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Monetising Taste



S.B.


I had just come back from a run and was still collecting my breath when I took a call from the Sunday Times. Did I know that Terence Conran had died? I did not. Could I write an appreciation? I could.


Now I had to collect my thoughts as well as my breath. And I had two hours to summarise an extraordinary man who had been a presence in my life for forty years and in the nation’s for sixty.


There was quite a lot of collecting to do. So much to say. I wanted then – and still do now – to understand how Terence managed to achieve such extraordinary influence, almost all for the good, when his tangible achievements were actually quite modest, even if a lot greater than most.


I wanted also to understand how someone capable of great charm, inspired and inspiring, possessed of a singular personal vision, unusual energy and an astonishing ability just to get things done, to see opportunities where others did not, could also, from time to time, be a mean-spirited, selfish bastard.


How could someone who genuinely cared about people living better lives also be so shockingly callous in his dealings with those closest to him?


He might, in his own telling, improve the nation’s sex life by selling duvets to romantically inclined couples, but would often not spare a moment to empathise with a friend, colleague or even relation. Still less, actively support them or anticipate their needs. I think the smell of failure or any sense of sadness distressed him. He sanctified hard work, but did not bother with onerous chores. (Hence the duvet proposition: doing away with tiresome sheets and blankets allowed passion to thrive uninhibited.)


But I guess a lot of great men have similar traits.


Towards the end of his life, Terence’s businesses were either shuttered or in disarray. His last restaurant, a faux-French brasserie that opened when jamón ibérico was more dans le vent than pâté de campagne, had been an expensive calamity. And, bizarrely for someone with such perfect pitch in matters of taste, embarrassingly out of touch with contemporary ambitions in both food and décor.


He had been made a Companion of Honour for ‘services to design’, but struggled to explain what ‘design’ actually meant. At one stage he was saying it simply meant curling up with a good book. Daily, he still avidly pored over old-fashioned press cuttings, searching for approval. As he got older, the morning whisky got earlier and earlier.


But, immediately, more benign and amusing memories returned. Before I met the woman who has been my wife for four decades, I was having trouble with my girlfriend du jour. Terence called me on a Saturday afternoon and I explained that the night before, a plate of spaghetti had been emptied on my head. He chuckled and said: ‘Ah. Well. You had better come straight to Barton Court, hadn’t you?’ Of course, I went.


Or what about this? Early on in the days before wheel-clamps became a real deterrent to adventurous parking, Terence stopping his petrol-blue Porsche outside the front door of Enzo Apicella’s Meridiana restaurant in Chelsea and explaining: ‘I’ll buy lunch, but you pay the ticket.’


Or Terence saying of Roy Strong, the brilliant but occasionally precious director of the Victoria & Albert Museum, ‘Let’s give him the clap he so richly deserves.’ Or in 2006, Terence giving an appreciation at the memorial service of Robert Carrier, the restaurateur and hotelier. This was in the Actors’ Church in Covent Garden. A solemn pause came. And, looking around the magnificent Inigo Jones temple, he said, with a sense of wonder: ‘This would make a very nice restaurant.’ Whimsical and knowingly so, it changed the mood. As Terence had so often done in the past.


(But, in truth, he was a terrible public speaker. Instead, he was at his best one on one, and ideally with a supplicant. He spoke softly, which required the other party to lean forward, never a position of strength. I don’t think there was much calculation in this: the dynamics of power-play seemed to come naturally to him.)


There was an inevitability about the news of his death. Terence had been unwell for some time. But, while not unexpected, the news still shocked: even crippled by ailments for at least his last ten years, the essential persona was youthful and irreverent; he was never a comfortable old man.


The residue was, for me, a complicated mix. Sadness and loss, of course, even if we had not been on speaking terms for several years, but also a peculiar sense of exhilaration at being freed at last from the influence of such a dominating individual. And an individual who, for all the various hurt, expense, anxiety and exasperation he had caused me, I liked and admired very much.


This is what I wrote.




Terence Orby Conran was born 4 October 1931 in Kingston-upon-Thames, Surrey. Ever since, he made it his life’s work to escape suburban mediocrity. And to help the rest of us escape too.


Very few people made a better contribution to British material life in the past sixty years. If you see a gutsy butcher’s block and think, ‘How lovely!’, that’s his influence. If your local pub is serving pâté and not pickled eggs, that is his influence too.





Terence had two genius insights. The first was to realise that ‘design’ was no longer something people do, like throwing a pot, but something people can buy. No longer an activity, Terence made ‘design’ a commodity. And it was connected to social promotion. With this alchemy, he greatly enriched himself and the rest of us too.


The agent of this change was Habitat, which opened in Chelsea on 14 May 1964. This was the year the Beatles made it in America. Thwarted by the traditional department stores refusing to sell his own modernist furniture, Terence set up shop himself. His second genius insight was that there was a new generation who had to buy their own furniture: a constituency hitherto ignored.


Terence had a deluxe vision of the simple life. ‘Any wine served en magnum becomes a luxury’, he liked to say. But he was a complex character. In a process involving the keenest possible sense of style, unusual charisma, prodigal effort, no small amount of ego, a love affair with the media, a genuine passion for material things, a genius for opportunity and an absolute conviction of what life should be, ‘Conran’ became an eponym for ‘design’ itself.


Yet he was not, in the artistic sense, a great designer at all, rather an editor of merchandise, an organiser of things, a motivator, a man who monetised his own taste. And then sold it to us as ‘design’. Terence’s great achievement was to persuade himself, and then persuade others, that his personal preferences were absolutely correct, true and universal.


For example: liberation through modular shelving, bean bags and directors’ chairs, a paradisiac world of perpetual lunch under spotlights in Fulham or bathed in French sunshine. The celebrated chicken brick. A fake ‘Bauhaus’ chair.


He was a hedonist and a puritan: a conflict defining him. Another defining conflict was how well his posh accent penetrated a world of artisans: this public school boy knew how to weld.


Another generation thinks of Terence as a serial restaurateur. His 1956 Soup Kitchen near Charing Cross was London’s very first bistro: here he made the furniture as well as the chicken stock. In 1987, Bibendum opened in Chelsea’s newly restored Michelin Building, opposite the site of the original Habitat. The French connection allowed him to indulge his sometimes over-romanticised Francophilia. Terence’s France was the bosky Dordogne, or the heat and dust, lavender and vines of Provence, not a dire Parisian banlieue.


