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Introduction: ‘Only Paul Smith’

When the pandemic arrived, and the government was ordering everyone to stay at home, I went to the Paul Smith headquarters in Covent Garden every day, driving my electric Mini Cooper at my usual early-morning hour through the weirdly deserted streets of central London. Someone needed to be in the office to try and co-ordinate the ways of keeping the company going through that horrible time. And that someone was me. After all, it’s my name on the door.

So there I was, completely alone – no designers, no assistants, no cleaners – for weeks on end, taking endless conference calls, with no idea how long it would all last.

The timing was, shall we say, less than ideal. The lockdown happened just as we were beginning the long-planned events surrounding the company’s fiftieth anniversary, celebrating half a century of persuading people that they couldn’t live without boxer shorts and striped socks and that everything would be more fun if you could open the jacket of your formal suit to show a purple silk lining.

Every day during those weeks I put on a suit to go to work, just trying to make life seem more normal. The funny thing was that everyone else in the world had taken the opportunity to stop wearing suits. No one was going to their offices, or preparing for job interviews, or anticipating weddings or parties or other celebrations which would normally involve buying clothes to help them look good and feel confident. That was particularly challenging for us because reinventing the suit for a modern world was one of the ways in which I’d made my reputation. A Paul Smith suit was a thing. Now suits were irrelevant, at least temporarily, along with the shirts and ties and shoes we sold to go with them.

Right at the start, while I was getting used to being by myself in the building, a couple of incidents made me realize how odd it all was. After a couple of days, the electric gate to the little car park suddenly stopped working and I couldn’t get my Mini out. That took a few phone calls to sort out where the fuse box was and what to do about it. But a couple of weeks later, something worse happened.

We have a small kitchen on each of the three upper floors, and I’d been through all of them to empty the fridges and dispose of anything that needed throwing away. I’d also emptied 120 waste baskets full of half-eaten Prêt à Manger sandwiches and the stuff people had left behind when they were suddenly told not to come back to the building.

But then one morning I opened the front door and was met by a really unpleasant smell. Horrible, actually. I traced it to the big kitchen on the ground floor, where there are two fridges. I’d missed those. Eighteen one-litre plastic containers full of milk had expanded and eventually burst, and now it was everywhere.

There wasn’t going to be anyone else around, so there was only one thing for it: find a mop and a bucket. It took me three hours to mop it up and pour it away and then clean the fridges. And I found myself thinking, ‘I wonder if my friend Giorgio Armani is doing something like this now? Or Tom Ford?’

It wasn’t what I had in mind for the fiftieth anniversary. But when I told the people I work with what had happened, and what I’d had to do about it, they all said the same thing: ‘Oh no! Only Paul Smith . . .’ And I took that as a compliment.

This book is the story behind ‘only Paul Smith’. It tells you how I built and maintained a business with more than a thousand employees and 130 shops around the world, staying independent when my rivals were selling out to big corporations mostly because I like making my own decisions.

It’s about how I left school at fifteen with undiagnosed dyslexia, had my life changed by a cycling accident, fell in love with art and music as well as fashion, opened my first tiny shop at the end of a dark, damp corridor in a Nottingham alleyway, helped George Best with his clothing range, created my first London shop, welcomed architects, actors and musicians – from David Bowie to Bill Nighy, from Norman Foster to Jack Nicholson, from Gary Oldman to Jimmy Page – as customers, opened more shops (including a giant pink box that became the most Instagrammed building in Los Angeles), made suits for the England football team, designed a range for women after some of them had started wearing my men’s clothes, and collaborated with other world-renowned brands on cameras, furniture, racing bikes and a Mini made from recycled materials.

It’s also about how I got knighted and married on the same day, became one of Her Majesty’s sixty-five Companions of Honour, and – as satisfying to me as any of it – started a foundation to support young artists and designers in an increasingly challenging world.

Most important of all, because none of it would have happened without her, it’s about how I got together with the woman who would play a defining role in the story of my life and career. Soon after we met in the summer of 1967, at my twenty-first birthday party, Pauline Denyer took me to Paris to see the couture collections. She showed me what she’d learnt about fashion during her studies at the Royal College of Art, taught me about the art and craft of making good clothes, gave me the idea of starting my first shop, and has continued to provide encouragement at every stage since those beginnings.

She’s the person who’s kept my feet on the ground. Her advice has helped to ensure that the company didn’t end up like many others in the fashion world, where it’s so easy to get lured into disaster by listening to flattery and making rash decisions.

