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‘Ben Tallon pulls off the feat of bringing his
story to life in vivid and engaging detail.


The endless brush-offs, the terminal lack of cash,


the excruciating and crushing cold calls, the impassable


brick wall between you and the elusive business you want


to break into, and the surreal and random nature of working


in media and the folks who live in that world. Ben brilliantly


encapsulates all of this and more in a series of perfectly


worded snapshots illustrating his journey from eager young


graduate to successful creative professional.


Aside from his obvious talents as a creative, it’s obvious


when reading that he had to call into play all of his natural


tenacity and sense of humour (both of which Ben has in spades)


just to stay on board the emotional roller coaster where


others would have come flying off.


A funny and informative guidebook for anyone who’s


thinking of trying to break into the creative industries,


and a highly evocative reminder for anyone who’s


forgotten what it felt like to go though.’


MARK RADER, CHANNEL 4/MTV


‘Very insightful and entertaining. Some great anecdotes.


You paint an excellent picture of being a creative in


the real world once you have graduated.’


HAYDEN RUSSELL, ART DIRECTOR, MIXMAG


The author’s spontaneity, mayhem wit and enthusiasm shine


through the manuscript - but its core is one of very useful


lessons for making it as a creative freelancer.



It’s a great choice of subject and the way he treats it


from an intensely personal point of view - beginning with


the misery of the lost art school graduate flailing about in the


real world - makes an enjoyable read.


I’ve heard, and my students have been enraptured by


so many of these stories over the past few years -


maybe I shouldn’t confess this, but when Ben’s not in


attendance, I often find myself repeating them to my illustration


students. I know the rest of what he has to say will be


wild, crazy… and eminently good advice!’


BILL WRIGHT, COURSE LEADER, ENHANCED


ILLUSTRATION, CENTRAL SAINT MARTINS COLLEGE


‘Funny, gripping and memorable, this book quickly draws you


into the highs, lows and madness of creative freelancing. Perfect


for those who have been on a similar journey or those who are


starting out in their career, this book mixes real life advice with


humorous anecdotes. I couldn’t put it down’


SARAH BRADLEY, CO-FOUNDER,


THE ART OF NEW BUSINESS


‘This book really is a fascinating insight into a creative journey.


It is full of random funny quips and tales and it’s inspiring to see


someone in the industry taking an unconventional path, which


makes for a more interesting read, I could relate to. It’s proof that


if someone takes the less conventional path, it doesn’t mean they


won’t be successful, or even more so. I think society instills a fear


in you, that if you differ from the norm, you are either a huge


success and make it as a one off example, or you are a failure.


Being honest, I totally get the whole rock star status


of great illustrators; some of these are more impressive and


idolized than movie stars. I probably aspire to these levels much


more than movie stars or celebrities. Ben is awesome and really


boosted my morale and it is amazing to read that he has been


through the same ringer and had similar experiences; this book


made me feel reassured that I am on the right path!


It really is a fascinating and captivating read. I would love to


see the illustrations and images the author references; the early


works, the life drawings and so on, just to see and understand


how Ben has developed.


He really has a lovely informal writing style that is brutally


honest and relevant to the reader, which I think is really


important for the subject of this story.’


ASHLEY DODD, STUDENT,


UNIVERSITY OF HERTFORDSHIRE


‘I am a big fan of Ben’s work, so for me to read about


his journey and the stories behind the pieces of work that


have served as a source of inspiration for me over the


past few years, was really interesting.


And as a recent graduate myself, I can relate to how Ben felt


when he graduated and they way he describes his thoughts and


feelings during this time made me laugh.


I found it helpful when he reflected on the stuff that he


learned after each chapter as well. Overall I think it’s really


inspirational and I think it’s written really well.’


RHYS LOWRY, GRADUATE,


ATRIUM: CARDIFF SCHOOL OF CREATIVE


AND CULTURAL INDUSTRIES


‘So easy and enjoyable to read. Ben is very likeable


and you want him to do well, an underdog of sorts.