Today, another generation thinks of Terence as patron of the Design Museum, perhaps his most enduring monument and the most baffling one. It opened in August 1989 when his business empire was very publicly collapsing. Hauntingly paradoxical, Terence funded a museum about creativity at just the time when the City banished him on account of his own restless creative personality being unsuited to organised wealth creation.


(Full disclosure: I was the Design Museum’s founding director. I think it was my idea and got him to pay for it. He thought it was his idea and got me to do the legwork: this was a dispute typical of our close, but fractious, relationship.)


Terence lost an eye in a childhood workshop accident, but his one good eye was very sharp indeed. His critics maintain he was not too scrupulous in distinguishing between inspiration and plagiarism when sourcing his designs. Others say that he did not always encourage competition, enjoying centre-stage himself.


But Terence was a true hero to everyone who cares about the nature of ordinary things. He had democratic instincts, but did not possess the common touch. His beautiful Berkshire house was a demonstration of his beloved art-de-vivre, you entered this gentry pile through the kitchen-door . . . as if a servant.










We Are All Designers Now



R.M.


The subhead to this book, ‘the man who invented design’, is clearly ironic. Design has always been with us. Everything that is made, be it as mundane as a toothpick or a garage door or as complex as an orbiting space station or the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, has been designed. Someone had to specify how big, how long, what material, what shape. That is design.


Even a copy has been designed. The Russian camera industry used to make shamelessly cheap copies of the admired and expensive Leica 35mm rangefinder camera. But somewhere an unscrupulous Russian must have shown the factory a real Leica, and said, ‘Make it like this.’ That was the design: it may have been stolen, but it still existed.


But in life-before-Terence, people didn’t talk about design. Architects and, no doubt, designers themselves must have discussed design, but you and I didn’t. The weather, politics, the irritating habits of others in the office, football – these were all legitimate subjects for discourse. But not design. It existed, but it wasn’t on the menu.


Terence changed all that.


He made us design aware. It began with Habitat. Before then, chairs were to sit on, desks to work at, glasses to drink from. Suddenly Habitat gave us permission to think about these objects as things of beauty as well as of use, things with the power to make our life joyful as well as functional.


It all became magnified by the Sunday Times magazine. For the first time, a black-and-white newspaper came with a colourful bible of middle-class good taste. It wasn’t about politics, news and world affairs. No, it was about more important things, like whether Florence was better than Venice for a weekend break, or how to cook an aubergine. ‘Lifestyle’ crept into our dictionary and into our lives.


Lifestyle embraced everything: the clothes we wore, the food we ate, the car we drove, the holidays we took, the newspaper we read were all part of it. But nothing was more important than how we furnished our homes. And the people who designed objects for our homes became celebrities. We all wanted a Charles Eames chair and eventually a Philippe Starck lemon squeezer.


The word ‘designer’ changed its meaning. Some wit recently said he was old enough to remember when ‘a Brazilian’ meant a person living in Brazil – as opposed to the more modern meaning. Similarly, ‘designer’ ceased to mean someone who designed things: it became an adjective, applied to any object that was vaguely aspirational – as in ‘designer handbag’. Which really means a handbag you can’t buy in Marks & Spencer. The currency was becoming devalued. ‘Designer’ once implied superior conception and superior execution; by about 1986 it suggested meretricious excess and irrelevance.


Yet beneath this trivialisation, a revolution had taken place. We had all become sensitised to the notion that things don’t just get made, they get designed first. And just as we had always cherished things that were made better, now we also cherished things that were designed better. Our lives would be that tiny bit richer if we chose things that were designed well.


But this begged a huge question: what is a ‘better’ design? Who decides?


Terence decided he should tell us what is good for us. But even if we may argue about what ‘good design’ is, it’s vividly clear that the concept of design has entered our lives with a vengeance. We furnish our homes with a care and a respect for style not known in previous generations. Indeed, the politician Alan Clark’s sneer about his more successful rival, Michael Heseltine – that he was ‘the kind of person who bought his own furniture’ – now seems not just snobbish, but quaint and out of touch. Much better to be buying a Barcelona chair from Terence than inheriting some brown ghastliness from Mother and Father.


That new-found respect for design extended well beyond the way we furnish our homes. Concorde became a symbol of a new kind of high-technology patriotic pride, not just because it went so fast, but also because it looked so beautiful. In spite of the English preoccupation with heritage and the past, dramatic new buildings – Norman Foster’s gherkin at St Mary Axe in the City of London or his footbridge from Tate Modern to St Paul’s – excite genuine admiration.


Design matters today. In large part, we have Terence to thank for that. Indeed, if we examine Terence’s achievement as a designer, in the narrow sense of a designer of objects, while he has created some gracious pieces of furniture, no one, even Terence himself, thought he was up there with Charles Eames, Eileen Gray or Marcel Breuer. No, his contribution is much more fundamental; more to do with the way we live than the chair we sit on.


He has designed experiences rather than things.


Habitat was an experience twice over. Of course it made furnishing your home an exciting experience – young London had never before been able to buy furniture like that, at prices like that. But it wasn’t only about what you could buy in the shop: simply being there was an experience.


With places like the Apple Stores all around us now, the idea of a shop having a sense of theatre is a commonplace. But it wasn’t in 1964. That first Habitat was a revolution. The staff were young and sexy. So were the customers. And so were the products. Habitat had good vibrations . . . in the same year that the Beach Boys did too.


The restaurants were an experience. In life-before-Terence, good restaurants had largely been about good food. Terence added a completely new dimension. The food was still good, but now there was energy, excitement, style, people-watching. Terence reinvented dinner as entertainment.


Alan Fletcher, a brilliant designer and one of the founders of the highly influential Fletcher Forbes Gill design consultancy, studied art and design in London at much the same time as an extraordinarily talented cohort, which, as well as Conran, included Peter Blake, Richard Hamilton, R. B. Kitaj and David Hockney. When asked which of the group he admired most, Fletcher gave a withering look and said:


‘Obviously, Terence. The others just did some nice pictures. Terence changed the way we live.’