There was time to think about all that while I was alone in my London office, dealing with blown fuses and a foul-smelling lake of spilt milk. But I was also thinking about the future and remembering some words that have always been with me, and whose message underlies the story of ‘only Paul Smith’: You’ve never really made it in fashion. Nobody cares how good you used to be. It’s about today and tomorrow.




Chapter 1

Learning to See

I was a mistake. Or, as my mother put it, a gift from God. I was born in Nottingham in 1946, eleven years after my brother and eight years after my sister. I think my father was originally from Bristol. I don’t know where my mother was from. In fact, even though they lived into old age, I never knew much about my parents at all. Maybe those conversations about the past had already taken place with my brother and sister, and they didn’t take place with me. To be honest, I don’t remember much before I was eleven, when a couple of significant things happened. We’ll get to those a bit later.

But I do know that two people have shaped my life, and the first of them was my father. It was from him that I acquired a sense of humour and an ability to communicate with people, two characteristics that were strongly connected. He was a creative man who loved making things with his hands, and he also taught me – rather important, this – how to look at things. His name was Harold Smith and I notice his influence in some piece of my behaviour just about every day of my life.

He started his working life as an insurance man, selling policies door to door. Then he became something called a credit draper, an occupation that doesn’t exist now. After the war, when money was tight and people couldn’t afford to pay all at once for a whole suit, or a shirt, or some bed linen, or curtains, or shoes, they’d order them from credit drapers, paying so much a week.

Often a credit drapery was started by people who’d sold insurance because they’d already built up what was called a round. They’d go to the houses on their round, asking people what they needed, and they’d order from warehouses around the country. They might go and collect three suits, perhaps, from a warehouse in the hope that one would fit you. If it did, the order would be written down in a little book. If the suit was £30, you might pay £2 a week, and my dad would go back every week and collect the instalment from you. That’s how it worked. He had a little room at the side of the house, an extension, where he kept the stock overnight. He’d go back to the warehouse and pay for what the customer had bought and return what wasn’t wanted.

There were three of those warehouses in Nottingham and when I left school at the age of fifteen my father got me a job in one of them. I had no real interest in clothes at the time, but my father didn’t think much of my ambition to become a racing cyclist. ‘That’s not a proper job,’ he said. Not unkindly, but firmly.

There was such a big age gap between me and my older brother and sister, Brian and Janet, that I felt like an only child. I went to an infant school just down the road from our house, close enough to walk to. It was in a wooden building and I remember the outside toilets were awful. Then came Round Hill junior school, a new building that was quite light, with long corridors and a lot of glass. But the whole experience went over my head. I just didn’t get it. I just didn’t understand why I was there or what it was about.

At the age of eleven I went to Beeston Fields secondary modern, which was what they called the schools for kids who’d failed the eleven-plus exam, which everybody had to take. If you passed, you went to a grammar school. If you didn’t, that was more or less the end of your serious academic education because you were probably going to be working in a factory or on the railway or down the local coalmines. I didn’t even really know what the eleven-plus was. You sat there for an exam with no idea of what you were doing, just staring at the paper. Nobody had explained it to me.

Nowadays many parents are very hands-on, getting involved in things like homework. But my parents never talked to me about schoolwork or anything like that. Perhaps that was normal then but, looking back, once again I think the attention I was given must have been different from what they’d given my brother and sister, because my parents had been younger then. They’d been through it all before and as a result perhaps I got less attention. I don’t know, and I’m not saying it was bad at all. Maybe I got a bit more freedom as a result.

Not surprisingly, I failed the eleven-plus. And when I got to the secondary modern school I was hopeless there, too. I had no interest at all. I was invited back to the school a few years ago and when they asked me how it had changed since my day, the only building I could remember was the one that had the woodwork and metalwork department. That’s all I remember from school – making a dovetail joint and turning something on the lathe and creating a little stool or a table lamp. Out of all the other subjects, maybe geography was a little bit interesting to me, but never English or maths.

My final school report – which doubled as a testimonial to be shown to any prospective employer – described me as ‘a good worker’. It said that I was ‘very good at woodwork’ and noted that I was ‘keen on cycling and camping’ and that my conduct was ‘very good’. According to the headmaster’s comments, ‘It has been a pleasure to have this lad in the school. He has developed well and should do well in whatever post he secures. I recommend him.’ So perhaps I wasn’t as hopeless as I remember feeling.

There was one specific criticism, about the quality of my spelling. Many years later the wife of an old friend noticed something in my behaviour and worked out that I’d been dyslexic all my life. She’d run a leading dyslexia charity for many years, so she knew what she was talking about. She spotted it. None of my teachers had. It seems that nobody understood dyslexia back then, or knew what to look for. When my written work was poor, they probably thought I was just naturally dim, or not trying.

