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Simon P. Lock, owner and CEO of The Lock Group, is known for his key role in the implementation of international fashion week showcases in the Asia Pacific region. Founder of the Mercedes Australia Fashion Week, Lock currently serves as creative director of Dubai Fashion Week and acts as a creative consultant to fashion and retail brands including Marc Jacobs and Stella McCartney. Credited as the ‘Godfather’ of Australian fashion, in 2011 Lock was the recipient of the prestigious Australian Fashion Laureate award in recognition of his enduring contributions, marking the first time the award was presented to an individual who was not a designer. He has recently established ORDRE, a global online wholesale platform for the ready-to-wear fashion industry.
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In the Front Row is dedicated to my father, David Price Lock Senior, who passed away while I finished the final chapters.


He was and will remain the inspiration and the driving force for my ambition, enthusiasm and passion for life.


He taught me two things that have been guiding forces in my life: Don’t be fearful of change or scared of failure.


He sat next to me many times in the front row and let me know how proud he was. These are some of the most cherished memories of my life.





Preface


WELCOME TO In the Front Row. I’m Simon. Simon P. Lock to many, SPL to the chosen few, Si to my closest family, and Lockie to my darling wife, Kirsten. I’m the guy the Australian fashion industry still loves to hate all these years later for being the upstart outsider who dreamed of building an international fashion week in Australia and dared the world to come and see the talent of our best designers. I’ve been tempted to write this book many times in the past. When I first thought I would, the title was going to be ‘I Quit’, because I thought after the book was released I would never be able to work in the industry again! A few years on, the stars aligned. Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week Australia, as the event is now known, will soon celebrate its twentieth anniversary and I feel what I am currently doing in fashion is going to help put into perspective a forward-facing vision of the industry instead of purely a retrospective one.


This is the story of the trials and tribulations of building Fashion Week, replete with intriguing insights into the Australian industry, its characters, superstars and supermodels, the dramas, the divas, the tantrums, the challenges, the failures and the traumas. This is also the story of a new beginning and the start of an equally exciting adventure. Coinciding with the anniversary of Fashion Week is the launch of our new business ORDRE, a world-first online wholesale platform. Simply put, it takes the best designers from the best fashion weeks around the world and shows their collections online to fashion buyers in over ninety-three countries and 543 cities around the globe. It’s an additional channel for the fashion industry to sell its wholesale collections and it will sit alongside traditional fashion weeks. It will change the way our industry works forever and in many ways will put Australian designers on an equal platform with the best in the world.


I am writing this book while I travel the world with Kirsten as we launch this new business and you’ll soon see as you read that the similarities and relevance to what I did twenty-five years ago to launch Fashion Week are astounding. Only now I’m doing it in a global context and it is fascinating.


I hope you enjoy being In the Front Row with me.
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The University of DPL


TODAY WAS A pretty big day for our little business. It doesn’t seem like over twenty years ago that I had the same emotions when the very first Australian designer committed to what was then known as Mercedes Australian Fashion Week (MAFW). I am in New York trying to get the most famous designers in the world to buy into something just as new and exciting to grow their businesses. The similarities between now and all those years ago are incredible. The feeling I have now when three of New York’s most applauded designers join our new global wholesale platform ORDRE is every bit as sweet as when the designing duo Peter Morrissey and Leona Edmiston became the first Australian designers to commit to what was then just as radical an idea. The world of fashion has changed since I came up with the crazy idea to launch a new stop in Sydney on the international fashion week circuit, but in many ways it’s still the same. It’s all about the designers—you can’t live with them and you can’t live without them!


*


My mother says that I was a born entrepreneur. Apparently when I was about five and growing up in the Melbourne suburbs in the early 1960s I filled used jam jars with soil from the garden and sold them to the neighbours as special potting mix. Only a few years later I was running a bottle collection depot out of our backyard and going head to head with the local scout bottle drive. My business sense was always strong.


In later life this trait was to brand me as a megalomaniac of sorts in the fashion industry, especially when I established a range of marketing agencies around Fashion Week to capitalise on the investment I had made in the event. The truth of the matter is that at the time it was necessary just to survive financially. Still, my ever-present competitive nature didn’t hurt. This inherent characteristic has always been coupled inside me with a feeling that I’m not afraid to fail and that I can achieve anything—driving forces I carry to this day.


If I’m going to tell the story of Fashion Week I don’t think I can do so honestly without explaining where my drive and passion come from. At the end of the day it has been this focused feeling, energy and attitude that has made the difference between success and failure. In my case it is all due to an incredible force of nature and human dynamo known as David Price Lock, my father and hero. Every designer who has ever launched a business through Fashion Week, or secured an international order, or a front cover of Vogue has my father to thank, because without his radical way of addressing life and business I doubt very much I would have had the foresight, skills and determination to pull off what many thought was impossible.