It keeps you hooked. Also, he’s pretty funny.


Champagne and Wax Crayons has given me more reassurance


and fired up my desire to go for it - as of this afternoon I now


have a portfolio with the Association Of Illustrators!’


KATIE DONALD, ILLUSTRATOR,


WHAT KATIE DREW
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FOREWORD


BY DAVID HILTON, VP CREATIVE DIRECTOR


OF DIGITAL MEDIA AT WORLD WRESTLING


ENTERTAINMENT. FORMER CREATIVE DIRECTOR


OF MAXIM AND STUFF MAGAZINES.


The only time I ever really knew what I wanted to do with my life was at seven years old when I was determined to be a WWII German soldier because the uniforms were cooler than those worn by their plastic British counterparts. Since then, and to this day, I have never had a plan for what’s next.


My school careers adviser had suggested that because I was good at art, becoming a painter and decorator would probably be my best path. I find that almost as amusing now, as did my dad, who was sat next to me in the meeting at the time. Instead, he drove me around a handful of printers and small graphic design outfits in and around the Bolton area and I was lucky enough to secure a Youth Training Scheme with one of them. Being honest though, I had no idea what graphic design was.


Growing up, my greatest love was music, and thanks to my cousin Mark, and much to the horror of my parents, I was steered into the punk scene, which was rich with incredibly thoughtful visuals and amazing sleeve designs. Later, my obsession with design really flourished with the discovery of the 4AD record label. Vaughan Oliver, my favourite designer and biggest influence to this day, opened my eyes not only to an entirely new way of thinking about my creative work but also to a whole genre of bands like The Pixies, Cocteau Twins, This Mortal Coil and so on, that I wouldn’t have heard otherwise.


As it was impossible to apply this kind of design to the projects I was handed at work, I searched for another outlet to allow my own style to develop – by combining my interests, music and design, I started my own music fanzine.


It only dawned on me in recent years that this project was what spawned a 25-year career in the publishing industry - writing up band interviews, shooting and editing photos, and hours painstakingly kerning headlines using WH Smith’s rub-down lettering sheets for my layouts.


Lucky breaks are, of course, great career enhancers if you’re fortunate enough to have them and mine came in the shape of London based company Letraset™, type designers and manufacturers of graphic design products, purchasing the company I was working for at the time. That move took me to London but was short-lived, ironically, due to the rise of Apple and its introduction of desktop publishing completely revolutionizing the industry. Little did I know at the time that was while Apple was busy putting me out of work I would soon become dependent on it for life. I had only been in the capital for eight months, working in Sweden for three of them, when Letraset™ started to feel the pinch and had to make staff cuts, including me. My mind had already been blown by the people I had met in London and I wasn’t ready to head back north just yet.


The day after I lost my job, I posted (exactly 200) speculative letters to any and every design studio, publisher and who-the-hell-knows what else, in hope that I could secure any position to help subsidize my exorbitant Finsbury Park rent.


An early Sunday morning call from Dennis Publishing proved to be my saviour and I spent the next 18 years in the whirlwind employment of the most inspiring man for whom I will ever work. Felix Dennis, maverick publisher and poet, who built an empire worth hundreds of millions of pounds.


‘Do it first, apologize later - I don’t care if you fail, all I care is you try’ is surely the only time I will receive a brief that genuinely terrified and yet enabled me to realize my potential as a designer. He had an incredible knack of dictating exactly what he wanted but still giving enough creative freedom to allow you to completely own every project. To my knowledge, I only failed him once, and boy did he let me know about it.


Little did I realize, I had just landed a role that would give me the best education imaginable for a designer of my age. I spent the next eight years working in the marketing department for more than 25 publications, encompassing a huge variety of subject matter including technology, sport, politics, humour, gaming, fitness, automotive and so on.


Learning to adapt quickly and design with very different disciplines was my steepest, and most valuable, learning curve to date. Jimmy Egerton, my design director at the time, hammered into me the importance of designing appropriately for the reader/user, and as long as I always kept that in mind, I could then apply my own aesthetic and design myself silly.


