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Foreword














Covadonga O'Shea walked into my office in the School of Fashion at Parsons in New York exuding style and fierce intelligence. Chic, elegant and sophisticated it was immediately clear this was a woman Parsons wanted to work with. Since then, we have met many times including when she invited me to speak at ISEM the MBA school that she leads in Madrid. On each occasion my respect for her and her perspective on this glorious global fashion industry has grown. So it is only natural that the hitherto closed world of Zara has been opened up for her to chronicle.


Many years earlier, when I worked as a fashion designer in London, an important stop on our Parisian research trips was always the Zara store near L'Opera in Paris. We needed to see how Zara had interpreted key trends. We were used to seeing the full season's offers from other stores, but somehow Zara always surprised us. Colleagues visiting the store a couple of weeks later would see completely different stock. We marvelled at how quickly the store changed.


Many people question the quick turn around of a new season's colours or silhouettes or hem-lines. But without the transient nature of fashion trends, garment inspectors in India, shop assistants in England, tech designers in the USA, window dressers in Spain, knitters in Thailand, sewing machinists in Mexico and tens of millions of others in fashion related jobs around the world would not be working.


Of course fashion is also a lot of fun. For a consumer choosing a fabulous new party dress, to a designer creating a striking new look, there is a basic social need being fulfilled, the need to look and feel good.


In this book, Covadonga O'Shea delves into the origins of Zara, how the company evolved into the global fashion player we know today and crucially how it still manages to react so quickly to trends around the world. And while there is a necessary debate about the sustainability of fast fashion, there is also the fact that thanks to companies like Zara, millions of people who cannot afford couture can still look and feel good.


There is much to learn from Zara's story and Covadonga O'Shea brings a highly informed and intelligent perspective to it.


Simon Collins
Dean. School of Fashion
Parsons the New School for Design
New York City
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It never occurred to me to write this book until suddenly, one day I realised that not only did I want to write it, but that I was under a compulsion to sit down at the computer and set about telling the world into which Amancio Ortega's business has exploded so spectacularly. This is everything I have been lucky enough to learn about this man through my meetings with him. He is just a man, yet he became so much more because of his absolute candour. Because of Amancio Ortega's passion for anonymity he has defended his privacy against attempts by others to destroy it. He has completely and unintentionally become an almost mythical figure in the world of business, yet he has undoubtedly made history in spite of his desire to remain anonymous.


Endless tales have been told about him, none with any foundation, and his true personality is still unknown. The business schools that head up the international rankings of those aspiring to be experts examine his career and all of those who have spoken to him even just one time act as though he were an old acquaintance. The most they can really boast about is that they might have shaken hands with him once.


You will not find me making any absurd claims here, such as that I am one of Amancio's close circle of friends or colleagues who he deals with on a daily basis; but I do consider myself rather privileged because since the outset of our relationship we have spent quite a lot of time in contact. I have been able to talk with him about almost anything at all, just as an exchange of views between two professionals who happen to be passionate about their work. He was already a groundbreaker in his field, en route to achieve the greatest business success in the 20th century in the field of fashion. My own field, fronting the magazine Telva, a pioneer in the world of women's national publications, could also make claims to having conquered a market that was beginning to fill up with competitors keen to control the national product.


Were we united by a common vision of the future and an almost blind faith in what was in our hands? Leaving aside all our differences, I do not have the slightest doubt that something along those lines must have taken place for that initial trust, now over a quarter of a century old, to have persisted over the years and not lose an iota of its closeness and brilliance.


I met Amancio Ortega on December the first 1990, when I was invited to visit Inditex (Industries in Design in Textiles), a large textile business located in the outskirts of La Coruña, a province in northwest Spain. At that time the name of the small industrial zone way up there in Finisterre, Arteixo (the outskirts of La Coruña), was hardly known at all. These days it is talked about on five continents. When I landed, as has been the case every time I visited, a car was waiting for me in the airport. I was then taken to what was Zara's general headquarters at the time, near the magnificent building that was built years later in the same Sabón zone. I came to chat with the founder of a textile business that was just beginning to attract a great deal of attention, and I was taking the opportunity to have a look at the plant.