My dad must have been quite successful in his work. He bought a little plot of land in Beeston, a suburb of Nottingham, and built a three-bedroom detached house for his family. Nothing grand or posh, but it had a garden, a shed and a garage for his car – I remember a black Morris Oxford followed by a mint-green Austin Cambridge with bodywork by Farina, an Italian designer. Not many people in our street had cars in those days, so I suppose we were quite privileged.

He was a charismatic man, in his way, which helped him to build relationships with his customers, and that was vital. He was very easy to talk to. Whether you were six or sixty, he could have a conversation with you. It must have been a natural gift, but I suppose he’d built it up through meeting people and holding their attention on his round. It seemed to me that for a lot of his customers he was almost like their priest or psychiatrist. He’d know that Mrs So-and-So had a problem because her husband had left or this person had a new baby and was struggling financially. He’d go somewhere where the chip pan caught fire and he’d put it out, or a little boy had fallen over and he’d put a bandage on his knee. He was a fatherly presence to all these people on his round. And he was always very smartly dressed. He wore a shirt and tie and a jacket every day of his life, even in the house.

Somehow he mixed it all up with his sense of humour, even when he had a problem to solve. I remember we had a bully at school, and eventually I told my dad about him. He said, ‘Tomorrow, why don’t you give him a bit of this bar of chocolate?’ So I did. It turned out to be laxative chocolate. We didn’t see him for the next three days.

My mother’s name was Marjorie. She was a lovely woman but I don’t think she was a big influence on me. She never dressed in a particularly fashionable way, although she was always quite smart. My father used to get clothes for her from one of the warehouses, usually the sort of floral-patterned dress that women wore then. She looked after the home and the cooking and the children. She had a lovely voice, calm and gentle, and at home she always sat in the same chair, talking about everyday things.

I find it very hard to pinpoint any influence she might have had on me, except perhaps something that I think of as a weakness: I don’t really like confrontations. I’m not very good with difficult situations. Probably the business would have been a lot bigger if I’d moved people on or changed the way of doing things or dealt with problems in a more aggressive way.

Often you meet people who ooze financial success. Making money, that’s what they’ve been put on earth for. I’ve been rubbish at that. I’m too much of a softy. And maybe that comes from my mum. When I think of her, I think of tranquillity. And ordinariness, in a very good way.

Her sister, my Auntie Winnie, was very important to me. She and my uncle lived in Chilwell, close to where we were in Beeston. She and my mother both had bicycles, with baskets on the front, and they rode them everywhere. It was a normal thing to do in those days. The butcher was at the end of the road, and the chemist, and there was a fishmonger around the corner. Everything was only five minutes away.

My Auntie Winnie didn’t have any children and I went over there every Tuesday. She was someone who was interested in me. Whenever we came back from a holiday, I’d go over there and bore the pants off her. Her husband, my Uncle Billy, worked for a local rose-grower, so they had a lot of lovely blooms in their front garden at home, and in the back they had a greenhouse with tomatoes that tasted like tomatoes, the way they used to.

It was a happy childhood. There was no stress at home, no rows, no arguments, no weird things happening. My parents both had very even temperaments and my dad was a great icebreaker. If people came round on a Sunday, relatives or family friends, immediately he’d make everybody laugh – or show them slide shows of photos from his latest trip. But it seems to me now that it was a childhood without punctuation marks, which is why I don’t remember much about it in specific terms.

We had a radiogram, but I only remember two albums they had: the soundtracks to West Side Story and The Sound of Music, which were extremely popular. We didn’t have a television for a long time, but when my father bought one he also made something for it that, in the days of black and white, gave us colour. It was a transparent sheet of Perspex, or something like that, painted by him in bands of thin colour, starting at the top with pale blue and then going darker further down, so when you put it in front of the screen, you had colour TV, with blue sky at the top. I said he was creative. He also got hold of one of those magnifying screens that you secured around the set with a band of elastic, so that it made the actual TV screen – which might have been only nine or ten inches wide – look bigger. Believe it or not, they were quite popular.

We never travelled abroad. For our family holidays we’d go almost every summer to Charmouth in Dorset, staying on a farm where they did bed and breakfast, near the sea. It was a long drive to get there, and there were no motorways in the 1950s. When I felt carsick, the cure was to stop for a vanilla ice cream, which seemed to work.