At the time, the lads magazine culture hit the UK with the launch of Loaded, FHM and Maxim. Young men had begun to buy magazines by the hundreds of thousands every month and a whole new career path opened up to me... Maxim US.


Through hard work, fulfilling briefs and having gained the trust of the board at Dennis Publishing, I was presented with the opportunity of moving to the US to be part of a team to launch Maxim magazine in America. It was obviously, a proposition I couldn’t resist. The men’s magazine revolution hadn’t happened stateside and Felix Dennis was in a hurry to launch first. With Maxim selling more than two million copies per month, he later, very humbly, credited its meteoric rise with ‘I was just the first guy into the desert with a beer truck’.


It was a baptism of fire. Outside my role as a marketing designer, I had previously only worked on one issue of one magazine before being entrusted with Maxim’s launch in the US.


I had to think on my feet and live and breathe the job. Luckily, I barely knew a soul in New York and was able to completely submerge myself, without distraction, into the greatest education I have ever received.


Two weeks in every month I was frantically designing magazines, day and night, while assembling a small team of designers and photo editors. The other two weeks spent art directing celebrity photo shoots in Los Angeles while discovering how the world of publicists and agents worked.


I very quickly realized that hiring strong talent was the only way I was going to keep my head above water. Bringing experienced magazine designers over from the UK was an instant hit - we presented a different design sensibility and were able to deliver Maxim in a way that prevented it from resembling any of the US men’s titles.


We were also handed a very healthy budget and were fortunate enough to work with some of the best photographers in the business. We were commissioning and directing celebrity shoots with Antoine Verglas, Dominick Guillemot, Santé D’Orazio, Nigel Parry, Patrick Hoelck, Robert Maxwell and James White to name a few. It was a golden period I will never forget or take for granted – these guys made it easy. All of a sudden, we had a magazine that swaggered like the upstart it was intended to be.


We worked hard and played even harder. Knowing that the industry’s eyes were on us and that we had the best jobs in the world, enabled us to take advantage of, but also carefully navigate, the fact that bars are open until 4am in New York City. If I’m ever in the position to assemble such a talented and funny team of people again I will be very lucky.


I’m not a great believer in the popular perception that ‘it’s not what you know, it’s who you know’. I think the ‘what you know’ absolutely has to be gathered first and the ‘who you know’ will follow in time. Hard work, talent, and a love of what you do will bring the contacts and relationships you need to maintain throughout your entire career.


One way or another, I stay in touch with a huge number of mentors, employees and associates with whom I have collaborated with over the years. Be it a quick message via social media, taking time to shoot out a quick email to congratulate people on their promotions, meeting up at design events or getting together for a quick pint after work.


Football has also been an amazing networking tool for me over the years. After my move from Bolton to London, for example, I met many new friends through playing for a variety of media related leagues but also because people delighted in making fun of the Bolton Wanderers fan.


I completely lost that outlet after my move to New York due to their zero tolerance policy for ‘soccer’ (at the time) and my distaste for American sport(s) which made me realize just how important it is to make connections through any common interests possible.


And that’s how I met Ben Tallon. As creative director of World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE ), I receive dozens of emails from photographers and illustrators, many of which are obsessive fans, but Ben was probably the most persistent of all, which ultimately paid off. I loved his style but had to wait for the right project to come up before being able to commission him. When the opportunity arose I took another look at his website... First, I noticed in his bio that his dream job was ‘to illustrate a WrestleMania poster’... second, that he was UK based. That was enough of a connection for me to call him and want to give him the job. We also had a geographical connection in that we are both from the North and have been long suffering fans of our respective teams.


As a lifelong WWE fan, Ben loves the brand, always delivers amazing work to deadline and regularly pitches great ideas, which generates more commissions for him. For example, the time I needed hand-painted typography in a particular style, Ben worked at mastering the style to secure that job and has since added it to his repertoire and is now regularly commissioned for that style alone. He has an incredible knack of staying true to his own creative aesthetic but also has the talent and flexibility to merge his style with current trends.