I never anticipated that the meeting would become the starting point of what I decided to do: communicate what lies behind those four letters, Zara, the flagship of an extraordinary company, Inditex. The company heads a world-wide retail business and is ranked number one among Spanish companies according to the Merco 2008 report (business monitor of corporate ranking). This is a business model that revolutionised the complex and exciting world of fashion. Because of the tireless labours of Amancio Ortega and the hundreds of individuals at his side over the years, a huge leap forward from the 20th into the 21st century was taken in the women's clothing sector.


On many occasions, listening to Amancio or the people around him, I personally witnessed the way this business works, the engine that lies behind those mega-figures that we read about in the media, how he won his personal fortune, the millions and millions of kilometres of raw materials used to supply products to the thousands of shops of different brands spread out throughout the world in record time, how his employees and their families live, and so much more.


I assure you that regardless of the friendship that Amancio and I share, and the many hours of conversation we have enjoyed, he never gave me the slightest reason to think that I might receive his permission to write this book. This means that any attempt on my part to do so would be like a betrayal or a breach of his right to privacy. My efforts, verging on pig-headedness, to reveal the more personal and human side of this man were witnessed by his closest colleagues: the remarkable José María Castellano (former CEO and deputy chairman of the Inditex Group), essential to the whole story and its understanding, and his magnificent successor, Pablo Isla ( current chairman and CEO of Inditex since July 2011.) They both heard me talk about the many occasions on which I suggested my idea to Amancio, “You have to realise that it would simply be unfair not to explain to the world what kind of man you are. You have to accept that the fact of being at the high end on the list of the richest men in Spain and, indeed, one of the richest in the world, doesn't explain anything fundamental about you. Yes, it says you made a fortune, but paradoxical as it may seem, it provides a very poor picture of what you're like as a human being. It's much more important for you to explain your points of view, the things that are key. Who is Amancio Ortega really? Where did he come from? Where is he headed? What started him off dreaming about this empire that is now a visible and measurable reality?”


I never let myself be put off by his remorseless refusals. I felt sure that one day the conviction and strength of my argument would win him over and he would realise that I was right. Indeed what happened, after a good many years, was that while he didn't actually say I had his complete support for the project, which would have amounted to him rejecting his most deeply held principles, he sent a message that was the sweetest gift, “You must do what you want – after all, I can't actually stop you from writing. I trust you.” He suggested, “And don't just put in the good parts, or say that it was me alone who built the firm. There are 80,000 of us right now, not to mention all the people who've been involved in the company and are now no longer part of it.”


That was the real genesis of this book I'd dreamt about since the day I almost knocked over a man in shirtsleeves hidden among some garments in an Arteixo store. He gave me that lovely idiosyncratic smile of his and said, “I'm Ortega, and you must be Covadonga. I've been expecting you.” What neither of us suspected was how much of what we shared in the journey of our lives would be revealed. We both realised we had no right to keep secrets, however unimportant most of them might have seemed, yet they could be redolent of that intangible value addressed in the marketplace so frequently and giving rise to products from the luxury category. I'd be pleased if I could set down the story of that boy born in a town in León (a province of northwest Spain) 75 years ago and his mighty handmade empire for all to read.
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My meeting with Amancio Ortega















“Just call me Ortega, and don't
stand on ceremony”


The first impressions we have of a visit we've looked forward to, to visit an unforgettable city or person, are recorded in a certain way on the hard disks in our brains. They persevere with hints of an unrepeatable clarity, remaining unchanged even with time's passing and the thousands of things that happen in a life. That's how it was the day I met Amancio Ortega, nearly 15 years ago. It was December first, and the nineties were just beginning. Let me explain some background to give you a picture.


At the time I was the director of Telva, the leading magazine in Spain and always in the vanguard of what was happening in the world of fashion. I met and very often did business with some of the best designers from Paris, Milan, New York and London, places I visited at least twice a year for the collections. I hardly need to add that I was also to be found at the Cibeles and Gaudí catwalks, where the Madrid and Barcelona shows were held at the start of autumn and spring, respectively. In January and July it was Paris that surprised the world with its display of haute couture aesthetics. Its explosion of creativity and imagination were presented in the most sophisticated media, with the unmistakable glamour of French fashion that had dictated standards from the opening of the 20th century to the 1960s – standards accepted by the elite in all the greatest fashion capitals.