David Lock was born in Melbourne to a Welsh coalmining immigrant father and a mother who died when he was very young. Basically he was a kid born on the wrong side of the tracks who grew up in the working-class suburb of Port Melbourne while dreaming of a wide world that had to be conquered. His father was the original Lock entrepreneur—when he came to Australia he traded his coal pick for a squeegee and set up his own office window-cleaning business in Melbourne. Growing up in the docklands of Melbourne my father dreamed of the exotic locations the cargo vessels sailing in and out of the harbour visited and, determined to see beyond the horizon of Port Phillip Bay, embarked on an apprenticeship to become a fitter and turner. This would lead to the first of his three careers, as a marine engineer. It was a career that not only led him to discover the travelling life but to cross paths with a man who would change the course of his life: Alan Franklin Rudd.


Alan lived in a Victorian mansion on Guildford Road in the upmarket Melbourne suburb of Canterbury. He was one of four children, but the only son, of a well-to-do Melbourne builder, a man who must have been broken-hearted when Alan chose to become an apprentice in Melbourne’s docklands rather than join the family business when he left Camberwell Grammar School. I think maybe Alan had also seen those boats leaving Port Phillip Bay. The boy from the wrong side of the tracks met the silvertail and immediately they became unlikely best friends. They completed their fitter-and-turner apprenticeships and soon signed up as engine hands on cargo ships heading north. Not long after, to the complete shock of their respective families, the two, who had now become inseparable in their shared dream, decided to move to Hong Kong. This was the early 1940s and not at all like today, when many travel to Hong Kong on bankers’ contracts. For my father and Alan, it was exotic going to the Far East, a far-flung colony next to a growing communist waking giant, full of pigtailed men pulling rickshaws and beautiful Suzie Wongs in cheongsams.


Before the boys left, however, there was a fateful meeting. Alan had been taking Dad home to Guildford Road for dinner on a pretty regular basis. David eventually met Alan’s sister Joy, who had left her pigtails of Canterbury Girls’ behind and was now a secretary to a professor at Melbourne University. She was a stunning young woman. By all accounts she was responsible for a never-ending queue of young men to the professor’s office to see if he was ‘in by chance’, especially on his rostered days off! I don’t quite know whether for her it was love at first sight, intrigue about the good-looking, well-mannered ‘kid from the wrong side of the tracks’ or that by then my grandmother had clearly declared my father as her favourite among Alan’s friends, but a deep bond formed between them around that dining room table and as the dishes were washed at Guildford Road. It only grew stronger the closer it came to my father setting sail.


David and Alan set off on their great adventure. From Shanghai to Borneo the pair lived the life. My father was always incredibly sketchy about the details. The occasional reference to a daring gold-smuggling racket that ‘apparently’ some of the boys were involved in on the Shanghai run. The parties with the daughter of the chairman of Jardine Matheson, the boys’ employers. The descriptions of opium dens they had never been in! One can only imagine. These experiences opened up my father’s mind, life and attitudes about how the world was an amazing place. He discovered new cultures, he made new friends easily, he learnt respect for traditions and to appreciate what he had and understand what he wanted. He developed a work ethic that saw him continually promoted, one that would stand him in good stead for the rest of his life and one he would instil in me. Above all he developed a belief in equality and justice. His convictions would remain with him all his life and they were always central themes in our dinnertime ‘classrooms’ at home in the years to come.


When the boys’ time in Asia was up, an optimistic and growing economy in Australia was calling them home, as were their families. Alan arrived first to find his sister Joy had just turned down her sixth proposal of marriage. She confided in her brother that she couldn’t hold out much longer and if David P. Lock didn’t show up very soon the spark that had been ignited years before would finally go out. One telegram later, and like a scene from An Officer and a Gentleman, my father was on the doorstep of Guildford Road and the rest, as they say, is history. My mother and father married soon after, with Alan as best man. The three were inseparable.


Having lived a life few would dream of the thought of a nine-to-five job held no appeal. What to do? Like their fathers before them, there was only one course to take: open their own business. ARA Engineering was born. It was a welding works for a number of manufacturers, registered in haste using Alan’s initials that got jumbled up on the form and never corrected. Despite the protests of my grandfather—it was obvious to him from day one that welding sparks and wooden floors were never going to be a great foundation for success—the boys somehow convinced him that the stable in the backyard of Guildford Road was the best place for their operations. It wasn’t long before my grandfather arrived home one evening to smouldering ruins. Not deterred, the boys found a factory in a new industrial estate in Clayton, then on the outskirts of Melbourne, and the business took off. Mum and Dad had by now moved out of Guildford Road and into a brand new AV Jennings home in Albert Street, Mount Waverley, a bright shiny new suburb in Melbourne that looked exactly like something out of a 1960s American sitcom.


