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The newcomer stands on the south bank of the Thames: it is 1,016 feet tall, 95 storeys high, and constructed of 11,000 panes of glass.


It is Western Europe’s tallest building, and far taller than any other in London. It should be immense. It should threaten. It should loom.


The building is sharp, angular, and at a distance appears to be a singular structure, rising in pyramidal form until the point at which it should pierce the sky with determined intent. Instead, its apex is fractured, its numerous façades reaching slightly different heights and not touching, so the top of the building surprisingly feathers into the sky.


The wind swirls into the open upper spire, but that is only part of the building’s conversation with the elements. Those 11,000 panes of glass are tilted back from the plane so they respond to the sky. Seen from the direction of the lowering sun, it is the reflection of light that gives form to the building and reveals its shape.


The structure diminishes upwards from its footing, helping the architect perform his magic trick: yes, the building is immense – so huge that it rises unexpectedly into view from many corners of London, providing a dramatic new axial point in the orientation of the city – but it does not threaten; it does not loom.


Yet it cannot be ignored.


This is the Shard, the most important work of contemporary architecture in Britain, and, at this moment, the most talked-about building in the world. Everyone from architecture critic to cultural historian, to philosopher, sociologist, Londoner and tourist, is in the process of forming an opinion on this gigantic structure of steel and glass, if their judgement is not already set in stone.


Across the river, on the northern bank, stands Old Billingsgate Market, which served as London’s fish market for over a hundred years. As evening takes hold, members of the Qatari royal family, cultural figures and celebrities, and politicians including Boris Johnson and Ken Livingstone, current and former Mayors of London, are among a few hundred guests having coffee after the Shard’s inauguration dinner.


Billingsgate may seem an unusual gathering place for the elite, but the smell of fish has long since gone. The building was refurbished by the architect Richard Rogers in the 1980s, and it is a fitting location for the Shard’s inauguration dinner. Rogers is among the guests but, for today at least, he is in the shadow of his old friend and former practice partner, Renzo Piano. The enormous new building across the river is Piano’s design. The Italian is joyful and still surprised that the building made it from his first sketch twelve years ago to stand, finally topped out and very nearly complete, on the opposite bank. Earlier in the day, Prince Andrew and Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber Al Thani, the Prime Minister of Qatar, officially inaugurated the building.


The dinner concludes with a speech by Sheikh Abdulla bin Saoud Al Thani, Governor of the Qatar Central Bank and a principal partner in the development, who has called the Shard ‘the newest London landmark and a beacon of the City of London’s resilience and expansion, even during tough economic times’. Now, he extends thanks to the thousands involved in building the Shard.


If Billingsgate were still a working market, one of the leading figures among the diners would have felt more at home than any of the glamorous guests. He came from the world of market trading, selling his wares from his own stalls when he was still a teenage boy. Now, as Sheikh Abdulla finishes his speech by saying he looks forward to strengthening Qatari–British relations, the ex-market trader is walking towards the stage with a slight swagger.


He is Irvine Sellar. He is the developer who masterminded the creation of the Shard: it was Renzo Piano’s design, but it was his vision. Time and time again, highly informed commentators had predicted – with absolute confidence sometimes accompanied by a mocking tone – that his building would never be built.


As he walks towards the stage, he may remember his first dip into the world of commerce as a child. Not long after the Second World War had ended, he persuaded the children of the neighbourhood to part with their pennies, ha’pennies and farthings to play some rudimentary, homemade fairground games he had rigged up in his family’s backyard. They included a marble game, in which the player could win a penny or tuppence if they shot the marble into the right hole cut out of a cardboard box, and a coin-in-a-bucket game. For this, young Irvine had dropped a half crown – worth a mighty two shillings and sixpence – into a bucket of water. The children queued up to drop a penny into the bucket, and if it landed on top of the half crown, they would win the prized coin. If it missed, Irvine would keep their penny.


He may have been no good at school, but he was a clever little boy who knew that the refraction of the water made it almost impossible to judge the drop correctly; he also knew that the lure of the half crown meant the children wouldn’t be able to resist trying, and then trying again.


The day went well and the mini-entrepreneur earned a tidy amount of pocket money. That was until a boy whom Irvine did not really know decided to play the bucket game. To Irvine’s horror, the boy’s penny landed on the half crown at the very first attempt, cancelling out much of his profit.


Convinced it was a fluke and eager to make his money back, Irvine placed another precious half crown in the bucket. The little boy decided to try his luck a second time. His penny dropped through the water again and, with immaculate precision, landed right on top of the half crown.


Irvine couldn’t understand it. All his earnings had been wiped out in a few seconds by a boy performing the almost impossible, twice in a row.


As he handed over the half crown, Irvine looked more closely at the victor: he was cross-eyed.


That day helped to spark the determination and willingness to learn and adapt that would become the overriding traits in Irvine Sellar’s career – the traits that meant the vision of the Shard became a reality.


Almost seven decades after his homemade fair, Sellar reaches the stage and speaks to the guests, apparently off the cuff.


‘What an extraordinary day. The tallest building in Western Europe is now physically complete. Though work still needs to be done within the shell, this remains a hugely significant step forward to realising our ultimate vision for London Bridge Quarter, a new dynamic district for our city with the Shard as its centrepiece, a new global landmark.’ He looks at the audience with his customary mixture of intensity and humour. ‘And I have now come to realise that the sky is certainly not the limit.’


Sellar then reveals a few details of the myriad obstacles that were placed in his way during the twelve years since he had decided to break the height barrier in London. He had faced huge planning, legal, financing, construction and even meteorological challenges, plus a massive global recession, but he had overcome them all.


‘We’ve created a modern marker for London,’ he concludes, ‘a compass in our great city pointing towards a new financial era while serving as an elegant and powerful symbol of hope and prosperity. And Londoners will feel ownership of the Shard – they will be able to view from there, eat there, sleep there and work there – a new contour to London’s skyline, a new mental geography, a way by which people relate to and interact with their city. As it has been said: “We shape our buildings – thereafter they shape us.”’


Full darkness has descended and, speeches concluded, the guests pass out of the dining hall and onto the market’s riverside forecourt.


A light show begins at 10.15 sharp, but this is no longer a private event for the privileged few. The body of the Shard is illuminated alternately in blue, purple, red and yellow, while a sequence of multi-coloured lasers shoots off from its spire and performs a choreography in the night sky to the tune of Aaron Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man. Thousands of Londoners are on rooftops and balconies, and some are having parties in top-floor flats as far away as Egham to the south and Golders Green to the north to celebrate the inauguration of the new building.