That wouldn’t be a bad epitaph.


This is the true measure of Terence’s achievement as a designer: he didn’t merely design the objects we use, he designed the way we live.










The Ultimate Design Object



R.M.


Terence designed many things – chairs, tables, cups and saucers, restaurants, shops, even hotels and a museum. But arguably his most remarkable design achievement was Terence himself.


There was something about the Terence persona that was as perfectly suited to its purpose as a chair by Thonet or a building by Mies van der Rohe. Consider how Terence has been photographed. Almost invariably the great man is relaxing in a huge chair – his favourite was the Karuselli design, which has the sumptuous comfort of the fabled Charles Eames lounge chair, but the extra merit of being that little bit more unusual. A plump Hoyo de Monterrey Epicure No. 2 (just about the fattest cigar you can buy) will be smouldering. And a glass of wine will not be far away. This was an image of a man who knew how to enjoy the good things life has to offer.


But while he may be at ease, he’s certainly not at rest. The aura of relaxation is invariably punctured by more than a hint of alertness. Like a predator in the veldt, Terence is ready to pounce in a millisecond at the merest sniff of an opportunity. The oft-repeated image of Terence stretched out in splendid comfort is not a picture of a man of repose; it is a picture of a man of power.


Similarly, the way Terence moved was revealing. When he was an old man, the fact that he walked with a sense of slow deliberation might appear to be a function of age. But in truth Terence always walked slowly, purposefully, with the manner of a man who knows exactly where he is going but won’t be hurried getting there. In much the same way, he talked slowly and economically. He could be witty, and at times he could be brusque, but he never said more than was necessary to make the point. In his speech as in his gait, there was a studied calm: he radiated control.


The success of Terence’s businesses owed much to the success of Terence’s reputation. The excitement of a new shop or a new restaurant is – or was – much the greater if one is inspired by the mythology of the man who created it.


It’s hard to tell whether Terence’s manipulation of himself-as-brand was a considered calculation, or simply an instinctive response. It could be deliberate. And why not? After all, Picasso (also no mean self-publicist) would only permit himself to be photographed by a small number of approved photographers. Picasso was a true master of brand management. Yet Terence’s uncanny sense of how to project a potent personal charisma did not seem to be a plan; it had a natural quality, it seemed to come from within. It appeared to be just how he was as a person. But one couldn’t be sure. It is frustratingly difficult to unravel the complexities of Terence’s character. It’s very easy to see how he was, but very hard to see why.


Looking at Terence was a bit like looking at a pointillist painting: you get a clear image at long range, but when you move up closer to see it better, it starts to become blurred. There is a wonderful scene in Antonioni’s classic film, Blow-Up, in which the central figure, a professional photographer, thinks he has by chance taken a picture of a murder. But the image isn’t clear enough for him to be sure, so he blows it up to see more clearly. The more he enlarges it, however, the more grainy and illegible the image becomes. He is never able to answer his own question.


The scene is a perfect metaphor for the difficulty of understanding a brilliant but complex character. On first meeting, Terence’s charisma was vivid: there was an immediate aura of authority and power, underscored by an engaging dry wit. But over time, the enigma of what drove this extraordinary man refused to become clearer. The way Terence presented himself is fascinating for what it reveals about the man, but more fascinating for what it conceals.










The £54-million Question



S.B.


What is Design?’ This is a £54-million question. That’s the amount Terence once reckoned he had spent on getting London’s Design Museum from an exciting, fragile, elusive idea we discussed in a South Kensington drawing room in 1978 to a sensational, if muddled, relaunch in an ambitiously, perhaps over-ambitiously, repurposed Commonwealth Institute thirty-eight years later.


Over the years, the precise figure kept fluctuating, depending on the company being kept. When I met him in late summer 2015, at a party given in Deirdre Dyson’s high-concept rug shop in Chelsea, a very Conran sort of venue if ever there was one, he told me, forgetting the dramatic emphasis that he had already given the earlier figure, that he was now in for £75 million. At the time, he was sitting rather miserably on a side chair, a flute of champagne to hand, while the party roared in the middle distance.


Maybe the close presence of the wife of billionaire bagless-suction designer-inventor James Dyson had an inflationary effect on his estimate. Terence did not explain the accounting methodology used to establish this designed-to-impress sum. Still, it has to be said that, however many millions it may have been, this was a magnificently generous investment in his belief system. He knew it was. This is why he kept repeating and inflating it. Every time he mentioned what the Design Museum had cost him, it was with a theatrical mixture of martyred anguish, long-sufferance and pained modesty. Like many of Terence’s ear-catching utterances, this was, whether £54 million or £75 million, at the same time memorable, impressive, self-serving and perhaps not entirely factual.


But like many of those other utterances, repeated often enough with signature conviction and plausibility, it acquires a mysterious truth of its own. What I tell you three times is true.


The new Design Museum is Terence’s ultimate monument . . . no matter what it cost or what it means. The cost has been huge, but the meaning is still to be determined. Its home is in the old Commonwealth Institute in Kensington, a strange architectural spasm of late-imperial modernismo by Edinburgh architects Robert Matthew Johnson-Marshall. An already abandoned monument to benign colonialism, it was soon to be on a course that would remove it further still from relevance.


People of Terence’s generation remember the Commonwealth Institute as a place where you might see an exhibition of groundnut cultivation in Ghana. That’s to say worthy, but deadly dull. For those with minds prepared, there is plenty of enjoyable symbolism here. The Commonwealth Institute advertised fading grandeur, but with a bold nod to the future. Its architectural signature is a structurally complex hyperbolic paraboloid roof, as if to indicate a new age of optimism and complexity.


Terence could do his own hyperbole, sending mere facts on astonishingly imaginative trajectories. And his career followed a parabola of its own, a dizzying arc described by a fast-moving, stylish rocket that was fuelled by a very high-octane ego. From a difficult and solitary, craft-inclined public schoolboy, to an inspired synthesiser; to a taste-making retailer in the Age of Pop, lifestyle evangelist, social redeemer, professional Francophile, to retail tycoon, City darling and then City prodigal, restaurant revivalist and reformer, benefactor, to national treasure; to grand, if grumpy, old man, savouring his achievements, but also noticing the bitter aftertaste of a promise that was both unrealised yet realised most as a sense of loss. Terence was very well known, but not really known at all.