Our horizons were quite limited. We’d often go for a little drive at the weekend to the Peak District or somewhere. That Sunday drive into the countryside was very much a feature of family life in the 1950s, once ordinary people like us began to get cars. After I met Pauline and we started living together in Nottingham, we used to do those Sunday drives because it was my habit – she was from London, so she’d never done that kind of thing when she was growing up.

One thing my father gave me was an understanding of the value of making or repairing stuff with your own hands. When there was a job to be done in the house, he did it himself. He didn’t get a plumber, an electrician or a carpenter. He built a lean-to next to the garage, where he kept his tools and a workbench. He did the maintenance on his car. He painted our house. He wallpapered a room when my mum wanted it doing. If there was a hole in his clothes, he sewed it up while my mum darned the socks. Everything was done by hand. That is probably why I’ve always had a fascination with crafts and with hand-made things.

He built a little wooden house on stilts in the garden for Brian and Janet to play in, and then for me when I came along. You climbed up a ladder to reach it. I don’t remember many of the toys I had, but I do remember a little garage he made. It had a sign on the front that said ‘Paul’s Garage’ – but if you peeled that off, underneath was a sign saying ‘Brian’s Garage’. Very thrifty. Basically, I inherited stuff from my brother and sister.

When he was ninety-two, I visited him and noticed this bit of shaped and polished aluminium hanging from a hook on the wall in the house. I said, ‘Dad, what’s that?’ He said, ‘Oh, I couldn’t get my shoes on, so I made a shoehorn.’ At ninety-two! I don’t think he really passed any of those skills on to me, although he did pass them on to my brother. But I was weaned on his very practical approach to problems and I’m still quite practical. If something needs fixing at home, I seem to be able to do it.

The first time I went to Cuba, I saw a man mending a Cricket cigarette lighter. A disposable lighter, and he was mending it! Coming from a disposable society, I was so impressed by that. Perhaps it seems an odd view from a man who makes his living from getting people to buy new things, but I’ve always liked solving a problem rather than buying something new. In Italy once I watched a man drilling a hole in a wall. The drill bit was getting too hot, so he took his plastic bottle of mineral water and drilled through it so the water would cool the bit while he carried on drilling. A touch of genius right there.

My dad was also one of the founder members of the local camera club, which met every week in the local library around the corner from my junior school. He had a Rolleiflex, the sort of twin-lens reflex camera that press photographers used back then. You held it against your stomach, looked down into the viewfinder, pressed the shutter, and then wound the film on by hand. I’ve still got it, in its leather case. When I was eleven he bought me a Kodak Retinette, a much simpler 35mm camera and a very good piece of kit for a beginner. That turned out to be one of the most important gifts I’ve ever received.

From the age of eleven I went with him to the camera club, learning how to use my Kodak. I printed my photographs in the darkroom he’d made in the attic. He’d built a ladder with a pulley system to get you up there. The counterweight for the pulley was an old paint tin full of lead that he’d melted down, and he’d put a wire in the lead while it was still molten, and there was a hook on the top, attached to a string, and you used the hook to pull the ladder down. He had an enlarger up there, with all the chemicals he needed. He loved trick photography, so he did a lot of superimposing, putting two or three negatives together. There’s one of me apparently riding a magic carpet that he made with that technique. Probably it formed a link for me with the idea of creativity. He’d show me how to use lighting on a face and how to compose an image. Later on, all that would become very helpful to me.

The camera club met on Thursdays, and sometimes we’d have an outing at the weekend on a coach to Derbyshire. They’d drop us off and we’d walk through somewhere picturesque like Dovedale taking photographs and the bus would meet us at the other end. But by then I’d got a bike, and that changed my life again.




Chapter 2

On My Bike

It was when I started cycling that my personality began to come out.

The bike that got me going was a Paramount, with a pale blue steel frame, derailleur gears and a Brooks leather saddle. My dad bought it for me not long after I got the camera, and it gave me an entry to a much wider world, even wider than the network of country roads on which I rode it. Wider, in fact, than I could possibly have imagined. Riding that bike would encourage me to absorb all sorts of information, taking me into a new world of style and even teaching me important lessons about how people could work together.

I’d had an ordinary bike before, but this one seemed special, even though in hindsight it really wasn’t, as racing bikes went. But that’s how it felt. I kept it in my bedroom so that I could see it when I woke up in the morning. My dad had bought it from a member of the local cycling club, who told him, ‘If Paul ever wants to go out on a ride with us, don’t worry about him – I’ll make sure that he’s all right.’ His name was Cliff Newell and when I joined the Beeston Road Club he was as good as his word.