That’s what it is all about. The most enjoyable part of my career to date has been working with the people with whom I have been lucky enough to collaborate; especially the young designers, illustrators and photographers I have been able to give opportunities to. There is nothing more satisfying that seeing a young designer’s face when you say ‘congratulations, you’ve got the job’, or handing someone a magazine containing their first published work.


I think it is equally important to give back to people starting out, as it is to draw experience from peers along the way. I’ll never forget the people who have helped get me along but also fully appreciate that it is my responsibility to pass on opportunities to others. For me, that’s genuinely the most satisfying part of all.
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INTRODUCTION


People always look slightly befuddled when I tell them I’m a freelance illustrator, in that ‘oh that’s cool’ (but what does that actually mean) kind of way. I don’t really know either, to tell you the truth. The 31-year-old child in me wants to tell them I’m an art mercenary. I’ve yet to find the guts required to actually do it. So instead, I explain that ‘people pay me to create artwork for visual media and I can do that from anywhere in the world, provided I have an internet connection’.


seven years ago, I wrapped up my education at the University of Central Lancashire and squared up to real life for the first time, without my student loan as a shield.


Callously kicked out of my single bed and into the real world, I found myself shivering and clutching my red-ribboned scroll, wearing the silly mortar board, with only scraps of my bank overdraft left over. Now that I had my sparkling 2:1 degree in illustration, countless beautiful women, cash-rich employers and shoals of paparazzi would surely follow any moment now? But they didn’t.


That was the vision, but in the material world, the rain just kept on peppering my single-glaze, end-of-terrace bedroom window as I stared at another cool designer’s website on my computer screen, struggling to find any form of motivation. No career revelations. It wasn’t that I didn’t know what I wanted to do – it was more a complete lack of knowing where to begin in my quest to make a living from anything the last seven years had taught me.


As an aspiring illustrator, a profession with perilously few positions of employment, I didn’t even have a job market to look at, just a really weak portfolio and £15,000 of student debt. The sensory overload you get when you look at the thousands of stylish artists with better portfolios and cooler haircuts than yours is overwhelming and frightening. Sitting in the dark in your underpants looking at their achievements wouldn’t drain your confidence with each click if you could just see the journey that led to them to the finished product. After all, even the masters must have started somewhere, right?


It took a few years to become savvy enough, but eventually it dawned on me that there was a certain amount of clever editing at play here. I wasn’t the only person who gradually learned how to hide all the difficult bits in freelancing and show the passer by only a heavyweight client list or a cool press photograph to make it look as if I was definitely not panicking under the weight of financial pressure. It’s not bullshit, it’s more smoke and mirrors, similar to how ‘celebrity magazines’ routinely convince millions of people that a celebrity is having an alcohol-fuelled breakdown by publishing only the still frame of the perfect moment they blinked as they crossed their legs in the back of the taxi. 


Back in 2006, nobody could have convinced me I’d live out several childhood dreams within five years and now, when I teach, I see the same fear in the eyes of any student who gives a shit about doing something with their creative degree.


Theoretically preparing anyone for the schizophrenic nature of creative freelancing in the 21st century is wasted energy - how can you teach someone certainties about a world governed by opinions, trends and whims? I tried the ‘howto’ textbooks and they gave me a decent overview about identifying clients, refining my brand and marketing my work, but their ability to impart advice abruptly ends when you’re looking for a way past the demoralizing feeling that comes when nobody has replied to the first 60 emails you’ve just been told how to send.


What time would teach me is that the only way to learn your place in the arts is by getting out and doing it. Trouble is, that’s all well and good if you know what it is! Most people do not and it takes lots of trial, error and unplanned f**k ups to find your place - every single person deals with the madness of the creative industries in their own deeply personal way.


These days, I’m lucky enough to receive kind emails from people who like my work. Many ask the same questions about my inspirations, self-promotion and finding work as a freelancer. So, instead of trying to tell you how to do anything, I’ve decided to write down my last seven years, because revealing one of the stories behind the portfolios might just be the best way to help someone who is a feeling slightly daunted by it all.