Thousands more are massed on Hampstead Heath and Primrose Hill; many line the banks of the Thames, the Millennium Bridge and Tower Bridge. The crowd on London Bridge, the crossing that reaches towards the foot of the Shard, is so vast it spills onto the road. In total, around 300,000 people have come to watch the show. The authorities are forced to make an emergency decision to block off traffic.


Viewers from Parliament Hill can see St Paul’s Cathedral glowing white in front of a now reddened Shard, and the lasers playfully graze those newer symbols of London, the Gherkin and the London Eye.


Irvine Sellar had decided to change the skyline of London against all odds, but that was not the limit of his ambition: he wanted Londoners to feel proud of the change.


Now, as he stands outside Billingsgate and takes another sip of champagne, he doesn’t look at the Shard. Instead, he looks at the reactions of the people lining the banks and bridges around him, and he knows he has succeeded.





Introduction



The currency of the word ‘iconic’ has been greatly devalued by overuse in recent decades – it is used to cover everything from a pop star with just one or two hit albums, to a building as trivial as the Trocadero, to a traffic bollard. The laziness of the label is signposted by its use in the Boston Globe, that venerable (some would say iconic) US newspaper, which printed the word 161 times between 1980 and 2000, and 2,976 times between 2000 and 2013.1 In the latter period, the paper also used the noun ‘icon’ 6,674 times, and we can presume that the great majority of the references were not to Russian Orthodox paintings.


I am going to use the word only once in reference to the Shard for fear of making Jonathan Meades – the cultural commentator who wrote a sublime but vicious tirade against its overuse in 20092 – take off his trademark dark glasses and stab pins in his eyes. If there is a single iconic British building of recent times, it is the Shard. The word, in its pre-millennial and pre-clichéd usage, implies a representative symbol, and the Shard is truly that. Whether you are an admirer or a detractor, it is one of the most important buildings in the history of architecture in Britain.


London is a great ancient city, made unique by the simultaneous revelation of its multitudinous layers of history, but from the day of its inauguration in 2012 this new neighbour has become the establishing shot of London. It seems that a television viewer of anything from the local news to a crime drama cannot be sure that the setting is London unless an image of the Shard establishes the scene – the Houses of Parliament, Buckingham Palace and St Paul’s Cathedral have been somewhat demoted despite their venerability. Simplified images of the Shard’s attenuated pyramidal structure are stamped on T-shirts, bags and mugs. As a cultural reference point, the Gherkin (or, more properly, 30 St Mary Axe) had its moment in the sun before it was overshadowed, literally, by other City developments. Partly for legal reasons – primarily height restrictions as directed by the Civil Aviation Authority – the Shard’s Golden Age is unlikely to prove so short.


The depth of the Shard’s cultural resonance is properly shown by its absorption into both the language and the psychogeography of London. The word ‘shard’, related to ‘shear’, comes from the Old English sceard, which in turn is of Germanic origin and meant gap or potsherd, much as it still does today – a sharp, broken piece of a brittle substance such as glass or ceramic. The British have become good at reducing any new attempt at adventurous architecture to a domestic, sometimes comic and pejorative word – Gherkin, Cheesegrater, Walkie-Talkie. Rather than just a belated label, however, the idea of a shard of glass was one of the focal reference points for the design of what was originally to be called London Bridge Tower. The connection of the word and the building is so entrenched that, while the word ‘shard’ was initially emblematic of the shape of the building, to some degree the building is now emblematic of the word.


The Shard has become part of our personal mapping of London. We look for it on the skyline to tell us where the south is, where the Thames is, where London Bridge is. We find other locations and destinations in relation to it, without resorting to GPS or paper cartography (reference to which tells us that we don’t know our city, that we don’t really belong). The knitting of this signpost into our own geography of London gives us some sense of ownership of the building, which is further fostered by the permeability of the Shard, principally through its viewing gallery. We can access the building, albeit for a fee, and see the city from it, and thereby better understand its shape and layers. The Shard is part of London’s DNA, as is its developer, Irvine Sellar.


I have been absorbed by the twists and turns of the story of the Shard and the London Bridge Quarter right from the moment when first designs for the massive London Bridge Tower, at the time set to be the tallest building in Europe, were released in 2000. This has evolved into a book about the development of the Shard – how a single building came to change the skyline despite extraordinary problems and opposition – and what that story says about our relationship to very tall buildings, the totems of our age.


Tall buildings come with cultural and social effects, and their development should be imbued with a sense of civic responsibility. It is not just their effect on the horizon and therefore the city that should be the focus of any analysis, but their effect on the ground, on the locality – the sense of place. Consequently, it was essential to write about the new London Bridge Quarter in which the building stands. The ambition to change the skyline may be grand, but the same developer’s ambition to create a new quarter, to change an ancient part of an ancient city, is no less aspirational even if it leads to fewer column inches.


Writing about a development also means writing about a developer. Almost simultaneous with the rise of the word ‘iconic’ to describe every form of building from a tower to a shed has been the rise of the caricature of the nasty developer. In popular culture today, the property developer is casually cast in the role of the evildoer, even outranking the banker, at least before the credit crunch. In several crime series in recent years, the developer has been stigmatised as the person who will go to any lengths, including murder, to protect or further their interests.3 They are portrayed as a grotesque personification of Mammon, the egomaniac building phallic emblems of power with little regard for society, the architectural history of the city or the law; they will wipe out both homes and heritage in order to grasp even more extraordinary wealth.


Irvine Sellar, according to the portrayal of him by some of the UK’s leading cultural commentators and historical institutions, fits the bill as the Dark Lord of Development: he is sketched as ambitious, direct, uncompromising and apparently ruthless; a jumped-up market trader driven by greed. Simon Jenkins regularly refers to Sellar’s developments as monstrous and egotistical, and English Heritage claimed he was driving a spike into the heart of London. One leading architecture critic called him ‘a stocky wheeler-dealer with rock-steady eyes who looks as though he could sell you a retail park with the one hand and deck you with the other if you stiff him on the deal’.4


Yet this man is also responsible for rejuvenating a truly hopeless part of London and bringing 12,500 jobs into the area, while pouring £5 million into training local Southwark youngsters so that they could benefit from those job opportunities, and he frequently talks about his pride in the public accessibility of his building. This ‘wheeler-dealer’ is friends with one of the world’s most eminent and culturally refined architects, and politically has a slight inclination to the left. A normally concise and curt speaker, Sellar will also talk at length about the fact that the Shard is a multi-use building that gives something back to London, rather than an inward-facing corporate monolith.


