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PREFACE



One morning, during the early summer weeks of 2020, a time when London was eerily still and, even more strangely, sunny, I was in Hyde Park taking my Boston Terrier, Ru, on a socially distanced walk with a friend.

I was fired up. A pandemic was ripping through the world, bringing with it tragedy to countless people, and it seemed clear that societies across the globe were coming apart at the seams. Then in late May, I sat glued to my phone in horror, watching as George Floyd was murdered in Minneapolis. In the aftermath, the streets across five continents were filled with protesters. The world tilted on its axis as the most significant social justice movement in decades met the worst international health crisis in a century. I felt a familiar gnawing sensation within myself and shared with my friend that, after having been approached many times to write my memoirs, I’d finally agreed to do it. The world had stopped. Then it had exploded. It was time. It was also time for me, personally. I’d got to the point in my 34-year-long career where I could take stock of both my failures and my victories, and view them against the backdrop of a world I’d helped to change too, in my own way.

My friend, who, like me, grew up in an African household in the heart of London and had found great success in his own career, asked me what the book would be about. ‘Oh, you know,’ I sighed, ‘a boy from Ghana making his way in a racist, classist industry, and the struggles along the way.’

He stopped me. ‘Ed… nah, my brother. You move with leaders and tastemakers; you’re surrounded by the most powerful, amazing women. We see glamour and swagger; we don’t see a struggling Black person. Make sure you give us power and success. We need that.’

I was surprised by his perception. Like most immigrants – like most Black people, in fact – I didn’t feel like I had ‘made it’. Do you ever? Success for us is fragile, a fact that we have sadly come to appreciate more than most in the last few tumultuous and traumatic years.

The only thing I could say with any certainty about my life was that it had been driven by an all-consuming addiction to forward motion, and it still is. I had worked day into night in the fashion industry since I was sixteen, first modelling, then researching and hauling and steaming and putting in longer hours than were healthy. And I had certainly made an emotional investment in this calling that was not always fabulous for my mental health, either. Fashion shows, shoots, rejections, aggressions (both macro- and micro-), overnight flights and going straight to the studio, fittings, consultancies, making deadlines in the face of health and relationship and family sacrifices. I overachieved where others rested, ignored weekends, rarely took holidays and replied to every email I received straight away. (This last habit is one I picked up from Anna Wintour, incidentally.) It may all look glamorous from a distance – and yes, it has been filled with joys – but it has also felt like a ceaseless struggle.

So it took me a moment to see it from my friend’s point of view, which was not what I had come through, but where I had arrived at. Like me, this friend came from a place where his success was unlikely, the exception to the rule. He knew how important it was to provide models of joy and success for kids like us. But he hadn’t lived my journey, and certainly didn’t know all its contours, so he didn’t yet fully understand why everything I’d experienced in my life was so critical to where I eventually ended up.

The question I am most often asked, especially by younger people, is: ‘How did you do it?’ At such a powerful crossroads of change, it felt like the right time to bring the answers even if, to be perfectly honest, I never saw myself as the type to write a memoir. By nature, I am rarely nostalgic. When, fresh from the printers, a new edition of British Vogue is placed on my desk each month, I don’t spend much time dwelling over it, and certainly no time congratulating myself. Why look back when you can look forward? Why look in when you can look out? Where’s the next evolution? I throw everything into my work, but once it’s done, I’m really more concerned with what’s new. The future is my thing.

It is this same energy that has propelled me through my life. I’m thankful for it. I didn’t get to where I am – born on a military base in Ghana, where I spent my childhood, to the position of European editorial director of Vogue and editor-in-chief of British Vogue – by being unduly fascinated with myself. I embrace what’s ahead, both by instinct and choice. Someone has to drag us into the future, I figured. I always wanted to be a part of that.

So it was that I found myself in Hyde Park that morning, chewing over the nature of the world and the story I wanted to tell in this book. The friend happened to be Idris Elba, the same dear friend who held my hand a year or so later while I cried tears of joy at my wedding, waiting for the minister to declare me married to Alec, my partner of more than twenty years, and now my beloved husband. We were in the Orangery of Longleat House in Wiltshire on a late winter’s night, loaned to us by my friend Emma Thynn, Britain’s first Black Marchioness, and her husband Ceawlin, the eighth Marquess of Bath. Our families were there, and dearest friends too. Everyone was beautifully dressed. White flowers heaved on the trellis, the grounds outside were lit by torches; the room was full of love. When the minister asked if anyone present knew of any reason why Alec and I couldn’t be joined in matrimony, Rihanna, who was running late, burst through the back doors in a black lace dress, her pregnant belly resplendent. Through the tears, everyone burst into peals of laughter. Classic Rih.

I looked around the room that day at all those friends and family who had supported me throughout my life and saw my world in full focus. There were friends from fashion, Hollywood and beyond, but also many wonderful activists I had come to know and work alongside, the designers who had changed the way they do business, the editors and writers who had helped to lay the foundations for a new world in fashion that we built together.