I took to that new world straight away. Once a week on club night we’d go to a place that I think was a British Legion hall, where we’d sit and chat and discuss each other’s bikes. The president was a man called Arthur Panter, who had the local bike shop, where he was well known for building wheels for racing bikes. It was a proper old-fashioned repair shop, where my mother’s shopping bike was serviced alongside those of the local amateur racers.

I listened to the conversations at the club, and I started to observe things in a way I’d probably never done before. The older guys smoked like chimneys and some of them were great storytellers. They told stories about cycling, and that’s when terms like maillot jaune started to crop up. That’s the yellow jersey worn by the leader of the Tour de France. Then came peloton – the main bunch of riders in a race – and bidon – a water bottle – and casquette – one of those cotton caps with a little brim, usually turned up. It was also in those conversations that I remember hearing the names of great riders like Jacques Anquetil and Fausto Coppi for the first time. When I went home and mentioned them to my dad, he couldn’t understand it. ‘What are those words?’ he’d say. We’d never been abroad and none of us spoke a foreign language. For him to hear his schoolboy son saying these things must have seemed quite strange.

When I was twelve, I took part in a race on the open space in Nottingham called the Forest, where they have the Goose Fair, a tradition going back at least eight centuries, to a time when geese were driven into the city for an annual sale. The race was six laps of a circuit including a climb and a descent. That first time, there was high drama when my chain came off. But I did finish sixth there once. And at fifteen I got a junior racing licence.

Then I started doing ten-mile time trials. I did a twenty-five eventually, but mostly it was tens. They were all on public roads, in the summer evenings or early on Sunday mornings. The course had one very straight bit of road, and one of our guys got killed by a car there, an older man called Bernard. He probably had his head down and went into a dream or something. He was a bit of a loner and he had a strange riding style, with his head to one side. We all went to his funeral, which was a shocking experience for me.

There was one boy in the club who was always immaculate – his bike, too – but he wasn’t actually very good at riding. Then there was a boy called Richard Notley who was really awkward, not great looking, his hair was always dishevelled, he was really scruffy, and – worst of all – he wore black socks, which was out of order because white socks were essential if you wanted to look stylish on the bike. So were shaved legs, if you were old enough to need to shave them (in an effort to reduce wind-resistance). But, despite all that, he was really good. That confused me. Hairy legs, black socks, and he always won. The immaculate guy lived in Loughborough, a few miles away, and one day one of the lads caught him getting off the train from Loughborough with his bike. So we took the mickey – ‘Oh, have you been out train-ing?’

The camera and the bike opened the world up for me. Particularly the bike.

It was the thing I needed. Sometimes you find it, and you’re on the path. Sadly, so many people in the world never have that opportunity and they get lost. While the camera and the interest in photography just chugged along, riding the bike became something that I really wanted to do and had no problem doing even on the coldest or the rainiest day. It was something to do with starting to understand about the love of the actual thing, the bike. There was a geek element – learning about the rest of the equipment you needed, how it looked and how it worked – and eventually there was the idea of competition and the challenge of hoping to do well.

The weekend club runs started when I was about twelve. It seems very old-fashioned now. Off you’d go to Ashbourne or somewhere in a sweater and corduroy shorts, and probably in plimsolls to begin with. Eventually for racing I’d have woollen shorts and a Beeston Road Club jersey and proper leather cycling shoes.

It all felt safe and it felt friendly, like you were part of something. Part of a little like-minded community. The older members seemed ancient to me, although they were probably only in their thirties, but they were really kind. It was, ‘All right, lad? How’re you doing?’ There were shorter runs for the younger riders. I was the only really young one to start with, although by the time I was thirteen or fourteen some others came along. Then there was a boy called Ian Hallam, who was a year or two younger than me and would go on to become a star of the British track cycling squad, winning bronze medals in the team pursuit event at the 1972 and 1976 Olympics.

When I was fifteen or so we’d go off youth hostelling, setting off on our bikes on a Saturday morning, staying away a night and coming back on the Sunday. I’d collect those little felt badges that my mum used to sew on my corduroy shorts: Hartington Hall, Grantham, Leamington Spa, Chapel-en-le-Frith, Snake Pass. One of the group, a bit older than me, was called Chris Whiteman. The very first time I realized I had a sense of humour was when I said something while we were out riding and he fell off his bike laughing. I thought, ‘I did that!’ I was always mucking about – that day I said something that was spontaneous but happened to be very funny and Chris was laughing so much that he just fell off. He didn’t hurt himself. We weren’t going very fast at the time – I think we were going uphill.