So, Dark Lord of Development or Left-Leaning Lily-Livered Liberal?


The question is not entirely facile: it is tied to whether the Shard is a good building and the London Bridge Quarter a good development – architecturally, economically, socially, culturally and ecologically.


On 4 July 2012, a day before the official launch of the Shard, Sellar told the Financial Times, ‘I knew when I took on this project that it would be like going a full twelve rounds in the boxing ring. I might have a couple of bad rounds in there, but I have come back fighting every time and I will keep doing so.’5


Did he keep getting back up from the canvas and taking punch after punch just because he saw the development of the quarter as a cash cow or because he also genuinely cares about London?


In the early days of my research, I learn that, aside from the partly self-reinforced caricature as a pugilist, Irvine Sellar is genuinely a black belt in judo. I’m not much of a fighter, but I go to see him anyway.


Sellar is frequently portrayed as ‘larger than life’ and ‘colourful’. Perhaps an inherent prejudice against the fact that he started out on a market stall fuels the talk of him as if he is a slightly threatening bookmaker. In the early days of the Shard proposal, there was intimation in the press that he was backed by Russian money – which has become tawdry shorthand for a suggestion of criminality – which was never the case.


Irvine Sellar was born in Finsbury in September 1934, and north London, including Tottenham, Wood Green and Winchmore Hill, was his territory. His father was in the rag trade, selling gloves to department stores, but Sellar started an apprenticeship at an accountancy practice and also tried insurance. He only lasted a few months in each profession before he veered towards market stalls, setting up a chain of them around the periphery of north London, including in St Albans, Watford and Bedford, selling mostly shirts. Despite that, and the fact that he clearly has a north London rather than East End accent, the media habitually refers to him as a cockney, and usually the only market that gets a mention is, of course, Petticoat Lane – somewhere he never worked.


In time, Sellar moved indoors from the stalls and dominated Carnaby Street; then he dominated the high street in the 1970s with his Mates chain; and then, when he stepped out of retail and into property development, he dominated the skyline.


To suit the stereotype, one might expect the office of the Jewish-market-trader-made-good to be heavy on gold, with dark oak panelling and a Moroccan leather-inlaid supersize mahogany desk for ‘a touch of class’. In fact, when I meet him, the owner of a multi-million-pound business sits on a regulation black office chair behind a modular desk in a moderately proportioned corner office in a basement near Oxford Street. He is elegantly but modestly coutured and coiffured; he is fit and compact; and he looks so young for his age, but without any apparent intervention, that I make a note to re-check that he really was born before the war. He fizzes with energy. He has a near-permanent twinkle in his eyes that would seem friendlier if the directness of his gaze was not so unnerving.


His major achievement, the Shard, drew massive animosity from people who act as the defenders of our history and culture. Other obstacles – a huge public inquiry, the financial crisis, the ridiculous tightness of the site, the problems of building uniquely tall – were placed in front of the developer at every turn. Even close friends, allies and members of his own team thought the building would never rise from the ground. Yet there it is, a huge building that, on my way to meet him, caught the colour of the sky and returned an ice-blue sliver of a blade. Not only that, but it has become a symbol of the city – its confidence, its architectural daring, its future. The Shard has become the loved neighbour. And all because of this five-foot-seven, former market-trading senior citizen sitting opposite me – a man who had never attempted to do anything like it before in his life.


How on earth did he do it?


When I tell him that I have been commissioned to write a history of the Shard, and that I want to write about the developer behind it, he says, ‘All these biographies and autobiographies about East End Jewish boys, sons of immigrants who became rich against the odds – I know most of them – it’s all the same story and it’s boring. If I’m interested in legacy, all I have to do is go outside and look up at the Shard. I don’t want a biography. If that’s what you’re doing, I won’t help you.’


Sellar is weary of the trite summations of his early years and he could set the record straight, but I am aware that he has recently resisted having a full, authorised biography as he says his upbringing does not explain what he has achieved. He is a man who is willing to talk about what he is doing, and what he has done in business – including his failures – but not about himself in terms of his personal life. He is not hiding anything: he just thinks it is dull and misses the point. He is forward-focused and says, ‘You don’t look in the rear-view mirror when you’re doing a hundred up the M1.’


I explain that my purpose is to investigate how someone came to change the skyline of London and overcame the challenges involved, and that will necessarily involve understanding his past. To tell the story of the Shard, however, my focus will be on what he has done as an entrepreneur, not his favourite colouring book at primary school.


‘You’ve got it,’ he says. ‘I’ll talk to you. Okay?’


Over a series of meetings, I learn that ‘Okay?’ indicates that the subject is closed, that he means what he has just said and won’t falter from it, and that it’s time to move on – now.


I also learn that he will readily quote George Bernard Shaw and Oscar Wilde, while in the next breath play with the media stereotype of himself. During one early conversation, he says, ‘You can write what you want about me. You can write horrible things. I won’t try to stop you.’ He then appears to weigh me up physically as if he is thinking about doing exactly that; my chances against him are dismissed with a smirk before his expression turns into a disarmingly charming smile.


During our conversations about the dramatic trials and tribulations of the Shard development, I realise that something his brother Maurice has told me is true: Irvine Sellar is at the very core a supreme salesman. He is now much more polished, sophisticated and knowledgeable than he was when he was working the stalls, but that is what he remains at heart: a salesman with unparalleled determination.


Sellar says about the Shard, ‘We were told we would never get planning consent and we did. We were told we would never be able to fund it and we did. Then we were told we would never be able to build it and we did.’


William Matthews, who was an associate at the Renzo Piano Building Workshop and the Shard’s project architect on the ground in London, told me, ‘Until 2009, 2010, if Irvine Sellar had been run over by a bus, it would have been all over.’


He felt that no one except Sellar would have surmounted the hurdles placed in the way of the development in the first decade of the project; no one else could have kept selling the idea while the financial markets were collapsing around him. As the full story unfolds before me, it becomes obvious that Matthews is right.


I also realise that the building, although the product of Renzo Piano’s imagination, is the architectural embodiment of Irvine Sellar.


The building is dominant on the skyline and may seem to impose itself on London, but in fact it both reflects the city and integrates with it; and, at a distance, few people realise that the Shard is made up of eight differently shaped façades. The developer, likewise, is more far complicated and nuanced than the view on the horizon suggests.





Chapter 1



Changing the Landscape




What is the first rule of salesmanship? Sell yourself. The buyer has to like you and trust you. Then you’ll be able to sell them something of value because you’ve built up that trust.