At that time, the name Zara was gathering momentum, but always with question marks. What lay behind that amazing phenomenon that the most recalcitrant fashion victims of the eighties and the beginning of the nineties were aiming at? How could you define this style of dress that didn't cost an arm and a leg, where the background music had a certain feeling of apology, of disposability, clearly bound to the consumer society in which we were all immersed? What was the source of the success of a fashion style that linked an attractive quality/price ratio with unmistakable echoes of design from the current top of the range? “It's an Armani design just for you”, a professional in the field, an expert in luxury brands once said to me, convinced that he was right when he saw me wearing a perfectly made Zara jacket of impeccable cut and fabric characteristic of the great designer. That jacket was one of the first garments I bought from Zara, a store that was set to become, as for so many women, one of my favourite shops.


Very soon the recognisable black, unobtrusive bag with lettering in a dark, sandy shade sporting only its name as its logo was appearing in the streets of Europe's largest cities. Women who always wore the latest and stylists from international fashion magazines carried it with the same confidence as they would have if they were the latest trends from Prada, Gucci or Dior. What was most surprising was the skill with which women, who were famous as glamour icons, were beginning to combine – and praise – luxury brand clothing with Zara basics. This was later followed by the entire world. Even stories in magazines like Telva, Elle, Marie Claire or Vogue carried photographs of these emblematic women with items from the same brand.


Once again my newshound's nose led me to investigate this emerging phenomenon, which on top of everything else seemed shrouded in all kinds of suggestion and mystery. The least of these was that Zara was accused of copying; plagiarising the most outstanding aspects of each season's trends. There was talk about money laundering, murky business deals and strange secrets; there was a person with no face, someone who never appeared in the press, someone whose name was known but nothing more. Stories abounded that he was a peculiar individual who started his business making quilted dressing gowns at the start of the sixties, and without a word of explanation from anybody, had set out to conquer the most difficult fashion markets in the world.


Just what, exactly, was happening in Finisterre, the source of endless legends of witches emerging from the fog at the Coast of Death? Finisterre is on the rocky Costa da Morte (in Galician: “Coast of Death”), named because of the large number of shipwrecks along these shores. How could we find out the truth about what was happening in that part of northeastern Spain that had spawned so many of our fashion gurus – brothers Adolfo and Javier Domínguez, Antonio Pernas, Roberto Verino, Kina Fer nández, Caramelo – that compelled people to talk about “Galician Fashion”? We had a right to a straight answer for the mountains of questions surrounding this mystery.


I sent a terrific journalist from the Telva team to find out. She had a sixth sense, the soul of a sleuth, and a huge gift for the kind of job that lies between pure, tough investigation and a whodunit, should those talents be required. She came back from her visit to Arteixo very excited about what she discovered, how she was received, the great business she uncovered and how she saw its prospects for the future. In April of that year, 1990, we published what was to be the first article on Zara under the headline “Zaramania”, with the byline of Teresa Olazábal. “Cheek by jowl with haute couture firms, Zara has opened its shops on the best streets of Madrid, Paris, New York, Lisbon, Athens and Mexico City. The secret? An amazing capacity to sense fashion trends, take them on board and turn them into reality at bargain basement prices. And all within 20 days!” Underneath a list of data and figures relating to that period, that you would now have to multiply by several orders of magnitude, emphasis was placed on the fact that “in record time, this Galician company has turned into a holding company with 42 firms in its stable. They source its fabrics, dye them, print them, cut out the patterns, make them up and handle their distribution. At some stages of the process, Inditex organised 6,000 Galician village women into cooperatives to make up the garments. Yet Zara remains a mystery to many. Nobody understands how the clothes can be so inexpensive, how the designs match a number of fashion classics, or how the stocks are continually replenished.”