We were in Derbyshire one day when Richard Notley, the boy with the black socks and hairy legs, had a very spectacular accident. He was fearless. I’m not, which is one reason why I’m sure that I’d never really have succeeded in cycling. We were on a fast descent and he just went straight on at a corner, right over a dry-stone wall. I thought, ‘Oh blimey, he must be dead’ – but then we saw him clambering back over the wall. I’d probably have been in hospital for weeks.

The opposite of Richard Notley in terms of style was Jacques Anquetil, who was blond and good-looking and became my number one hero. They say he used to keep a comb in the pocket of his jersey and his kit was always perfect. He won the Tour de France five times and was often on the cover of those French cycling magazines that one of the older members used to bring in to the club. I’d save up my pocket money and go into a newsagent in the centre of Nottingham where they had foreign periodicals. I’d buy a newspaper or a magazine, French or Italian, and cut out the pictures – Anquetil, Coppi, Gino Bartali, later Charly Gaul and Roger Rivière – to stick on my bedroom wall: my first art gallery.

The rest of the pocket money would be spent on the bike, slowly changing the components. Maybe some better wheels. A set of centre-pull brakes like Anquetil used. Or an alloy Campagnolo seat pillar to replace the standard one, turned on the lathe so beautifully that you’d run your finger down it to feel it through your nail. I’d even save the box, because the Campagnolo boxes had the world championship rainbow stripes on them and the company’s name in lovely script. I’ve probably still got a few of them somewhere. I loved the geekiness of it, as we’d say today. ‘Are those the new Mafac centre-pulls? Are these the new Campag bar-end shifters?’

We’d come back from the Sunday club run to somewhere in Derbyshire so cold that my mum would run me a hot bath and I’d lie there with a transistor radio tuned in to Pick of the Pops on the BBC’s Light Programme, listening to somebody like the Everly Brothers. I thought about that when I saw the opening of Control, Anton Corbijn’s film about Joy Division, when the boy comes back home with a new album and takes it up to his bedroom.

Then I got a yellow Paramount track bike, and I started racing at a local velodrome, the Harvey Hadden stadium, on an asphalt track. Eventually I rode at Herne Hill, too, the famous track in South London where Coppi had once raced. My event was a pursuit race, where there are just two of you. You start on opposite sides of the track and you try to catch each other. When I told my dad I came second, he was really chuffed. ‘How did you do, son?’ ‘I came second, Dad.’ ‘Oh, well done!’

Later on I had a Harry Hall road frame, made in Manchester, which I’ve still got at home. Red, with the Campagnolo clips for the brake cable going along the top of the tube. A proper racing bike, and my pride and joy.

Now I look back and think to myself, thank God I was like that. It’s about understanding the importance of things that come from the heart, not from the wallet.

I left school on a Friday and started work on the Monday. I was fifteen. My dad had said, ‘What do you want to do?’ I said, ‘I want to be a professional racing cyclist.’ He said, ‘Yes, but what do you really want to do?’ He didn’t say it unkindly. He was a very gentle man. And he was right about my future as a racing cyclist, although not necessarily in the sense that he meant it. Inside, I knew I wasn’t brave enough or good enough. I never really won anything. All the people I rode with who did well in the races were more gung-ho.

Then he said, ‘Do you want to go on to study at a polytechnic?’ Those were the further-education colleges for people who hadn’t got into university. I said, ‘Well, I wouldn’t know what to do.’

Then he had an idea. ‘I’ll talk to Mr Fletcher,’ he said. That was the man who ran a clothing warehouse in the Lace Market in Nottingham. It was called Cree and Fletcher and it had nothing to do with fashion as we’d think of it. Its business was selling to credit drapers like my father. It was in a lovely old red-brick building on a street called Broadway that curved in an S shape – still there, now turned into luxury flats and boutique hotels – full of men’s and women’s clothes and shoes, and they let people like my dad have them to see if they could sell them and return if they couldn’t. Mr Fletcher gave me a job as an office junior. The rule was that I had to have a grey overall, a pencil and a rubber. That was it. And when someone asked where I worked, I could say ‘on Broadway’.

It was a competent company but it wasn’t go-ahead. Mr Fletcher was definitely different from everyone else there. He was a bit posher, a handsome man, and he always wore a nice suit. There was a lady there, a bit younger than Mr Fletcher, and she pampered me a bit. But I do remember being told off once by Mr Fletcher, when a customer came in and said the suit he’d ordered for a wedding that weekend hadn’t arrived. Mr Fletcher started explaining that the factory had problems with the weather, and I just butted in and started saying, ‘But if the man wants it for a wedding . . .’ Mr Fletcher said, ‘Paul!’ and gave me a look. Later on it seemed to me to be an indication that I’d always want to sort things out.