Irvine Sellar
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In 1999, Irvine Sellar stood at the top of Southwark Towers, a reinforced concrete, twenty-four-storey structure clad in glass and brick. It was designed on a Y-shaped plan primarily by Stephen Furnell of the large architecture practice T. P. Bennett. The building’s greatest innovation was the use of sun-shading balconies and reflective glass panels, along with natural ventilation, to save energy consumption on cooling systems, but the Y-shape form was the most interesting element of the building. It was also its downfall.


Almost as soon as the building opened in 1975, Southwark Towers was a dinosaur, as it could not facilitate modern office layouts. The 1980s came with sharper, more economical working practices in the form of large, open-plan offices, but the distinctive Y-shaped footprint prevented their successful adoption.


Sellar, though, was not thinking of the building beneath his feet. He was looking outwards, turning to take in the almost 360-degree view across the sprawl of London and, not far over the river, the tallest buildings of the City, including the distinctive Tower 42.


Looking down, his eyes followed the curve of the River Thames and its parade of bridges, and he saw the arteries of the railway network coalescing into a thick, dark band of tracks at London Bridge station, right at the foot of Southwark Towers.


He had made up his mind. The building beneath him was history. He was going to build the tallest skyscraper in Europe. He was going to change London’s skyline, for ever.


Irvine Sellar is an unorthodox man. Any other developer, if they could find the right site, would have taken his grand scheme and tried to pitch it into reality in the heart of the City, just across the water. It might still have been the country’s tallest building, but it would have been shouldered by existing giants. Sellar, though, saw the possibility of maximising value while reviving a uniquely historical but downtrodden and abused part of the capital. In doing so, he would recalibrate the very idea of building tall in London.


The origins of the Shard cannot be fully understood without understanding Southwark – and that points to the integrity of the building in terms of its relationship to its setting.


The history of Southwark begins with the history of London, just under 2,000 years ago. Londinium arose as a settlement almost immediately after the Roman invasion in AD 43, on the north side of the Thames at what would become the City of London. The siting was no accident. The water needed to be deep enough to accommodate large vessels, but the width had to be narrow enough to enable a bridge to be built, connecting the settlement with the south. The span of the wooden bridge linked the future City on the north bank and what is now Southwark on the south. Today’s London Bridge is very close to the same spot.


As the architect and master-planner Terry Farrell explains, while writing of the shaping of London from its origins, the land on the north side of the Thames is slightly higher, and




at the close of the bend near today’s London Bridge, the river was fordable, which gave the Romans and their successors the ideal place to make the first crossing of the Thames inland from the sea. It is the combination of these aspects – such simple matters of natural terrain and geography, and the effect of the forces of nature working together – that meant London was founded here, just where it is.6





London, as I remorselessly point out to any visitors, is a city of layers. Effectively, the first layer of London is nature itself, including the shape of the river and its banks. The second layer is the fording of the river – the bridge – and the first roads and settlements on either side, followed by multitudinous layers of building and infrastructure laid down over the course of history. Southwark, even though historically it was outside the city, is elemental to the very concept of the capital.


On the south side – the inside bend – the water was slower and shallower. The land was flatter, making it a muddy marsh subject to tides, so it was less easy to form solid landing points. So began south London’s reputation: less habitable; less desirable; a place for the wash of flotsam and jetsam while the north side prospered.


Unusually, London is two cities, Westminster and the City, but rather than sitting across the river from each other in the manner of Budapest, the cities are side by side on the north bank, which is illustrative of the attitude towards the south bank of the Thames.


The first bridge in London lay at the heart of the nascent economy in Roman Britain. As the Romans established a permanent settlement at Londinium around AD 47, the bridge provided the connection between north and south, so it was vital for communications, troop movements and trade, and its port prospered.


In AD 60 or 61, both Camulodunum (Colchester), the Roman provincial capital, and Londinium were sacked by Boudicca, Queen of the Iceni. During the less bellicose aftermath, Londinium, with its bridge, was considered the more strategically important of the two, and the town was rebuilt as a planned Roman city. London was the largest city in Britain by the end of the first century, and during the course of the second century became the effective capital of Roman Britain.


What would become the area of Southwark developed its own settlement on an island in the marshy flood plain, but it was firmly outside the Roman city walls that lined the north bank. Southwark was ‘other’, and that status of otherness has been ingrained in the area’s relationship with London ever since. The Roman walls remained in place as part of the capital’s defences for many centuries, meaning that the south bank would be the place of encampment for invaders, notably the Vikings.


After a succession of timber bridges, a more substantial bridge was built on almost the same location at the end of the twelfth century: the curve of the river at London Bridge was still considered to be the most suitable location for the only bridge. The new stone bridge, completed in 1209, was a religious undertaking, built by the ‘Chaplains, Brethrens and Sisters of the Bridge of London’ under the guidance of the parish priest/architect Peter of Colechurch.7
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Detail of Old London Bridge from an engraving by Claes van Visscher, 1616 (© RPBW)
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Old London Bridge, Southwark end, by E. W. Cooke, 1831 (RIBA Collections)


That bridge, over 900 feet long and consisting of nineteen arches, was a structural innovation, like the Shard would be eight centuries later: it was the first major stone arch bridge to be built in Britain. And like the Shard, its development was beset by unforeseeable problems and its form was born of an irregular site: the pointed arches were meant to be approximately equal in size, but the builders encountered hard surfaces and obstructions in the riverbed, so the span of the arches had to vary from 15 feet to 34 feet, affecting the intended harmony of its design.


The bridge was also, in modern argot, a multi-use structure. Homes and shops several storeys high ran along its length (it had 138 recorded trading premises in 1358): in today’s property market-speak, it would perhaps be labelled as an ‘integrated retail, residential, work and transport hub’, which sounds rather like the Shard.


And like the Shard, Old London Bridge would become one of the great identifiers of the city. The bridge was so distinctive that it came to mean ‘London’. It was used to illustrate the city on seals and other ephemera, and it was the subject of one of the best known of all nursery rhymes (although Old London Bridge never did fall down, and even survived the Great Fire of London in 1666). As well as defining the city, it acted as a barrier. Southwark was still a place of outsiders, as emphasised by the drawbridge halfway along the stone bridge’s length: defending London still did not mean defending Southwark.


London Bridge remained the only London bridge for the next five and a half centuries. Westminster Bridge was completed in the middle of the eighteenth century, marking the starting point of the sporadic proliferation of crossings, which now number thirty-three between Dartford in the east and Hampton Court in the west, each in turn having an effect on bankside development and changing the function and status of surrounding areas.