Trying to earn a living from your passion is one of the greatest challenges of all and, in the words of DJ and filmmaker, Don Letts, when your play becomes your work you’ve reached the peak of civilization.
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DANNY ALLISON: PHOTOGRAPHER AND ’.ILLUSTRATOR, TIME MAGAZINE, BUDWEISER, BBC, EMI RECORDS







’I failed my GCSE in art. I was too busy skateboarding, that was my art back then. I would express myself through my boarding. Call it a sport, you can call it an art or whatever, nobody really knows… I picked that up at the age of about 15. You know what? I didn’t realize it back then, but the group of skateboarders I hung around with were the weird group in society. They’d all been sort of excluded from everything else – football matches and all of that, they just kind of congregated in one place.


I didn’t see it that way at the time, but it was a creative hub that was preparing me way before I considered anything outside of skating as a career. You’d be around creative writing, creative talking, graffiti, art. It’s crazy, you just think, ’everyone is like this.’ As you get older, it makes you go, ’no, nobody was like that at all.’ All these unique groups of skateboarders in the world, they have that same bond in creativity.’ 
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	CHAPTER 1.
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There wasn’t a great deal to do growing up where I did, in Keighley, a small West Yorkshire town, where some people still shout abuse at you for wearing any hat other than a baseball cap. If the sun was out, I was running around outside playing football; when it rained, I’d be inside sketching with my brother. That’s about it. I grew up with a creative mother and a football-mad father in the 1980s. It set the tone early doors and these two pillars of my personal and professional life have just kind of stayed with me. As a 31-year-old man, I still remember dates by anchoring them to a WWE pay-per-view event or Leeds United fixtures.


My uncles and dad were pretty handy at drawing and my grandparents really encouraged me once they noticed my creative side. As a kid, it seems somehow cooler when adults draw or paint with you. My uncle Ray and I would have drawing competitions with a pre-agreed theme and he was much better than me, but his weekly endorsements of my steady improvement fired me up so much to try be as good as he was that I would feverishly practise until late at night, developing faster. The downside to this conviction was that I used to flip the board during family games at the exact moment I knew a game was lost, forcing my parents to give me my marching orders, the earliest sign of a fierce competitive streak. Teachers will try to stamp that out, but the good ones will simply channel it better.


I’ve been obsessed with professional wrestling and football from an early age but I’ve only ever been average at the latter. One Sunday, when we were 16, two friends and I made a speculative three-leg journey to Sheffield to take part in a pro-wrestling class we had seen advertised in a UK wrestling magazine. As skinny teenagers, we were tantalized by how glamorous and easy it looks on the telly. In a freezing cold, smelly Sheffield gym, it was different. The place had that vintage sweat smell you get in affordable gyms, decades of fossilized graft embedded into its very foundations. We had no heavy metal theme music and nobody provided extra drama with colour commentary. I got to do Bret ‘Hitman’ Hart’s flying clothesline though, which was cool. My friend from down the road was power-bombed on a crash mat and strained his neck a bit. He moaned the whole way home, so we didn’t bother going again.


After my last roll of the dice, the idea of a career in sport was quickly abandoned, so all that was left for me was art. By that point, I had already completed three-quarters of my physical education GCSE, so I thought I’d better hang around and sign up for the following year’s art GCSE while everyone else stayed on schedule. I needed the qualification to get into art college, so I did it alongside a half-arsed attempt at an intermediate business course to fill the time, which I never completed. I hated the school art teaching methods and didn’t get along with the tutor, with whom I’d had numerous run-ins during art classes in previous years. I struggled through with the required C grade and couldn’t wait to leave.