Business was booming. The boys were the best of partners, complementing each other in many ways. Alan had also got married and it was nearly time for me to enter the world. But when Mum was in early pregnancy the unimaginable happened. Alan had been on a weekend break with friends down at San Remo near Phillip Island in Victoria and a group of them were fishing from the rocks. Two small boys fishing on a rock ledge nearby were suddenly swept away into a nasty ocean by a freak wave. Without a care for his own safety Alan dived into the swirling mess and attempted to rescue the boys. With great effort he managed to shove one back up onto the rock shelf to safety, and returned in search of the other. The two bodies were never found. I was born soon after with a strong physical resemblance to my uncle.


A beloved and only son was dead, a husband was gone, a brother who was a kindred soulmate was never to return. My father had lost his best friend and his business partner. Where does a man go from there? If you’re my father, you dig deep. A handshake between friends—‘If anything ever happens to one of us let’s make sure the other’s family is looked after’—becomes your driving force. For the next half a decade my father worked day and night, sacrificing time with his own young family and sometimes his own health, until he knew he could honour the commitment he had made to his best friend. ARA was sold and half the proceeds went to Alan’s widow. As far as I know she never had to work again.


By this time my father was in his mid thirties, having already had a successful career as a marine engineer and sold a thriving business. At this point, most people would invest some of the proceeds from the business’s sale, start a new business or get a job. Instead, my father gathered up his young family, which now included my younger brother, Richard Alan Franklin Lock, leased out his home and went on a five-year road trip around the world, and spent the lot!


Welcome to my formative years. We left Australia and sailed to London, where my father leased a beautiful home in Surrey, close to where the Beatle George Harrison lived, purchased his dream car, a Mark II Jaguar, and brought his mother-in-law over. We then spent eight months living in hotels in France, then in Cardiff to understand his heritage, and then on the Costa Del Sol in Spain. He returned to university in London to complete his engineering degree and then bundled us all into a cool caravan and traversed the Continent for eighteen months before travelling the long way home to Melbourne via Miami and the Caribbean.


I returned to the final years of primary school with a proper English accent and a completely different attitude from everyone else. Nothing was impossible because my father had shown me that. The world was full of culture and people to be celebrated and embraced, not feared or discriminated against. Mount Waverley Primary School and the trials and tribulations of the schoolyard were another world for me at that time, and I guess from that moment on I knew I was never going to have a normal life.


This amazing journey at such a young age left me with an uneasy feeling that I couldn’t quite put my finger on until much later in life, something that was to be a driving force in creating Australian Fashion Week. As a kid in foreign lands I was often ostracised because I came from the land down under. No one seemed to have the view of our country that I had formed from a young age, which was a combination of the newness and opportunities epitomised by the bright shiny new suburb I had left behind and the refined sophistication I knew through my grandparents. It seemed from my childish point of view that the only opinions the world had of Australia were that it was completely unworldly, was great at sports, had a wealth of natural resources and that was about it. It was a country devoid of any creative culture or place in the arts.


In the mid 1980s, the Australian Tourism Commission released their Paul Hogan ‘throw a shrimp on the barbie’ campaign. I first saw it on a business trip to the United States and was horrified. It hit me in the heart and head. It was the same feeling I’d experienced as a child when I was teased because to all these posh little English kids I appeared as an uncouth Antipodean who spoke funny and wore shorts in winter. I wanted to tell the world we were more than this stereotypical version of Australia. One of the major reasons I was so passionate about making Australian Fashion Week a success internationally was because it sends a very different message to the world about who we are as Australians. It tells the world we are creative, innovative, sophisticated and able to compete in the luxury world of ready-to-wear fashion alongside New York, London Paris and Milan. These are attributes that add value to the DNA of brand Australia, in addition to the casual openness of our culture, our sporting prowess, wonderful environment and our two greatest assets: Indigenous culture and natural resources. Like our emerging artists, filmmakers, winemakers and chefs, fashion has a role to play in promoting a more accurate perception of us as a nation. And I’m very proud to say that Australian Fashion Week has been a part of that.


*


The next phase of my life was going to give me the tools I needed to get Fashion Week off the ground and instigate my initial intrigue in the fashion industry. As always, my father was leading by example. Having arrived home from our extended worldwide travels we were broke. My father soon landed a job at the Royal Dental Hospital, before he found a career at the Royal Melbourne Hospital, where he would stay until he retired at the age of fifty-six as a board director—he subsequently went on the road again with my mother. Along with my grandmother, we moved to Doncaster into what I have always considered our family home.


These were the years, I guess, when my father prepared me for what lay ahead. The art of open debate on every subject was encouraged and often compromises were hard fought and won. The evening dinner table was seminal in my development as a young man, from the manners expected of me to my contribution to the conversation to the undeniable impact my father’s business news of the day would have on us all. We would listen to how my father negotiated with the union or superannuation companies on behalf of the thousands of employees at the Royal Melbourne Hospital, his daily criticism of those poor souls who didn’t pull their weight around him or his continuous commentary on politics and world news. Just imagine growing up when Gough Whitlam was in power and the controversy that came with every political discussion. Daily I learnt how to handle people in a work environment, how to create a like-minded team to achieve a common goal, what was fair and just in life and business and what wasn’t. The University of DPL was open daily. It was to become the only university degree I was ever going to finish.