The medieval London Bridge was replaced by the engineer John Rennie’s less distinctive but impressive New London Bridge (free from the teetering parade of houses and shops), a few yards to the west. It was opened in 1831 and, famously, was shipped stone by stone to Lake Havasu City, Arizona, in the early 1970s. Its replacement, the current London Bridge, was more functional still, but it marked a further innovation in bridge building through the use of high-strength steel tendons tying together sections that cantilever from two piers.


In the sixteenth century, the area at the southern end of bridge came under the purview of the City but its name, ‘Ward of the Bridge Without’ (in contrast to the ‘Ward of the Bridge Within’ on the northern bank), reveals that Southwark, like the rest of the south bank, was still excluded and ‘other’. Southwark’s identity had been stamped by its status of being free from London’s curfew, controls and statutes: the south bank had long been a place for wildness, revelry and the unorthodox, known for its taverns, theatres, brothels, pleasure gardens and gambling – Southwark was the home of England’s first licensed brothel in 1161. It was a place of culture, however ribald, and it was the south bank, not the City proper, that was home to Shakespeare in the form of both the Globe and Rose theatres. Edward Alleyn, proprietor of the Rose, liked to spread his interests: he ran some local brothels, too.


This was a place for experimentation and transgression, literary or otherwise. Geoffrey Chaucer’s pilgrims in The Canterbury Tales, written in the late fourteenth century, begin their journey towards the south from the Tabard Inn, just by London Bridge, among a clientele of wastrels, criminals and prostitutes. Bear-baiting and cock-fighting were the sports of choice in the inn’s courtyard.
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Southwark Fair by William Hogarth, 1733 (© Mashuk)
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Southwark was the centre of bear-baiting in London (© Whitemay)
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Southwark Towers and New London Bridge House (Sellar Property Group Archive)


In the 1660s, Samuel Pepys would visit Cherry Gardens in Bermondsey, not far away, to collect cherries, ‘run wagers upon the bowling green’, and go to Jamaica House, where he left the premises ‘singing finely’. Pleasure gardens of greater fame were further to the west, including Cuper’s Gardens, near the Waterloo Bridge of today but at the time serviced only by wherrymen. Decadent behaviour and sexual impropriety – it was nicknamed Cupid’s Gardens – led to its demise; the authorities, finally attempting to fit a chastity belt on the libidinous south, denied it a licence in 1753. Longer lived was the more famous Vauxhall Gardens, which opened in 1661 and survived for 200 years.


As London’s population exploded, the city turned its back on the river, even in architectural terms. The Thames became sick with pollution, and was associated with disease prior to the construction of Joseph Bazalgette’s great sewer system, put in place partly in reaction to the Great Stink of 1858. Bridges were no longer a focal point for the city’s life and trade, but a mere utilitarian tool for crossing, for passing through, and the surrounding areas suffered.
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London Bridge station and Southwark Towers (© Gabriele Basilico)


The city blossomed north of the river, away from the water, while the south became a blackened industrial landscape of chimneys, prisons, brickworks, tanneries, warehouses, breweries, markets and eventually power stations – the sort of institutions, like the theatres and brothels, that were unwanted in refined areas of the capital. In the Victorian era, areas of the south bank were cut up and left marooned by the elevated railway lines serving destinations further from the centre. With travellers taking trains and new bridges providing other routes for pedestrians, passing trade for London Bridge’s hostelries fell away. Even the famous Tabard, subsequently renamed the Talbot, fell into disrepair. It was demolished in 1873.


The Thames was no longer the heart of London. The London Bridge area was dirty and forgotten, a repository for the sprawl of burgeoning megacity infrastructure with little glamour or prettification required. London Bridge station, which opened in 1836, is the oldest railway terminus in London, but it did not bring prosperity to the immediate area. When Southwark featured in Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit (1855), it was because of its association with destitution. It was home to the Marshalsea, the debtors’ prison where the children of the Dorrit family are forced to live due to their father’s penury, and where Dickens’ own father had been incarcerated.
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Tate Modern (© Godrick)


As the twentieth century progressed, Southwark still did not share in the commercial spoils of the City across the Thames. When George Orwell was researching dire poverty for Down and Out in Paris and London (1933), he rented a place in a tramps’ dosshouse on Tooley Street at London Bridge, but he could not put up with such destitution for long, even in the quest for literary integrity. He wrote to his parents begging for money so that he could move. Southwark’s fortunes were further battered when the docks started to close just down the river.


The area was unattractive both to potential residents and companies, despite its transport connections and proximity to the more glamorous parts of London. It was increasingly miserable, pockmarked by examples of poor post-war architecture and blighted by the dystopian jungle of Elephant & Castle and its huge Heygate Estate, routinely cited as one of the worst examples of post-war mass housing. The majority of Southwark’s residential stock was social housing and it was regarded as one of the poorest boroughs in the country, with high numbers of struggling immigrants and unemployed.


It had the busiest railway station in London, but far from being a destination in itself, London Bridge was a place to be avoided. The area around the station – alien, chaotic, dark and unwelcoming – was the fulcrum of a hell in miniature.


Irvine Sellar bought Southwark Towers in November 1998 for £37.4 million, initially on a 125-year lease from Railtrack. At that point, he would be described as a mid-level property developer and, for such a big investment, he brought in partners in the form of interests linked to CLS Holdings Ltd and the Ironzar Trust, with Irish Nationwide Building Society also temporarily a shareholder before being bought out. CLS, a commercial property investment company, was established by the Swede Sten Mörtstedt in 1987 and was first listed on the London Stock Exchange in 1994. The Ironzar Trust was represented by Simon Halabi, the son of a wealthy Syrian businessman. He had become a successful property developer looking after his family’s Jersey-registered companies, and he had just bought Mentmore Towers, the extraordinary nineteenth-century Buckinghamshire house built for the Rothschild family.


Southwark Towers had a reliable single tenant, PricewaterhouseCoopers, with a remaining occupational lease of 102 years. Sellar explained to me, ‘Whatever I acquire in property, we as a team look at it and say “What’s the angle?” Always. It’s a dry investment but can we do more with it? Have I acquired at the right price so I can sell it at a profit? Or shall I improve it to maximise the value by extending the lease, adapting it or redesigning it?’ He says of Southwark Towers, ‘To put it into perspective, I acquired a building and I was going to sit on it. It was a good investment. I was going to sit there and allow the rent cheques to come in. Nothing to worry about. Then the White Paper got us excited.’