Back at the beginning of the 1990s when I first started working in the industry, and even still, when I took over as editor-in-chief of British Vogue in 2017, no luxury publication wanted to have an ongoing conversation about diversity outside of the occasional special issue. My contention has always been that we need to be represented across all platforms as a matter of course. And by ‘we’ I mean anybody that has ever felt ‘othered’ by fashion, be that because of gender, race, class, financial status, body type, age, disability or simply having been denied a voice. Fashion is a mirror – sometimes a funhouse mirror, granted – of the world at large. The people who have found themselves on its outskirts here have usually found themselves on the outskirts elsewhere. It has been a personal mission of mine to change that. It is a mission that is by no means over.

Yet it is the only way I can ever have imagined doing things. I’ve always answered the question of what it means to create a magazine differently than most editors; to push harder, to dream bigger. Earlier this year, I turned fifty (on 22/2/22, no less), and where some in my cohort may start slowing down and enjoying the fruits of their long labours, I feel more energised than ever. Some in my generation have chafed at how digital publishing has forced us all to pull apart longstanding assumptions about communication, and embrace its many layers. Personally, I love it. Celluloid was a beautiful thing, but did I mourn the passing of its dominance? No. New technologies like digital photography, audio and video are opportunities to be seized. And that’s just one example.

I may no longer be the outsider I was in my early career. I have become one of those gatekeepers who has seen his role evolve as traditional voices of authority have encountered a more democratic and accessible world through social media. To me, this evolution is a precious gift. Our audience can speak back to us now; why wouldn’t we want to learn from what they have to say? Fashion’s future depends on it. Anyway, as a Black person, frankly I think it’s weird and a bit masochistic to fetishise the past. Things haven’t always been so great for us, to say the least. There may be plenty in this world that’s frightening, but I never feel frightened about the future.

Though I don’t mind admitting I was a little bit frightened to write this memoir. My own story is inextricably bound up in my struggle to make fashion respond to the world, and in so doing, to help the world evolve too. It’s only now that I have written this book that I see how, in working as hard as I have to force a reckoning in fashion, I have also forced a reckoning within.

I’m not normally given to revealing myself. I’m private by nature, especially when it comes to the difficult stuff. But my hope is that I can do something for the future if I tell the story of my past. I’ve always told young people who asked about my life and career: ‘If I can do it, you can too.’ It’s important to me to inspire them, because the world as it is isn’t set up to do that – it’s quite the opposite, in fact. And yet, we need young people coming into the world as empowered as they possibly can be. They are the ones who will help us all get somewhere better than we could have done alone. More than anything, I have written this book for them.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Tema, 1979. Clockwise from top:

My sisters Mina and Akua, our cousin Sasha,

and me, aged seven.



Sometimes, when I’m poring over a newly arrived set of photographs on the computer in my home office at 6 a.m., or I’m huddled with a photographer and a superstar model on set past midnight with three more looks left to shoot, I feel at my most content. Through bougie Western eyes, this probably looks out of balance: I’m overworking at the expense of my personal life; I need to create boundaries, or whatever. But I’ve never seen work and life as truly separate. It’s not how I was raised. My parents were both hard workers; their careers were at the centre of their lives. Even as they were surrounded by six kids and an endless extended family, nobody went hungry. And I’ve been my parents’ son since the day I was born, at the tail end of a dry African winter in 1972.

I can’t imagine any other line of work for my father, Major Crosby Enninful, than the military, with its authoritarian rigour and devotion to order. By the time I was born, the Ghanaian military was one of the most powerful in all of Africa, and it made for a prestigious career. Officers had solid, middle-class lives, with houses on military bases and enough pay to ensure education and upward mobility for their children. Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s first president, the first in Africa to sever his nation from the British Empire, had a pan-Africanist vision for the country that was once known as the Gold Coast. As Ghana was relatively socially and economically advanced among its neighbours, it meant that Ghanaian soldiers traditionally did frequent tours abroad, often aiding United Nations Peacekeeping forces. So, for most of my childhood, whether he was in Liberia, or Egypt or the Middle East, my father was elsewhere.

That suited his children just fine.

I was born in Takoradi, one of the bigger port cities along the coastline, the fifth of what would become a family of six children. There was Crosby, the eldest, named after our father, my sister Mina, brothers Luther and Kenneth, and baby sister Akua. In Ghana, it’s common to take the name of the day on which you were born. As I was born near midnight on 22 February, the hospital had one date, and the post office another. So my mother Grace gave me two Ghanaian names: Kobina Kweku, or Tuesday Wednesday, as well as my Christian name, Edward. I was really only Edward in school. Most people called me Asiamah. In Akan, the country’s most dominant language after English, it means ‘Blessed Child’.

We lived on a military base in Takoradi, a cocoon of pristine order inside the more laid-back city. The base was dotted with neat little stucco bungalows on stilts that we used to run and hide underneath. When I was still quite little, we
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