By measures which an oligarchic Caucasus gas entrepreneur would understand, Terence’s fortune did not even make him very rich. The super-yacht he did not want, he could not afford. (Roman Abramovitch’s latest cost £450 million.) He said he would refuse a peerage, but don’t we all? He did not want the new Design Museum named after him, although he was not displeased that everyone knew how much he spent on it. Maybe money was a proxy of self.


He was also late to receive the proper acknowledgement of the design profession whose purposes he served so well: Terence was nearly eighty before he was made a Royal Designer for Industry. Much more modest talents – weavers and stamp designers, engineers of non-return valves, for example – won acceptance earlier. It irked. The profession disliked his commercialism. He resented its disapproval.


Maybe purists once thought Terence’s true vocation was vulgar commerce rather than the sterner disciplines of design. And maybe that was true. In Terence’s era, taste was determined by old print media. These he always appreciated supremely well, adroitly exploiting the synergy between magazines hungry for attractive material, and his own businesses hungry for customers who were avid for inspiration. He was a print-media influencer.


If much of Terence’s life was lived like a feature in a Sunday newspaper supplement from the sixties or seventies, that is only to confirm how very well he understood and directed the appetites of his era and all who lived and loved in it.


Much of it was an illusion, although illusions are not bad things.


At the 2015 funeral of Ann Barr, the influential Harpers & Queen editor who created The Official Sloane Ranger Handbook and the gastropornographic successor, The Foodie, thus supplying the language with two denominational gifts, I bumped into Loyd Grossman, whose astonishing career Barr had incubated.


Years before, Grossman had been commissioned to write a book about Terence, but, for unexplained reasons, it never happened. I mentioned that I was writing this book. With language surprisingly robust in a church context, Grossman made it very clear that he felt Terence’s inclinations towards shameless self-mythologising and rampant fantasy quite often got the better of his good sense as much as they got the better of the facts. Then, perhaps anxious not to commit blasphemy, cause further offence or visit contingent damage on his pasta-sauce business (Terence was an adroit litigator), Loyd refused any elaboration or any further comment.


Grossman is not alone in seeing Terence as an expletive fantasist. But if you can live a fantasy, perhaps it becomes real.


Wherever you go in artistic or literate London, there are people of a certain generation with spectacular Terence Conran stories, by no means all flattering. The novelist Celia Brayfield is an exception. She was assistant to Shirley Conran, Terence’s second wife, on the ‘Hers’ desk at the Observer in 1969 and confessed, at least to me, that the Conran way of life was such that she was ‘completely devastated by the glamour of it all’. This was exactly as intended: all Conrans have a genius for and an addiction to publicity. The Conran domestic example was designed as a seductive one: a demonstration to be consumed by hungry observers.


This iconography of cheerful lunches enjoyed in good company in surroundings of laid-back and unthreatening modernism became known as ‘lifestyle’. It’s a term Terence virulently disliked, even if it was exactly what his disciples admired and his customers spent money on. Ever the Francophile, he would prefer ‘l’art de vivre’. But lifestyle is exactly what it was, with all that term’s associations of delight and fragility.


A familiar-sounding request to the young and impressionable Brayfield was: ‘Would you gift-wrap this basket of fresh limes and send them to Mary Quant?’ But soon Brayfield became disenchanted with this stylish existence. There was, she observed, a mind-the-gap between the life so often photographed at Regent’s Park Terrace and the reality of existence there, which seemed to one visitor to be a ‘permanent state of rage’.


The Conran family dream, she said, was a fragile one, better realised on public magazine pages than behind private closed doors. Terence disavowed money-making as an end in itself, but in a turbulent existence, making money was the way to escape the frustrations of domestic life. Making money was a core family value.


‘Design’ was the means to that end. It is one of the most mysterious properties of the modern age: it styles products and enhances experiences. It excites desire and makes money. It is not something anyone wants to be without. But what exactly is it? No one can really say with any precision, least of all Terence himself, but he very cleverly made his own name an eponym for it. And in so doing established a hugely influential creative persona, crafted a lasting legacy and argued into existence a briefly impressive, but unstable, business imperium . . . that became all but a handful of bitterly disputed dust.


What Terence achieved was a truly remarkable transformation. He turned design from an activity into a commodity. ‘Design’ was once something designers did: whittling a stick, building a cathedral, conceptualising a car. But after Terence, ‘design’ was something consumers bought, or bought into. It became something you could acquire. Something you could put in a museum. Terence commodified an idea. He invented design.


And he invented a persona for himself. In some ways this was similar to the influential American food personality, James Beard. Because Beard was no great cook, but he was a great actor who took on the role of great cook. He acted the part so well, no one could distinguish between fact and fantasy. The similarities with Terence are striking. In the New Yorker, Adam Gopnik described Beard as ‘someone impersonating a gourmet, more than actually knowing how to be one . . . all you have to do is swirl the wine around and sniff it to pass as an oenophile. But the role that Beard invented and played was vital in creating a new idea of what American cooking was.’


For a while, Terence, with his campaign for democratic pleasure, for aestheticising the ordinary, seemed to dominate Britain, or, more accurately England, or at least the agreeable parts of it that read magazines and bought furniture or knew, or who wanted, at one point, to find out, what agneau à sept heures was. These were people who wanted to buy an asparagus kettle and a Danish chair. That’s not to mock. It’s to admire.


Terence’s old friend, Hockney’s first dealer, (John) Kasmin, amusingly said without any irony whatsoever: ‘The problem with Terence is that he wants the whole world to have a better salad bowl.’ Or perhaps more accurately, he wanted the whole world to buy it. From him.


Nearly sixty years ago his Habitat stores changed the way we furnished our homes and simultaneously revolutionised for ever shopping in Britain. Before online, Habitat was the biggest revolution in British retail since Selfridges in 1908. Choices once only available to an educated cosmopolitan elite were suddenly for sale on provincial high streets. Bromley suddenly became a little bit more like Helsinki. The impact of this to a population brought up on brown furniture with memories of antimacassars was as forceful as blunt-trauma injury. After Habitat, shopping changed for ever. As did the consumers’ expectations.