That document was Planning Policy Guidance 1: General policy and principles, which stated that, in order to promote sustainable development, the government was committed to ‘concentrating development for uses which generate a large number of trips in places well-served by public transport . . . preferring the development of land within urban areas, particularly on previously-developed sites before considering the development of greenfield sites’. The paper went on to advocate mixed-use development as it ‘can help create vitality and diversity and reduce the need to travel. It can be more sustainable than development consisting of a single use.’8


A close look at the title deeds for Southwark Towers revealed another factor crucial for plans for major development of the site. Barry Ostle, Sellar Property Group’s development director who joined around the time Sellar and his partners were buying Southwark Towers, says, ‘That was the most extraordinary piece of luck in this. The Southwark Towers building had a footplate of 25 per cent of the total site area – a 12,500-square-foot building footplate standing on a site that was almost 50,000 square feet. The original building was a Victorian hotel that was bombed in the war, but the red line was the site of the hotel and its grounds and it also extended underneath and above the station concourse. So at that point, possibilities opened up for Irvine’s desire to do a major scheme, which coincided with the new White Paper.’


Sellar had his angle. ‘I thought, “Christ, there’s a chance of developing that tired building.”’ He completely agreed with the principles behind the policy guidance document: ‘Most cities in the world that are globally recognised as power houses in the twenty-first century are dynamic and compact. I’ve always believed that you should be as close to transport hubs as possible because, as cities get increasingly congested, so the aggravation of travel is eliminated or reduced massively. People are working longer hours and, especially women, feel more secure if they are working close to a transport hub.’


Sellar recalls, ‘I went to see the chap at PricewaterhouseCoopers and he said, “Irvine, we don’t have any long-term aspirations for this building.” And I thought, “Well, I do.”’ PricewaterhouseCoopers, in fact, had considered attempting to remodel the building to make it a more usable office but that plan was shelved.


Standing at the top of Southwark Towers, studying the view, confirmed to Sellar that the site of his new purchase fitted the brief of the White Paper perfectly, and it underlined how close London Bridge was to the commercial heart of London, but with few of the benefits. Sellar made up his mind to build tall – very tall: four times the 328-foot (100-metre) high-rise on which he was standing.


When Sellar sets his course, there is little that can be done to persuade him to deviate from it – including, as it turned out, twelve years of what most other developers would consider to be a living nightmare.


It was not the White Paper and the red line in isolation that motivated Sellar. There were signs that the south bank to the east of the National Theatre was finally becoming somewhere rather than nowhere; the area had its own history and culture, and he believed that, despite the squalor of London Bridge, he could make it a destination rather than a point of departure.


The replica of Shakespeare’s Globe had opened as a successful working theatre in 1997. The conversion of the Bankside Power Station, designed by Sir Giles Gilbert Scott and opened in 1952, was well under way, ready for its rebirth as Tate Modern in 2000, and Borough Market, almost on Southwark Towers’ doorstep, was evolving into a specialist destination for food lovers. The massive More London commercial development was in its early stages along the riverbank. Two-bedroom apartments in Victor Wharf, a new residential development in Clink Street (named after the famous medieval prison), were selling for £470,000 and its three-bedroom penthouse was on the market for £1.4 million – prices previously unthinkable south of the river. Another three-bedroom apartment, right next to the Globe with a view of St Paul’s, was on the market for £3.25 million. Bars and restaurants were cropping up. It was starting to become possible that London taxi drivers would not just be willing to drop a passenger over the river, they might also go there looking for custom.


There was a major problem, though. Southwark Towers was bought on leasehold from Railtrack, the owner of the national railway infrastructure of the UK, which was shortly going to be taken over by the government and renamed Network Rail. When Sellar made an initial approach to the railway company about developing the site, he was rebuffed. Railtrack had its own intended scheme to redevelop the station to incorporate the extension of the Thameslink service running north to south through London, and claimed that a development by Sellar would be an obstruction.


Nonetheless, a constructive dialogue about Sellar’s proposed redevelopment of the site began, and eventually the rail company was swayed. Heads of terms were agreed for a new 150-year ground lease, which opened the door for the scheme.


Irvine Sellar’s decision to push himself forward to play a leading role in changing Southwark – and changing London – surprised the property industry.


Giles Barrie, Editor-in Chief of Property Week, was blunt about Sellar’s desire to build a massive building: ‘I thought the guy was a complete joker. I didn’t think he had a hope in hell. I thought he was a dreamer. It wasn’t just me: everybody in property thought this was a loony idea.’9


Sellar was far from being a major player along the lines of Land Securities, which now manages a portfolio valued in excess of £14 billion.10 He had enjoyed a sharp rise and suffered a shocking fall in his fortunes in the property industry in the 1980s, and was on his way back. In 1999, the Sellar Property Group’s most notable project was the Pompey Centre in Portsmouth. The masterplan for the new, largely retail scheme on the site of the former Fratton Goods Yard had just been laid out. At 265,000 square feet (24,620 m2), the development, which is still owned by Sellar, is significant for a town the size of Portsmouth, which has a population of 200,000, but it was an unlikely preamble to erecting the tallest building in Western Europe. In fact, Sellar had never built a high-rise before – on any scale.


So why wasn’t he daunted?


The seeds of his character as an entrepreneur were there from the beginning. Even as a young man, he was always looking for the gap in the market, for the opportunity, and when that opportunity came it was not in his nature to suffer from the self-doubt that afflicts most other mortals, even high-powered and successful ones. The standard questions, ‘Do I know what I’m doing?’ and ‘Do I have the right experience?’ have no place in the Sellar lexicon.


By contrast, if you spend half an hour in Sellar’s company, you are unlikely to leave without hearing his adaptation of a quote from George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman (1903): ‘All hopes of progress lie with the unreasonable man. The reasonable man thinks it can’t be done, and therefore doesn’t try. The unreasonable man tries and often succeeds.’11


Flan McNamara, Sellar’s construction director, framed the quote and it now hangs on his boss’s office wall.


The developer’s detractors may believe that the reference to ‘unreasonable’ marks Sellar’s admission that he is pig-headed and, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘not guided by good sense’. Yet rarely are self-made multi-millionaires not guided by good sense, at least on some level. It may be a subtle distinction, but the unreasonableness of the Sellar that I unearth during months of investigation seems better understood by the OED’s second definition: he acts ‘beyond the limits of acceptability’. That does not mean that he is crass or immoral – although he has been accused of being both – but that he constantly looks beyond the accepted way of doing things. He doesn’t see the barriers.