What was the secret of his success? That was what everybody was wondering at the time, and they are still wondering. The answer was contained in four amazing lines uttered by one of the company managers: “From prices on, the entire process is undertaken without middlemen or agents. Apart from buying materials at good prices and using low-priced labour,” he continued, “the business formula rests on a very small profit margin. We prefer to make a small amount from each item, but to sell a great many.”


Another fundamental feature was to offer clothing in the latest designs. A designer on the team explained that the greatest success of the brand was based on swiftly sensing and interpreting fashion trends and customer tastes. “Inditex has a 40 person department,” (how many would it be now, I wonder) “spread out through New York clubs, Parisian business districts and Spain's bars and fashionable venues. We call this trend-assessing procedure ‘market testing with the target public’.”


In my quest for more reasons for its all around success, I would add one factor that I think is crucial: constant renewal of stock, 40% of which is changed every week. Meantime, stock in the stores is replenished every three days. In other words, while other firms manufacture their collection only once for an entire season, Zara never stops changing its products to suit what people ask for.


As an obvious example, I include here the fact that I unfortunately witnessed the terrible events involving the Twin Towers in New York, known as 9/11. New York's fashion week had just opened, and on the afternoon before that date forever engraved in the history of the world, the 10th, a number of shows from American creators were presented. The new offerings were in the display windows of top stores in Manhattan, trends leaning towards a great deal of colour and hinting at a happy, fun-filled summer. When the catastrophe occurred, it wasn't just the Big Apple, but a sizable part of the world that went down under the terrorist attack. I shall never forget the pain and confusion that reigned in the streets, nor the black crepe that draped display windows indicating mourning, even at the most luxurious stores on main shopping streets, as well as in Soho or Tribeca, the most desirable districts. Everybody who had designed and produced a collection vibrant with colour saw their business paralysed for the season following the disaster. Grim though the shock was, it was exacerbated still further by the dominant colours which followed.


Shortly after, around Christmas time, back in New York for a few days I was able to confirm that during the previous months only Zara had continued to sell. This was because while in no way failing to share in the sadness and suffering of so many, thanks to its record production times it had filled its stores with dark, quiet shades appropriate to the tragedy the West was living through, above all in the area that bore the brunt of the horror that not only shook the concrete of the towers, but also a large proportion of humanity.


Ola zábal concluded her story in Telva with an explanation that “data, figures and surprises apart, the most interesting thing about Zara is that it is turning into a social phenomenon. We are beginning to define Zaramania in people as a shopping habit: buying the latest fashion to wear and discard next year with a clear conscience.” Something very serious lay at the heart of this observation: it revealed a genuine fashion revolution. Until about 20 years ago, fashion always appeared for the autumn-winter or spring-summer cycles and the best models were practically eternal. I can still remember Valentino in his workshop in Rome, explaining what it meant to him when some of his multimillionaire customers told him that one of his garments was still perfect after three or four years, and that it would then be preserved at the back of the wardrobe the way a priceless possession would be kept, perhaps even for their daughters. Is there anyone who would not look after a Pertegaz suit with something close to veneration, to say nothing of the Balenciaga that belonged to your grandmother or mother-in-law and that remained perfect, untouched by the passage of time?


Even so, it was another revolutionary, Paul Poiret, who claimed as long ago as 1890 that “the raison d’être of the clothing industry is novelty.” This is the crucial factor that a far-seeing genius, Amancio Ortega, focused on a century later, dragging his entire team onto the dizzy locomotive of fashion to turn novelty delivered at the speed of sound in line with the ‘just-in-time’ theory, a keynote of his business identity and a new business model.