The packing room, that was my HQ. We wrapped everything in brown paper, tying every parcel with string, and I was taught how to do a really nice self-locking knot with a bow. When the parcels came back, you had to undo the string – you didn’t cut it – and you wound it into a ball and saved it. You saved the wrapping paper, too, and used it again.

In hindsight, that gave me an amazing grounding. I used to think, ‘My boss is such a fool. Why does he make us use the back of the old invoices as notepaper?’ Well, looking around my office today, I’m surrounded by pieces of paper, with notes scribbled on the unused side. How many years later is this? And I’m still doing it. And turn the lights off if you don’t need them. That was another thing. ‘Paul, if the room isn’t being used, don’t leave the lights on.’

What seemed to be silly to a fifteen-year-old, something I only did because I was told to, really has stood me in good stead. Especially when I opened my first little shop in 1970, only a few minutes’ walk from that warehouse. I’d saved up £600 to open it and I really did have to look at every penny and be cautious about everything. I didn’t even realize then that it all came from somewhere in my past.

At the beginning of my time at the warehouse I was just there to wrap things up and run errands, but eventually I’d serve customers – people like my dad, always the same group of people. There was an article in the Nottingham Post newspaper recently, a nostalgic feature where somebody reminisced about going into Cree and Fletcher and seeing a young lad called Paul Smith – ‘We always asked for Paul to serve us because he was so funny. When he wrapped the parcel up, he tied the bow and left a long end and he’d bring it out like it was a dog on a lead.’ I remember that. I’d say, ‘Come on, come on, come out!’ And the parcel would come out, on the end of the string. I obviously had this bonkers sense of humour even when I was fifteen. With hindsight, I realize that I was starting to have a character. That man in the Post noticed it.

I started learning things, about the details of clothing – a godet (an extra V-shaped piece of fabric that makes a skirt flare), a jabot (a piece of lace falling from the throat of a shirt or blouse), raglan sleeves – and fabrics, like what a West of England cloth was, that it was from Cheviot wool. The East Midlands was a big manufacturing area, and I discovered that while Nottingham was the centre of the lace industry, nearby places such as Hinckley, Loughborough and Leicester were all knitting, mostly things like underwear, while Hucknall had factories that did very nice fine-gauge work.

And without realizing it, I started trying things at work. When I was out on a bike ride in Derbyshire, I’d stop and take photographs. I remember one day taking some photographs of Beeley Moor, which is full of heather, and I gathered some heather and brought it back. There were two tables on the ground floor of the warehouse, where the customers came, and I asked Mr Fletcher if it would be all right to make a display. We’d never had anything like that, and I didn’t call it a display. I just said, ‘Can I lay some stuff out on the tables?’ I printed the photograph of Beeley Moor and I’d got some fishing line and I hung it up and I put a pair of corduroy trousers – working men’s trousers, not fashion trousers – and a Tattersall-check Viyella shirt and a bit of heather in front of it. And they sold.

I’ve no idea where I got the idea from. There was no sense of display in the warehouse before that. It was just clothes on a rack. Customers would arrive and ask for women’s clothes in a certain size. You’d say, ‘They’re on that rack,’ and they’d pull them out. You’d book them out and wrap them up and they’d take them away on sale or return. So I did something more. Apparently they started seeing an increase in sales of the things I’d displayed, and eventually, when the salesmen came in to sell things to Mr Fletcher, I’d be asked to sit in on the meetings.

When I was about seventeen, the San Remo suit arrived at the warehouse. It was from a suit-maker in Leeds called David Little and Sons. This was about the time of Fellini’s La Dolce Vita, although I wouldn’t have been aware of that then. It was a high-button suit. Three- or four-button, slim trousers, short jacket, no vents – they used to call them bum-freezers – in a sort of lovat colour. Thanks to the San Remo suit, I was starting to become aware of fashion.

Perhaps, in a sense, that began a year earlier, the first time I went abroad, when I was sixteen. I was earning three pounds and five shillings a week at the warehouse and I’d started working at weekends in a filling station, serving petrol, to earn some extra money to buy parts for my bike. The lady in the kiosk who took the money was something to do with the local youth club. When they arranged a trip to a place called Cadenabbia, on the shore of Lake Como, a long journey by train and coach, I went with them.