It was during this part of my life that my mother also became much more of an influence. My mother is the creative one in the family. She is the feeling one, the incredible portrait artist, the poet, the singer, the writer and the actor. If Dad was the commerce, then Mum was the art. As it turned out, later in my fashion career I realised that ultimate success in the fashion world comes from a balance between art and commerce. There was also another talented and strong-willed woman living in that household: my grandmother, Lillie Emilie Mary Rudd.


My grandmother was the most endearing snob you could ever meet. She moved through life as if she was born to royalty. She loved the ‘little people’ and was known to help them out through her endless charity work. She was a man’s woman and my father adored his mother-in-law, the mother he never really had. I was spellbound from an early age. She was larger than life: she had an opinion on everything, went on the most extravagant outings, had the best fun and was always the favourite of my mates. Much to my mother’s annoyance, she often ruled the roost at Vine Court in Doncaster, and during my difficult teenage years she became my confidante on all things. There was nothing I couldn’t discuss with Nan and nothing she wouldn’t advise me on—often to my complete shock! One of the most special times in my life was when my parents were travelling on an extended trip and I was ‘between’ marriages. I moved back in with Nan on the premise of looking after her. If the truth be known, it was the other way around.


Emily, as she was known to all, was the reason for me being interested in fashion in the first place. Every season I witnessed a ritual that fascinated me. When the latest collections arrived at Venn Gowns, then one of the only multi-label designer boutiques in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, my grandmother would take herself off to buy her new season’s wardrobe. Twice a year Nan returned with up to six new outfits perfectly selected to mix and match for her social outings and charity work. The new outfits would be laid out on her bed while she removed all the current season’s outfits from her wardrobe. These were then sorted into two groups: those that might make an appearance the following season and those that were off to St Vincent de Paul. European designer names that I am now so familiar with were packed into boxes and, season after season, dispatched to the ‘little people’. If only back then I had had the foresight to open a vintage store!


A seed, however, was planted. What was this thing called ‘fashion’ that required constant renewal and reinvention? What could possibly make a seemingly sensible woman behave in what I thought then such an illogical manner? The clothes my grandmother was dispatching were perfectly good and in some instances almost brand new, but they had been deemed ‘unfashionable’, forever banished from her sight. Little did I know then that the intrigue and astonishment of this seasonal ritual was going to lead me to create a platform for Australian designers.


*


From the safety net of Camberwell Grammar I headed out into the real world. After years of pursuing a dream of becoming a doctor I missed getting a place into medical school by a country mile—what was I thinking?! I tried applied science instead but dropped out halfway through my first year. That’s when it dawned on me: if I couldn’t become a doctor why not the next best thing: a hospital administrator like my father? I applied for a job as a stock clerk in the supply department, and having my father as a well-respected member of the management team didn’t hurt my chances. That was the last time Dad was to open a door for me, but once opened there was no turning back.


I threw myself into my new career; I was ‘Simon everywhere’. I’d finish my job on the stock cards at 10.30 in the morning—my predecessor had made it last all day—and then it was on to whatever needed doing or not. I soon came to the notice of my first mentor, Bob Green, the department head. He just kept putting the challenges in front of me and I kept knocking them out of the ballpark. First it was assistant purchasing officer, then purchasing officer, and then, to the surprise of the entire hospital executive, I was appointed the youngest-ever assistant department head of the Royal Melbourne Hospital Supply Department. I had a staff of about thirty-five people and was involved in helping to oversee an acquisitions budget of $80 million. I was studying for an economics degree and the junior manager most likely to succeed. The perfect company man.


At twenty-one I was wearing three-piece suits to work every day, and my hairline was rapidly receding, so with my late-1970s moustache I looked about thirty-five. In many respects I was acting that age as well, which would cause me problems later in life as I felt as though I had basically missed all of my twenties. I had been going out with my high-school sweetheart—well, actually, I was in high school and she was in teacher’s college—since I was sixteen. Mary is one of the nicest people you are ever going to meet in the world, and she was one of my first girlfriends and my first wife. It all happened very fast. I had moved out of home, my career was exploding, I popped the question and the next thing I knew a white Rolls Royce was out the front of our house in Doncaster, picking up myself and my 16-year-old brother to whisk us off to the full-scale church wedding, followed by a lavish reception at the newly opened Victorian Arts Centre, all courtesy of the wonderful Pattison family in celebration of the marriage of their first daughter. Bloody hell, I was thirty-five! And I had the life to prove it.


