knows 
The Royals’.

There were, indeed, moments 
of pure farce. In his eagerness to cover 
the avalanche which hit the royal skiing 

party in Klosters in 1988, James was attempting to drive in ski boots, crashed 
his car and ended up in a Swiss police cell as the story of the year was unfolding 
around him. It might have cost a lesser reporter his job but James had brought 
his wife, Iwona, to the Alps and was able to bellow instructions to her through a 
window. Iwona rounded up the requisite information and shouted it back through 
the prison bars whereupon James invoked his right to a phone call, reversed the 
charges to London and dictated most of the next day’s Daily Mirror.

If the 80s were, for the most part, a prosperous period for the Royal 
Family, the 90s were the reverse as the Monarchy endured crisis and scandal. 
Among James’s scoops was the news that the Princess Royal was to divorce, the 
fact that the Princess of Wales had an eating disorder and the revelation that the 
Duchess of York was cavorting topless with her financial adviser. But James was 
always entirely straight in his dealings with Buckingham Palace. Press officers 
might be frustrated by some of his exclusives but they could always expect their 
side of the story to be reported fairly. He remained, at heart, a stout monarchist.

If he was as an irritant, he was a courteous one. When the Prince 
of Wales’s horse, Allibar, collapsed and died, James — being a great 
horse-lover himself — wrote the Prince a heartfelt letter of condolence.  
He was touched to receive a handwritten response by return.

And just two months before his untimely death at the age of 71, he was 
among the guests at a Buckingham Palace reception to mark the Queen’s Diamond 
Jubilee, where he could be found happily discussing the shooting at Sandringham 
with the Duke of Edinburgh.

To remain on top of his game for so long in such a relentlessly competitive 
arena was an achievement in itself. Others might sacrifice friendships and make 
enemies but James enjoyed the enduring respect and affection of his keenest rivals. 

Underpinning his success was his 47-year-marriage to Iwona, and 
their three children. As generous hosts to a huge circle of friends, from right 
across the media spectrum and far beyond, the Whitakers were famous for their 
hospitality. And if James just happened to be dragged away from the table to 
comment on the latest royal bombshell just as Iwona was about to serve up some 
masterpiece, then so be it.

The quintessential newspaper man’s newspaper man, he never lost his 
nose for the story. How appropriate that the great man’s final resting place should 
be St Bride’s, Fleet Street.

T