That trip made a big impression. All the young Italian boys and girls looked so beautiful. They were swimming in the lake. I wasn’t really into girls yet. Although I liked being with them, at that point I was more interested in my bike. But in Cadenabbia I did notice that the girls were really nice. It was a lovely scene and a big change from what I was used to.

One day we went on the coach to Como and I went into a supermarket, where I saw they sold cycling gloves with white kid palms and mesh backs with the world championship colours. And they had a leather track helmet – in red! I spent all my money for the trip on those things. When I got back, they caused quite a stir. Nobody else at the cycling club had anything like those gloves and that helmet. Maybe that’s where the fashion thing began, or the love of a certain style.

Looking back on the days when I started to do well as a designer, I think it was a lot to do with those first trips to Italy or France. That’s when I realized it was okay for young men to wear a bit of colour. They’d wear a lemon sweater and it was absolutely normal. It was acceptable to care about how you looked.

When I started work at Cree and Fletcher, I had no real interest in clothes. I can’t even remember what colour my school blazer was. I felt quite good in the San Remo suit. Before that, the only piece of clothing I remember is a maroon crew-neck sweater that I never wanted to take off. I obviously liked myself in it. Then I had a short double-breasted raincoat in beige or cream with epaulettes – there’s a picture of me wearing it in Skegness with my parents one Christmas. Years later my dad wrote a caption under it: ‘Smart from the start!’ Well, I wasn’t really. Later on, maybe. And I blame the bike.




Chapter 3

Birdcage

The worst of times can lead straight to the best of times. That’s what happened to me one sunny morning when I was seventeen. I was out for a training ride on a local bypass. I was wearing my riding kit and I had on my sunglasses, with thick black frames like the ones Buddy Holly wore. I was riding flat out, into the low sun, with my head down, when I went straight into the back of a car. I flew right over it and smashed down onto the windscreen and finished up on the bonnet.

The car was stationary, with the driver sitting in it. He must have had almost as much of a shock as me. It was a red Austin A40, with a flat back like an estate car. I don’t know if he’d parked, or if he’d been slowing down and he’d stopped quicker than I’d expected, or what really happened. Anyway, it wasn’t his fault.

The first thing I wanted to do was get up. But as I tried, the end of a broken bone came through my left thigh, which was very frightening. It was my femur. Someone called an ambulance and when it arrived I was taken to the old Nottingham General Hospital, near the Castle. Nowadays they can fix broken bones like that easily, but back then they used traction – a pin through your tibia, a metal hoop with a rope and a pulley and a weight, then the whole thing was suspended, with the weight being adjusted, and pads to get it in line, and you had to lie there until the bone knitted. I was like that for eight weeks, maybe longer. And where they put that pin through the bone, I’ve still got the scar.

Now, of course, I feel sorry for my poor mum. I’d had so many accidents on my bike already. There was one when I’d been out with Chris Whiteman on the back of his tandem. We’d been belting along. He lived not far from me, on a hill. We took the tandem back and I got on my bike and somehow I was completely disoriented and took the descent too quickly and came off on a corner and completely did my knee in. Loads of stitches. But this was much worse.

My cycling mates were coming in to visit me in the hospital and telling me about what they’d been up to on their rides and it made me really depressed. Then suddenly I noticed that although they were still coming in, they weren’t talking about cycling any more. Years later it occurred to me that my dad must have had a word with them, because I was getting so sad. Before the accident I’d been doing about 350 miles a week, and suddenly I was lying on my back, with my friends telling me, ‘Oh, we went to Chapel-en-le-Frith this weekend and we went up the Snake Pass, and Pete won the criterium up in Cromford . . .’ All that stopped.

I think I was in hospital, in the accident ward, for about three months in total. Quite a lot of people died while I was there. Nottinghamshire was still a coalmining area, so there were miners in there because of accidents in the pit – the roof of the gallery falling in, that kind of thing. And there were people who’d had serious motorcycle or car accidents. It became a growing-up period for me.

After being so active, the need to remain completely stationary – basically lying flat on my back, eating my food off a plate on my chest – was extremely weird. To start with, as things got a bit better, any movement was painful and scary. It was a while before I could sit up and eat normally. The nurses nicknamed me the Praying Mantis because my arms and legs were all over the place and I was very animated. I was already as tall then as I am now. They liked me because I was younger and a bit more light-hearted than a lot of the people in there.

For me, it was a very different sort of experience – lying still, having nothing to do, listening to all the moaning and the pain. And the smells. And then suddenly seeing the curtains being drawn around a bed, at a time when the curtains weren’t normally drawn
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