That’s when I had what might be called a quarter-life crisis. This is not me, I thought. Where is the adventure? Where is the risk-taking your father taught you? Where is your Far East? I knew then that I wanted to make a living out of what I loved doing the most: skiing. I had been obsessed with it from a young age, since my father introduced me to his own passion for skiing and his lifelong association with Mt Buller—he and his friends even built one of the first ski lodges there, called Caribou. My life as an entrepreneur was about to begin.


In September 1981, during one of the best ski seasons on record in Australia, I quit my job at the Royal Melbourne and with my good friend Steve Blenheim opened the coolest ski shop in Melbourne, Pro Ski. Our business plan attracted funding from two well-known Melbourne businessmen and the shop in Glenferrie Road was to trade for the next seventeen years. It was the ultimate small business and it taught me everything: how to buy and manage stock, hire and manage staff, balance accounts, deal with the bank and financiers and, above all, sell and promote. It also introduced me to writing, which was my entry to public relations.


After a number of years working at Pro Ski I was writing about skiing for various ski magazines and newspapers and it came to the attention of a well-known Melbourne PR firm, Welbeck PR. Out of the blue I got an offer to join them by the then managing director, Peter Sterling. Then came one of the most defining moments of my career: I followed Peter Sterling to Saatchi & Saatchi PR, where he had been appointed as managing director. His role in the business was soon declared a disaster and he departed, while the head of Saatchi Australia in consultation with the infamous Saatchi brothers, Maurice and Charles, in London contemplated the fate of the two offices in Australia and the small staff of about half a dozen people, including myself. I saw an opportunity and pounced on it. Having been in PR for less than a year I got on the phone to London and told the Saatchi brothers that I was the man for the job in Australia and if they gave me a chance to be MD I would, with my team, turn the agency around in six months. To my and everyone else’s surprise they gave me a shot and with the support of the intrepid staff we actually did it. It was here that I also met my most loyal lieutenant, Jodi Pritchard, who would travel the fashion journey with me over the next twenty years.


From the Saatchi opportunity I went to The Promotional Market to learn sales promotion and from there to Harrison Communications in Sydney as general manager. It was here I learnt from one of life’s great spinmeisters, Peter Harrison. He had me fooled right up until the liquidators walked in and closed the business down. Foolishly I thought he was the real deal and a true mentor. When the doors closed I pledged my financial support to open an agency with him as a partner. He basically laughed in my face and said I could never be his equal. The next day, in April 1989, I started The Lock Group and invited all my key staff to join me. It was to become the vehicle for everything I was to do in my business life from then on.


Over these years the person Mary had married had changed. I was no longer the sure-footed rising corporate executive. I had become the ultimate risk-taker, putting everything back on the table time and time again and rolling the dice, first with Pro Ski and then with my emerging career in marketing and fashion. While I have many regrets about the way we grew apart the one thing we will never regret is having our beautiful and talented son, David Price Lock Jnr. Mary and I separated shortly after I established The Lock Group. It was not an easy time for any of us. We were living in Sydney and had offices in both Sydney and Melbourne. Mary moved back to Melbourne with young David to be around her family and I started the weekly commute back and forth between the cities, which was to become a feature of my life for the next fifteen years.


Between 1989 and 1992 the Lock Group established its first PR company, The Lock Partnership, and it amassed a growing list of increasingly fashionable clients. This company was later rolled into the famed fashion and youth marketing agency I started with Simon Bookallil called Spin Communications. By 1992, under the umbrella of The Lock Group, the key players who would form the support and catalyst for me to create Australian Fashion Week were now in place. They were Marguerite Julian, Simon Bookallil, Jodi Pritchard and Lorraine Price.
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Fashion Unity


KIRSTEN AND I are travelling from London to Paris on the Eurostar after a hugely successful week. We are talking about the moment we’d had this week that reminds me of a number of similar ones I’d had in the lead-up to the first Fashion Week in Australia. It was at a presentation with Jonathan Saunders, one of the UK designers we admire the most. After we’d finally received confirmation of the meeting we were extremely eager to involve him and his crew in ORDRE, and so we did our best job pitching the concept and showing them through our new clickable demo of the platform. Then we paused for the inevitable stream of questions and queries that we thought would follow, only to be met with: ‘We are in … we love it.’


Times like these, when designers immediately see your vision and believe that you can deliver, are priceless. It was these sorts of moments that I’d had with designers with whom I had grown up and greatly admired that kept me going some twenty years earlier. The standout memory for me is Joe Saba. He introduced many of the great Japanese designers to Australia through his boutique, and then he took the 1970s by storm with his Staggers Jeans brand. After that he slowly went about building his own ready-to-wear collections. Joe knew the industry and understood the risks we were facing in trying to set up our venture back then. After I’d presented the idea to him, he had simply looked me in the eye, shook my hand and said, ‘We’re in.’