As a result of that article, the Telva publication team received letters from the most disparate centres of the world. Everybody wanted to be certain that what the journalist Teresa Olazábal had said was true. Best of all was a call to my office of a rather confidential nature from Milan. Someone very close to Giorgio Armani was wondering how contact could be made with Mr Ortega's “general HQ”. They were very keen to talk with him. I do know that some conversations took place between the managers of the two companies, and it is very possible that visits were paid by managers of the Galician company to the capital of Italian fashion. But if the privacy of the Inditex founder is a deep mystery, all the more so have been his projects. They talked, they exchanged impressions, they carried out the odd financial study but nobody revealed the real content of the conversations. “Sure, we were in contact. And not just with Armani”, I was told on one of the occasions when I asked. Although I have no sound reason for thinking so, I always suspected that the backers behind the Armani empire were aware of the fact that quality garments with a similar feel were being seen in the streets of various cities of Europe and they were bought at a third or a quarter of his prices. So why not organise a joint venture or some mutual project? I repeat that such ideas at the time were pure guesswork, never confirmed, never denied. It was years later, as I shall recount in due course, that I found out what actually happened.



1 December 1990


The flight from Madrid to La Coruña took off from Barajas airport and landed at the Galician airport with British punctuality. We were welcomed by a typical north-western Spanish day: clouds coming and going, moments of sunshine and fine rain that turns the fields into meadows containing every shade of green. In the background, the Cantabrian Sea, sometimes very rough, was smooth and calm.


Everything seemed to augur well. I was travelling with Montse Cuesta, chief fashion editor on the magazine and now the editor of Architectural Digest. With all the excitement of the explorers who landed in America, we arrived at our destination prepared to dispel the collection of mysteries that veiled Inditex, the company that spread through the world like wildfire, silent but unstoppable. We met its founder and driving force, an enigma about whom practically everybody had an opinion yet so little was known, not even what he looked like. This was true, I was later told by one of his friends, that one morning when they happened to be in a bar in La Coruña they heard someone claiming to know Ortega, unaware that the very person he was talking about was the unsophisticated-looking character drinking coffee at his side. There was no shortage of people who couldn't distinguish between imagining they knew Amancio and reality. The fact is that man who bid fair to become the personality of the century was beginning to turn into a very important target to aim for.


The programme that was prepared for us at head office consisted of a thorough exploration of the plant, precise explanations about the company, lunch with the chairman and then back to Madrid. We felt we had won the Christmas lottery, and were still clutching our winning tickets as we walked down the aircraft steps.


A driver met us in the airport waiting room, ready to drive us to the Inditex head office in the Sabón industrial zone. One of the management team welcomed us and asked us to follow him. From that day on, every time I have had the opportunity of visiting I have been reminded that it is not only the clothing that emerges from this huge industrial network that has its own stamp, but also the people who work there. They are kind, welcoming and well-mannered. Inditex has an authentic business culture. The various “professors” from this company who have taught MBA classes at ISEM Fashion Business School in Madrid in recent years, currently under my leadership, have motivated the students to be as moved by the quality of their shows as by the friendliness and respect that they are treated with. From José María Castellano, who now sits on our Advisory Board and who gave a number of talks when he was Vice-President and CEO of Inditex, to the directors of Zara Home, Logística, and Mercado de Capitales, the general secretary or current Vice-President and CEO, Pablo Isla, everybody shares an unmistakable sense of know-how and awareness of what it means to be a part of a company like this. They are also all aware of the importance of teamwork, which always gets a special mention in their lectures.


When our students pay a study visit to Arteixo, they come back thrilled by the business complex they discover, although they also learn a great deal from the impeccable manners of their hosts such as Communications Head, Jesús Echevarría, or other executives. This special way of behaving and communicating what the company means is difficult to define, but clear to outside observers.


In the case of our own visit, by mid-morning we were walking through the different sections in which the complex task of putting together the garments takes place before they are sent off to their various destinations. The ceiling is criss-crossed by rails along which the mass-produced clothing endlessly travels in an orderly manner on its way to the labelling, ironing and packaging zones and finally, to the point where the rails divide according to which store will be their final destination. In this final step, sophisticated and efficient machines fold jackets, blouses or trousers and place them in huge cardboard boxes. If the garment cannot be folded and has to travel upright, it is put onto hangers that are automatically inserted into special containers. On each of the boxes the shop's address can be read, whether somewhere in Spain or in another country such as France or Portugal. Even then, the Zara empire had crossed the first European borders.