Very few people have had as much beneficial influence on British life in the past half-century. But Terence became bored with his best idea and was seduced into reckless expansion during the mergers-andacquisitions madness of the eighties. His headstrong ways irritated the City and forced him into a rich man’s version of early retirement. This led to his second great success: restaurants.


Quaglino’s, Bibendum, the Pont de la Tour and Bluebird set new standards in both food and design, and raised expectations, dramatically energising popular taste and inspiring countless imitators. It is significant, of course, that the names of Terence’s most famous restaurants were foreign, evoking Italian glamour or French sophistication. In the history of taste, the principle of exotic validation is an important one.


Rescue and revival were continuous themes in Terence’s life and work. He would find neglected products or properties, reinvent and popularise them. Rescue and revival duly occurred at Quaglino’s and, for a moment, in fact a rather short moment, it was a design and gastronomic sensation.


Not everyone approved. Fiona MacCarthy was the distinguished biographer and pioneer writer on design whose insights into hospitality were founded on being born in the Dorchester, which her family owned. She acidly described Quaglino’s as a ‘deprived child’s dream of sophisticated living’. Dreams, of course, are notoriously insubstantial.


And Quaglino’s was also a fine, if disturbing, case study of Terence’s view of authorship, which was often arrogant and dismissive of others, while correspondingly generous to himself. Keith Hobbs, Terence’s chief designer of that moment, was the man permanently on site in the Quaglino’s project in Bury Street, St James’s, and the man who made Terence’s powerful but sketchy vision assume real life, marshalling junior designers and engineers and contractors to realise that dream.


That’s a serious undertaking. Besides, design is often a collaborative activity. But Terence has always insisted on exclusive authorship, dismissing Hobbs, the man with the power of execution, as only a ‘competent contract administrator’. In the same way, Terence was later to dismiss his third wife of thirty years and active force in the shaping of Habitat as mere domestic help. Hobbs’s revenge was to call Terence ‘one of the best copyists ever’.


Terence’s reluctance to give credit also affected Joel Kissin, the managing director of the restaurants during their most successful period. It was Kissin who found the Quaglino’s site and talked Terence into it. This you would never infer from any of Terence’s discourse on the matter. Kissin also explained that Terence was not specially efficient in his oversight of his properties: ‘Months would go by between [his] visits to some of the restaurants . . . After a year or two he also did not even appear at the monthly meetings with the managers and chef.’


In this peculiar fashion, Terence busily created more than thirty restaurants in London, New York, Copenhagen, Tokyo and Paris. That’s an impressive figure, but it is also true that he exaggerated the number: if a single restaurant had a formal dining-room and separate bar menu, Terence would count it as two operations. Still, however many establishments there were, they created a platform for moralising about design that was at least as robust as Habitat. Talking to the New York Times about the opening of Quaglino’s in 1993, he said: ‘I always thought it was my sort of God-sent job to disprove the theory that the upper and middle classes have good taste and the working class doesn’t. Working-class people have been offered bad things for so many generations in a cynical way that if they were offered better, their taste would automatically improve.’


For its mixture of well-meaning patrician arrogance, boggling grandiosity, mingled with a tin ear for nuance and an impressive disregard for subtleties of ‘class’ and ‘taste’, this cannot easily be surpassed as a summary of Terence’s world-view. De haut en bas, you could call it.


Terence also established the first modern design consultancy, allowing clients to enjoy for themselves a sprinkling of his well-publicised stardust. Additionally he was a furniture manufacturer, an author, educator and patron. He married and separated from four women, fathered five children, made several enemies, antagonised countless shareholders, provided thousands, possibly millions, of column inches, and smoked over £1 million worth of cigars.


That impressive seven-figure estimate is, of course, his own. People who know him accept that this is, at least, a poetic truth. It might even have been an underestimation.


Before his late discovery of the iPad, this modern man did not use a computer or a mobile phone. He could see out of only a single eye, having injured the other one in a workshop accident. But that single eye was a very, very good one. Its vision enriched us all in many intangible ways. He had such a fine visual memory, cameras were of little interest or use.


And he fought harsh and cruel battles with intimates in and out of his family. His sister Priscilla once told Keith Hobbs: ‘He does not have love in his heart.’ Fiona MacCarthy, whose late husband, the distinguished cutler David Mellor, came off very much the worse in a property deal with Terence, accused him of ‘façadism’ and of being in thrall to ‘1960s here-and-nowism’. Terence was not dull, but neither was he altogether lovable.


Most astonishing, perhaps, of his personal characteristics were motivation and appetite for work. These were at levels that humble the merely committed and very busy. Just when you thought he had had enough, Terence wanted more. Imagine him one day in the early nineties, travelling home in the evening from a site meeting at his new restaurant Zinc. Here he would have been nagging the contractors and the designers, as any restaurant proprietor would. But Terence would not merely be nagging. He would tell them how to get it right. And he would have been right.


Restaurants are all-consuming affairs, and the successful ones demand total attention. For most people, even professional restaurant people, one at a time is quite enough. But Terence was restless. On the day of this site visit he would have been writing new menus, thinking about other projects, new formats, the P&L accounts of his old businesses, the two or three books he had simultaneously going through the press, meetings with the bankers and advisors, his investments, his commitment to the Design Museum, trusteeships, foreign ventures, licences, wives, children, wine cellars and where to go for dinner.


At one peak of his multi-tasking circa 1980, Terence would return late to the studio where I was industriously hammering away at a typewriter. He often came with delicious and irreverent stories to accompany the all-pervasive aroma of burning Havana tobacco. For example, Mrs Thatcher once put her hand on his knee and said: ‘You know, Sir Terence, it can be very lonely being prime minister.’ Or so he told me. It was a great story, at once self-deprecating, self-aggrandising and very funny. On another occasion, he returned from a meeting with Robert Maxwell, declaring him to be ‘the rudest man I have ever met’. Here we are in pot-and-kettle territory.


Anecdotes are revealing, especially as they pile up so very impressively in Terence’s story. But there are even more arresting truths to be found in the larger picture. The narrative of Terence’s life included indomitable ambition, great achievements, mixed successes and, eventually, resonant disappointments. It was an astonishing life, but not always a contented one.