*


I’m not too sure who had the original idea for what was to become Australian Fashion Week. I don’t know if I can actually claim it was mine, which will come as a surprise to those who have worked alongside me for long enough to know that I usually lay claim to all the good ideas! The early 1990s was an exciting time in the fashion industry in this country. Internationally some interest had been generated by Jenny Kee and Linda Jackson and a few other Australians who had made their way to the fashion capitals of the world and were experiencing firsthand the phenomenal rise of various international fashion weeks, especially in London. But the Australian industry was still reeling from the total embarrassment of an event produced to celebrate the Australian bicentennial in 1988 that was attended by Princess Diana. Leading Australian designers mounted a fashion ‘parade’ at the Sydney Opera House in front of an international audience of fashion media and designers. The latter included French fashion designer Claude Montana who, on seeing the show, immediately accused the majority of the designers of ripping off European designs. It was a moment of great shame. It also defined which designers would be asked and which would not be asked to participate in the inaugural Australian Fashion Week.


There were a number of other things shaping the direction of the Australian fashion industry at the time. One was a human dynamo called Christine Bookallil. Her son Simon was to join me as a partner in The Lock Group around then, but it was Christine who kicked down doors in the industry. A contemporary of Ita Buttrose at The Daily Telegraph, Christine reported on women’s issues, including everything from rising hemlines to interviewing The Beatles. She was one of the first powers in fashion PR in Australia, long before the Roxys and Hollys came on the scene. Christine’s defining role in my mind was when she was queen PR at what was then Myer Grace Bros. She conceived a showcase of Australian designers the likes of which had never been seen before. Taking the seasonal launches that everyone is now very familiar with, she moved this demure event from the Myer Mural Hall in Melbourne to the Royal Hall of Industries in Sydney and proceeded to produce what, in my mind, was the first world-class fashion ‘show’ in Australia.


Thanks to the undeniable talents of boy genius Simon Bookallil and the generosity of his mum, I got an opportunity to work on the event alongside Ali Newling, a fashion show producer who had just returned from London. The show was a spectacular success. It put Australian designers in a spotlight they had never experienced before, and it also embedded in me a confidence that I was to draw on in the coming years. In 1992 Simon B had returned from London where, at only twenty-three years old, he had been directing some incredible fashion campaigns and editorial for bands like Bloodstone and Soul II Soul. He now felt the Australian industry was ready for something bigger. He walked into my office with two of his buddies to pitch the idea of launching Australia’s first 360-degree marketing communications agency, to be called Spin. For anyone who knows what Simon B is like today, can you just imagine him back then? I can’t begin to describe what an incredible creative and intellectual force he was. I was blown away.


Straight after the meeting I registered the name Spin, set up a company and offered Simon a 5 per cent stake, telling him I didn’t want his mates. This was to set the tone of our tempestuous and successful business relationship, which would span the next twenty years. He was beyond furious but he saw he needed me as much as I needed him. Obviously Simon became a major shareholder in both Spin and The Lock Group but the intensity and dynamics of our personal relationship were to be the foundation of not only one of Australia’s most revered and loved agencies but also a catalyst for the creation of Australian Fashion Week.


We started The Lock Group on two trestle tables in the basement of the Remo Building (now American Apparel) on the corner of Oxford and Crown streets in Sydney. We gathered together there with a crazy bunch, including circus acts and music legend and artist Reg Mombassa, who was in the process of creating the dog trumpet icon for the new punk-surf brand Mambo. We also opened a Melbourne office in Bridport Street, Albert Park. The original staff of the group had joined me from Harrison Communications, which included my soon-to-be wife Lorraine, trustworthy Jodi Pritchard and original business partners Sam Elam and the eccentric, amazing, legendary, one-of-a-kind Ms Marguerite Julian. Lorraine’s former boyfriend, Martyn Pointer, also came on board as a silent partner, although in years to come he became not so silent. We soon outgrew Remo’s basement and moved to the corner of Liverpool and Palmer streets, which was to become the original home of Australian Fashion Week.


Simon B was a big fan of Lynne Franks, the PR guru who will forever be remembered as the inspiration for Eddie in Absolutely Fabulous. The Lock Group had now been going for about three years and, on one of our first jobs for Spin, Simon and I travelled to London to shoot a Lee campaign with model Emma Balfour. While there, I took myself off to meet the said Ms Franks to find out more about her agency. At the time she was heavily involved in London Fashion Week. I came back to Australia, having stolen much of the DNA of Lynne Franks PR to inject into Spin, including the establishment of Australia’s first fashion showroom. Showrooms had become commonplace in Europe and the United States—they are great for generating editorial content in the media.


Around this time a number of other fashion girls had landed in Sydney, including Elise Garland and Jessica Finch. Along with Ali Newling, Simon and me, we all began to talk about an Australian fashion week. I decided one day to convene a meeting at our Palmer Street office to discuss what might be possible. At first we thought we couldn’t fit one into the international format of a fashion week and needed to create a different event strategy that was perhaps more flexible in what season designers showed and how the event was staged. Somehow I came up with a name for the event: Australian Fashion Innovators. I saw this as an opportunity to be more than a fashion week but I didn’t quite know what that was. Regardless, I registered the name and The Lock Group formed a new company called Australian Fashion Innovators Pty Ltd, which I was later to sell for millions of dollars.