There is another quote from Man and Superman that may have been recalled by Sellar, the former king of fashion retail, when both the development industry and the media were misreading his capabilities at the beginning of the twenty-first century: ‘The only man I know who behaves sensibly is my tailor; he takes my measurements anew each time he sees me. The rest go on with their old measurements and expect me to fit them.’


Sellar was already a man capable of both personal reinvention and changing any environment in which he saw a commercial opportunity.


He would always remember his experience of the tough world of the markets as ‘the thrill of my life’. It began when his father Joe Sellar arranged for a large order of gloves to be made for a department store. After the store rejected the gloves, which Joe thought were perfectly good, the Sellars ended up with their house full of boxes of unwanted stock. A friend suggested to Joe that he should take a market stall to clear it. The trick worked and Joe carried on running market stalls as they were so profitable. ‘I was still a kid, still at school,’ Irvine Sellar says, ‘and I loved to help him because I was a natural salesman – I still am.’


After leaving school at sixteen and briefly toying with accountancy and insurance, he swore he would never be employed by someone else ever again – and he never has been. He wanted the freedom offered by the markets. ‘My father bought me a little car and lent me sufficient money to buy my first bit of merchandise – fashion.’ He was soon developing his sales technique and learning the psychology of leadership while expanding a chain of market stalls, mainly selling shirts.


Sellar had a small band of loyal people working for him. ‘I had this leadership quality – people followed me, and they liked following me,’ he says of those early years.


He would start work at five, driving his stock to the market sites and setting up the stalls. To make the early rise and suffering the cold, wind and rain worthwhile, he would ensure that any casual grazing of his wares would be turned into a sale. One of Sellar’s favourite maxims, which was honed in this nascent career, is ‘What is the first rule of salesmanship? Sell yourself. The buyer has to like you and trust you. Then you’ll be able to sell them something of value because you’ve built up that trust.’


He fostered competition among his team to see who could get the most sales, but fed up with being subjected to the vagaries of the British weather and the effect that rain and snow would have on his sales, he started turning towards the idea of running shops. They offered a more regular income, a shorter working day without lugging stock from site to site, and shelter from the elements.


In 1957, he helped his father set up Sellar’s Sports Wear in Wood Green, close to home, so they were familiar with the nature of the passing trade. Joe was appealing to the young by using the American term for casualwear within the name of the shop. Fashion design pioneers such as Claire McCardell were responsible for the sportswear revolution in the United States, using durable and comfortable materials such as denim and jersey for casualwear designs from the 1930s onwards. In the States, denim began to take hold in the early 1950s and was no longer just workwear for cowboys and labourers, but the United Kingdom was lagging behind.


When Irvine Sellar opened his own shop in St Albans in 1960, he expanded his stock from the shirts and windcheaters that were the core business on his market stalls; his venture was among the first wave of outlets in Britain to sell jeans as a fashion item. American brands such as Levi Strauss and Wrangler were being adopted simultaneously with that other American cultural import, rock ’n’ roll, and Sellar’s shop benefitted.


Despite the appeal of a roof over his head, Sellar would often leave the shop in the care of others while he still worked the markets. Even now, at an age at which most people would have retired, he likes to work at the coalface rather than feeling removed from the operation of his businesses.


The glamour of post-war American culture also fuelled his purchase of a blue Oldsmobile with white wheels, in which Sellar would ferry stock to the stalls – it must have been a peculiar sight in the market towns of Hertfordshire and Bedfordshire. A Buick and a Cadillac would follow, each bought from Lendrum and Hartman, London’s only dealers in luxury American cars, who had a showroom at the suitably titled Buick and Cadillac House on Albemarle Street, near Hyde Park. Sellar was already looking the part of a young entrepreneur willing to shake up British reserve and the establishment. In time, his taste would turn to the slightly more reserved British elegance of Rolls-Royces and Bentleys.


David Hartwell, who worked in Sellar’s St Albans store, remembers that Oldsmobile all too well. At the close of the day, after Sellar had returned from the stalls with the remaining stock, ‘he would be weightlifting in the back of the shop; I’d be washing the car’.


Sellar was still unwilling to give up on the possibility of a single sale. ‘If there was someone looking in the window,’ Hartwell says, ‘I would be sent out with a broom, and would casually say, “Yes, isn’t that a nice shirt? Why don’t you come in and look at the others? They’re terrific.” If someone wouldn’t buy a suit they’d be coaxed into buying a pair of trousers, or a shirt and tie. No one got out of that shop without buying something.’


Nonetheless, Sellar says that the early 1960s were ‘hard days in menswear’, at least in London satellite towns such as St Albans. He had overestimated the local youths’ desire to break away from the conformity of their parents. Looking back, he says, ‘Men, except for the Teddy boys and then the mods, of course, were not as fashion-conscious as they are today.’ He dressed his windows with the latest trends, but discovered that some of the locals referred to his store as ‘the spiv’s shop’.


He pushed onwards in the belief that ‘you have to keep your finger on the pulse and create something new’. He assessed his clientele in terms of leaders and followers, and concentrated on trying to convince people who were well-known figures in the neighbourhood to wear his fashion-conscious clothes and influence the people around them.


He also realised the benefits of channelling his energy. Still in his early twenties, he was also involved in both the nightclub business and car dealing when he received some pivotal advice from Clive Bowman-Shaw, a twenty-eight-year-old whom he calls ‘one of the great influences on my life’. He met Bowman-Shaw, the founder of Universal Health Studios, a progenitor of the modern-day fitness chains, when he sold him a Cadillac.


Bowman-Shaw’s instruction was to ‘Stop pissing about with nightclubs. Stick to the retail business.’ Sellar duly did, and he convinced his father to semi-retire and relinquish his role in the Wood Green shop so he could have greater control over the entire business.


The young entrepreneur worked even harder to make the most of his retail outlets, and he expected the same commitment from his staff. Hartwell says, ‘We often worked very late. I remember being with him in his flash car at 10.30 one night on Christmas Eve. He’d come back late. I wasn’t happy. I said: “You’re Jewish, but I’m not. Christmas is an important time in my life.” He gave me one of those great Irvine smiles. “I’ve got a present for you.” It was a bottle of Scotch. With all his drive – ruthlessness, sometimes – he could be thoughtful and considerate like that. Mind you, I couldn’t help wondering if that bottle came from one of our clothes suppliers.’


One of Sellar’s team sensed his young boss’s ambition. He describes Sellar coming into the shop and looking from side to side, saying ‘Morning . . . morning’ as if he were greeting the staff of a huge company. It is part of Sellar’s make-up that he is always looking for bigger and better things.