It was at school that I had my first glimpse of how my artwork might actually have a place in the wider world. My playfully antagonistic side surfaced in drawing and regularly landed me in trouble. Teachers don’t appreciate being sketched in a rabbit hutch, with their head on a rodent body, but the reaction of uproar it drew from fellow students was too addictive to ignore, so I did it anyway. This one teacher, we nicknamed ‘Weasel.’ I drew him accordingly and one of the other kids snatched the piece from me, depositing it through his classroom window. For two weeks, I saw it sat there, on the window ledge, hidden only by the classroom blinds. Every time, it sent a rush of fear through me, the kind that makes you weak at the knees. One day it disappeared and we were all summoned to Weasel’s classroom at lunchtime. It didn’t take long for him to establish that it was my handiwork and he sent us away having concluded his investigation. For two weeks, I was jelly-legged at the prospect of suspension from school, which wouldn’t have been unwarranted given the harshness of the drawing.


One day, a messenger arrives in my form class and asks if I can go and see Weasel. He stares me down, watching me tremble before telling me that I have real talent and that the drawing made him laugh a lot. My ‘punishment’ was to create him a unique poster to advertise an upcoming school talk on dyslexia. To this day, I respect the hell out of that guy and he cleverly made me take the first step in the right direction in creating more purposeful work in years to come.


Parental pressure to take a more traditional academic path was alien to me, unlike for some of the other kids who were really good at art or sport, but had been pushed towards safer, ‘proper’ subjects. I felt sorry for them. I was only encouraged to do anything academic when I showed a natural interest in it. My parents said that if it made me happy, then I should give it my all and that would be enough for them. I suppose I took it for granted at that point, but if they’d thrown the ‘real job’ mantra at me, I shudder to think what I’d be doing with my time today. My only passions were sport and art and it takes real trust for parents to allow a kid to follow a dream.


A creative person’s resolve is often fragile, especially early on. In those days, there are only vulnerable exteriors, easily pierced by words and opinions. In my young, naïve position, I lacked any kind of career direction, underachieving in my GCSE exams thanks to spending more than 100 hours playing Final Fantasy 7 on the Sony Playstation. But with hindsight, it was the total lack of pressure and my love of that video game, that allowed me the freedom to stumble my way through school and into Keighley College and sign up for a BTEC National Diploma in Graphic Design after tutors saw my game character drawings during a work experience placement at the college in 1999.
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	Freedom to follow the heart is crucial when finding your creative path.


	If you enjoy being creative, do not be dissuaded by school art, no matter how shit it may seem. College and university are very different and give you more creative freedom.


	You may have to defy your parents if they’ve never encountered the arts in their own lives. Their questioning is well meant, but art is an unknown - the scariest thing of all to most people.


	Learn from, and spend time with, people who share your creative interests. Other viewpoints can teach you lots of valuable things, do not shy away from honest feedback from both more and less experienced people.


	If you’re competitive, it is a positive career trait, so channel it well.


	Pursue the things that you naturally enjoy doing or take an interest in; do not overlook the simple things you do for pleasure, in your free time. Film, TV, games and sport are as valid as maths, English and science. Passion is the ultimate motivator.


	Wrestling classes in Sheffield are not as glamorous as wrestling looks on the telly.
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	VICTORIA PEARCE: FORMER FASHION AND PHOTOGRAPHY AGENT, CURRENT AGENT AT ILLUSTRATION LTD






‘The original reason I wanted to go into fashion design was because I loved magazines. It was the age of The Face, I-D, Blitz when I was growing up in a little village in the Cotswolds. Pre-internet and Facebook, that was my lifeline. You’d go to the local newsagent and buy the latest magazine and see these people hanging out and what they were all wearing. Through these pages, you could see that there were these other style tribes out there that you could immediately identify with. I was really into the rockabilly rock ‘n’ roll scene.


Now, just about everyone knows what a stylist is, but back then I don’t know if that term had even been given a definition. I think I wanted to be a stylist, only I didn’t know what a stylist was. I wanted to be involved in the making of these images I loved in the magazines and I thought that studying fashion was the route to that.’
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	CHAPTER 2.
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I was 14 when I first tried to make any money from my art. My childhood friends were from the adjacent streets. We lived next to a woollen mill and the houses we lived in were the mill worker’s houses, old Yorkshire stone terraces. One mate and I spent a lot of time at the mill when the workers had gone home.