At around this time Jarrad Clark had joined Spin in our showroom. At the time he was the boyfriend of Jayson Brunsdon, the creative director at Morrissey Edmiston, who had asked us if we would give his young boyfriend from Melbourne a job. That phone call was the start of a twenty-year relationship that was the catalyst for a great many things to do with Fashion Week. The first of these was when I asked Jayson to design the logo for Australian Fashion Innovators as a favour. He did a beautiful drawing, the style of which is still immediately associated with his own label, Jayson Brunsdon.


Over time, an idea and strategy formed in my head. The weird seasonal changeover in my grandmother’s wardrobe, the business opportunity I saw from what Christine had created, the chance to push a cultural message internationally, the fascination of working with the design community I had already experienced through Saba, who had now become a client, the Spin showroom … it all started to add up. But I needed more, I needed to understand the business of fashion and everything there was to know about the international fashion week circuit—and there was no internet!


Taking a punt, I convinced my business partners to allow me to invest in researching fashion weeks around the world. This would be the first of many, many, many, many, many times that I would need Marguerite’s support for my harebrained schemes. While not the biggest shareholder in the group, she was in many ways the balance between the voice of reason and the risk-taker. As long as I had MJ’s support I had everyone’s support. I honestly believe if it had not been for MJ’s belief in what I was doing, and her continually agreeing to let me throw good money after bad, Australian Fashion Week would never have happened.


I then set off on a huge fact-finding mission but, as much as I would have liked to have been the one to travel around the world investigating all the international fashion weeks, the business was growing so quickly I just couldn’t leave Australia. Through a series of interviews, phone calls, reading and researching I fast-tracked my training in every facet of the fashion industry and its supply chain, all from the safety of my office. In the meantime, we footed the bill for Ali Newling to take off on a round-the-world trip to report back on what was happening at all the major fashion weeks. From memory, it was an eight-week trip covering New York, London, Paris and Milan.


I discovered a lot through my research. One thing I uncovered in particular was going to be the ace up our sleeve in the years to come. Many, but not all, in the Australian fashion industry had for many years been simply reinterpreting US and European designs from last season’s collections and reproducing them at a lower cost in Australia and calling them their own. They usually got the ideas from the print editions of Collezioni magazine, which arrived in Australia about three months after the collections were launched overseas. So the spring/ summer collection shows in New York, London, Milan and Paris in September and October would arrive via airmailed magazines in Australia in November/December. Australian designers would copy the fashion and make samples to show to retailers in March/April, to be produced to arrive in-store for our summer retail season in August/September. But the European and US versions of the same had already arrived in-store the previous February/March, in time for the northern hemisphere summer season. In every sense, we were six months behind the rest of the world, and many in our industry were plagiarists. This was exactly the issue experienced at the bicentenary fashion parade. Through my research I discovered this timing was a huge advantage for the Australian fashion industry. But it was not something I was going to shout from the rooftops. I would let the world—and the Australian fashion industry—find out for itself with a gentle nudge in the right direction.


The fashion design process follows an exacting timetable in both the northern and southern hemispheres. It all revolves around the need of department stores and speciality fashion boutiques to have new season collections arrive in-store before the start of summer and the start of winter. In the northern hemisphere, spring/ summer collections need to arrive in February/March. In the southern hemisphere, they arrive in August/September. In the northern hemisphere autumn/winter collections need to arrive in September/ October and in the southern hemisphere in March/April. To be able to maintain this six-month cycle designers need to keep to a rigid schedule. This process includes the creative inspiration for a collection—often illustrated through sketches but nowadays through digital images—the selection of fabrics, the making of patterns and then samples, the presentation of these samples through fashion weeks and showrooms to retail buyers, the production of orders placed and the delivery in-store. The whole undertaking is then repeated twice a year to make the retail in-store deadlines.


Around 1993–94 the foundation strategy for Australian Fashion Week came to me. I had found out that the entire world’s new season fabrics were presented globally to the leading designers at a huge fabric fair in Paris called Première Vision. The spring/ summer fabrics were presented in February and the autumn/winter in September, a whole year before finished garments were due in-store. It dawned on me that if Australian designers were the first in the world to present new fabrics in their collections earlier than the northern hemisphere, we could turn around the perception that we were six months behind the United States and Europe. If I could encourage Australian designers to source their fabrics at Première Vision in February, airfreight sample fabric to Australia and then make up collections to show at what was then still to be called Australian Fashion Innovators, we could legitimately lay claim to being the first international fashion week in the world to show a spring/summer line. A brave claim; however, technically true.