Terence described himself as ambitious, mean, kind, greedy, frustrated, emotional, tiresome, intolerant, shy and fat. It’s an interesting list whose amusing self-deprecation hints at gigantic egotism. ‘I dare you to agree,’ he seemed to be saying.


There’s a list of other characteristics to be debated: a visionary with myopia, the creator of ‘lifestyle’ who then repudiated it, a hedonistic puritan, arrogant, but diffident too, a Francophile who could not speak French, a socialist who was selfish, a misogynist, but a womaniser (perhaps these are often connected), an ideologue who did not read books, a sensitive man insensitive to others, a gourmand who only cooked roast chicken, a sentimentalist who was ruthless, a democrat lacking the common touch, a national figure who was an enigma, an obsessive who lost concentration and focus, a businessman who was not good with money, a man besotted by the visual who did not use a camera, a success and a failure.


Terence the hedonist enjoyed fine wines, good food, Cuban cigars, flowers, bespoke suits, beautiful women, fast cars, magnificent homes. And yet he was a puritan. His work ethic was extreme; he claimed (from the back of a superlatively incongruous old-school Bentley) that ‘plain, simple, useful’ was his design mantra, yet Chelsea’s famous Conran Shop became full of trinkets and gewgaws and faddish knick-knacks.


To save money on notepads, he drew on the backs of scrunched-up memos filched from other people’s waste-paper baskets; he instructed his chauffeur to take a wide detour to avoid the congestion charge. One of his biggest disappointments was leaving it so late in life to start using private jets. His frugality was a force-field. And then he would ask if you’d like a glass of nicely chilled Puligny-Montrachet (an excellent breakfast wine).


Chez Terence, interesting connections went up, down and sideways. And this was the pay-off for many of those close to him who might otherwise have found the company of an exigent curmudgeon too demanding.


One of his secretaries, Christina Smith, whose clever property speculations later put her among the leading landlords of Covent Garden, was, in the early eighties, the first champion of Fergus Henderson, then a young architecture student intent on food-related projects. Fergus created the notion of nose-to-tail eating, and at his landmark St John restaurant in Smithfield you might sometimes find squirrel on the menu and always a deep-fried extremity of pig. It was routinely cited, by the American chef Anthony Bourdain and others, as one of the best restaurants in the world. Fergus Henderson is the son of the late architect Brian Henderson, designer, among other things, of Gatwick Airport, who had as good a claim as anyone in a small field to being a close friend of Terence’s: his network of influence in architecture, art, commerce and food was as far-flung as it was astonishing.


Another example: many years later, one lazy afternoon at Brunelys, Terence’s gorgeous Provençal house in the Alpilles, every house-guest was pleasantly surprised to find Evangeline Bruce (widow of the most famous US ambassador), Nico Henderson (the most famous British ambassador to Washington and no relation to the other Hendersons), John Wells (the most famous sixties satirist), Anthony Beevor (the most famous military historian) and his wife Artemis Cooper (the most famous biographer of Elizabeth David) all ambling up the drive. If Terence felt anything, it was only mild annoyance at being disturbed during an afternoon of idleness.


With big names he could cope. He could appear to have a nonchalant attitude to titles and positions, but this, perhaps, disguised several layers of calculation. Before Iraq, he spoke of ‘Tony’ and knew it would be understood to suggest an intimacy between him and the prime minister that never actually existed. But before that, he never spoke of ‘Margaret’. This omission was equally self-conscious and just as telling. Terence had a rigid mind, but was nonetheless very good at denominational flexibility.


A function of this connectedness was that Terence was a compulsive networker, although that is certainly not a term he would have used or enjoyed. Kasmin, the influential art dealer, explained that the early Terence was ‘a great one for catching on’ and was keen to get to know David Hockney. Terence saw the advantage in a great shopkeeper being associated with a great painter. Meanwhile Hockney thought Terence ‘a nice guy who had a good restaurant’.


He accepted every invitation he received, and there were many, even to parties in high-concept rug stores. His address book was endless. He was on close terms with the great and good, or some of them; the international freemasonry of the rich is part of every wealthy person’s milieu. His own parties had a Gatsbyesque flamboyance. Yet Terence was isolated. He had few, if any, close friends, a solitary figure even at his own parties; he was more at ease with objects than with people.


And he could be spectacularly rude. Bored, at a party, he once asked a banker, well respected at the time: ‘Why have you got tassels on your shoes?’ When an accountant was sounding off at a meeting, Terence asked: ‘If you’re so fucking clever, why aren’t you as rich as me?’ It’s a corny old line, but devastating when you hear it delivered with such authority and appropriateness. Joel Kissin, the eminence grise behind Terence’s best restaurants, commiserated with him about a flood, only be told: ‘Piss off, Joel.’


While Terence was an eloquent spokesman for creativity, he was also an adroit lifter, happy to take inspiration where he could. Many can recall Terence at meetings with junior designers tearing illustrated pages out of magazines saying (I paraphrase a bit): ‘You do this. You do that.’


Keith Hobbs remembers a chair being wheeled into the studio for the same purpose. Pointing at the work of someone else: ‘Design me one of these for Habitat,’ Terence would say to young recruits in his studio.


One interpretation of this would be shameless plagiarism, although Terence’s own interpretation would be that he has a good eye for interesting sources as well as being an inspirational teacher. Since Terence was a highly intelligent man who was no intellectual, the notion of intellectual property perhaps had little meaning. And he was ruthless. Hobbs said: ‘I love him rather than hate him, but I would never trust him.’


Yet there was another Terence, the one with babyish hair and very soft skin and a laddish giggle. He had only a slight beard and never wore scent, although the Havana aroma compensated for that loss. He mostly had soft-spoken speech and mannerisms, put unusual emphasis on strange syllables. He used archaisms such as ‘in any event’. On a good day, Terence could be very, very charming. Or ‘extremely’ charming, as he would put it, with that word rather long drawn out.


Close acquaintances were usually ‘m’dear’. He enjoyed smut. When I once recommended a restaurant in Cagnes-sur-Mer on the French Riviera whose chef was called Adrian Campo, he sniggered like a schoolboy.


He used to have an antiquarian book dealer in Bloomsbury, David Batterham, who would feed him volumes of the belle époque caricaturist, Georges Goursat, known as Sem, whose work he adored. Incongruously, perhaps, Sem’s work was pretty rather than robust.