Methods of making a quick few quid outside of my paper round and the occasional glass-collecting shift at my friend’s sister’s boozer were scarce and we couldn’t afford to go and watch Leeds United on less than £10 per week. We hung out with two sisters and their cousins, who were always annoying us by swooning over the likes of David Beckham and assorted boy band members.


One night, sitting on the roof of the bin sheds at the bottom of the streets, my friend pitched a seemingly golden business idea. He felt that there was money to be made if I could add a twist to the pencil portraits I was always drawing in my spare time. He said that instead of drawing Leeds players, I should depict Beckham completely naked. He was sure the girls would part with pocket money to own such a deviant masterpiece and the idea seemed infallible for a couple of nights. My friend’s role in the deal was that he would run the sales and marketing side of the business. If Beckham was a success, we could roll out the idea further. In a way, he was my first agent. I borrowed one of my brother’s Manchester United poster magazines for reference and covertly drew one a3-sized naked Beckham with an outrageously enhanced member. It took me four days to complete. I hid it in the Shoot 1995 Annual, knowing that many difficult questions would be directed at me if my parents found it. On the fifth day, I panicked and shredded it before even my friend had seen it and decided that a part-time job at Netto supermarket on top of my paper round may be a better option for the time being.


ART COLLEGE


At 17 years old, I hadn’t properly considered the possibility that my love of art could ever blossom into a career, save for the dyslexia poster incident. You just don’t understand how artists, designers and the world of visual communication operate when you’re that young. I went to college because that was the next thing most people were doing and art was the only subject of interest to me after the school bell rang.


Keighley is a mill town where the vast majority of work is either in retail or trades such as plumbing, joinery and construction. You had to be streetwise – in a small town where people are not afraid to say what they think, it can be easy to feel a bit intimidated if you’re reserved. Fights outside pubs were not uncommon sights most weekends. The ability to talk to people you don’t necessarily know serves you well in business and that would eventually become a very valuable skill for me. College was my first experience of spending time in a place where you could be yourself openly without worrying about what someone might think or say.


Spending the majority of my week with people of different ages and varying personalities, all with a common interest in creativity, was refreshing. Seemingly overnight, I was the original free-range man. We were allowed to take a break whenever we wanted. You can’t claim to be an adult with any credibility until you hold a styrofoam cup of tea or coffee, standing around in corridors or smoking areas.


College was full of people wearing a variety of clothes, listening to bands I hadn’t heard of. The BTEC was labelled graphic design but it covered a wide range of artistic disciplines where the staff encouraged you to get stuck into a load of different mediums and explore them all, such as 2D design, web design, sculpture, film, printing techniques and unconventional mediums. They threw in a photography course for free but I saw that as an opportunity to go to the pub during the day and get smashed with my mate who was studying bricklaying in the warehouse opposite my corner of the college.


I sometimes reflect on not taking that photography course very seriously, but in my defence, there was something to be said about those college outings to the pub. I’d gone from dressing down for fear of attracting unwanted comments, to having these liberating, boozy conversations about music and badly researched politics after two beers, in the corner of the pub with new friends, wearing whatever I wanted and calling myself an artist. Yes, I missed out on photography skills, but I was growing as a person. I embraced all of it. 


It felt perfect. Suddenly everything went unchecked and despite the unwelcome invasion of hangovers in my life, I was all but banned from drawing bowls of fruit, in the name of originality. That was a fair enough trade to me.


Bill Parker ran the BTEC and was the first adult, aside from those in my family, to notice my love of drawing. I was about to learn a big lesson from him; that if a person likes you or sees passion and a desire to learn, they are more inclined to meet you halfway.
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n. also freelance

1. A person who sells services to employers without
a long-term commitment to any of them.

2. An uncommitted independent, as in politics
or social life.

3. Amedieval mercenary.
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