The next step was to identify the commercial opportunity for Australian designers both domestically and internationally. There was, I discovered, a little-known seasonal delivery known as Cruise or Resort. These were collections that major department stores in the northern hemisphere wanted to have in-store before Christmas. They needed to be lighter than the autumn/winter collections that were already in-store because they were for their wealthy clientele who were off to warmer climates to get away from the northern winter over Christmas and the January holiday period. For years department stores had been complaining that US and European designers could not get their cruise/resort collections in-store early enough. They were often delivered after Christmas. It seemed to me that this was an opportunity to introduce the spring/summer collections of the Australian designers.


It was now time to turn to the international fashion week calendar to find a slot for Australia to fit into, knowing what I had discovered about Première Vision and the cruise/resort collections. Paris is the last to show autumn/winter at the end of March. There was no way I was going to get buyers and media to come to Australia straight after Paris. They would be already exhausted from their buying trips to New York, London and Milan and they would have no budget left. My idea was to allow them to go back to their offices and complete their autumn/winter orders and then wait for them to start to think about placing their cruise/resort orders, albeit smaller, which they normally did in June for delivery in-store in November/December. What if I was to propose to them that they come to Australia after the autumn/winter collection shows but before they finished their cruise/resort orders? Perfect, I thought.


Now I had to look at the southern hemisphere buying cycle. In Australia no one was really buying Australian designers; the department stores were focused mainly on the internationals. When they wanted to buy the collections it would be in March or April, when the northern hemisphere shows were on. So I decided to put a stake in the ground and tell everyone in Australia and the world that Australian Fashion Week was going to happen in the first week of May. This would not be too late for designers to deliver in-store in Australia for spring/summer in August/September and was perfect to deliver in the northern hemisphere for cruise/resort from October onwards.


At about the same time Ali returned from her trip and provided some startling news. She fronted up to my office with her report that basically said what I was attempting to do was impossible and also that I would never be taken seriously because I was not part of the fashion industry. She promptly quit her involvement with us and left. At the time I was furious. How dare she take all our hard-earned money, deliver a very superficial report and tell me I was dreaming? To this day I still don’t understand why she did this but, as so often is the case with me, it only made me dig my heels in further to prove her and the rest of the world wrong. I took her hit on the chin because Ali was pretty influential, along with her then photographer boyfriend Steve, and I didn’t need any enemies—enough of them would come later. I also had another idea up my sleeve in which I would need Ali’s involvement.


I now had my blueprint in place for a strategy for Australian Fashion Innovators but by this time everyone who was in the know was telling me to call it what it was and not to go against the trend. The event from here on would be known as Australian Fashion Week and Australian Fashion Innovators became the company that owned and produced it. This was 1994.


Ali to a certain extent was right. In Australia I was a fashion outsider, a pony-tailed PR whiz kid who had landed some pretty big clients thanks in most part to MJ and her reputation and Simon’s creative genius. At the time it was really Simon B who had the fashion credentials and a relationship with design team Morrissey Edmiston, which would be crucial. Before Simon left for London he was one of the Sydney club kids and through infamous hangouts like Kinsella’s Middle Bar and the Freezer he had met the Morrissey Edmiston posse. And when I say posse, I mean it. This crew went en masse everywhere: Peter Morrissey, Leona Edmiston, Jayson Brunsdon, Bradley Perkins and Cheryl Collins were the leaders of a cast of fabulousness that followed. Morrissey Edmiston were like nothing that had ever come before and I think ever will again. They weren’t just the hottest fashion designers of their generation, they were rock stars. Peter was buff and skin-tight with the swagger of James Dean and the attitude and ego of Brando. Leona was an enigma: one-part femme fatale, one part Bette Davis, and wrapped up like Audrey Hepburn with the body of Gina Lollobrigida. They surrounded themselves with people like Michael Hutchence, Kylie Minogue, Elle Macpherson, Helena Christensen and every other cool cat in Sydney and beyond. Seriously, no one could touch them. Not even me, as it turned out.


My calls to them went unanswered. My only ‘in’ was Simon B. He is canny, though, and he wasn’t about to introduce me to fashion royalty until he was actually convinced that my crazy scheme of starting a fashion week had a hope of working. Simon, even in his mid twenties, had an amazing intellect and was in tune with every part of popular culture. While he may not have been convinced that the industry was able to support a fashion week, he certainly knew innately that Australia was ready for such a cultural event. He’d seen it firsthand in London and knew that a momentum could be built behind it in Australia. Eventually, he offered to introduce me to the king and queen themselves: Peter and Leona.


I had already started to pitch the idea to those designers who would let me into their studios. They sat, not very passionately, and listened to my crazy idea to start an event that the best fashion buyers and media in the world would attend. Some squirmed in their seats at the idea because if this ever got off the ground they might be found out as the copycats they were. Others were inspired by the possibilities. But no one was making the leap of faith to say they would support it. Not one designer.
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