I never heard him refer to music. The New York novelist Reggie Nadelson described his musical taste as ‘classics for dummies’. Terence was always able to balance indulgence with parsimony, never letting one get the advantage of the other. He once asked me to find a brothel. I did some lukewarm research, but failed. It was surprisingly difficult. Instead, I took him to a dreadful ‘gentlemen’s club’ in Marylebone, where Brazilian girls did pole-dancing. I dare say they, by negotiation, offered other delights as well, but after a raucous evening with several bottles of £250 champagne, we left, virtue intact, in a battered Skoda minicab.


I never quite understood what that evening had been about. Was it a test of my initiative? I failed badly. Surely someone who had survived the sixties knew how to find a maison de passe in Marylebone. Evidently not. Similarly, Terence also claimed never once in his life to have been offered, still less used, cocaine. On occasions, he possessed an almost touching innocence.


But stories of his aggressive business style have become legend, and all of his business partnerships ended painfully. Those urbane manners disguised a man who could be a bully. He discarded people when they ceased to be useful or threatened to excel. The consensus is, as Keith Hobbs says, that he could not be trusted. Yet Terence was sentimental. He often avoided direct confrontation (whose brutal details offended his aesthetic) and found it hard to fire people when it was deserved, though he could be lethal and cold when it wasn’t.


Yet there was still another Terence whom every designer who worked with him will describe with a mixture of awed respect and endocrine fear. He adored poring over sketches of projects or proofs of books. Here he was at his very best. And with an almost inhuman reliability he could spot errors, pomposities, silliness, pretension and cant. Very little got past him.


This had the effect of being both extremely scary and very stimulating. Designers in his studio would dread his approach, yet emerge from any encounter shocked and chastened, but determined to improve. If Terence approved something, you felt specially blessed because it was such a rarity. If Terence disapproved, you worked very hard to do better. In matters of the eye, if not of the mind, Terence was rarely wrong.


Since school and student days, Terence had very evident charisma. And often charm too, although this last function did have that on/off switch. While not a specially imposing figure physically, he nonetheless had real presence. People were attracted to him. Power, fame and wealth became elements of this attraction, but a strong spirit preexisted these acquired attributes.


Terence’s presence electrified both students and working designers with whom he could be painstaking in his critiques, recommendations and encouragement. These people respected him because, more than any other living person or dead soul, Terence represented ‘design’ in all its meanings. Moreover, he convincingly demonstrated its power to enrich him. He showed its beneficial influence on everyday life. To work for him was, for a while, to enter a world, not so much of fantasy, as of enchantment and opportunity. But many discovered that the enchantment and opportunity were not for sharing.


Terence was one of the few to have made a connection between the sometimes chaotic art-school culture and the testing disciplines of business. In him you could see the cash value of art. He was a designer’s champion, not because he was a designer of original genius, but because he was a champion of creativity itself. He seemed to be saying ‘I am design.’ And he said it with quiet passion to textile and product designers, perfumers, cooks, furniture-makers, illustrators, architects, artists and graphic designers. These people enjoyed an inspirational aura that gave him an almost mystical status. To have been in his circle was to have been close to The Source. People wanted to touch him or be ‘in touch’ with him.


But Terence always found it hard to give credit. And he had the very greatest difficulty saying ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. Reviewing Terence’s Q&A: A Sort of Autobiography, a perhaps too self-adoring auto-da-fé, Justin de Blank, a refined architect and linguist who had worked for J. Walter Thompson as well as for Terence in the sixties, complained in a letter to me that John Stephenson, Terence’s managing director who ‘drove the Design Group so hard that its cash flow made possible the opening of the initial six Habitats’, was never actually acknowledged.


Nor was Philip Pollock, the plastic-foam heir who invested substantially in the first Habitat. His Aerofoam business had been an important supplier and maybe certain obligations had been acquired in the course of this trade. Indeed, some would say that Pollock’s involvement was such that he could reasonably be called a co-founder of the store. But Terence did not care to share creation myths. Like sharing money, sharing creation myths has a diluting effect.


Thus, when an opportunity presented itself, Terence saw a Brutus and Caesar moment. In a story that is so discreditable it might actually be true, Pollock was forced out of Habitat when he was discovered in a gay liaison. Consensual homosexuality only ceased to be illegal in the UK in 1967. But let us move swiftly on to more certain ground.


Another example. The designer Rodney Fitch, one of Terence’s earliest collaborators and his heir apparent until he was ruthlessly sacrificed in a business manoeuvre which turned out to be a shortsighted one, spent the rest of his life plotting revenge.


To my question: ‘Would you like to say anything for an obituary I am pre-emptively writing for the Guardian?’, Fitch replied: ‘Only something that would cause it to be published immediately.’ In Q&A, Simon Hopkinson, who made Bibendum’s gastronomic reputation and whose cooking was a dense reduction of the essence of the Conran concept of lunch – that often referenced, but not so often eaten, wild rabbit cooked on a blaze of Provençal olive wood – gets no mention at all.


That startling omission was as deliberate as the resonant name drop. Terence enjoyed fabricating stories about people who served his cause, but was ruthless in erasing memories of apostates. Fatigued by the heat in Terence’s kitchen, Simon Hopkinson got out of Bibendum to become a successful author and television personality. His Roast Chicken and Other Stories is often said to be the best cookery book of the modern era. Once again, Terence was careless with a great talent.


He had a curiously unapproachable informality. Rarely the correct ‘Sir Terence’, never, ever, under any circumstances, the wincemakingly matey ‘Terry’. He was always ‘Terence’, an appellation that nicely balanced the forces of strict reserve and apparent informality which comprised the conflicted personality of this very famous, yet unknown, man.


But there’s more. Long before brand voodoo became part of the business-school curriculum, ‘Terence’ made himself a brand. In this sense, if in no other, he was similar to the father of renaissance architecture, Palladio. The name acquired associations and expectations which almost everyone alive in Britain today recognised and, very likely, enjoyed. Terence had an intuitive genius for this sort of me-first invention. He was his own greatest design.


Indeed, like other great enterprises, Ford and Gillette once upon a time, possibly even Apple or Dyson today, Conran was the brand, the dynasty, the household name, but it’s ‘Terence’ that became an eponym for a world of values, mostly admirable ones. At least among his large circle, who appreciated the good deeds done on their behalf and returned the compliment by assuming a fictitious intimacy.