And they came in the form of Carnaby Street.


Sellar was aware that something was going on in the West End. At the very beginning of the 1960s, some of the more fashion cognisant of Sellar’s young clientele were implying that the stock in the St Albans store, outré though it was to the conservative majority, was a little dull compared to what was now on offer in London.


Sellar is by nature a boundary pusher. If there was a market for more colourful, more stylish and more radical clothing, he wanted to be at the heart of it. In 1963–4, he expanded into the West End, although the only rent he could afford was in Wardour Street – and at ‘the wrong end’ of that road, as he describes it. The shop was in Soho, the increasingly seedy den of vice that was becoming the playground of criminal gangs with a penchant for extortion.


One staff member who worked at the new Sellar outlet was unimpressed: it was next to a strip club and he had to share a washroom with the women artistes. He asked to return to the St Albans branch.


Sellar stuck it out and built up the shop’s reputation, but the local atmosphere was edgy enough for him to ensure he had the means by which to defend himself if trouble crossed the threshold. He began to learn judo at a gym on Orange Street, at the bottom of Leicester Square.


There, he met Mel Morris, a future business partner, who says, ‘Irvine became a black belt while I was only a blue belt – he always had to be the best in whatever he did.’ Morris recalls that the Robinson brothers, who ran the judo club, put Irvine forward to fight a large man called Raymond Nash, a wealthy Lebanese who was an excellent fighter. ‘I know there was some kind of aggravation between Joe Robinson and Nash,’ says Morris. ‘They got Irvine up and he fought a very, very long battle with Nash. Irvine won, of course.’


Morris describes the gym as a showbiz place populated by actors, including Albert Finney and Honor Blackman, who put her moves to good use in The Avengers (1962–4) and as Pussy Galore in Goldfinger (1964).


Sellar was beginning to move in interesting circles, and while drinking in a West End bar he met his future wife, Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, an Irish model whose interest in fashion had brought her to London at the birth of the Swinging Sixties.


The couple married in 1964 and had three children, Paul, James and Caroline. Sellar likes to have his family involved in his enterprises; Caroline is the commercial and operations director of the Sellar Property Group, and James is the chief executive of the sister company, Sellar Developments. Paul, meanwhile, has pursued a different path to become a critically acclaimed playwright. Writing is in the family, as Irvine’s brother Maurice is a novelist, comedy writer and award-winning television producer.


Elizabeth, with an attuned sense of fashion, had a major impact on her husband’s career. As she told the Evening Standard on 4 February 2010, she returned from a visit to Carnaby Street in 1964: ‘I remember saying to him, “You’ve got to look at this street, you cannot move in it.”’ Within a couple of years, Sellar would buy up Carnaby Street’s greengrocer’s, grocer’s and laundry and turn them into Irvine Sellars Menswear. (Sellar is known for his attention to detail, but an apostrophe was deemed surplus to requirements.)


Professor Amy de la Haye, who co-curated Carnaby Street: 50, an exhibition that celebrated fifty years of Carnaby Street in 2010, observed that the street has been linked to outsiders and alternative thinkers throughout its history. After the street was laid out in the mid-1680s, it became home to French Huguenots fleeing persecution in Catholic France, and the poet and artist William Blake was born on adjoining Broadwick Street in 1757. In the 1930s, Carnaby Street became associated with the Panafrican movement when Amy Garvey, wife of Marcus Garvey, opened a jazz club, the Florence Mills Social Club.


Carnaby Street as we know it today arose out of the underground gay culture of 1950s London. John Stephen worked as an assistant at the Vince Man shop in Newburgh Street, which sold flamboyant, tight-fitting clothes to an almost entirely homosexual clientele, and soon set up his own shop with his boyfriend Bill Franks in unglamorous Carnaby Street, hidden away from the main shopping thoroughfare of Regent Street. To attract attention, the partners painted the outside of the His Clothes shop bright yellow, blasted pop music out of the door and specialised in blue-and-white-striped matelot tops, Italian knitwear and coloured denim. The shop’s success led Stephen and Franks to open more clothing shops along the street, selling outrageous clothing to an increasingly heterosexual clientele that had got in touch with its feminine side.


Post-war austerity had finally ebbed away, and teenagers and young adults now had more disposable income than at any point in British history. The new generation were not living in the shadow of the war, and were revelling in a new, throwaway consumerism and lack of stricture. Meanwhile, by 1964, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Kinks and the Who had revolutionised the British sound and were just beginning to dominate the American charts. The miniskirt and the Mini became shorthand for the supposed new sexual and financial liberation of young women, even though in reality that freedom did not extend to many households.


By April 1966, Time magazine was christening the capital as ‘Swinging London’ and concluding that, ‘In a once sedate world of faded splendour, everything new, uninhibited and kinky is blooming at the top of London life.’ The focal point of the kinkiness was Carnaby Street.


By then, Elizabeth and Irvine Sellar had quickly emerged as leading lights in the fashion-retail adjunct to the creative explosion. In 1964, they had seen the potential to bring their own fashion ideas to the Carnaby Street clientele, and were early on the scene, but the rent was a big step up from the seedy end of Wardour Street. They had needed funding. Maurice Sellar, who at the time was producing programmes for Radio Luxembourg and was at the forefront of introducing commercial radio into the UK, introduced his brother to Alan Grieve, a young solicitor with Taylor & Humbert, whom he had come across in the course of his work.


Maurice Sellar recalls, ‘Grieve said: “I think I know who Irvine would get on well with.” There was a man called Roland Franklin, who was CEO of a noted merchant bank called Keyser Ullman. By then, Irvine and Alan were getting along great, and Alan was our lawyer in terms of whenever we wanted something sorted out. I asked Alan, after the meeting he had with Roland Franklin and Irvine: “How did my brother get on?” He said: “He absolutely mesmerised him. He got what he wanted.”’


Sellar had effectively made his best sales pitch yet. Bolstered by the financial support, he outflanked Warren Gold, who was trying to rival Stephen as the King of Carnaby Street, to buy the remaining two and a half years of the lease of the grocer’s on the street. It became Sellar’s first Carnaby Street store at the end of September 1965, and the location soon proved a marked improvement on the threatening mood of Wardour Street.


Sellar was an ideal newcomer to Carnaby Street just as the Swinging Sixties were hitting their stride: he was unorthodox and interested in creativity and cutting-edge fashion, but he also had the steel of a man who had needed to turn a profit from a Bedford market stall at 7 a.m. on a cold, wet winter’s morning.
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