Fascinated by this endless motion and the ultra-modern machinery with hardly a sign of the human beings who controlled them, Montse and I are surprised by the appearance of a smiling, friendly man in shirtsleeves crossing the section from a cloud of overcoats. He watched us with surprise and pleasure at our presence. No doubt he'll be the foreman of the section I thought. I stepped forward to greet him and told him how astonished we were by everything we saw that morning.


I can't say I clearly remember, but I presume I said we were journalists from Madrid, invited by Mr Ortega to visit the factory. We immediately added that our main concern was to meet the person who had been able to start up what now appeared to be an unprecedented success. In response to my enthusiastic comments, and in a not particularly Galician accent, although with the sarcasm so well known in those parts he asked me, “So you'd like to meet Ortega, would you?” The well-known official photograph could have saved us a few minutes of doubt but it had not yet been launched. “Well, dears,” and that's a word I've heard so many, many times over the years I've been fortunate enough to know him, “here you have him. I'm Ortega.” Amused by our surprise, he quickly added, “This has really been a chance encounter; I assure you it wasn't planned. I spend a lot of time moving from one area of the factory to another to see how everything is working. If I'm not in the warehouse, then I'll be in design. Frankly, the entire process fascinates me – but I really love seeing what our artists come up with! That's my favourite side of the entire complex.”


That was our introduction. It would now be superfluous to add that everybody who has had hands-on dealings with him or has worked at his side is in agreement about how certain aspects are immediately apparent in the first meeting: transparency, lack of sophistication and passion for the work. Everything I have been able to learn about both the man and the way he constructed the business I picked up in just a few seconds.


Unwilling to waste a moment of our time, I asked, “When you talk to the designers, Mr Ortega, do you let them know your opinions?” He replied, “Before we go any further, just one thing – no more ‘Mr Ortega’ please. Here I'm just Ortega, and that's for everybody.” Increasingly surprised by his casual attitude, I introduced Montse Cuesta to him. He seemed delighted by us and immediately turned into the perfect host. “I'll take you around the factory myself.” Just before we started, he repeated, “Just call me Ortega; never stand on ceremony.”


I would have preferred to use his Christian name, and straightaway I said that since he was the only Amancio I knew if he was comfortable with it, then that was what I would call him. It really seemed that the first conversation was not going to be the last and that we would have many further occasions to meet, chat and exchange impressions, not just about the business, but about the thousand and one other matters that concerned him and filled his thoughts and day-to-day operations. What I achieved with my “exclusivity” is that every time I call him, when I ask “How are you, Amancio?” he immediately recognises me and replies in the friendliest of tones. He finds it amusing that I don't address him by his surname like everybody else does, even his family. When sending him my best wishes on New Year's Eve for example, I never fail to get real pleasure from telling him that I'm thinking about him fondly and wishing even greater success in the upcoming year than in previous years. His reply is usually the same, “And my prayers are for health for everybody and for things to at least go on as before. Naturally, if they're better, then so much the better for everybody.” It makes no difference whether the calendar shows a change of year or that a new millennium is starting, as happened in 2000, a time when all kinds of crazy things were going on to celebrate. Aman cio had not set off for some exotic location – he was still at his home in La Coruña. Indeed, at the end of that morning as I sent my best wishes and asked, “What are you up to? How will you welcome in the new millennium?” he answered, “What would I be doing? Working, of course; if I want everything to keep on working, I shall have to battle on, whatever happens.”


On that morning when we met he just took over the leadership of the group. He wanted to know what we had seen so far and he piloted us to the zones we had yet to visit. We made our way to another section where a team of Danish engineers were fitting some IT installations that were very advanced for the time. We stopped to listen and watch what they were doing. Although we didn't understand the language we could certainly admire the way they handled those glittering machines destined to revolutionise the market with groundbreaking programmes, programmes that were mysterious to anybody not at the forefront of the technology. Ortega's smile was a picture when he saw us literally open-mouthed at the futuristic scene that lay before us. I may not have understood too much of the highly complex machinery they were showing us, but I did suspect that it was here that a considerable proportion of the secrets of this company, destined to lead the world textile industry, were to be found and were being shaped.
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