This Terence destroyed the suburban semi’s brown moquette ‘lounge suite’ and made the travelling executive’s ploughman’s lunch a thing of the past. This Cheddar and pickle assemblage was a relic from the era when Terence established himself as a designer. A fauxrustic invention of J. Walter Thompson on behalf of the Cheese Board, it spoke to all those ideas of cute quaintness and bogus tradition that Terence detested. Additionally, a ploughman’s is eaten in a pub. Terence, to put it no higher, was not a pub man.


So he gave us superior Continental alternatives. If Terence recognised chicken-in-the-basket, another pub staple, the fowl would not be breadcrumbed supermarket chook, but a French rare breed and the panier woven by nut-brown Ardéchois artisans wearing bleu de travail. This extremely talented middle-class boy wanted to annihilate middle-class normality.


He was also, like his contemporaries, John, Paul, George and Ringo, one of those rare beings immediately recognisable by the forename alone. It’s a name people were keen to cite as a tool of social or professional promotion: ‘I was speaking to Terence the other day,’ you used to hear them say. Fifty years after he became famous, when his name occurs in conversation, no one – certainly no designer – ever says: ‘Terence who?’ It is not surprising, as Terence changed life in this country. And made it better.


There was an old belief that the horse- and dog-loving English – provincial, Protestant and insular – are philistines, wretchedly impervious to comfort. This might seem a strange insult to the countrymen of Wren, Turner and even Hockney, but for a long time the literature-drenched England was assumed to be as backward in matters of art and design as it was in dental hygiene. The Germans even had their own lofty and wounding expression for this despicable national trait: ‘visuelle analphabeteten’ (visually illiterate).


And it was the same with food. English cooking was long held in derision. Again, this may seem incongruous in the culture that supported cookery writers Hannah Glasse and Charles Francatelli, not to mention César Ritz, Auguste Escoffier, pioneer telly-chef Marcel Boulestin, never mind Fanny and Johnnie Cradock, but reputations endure long after the circumstances that made them have changed. The poet Kenneth Rexroth, inspiration to the Beats, said that eating out in England in the fifties was so dreadful you’d be better off being fed intravenously, while as recently as 2005 a French president declared that ‘one cannot trust people whose cuisine is so bad’.


Today it is very different. Walk past the window of any estate agent and study the pictures of property interiors. You soon become aware that the general standard of design awareness, of visual literacy, in England is very much higher than the general standard you find in France, Italy, Germany or the United States. And now England, or at least London, has the most varied and competitive food culture on the planet. The corner pub has abandoned the ploughman’s and will serve you a tomato and basil galette with a properly dressed roquette salad when once you were offered only a mephitic pickled egg sunk in opaque brine. London’s food is now much better than Paris’s. It’s what a better-informed French president might call le monde à l’envers.


Terence did not himself design the interiors of all the flats and houses you see in estate agents’ windows. Nor did he even sell the occupants their furniture because, even at its height, the actual size of his business was much smaller than its swaggering profile suggested. Nor did he write the menus for the ambitious pubs, still less cook the galettes or make the vinaigrette. Instead, through protean myth-making, indefatigable publicity, persuasive example, ruthless deal-making, a cynical disregard for friendships or obligations and an absolutely genuine commitment to improving life by ‘design’, he became – unquestionably – the biggest benefactor of material life in post-war Britain.


But his businesses became moribund and his reputation suffered. One reason for this was that he meticulously maintained damaging disputes, even among his family. Terence was notoriously difficult. Everyone who worked for him above a certain level knew the horror of finding on your desk an envelope (previously used) with a scrawl in blue Pentel roller-ball saying ‘Strictly Private’.


I once, early in my association, carelessly opened such a communication and found the words ‘jumped-up’, ‘little’ and ‘prick’ in the very first sentence. Soon afterwards, I said to him in circumstances I cannot quite recall: ‘Terence, don’t be such a cunt,’ and he spontaneously warmed to me. He warmed to me even more when in one of his kitchens I was found tearing, rather than cutting, basil, one of many fine and absurd snobberies he (and indeed I) liked to maintain. It was acquired from Elizabeth David.


Terence was an enigma: a mild-mannered monster of vanity, a do-gooding misanthrope, a selfish socialist, a masculine termagant, occasional charmer, utter bastard, myopic visionary, inspirer, compelling ideas man, generous host, narcissist, gourmand, philanthropist; and evasive, possibly damaged, perhaps shop-soiled, certainly sensitive, soul. But most of all Terence was someone who committed himself to a very particular vision of how life should be.


We are somewhere sunny and lunch is in prospect. There is elegant, spare furniture all around and a distracting assembly of intelligent bibelots and interesting people. We may eat something very French and very vernacular. Even better if it has been foraged or shot or fished recently and locally. There will be a magnum of wine (because ‘a magnum turns any wine into a luxury’). Then there will be another magnum.


The glasses will be large and handsome, since small glasses are prissy and common and betray suburban appetites. And cigars. There are books on the tables and art on the walls. There will be lots of animated talk and, before too long, the beds we will enjoy are made with river-washed, air-dried linen.


So many found this vision persuasive that, at the height of his influence, Terence was running what seemed more like a revivalist cult than a business. People who worked for him often felt they were on a missionary campaign, something he exploited when the same people asked for rises and were treated with the disdain appropriate to a disciple asking favours of a prophet. At one point, Terence started using the first person plural ‘we’ to explain new projects. This was a device intended not so much to suggest inclusion and collaboration, as to refuse the existence of egos other than his own.


It is proof of magisterial originality – or at least of magisterial powers of synthesis – that these simple ideas had never before been attempted, let alone realised. That these same ideas have now been absorbed into everyday assumptions about shopping and eating, while Terence’s own businesses fell into desuetude, was a sign not of failure, but of success. Yet he became rueful rather than triumphant.


Above all, Terence had an astonishing drive – to do, to build, to create, to achieve, to be admired, but perhaps most of all to make money. Love him or loathe him – and most who knew him did both – the breadth of his activities and achievements is astounding. What fuelled such extraordinary energy and passion? Were they demons or angels?
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