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Foreword

One of life’s greatest pleasures is to have the opportunity to experience a bespoke suit from a fine English firm such as Richard Anderson’s.

I first met Richard when he worked at Huntsman, before he opened his own house on Savile Row eight years ago. To be dressed in a suit cut by Richard gives me empowerment and confidence; I show the world my best side in his exquisite bespoke. Winter or summer, the foundation of my wardrobe remains the same: a navy double-breasted, lined in scarlet, cut by Richard himself. It is wearing his work that I receive my highest accolades as a member of the Best-Dressed Hall of Fame.

The time-honoured tradition of bespoke tailoring is an English institution that for centuries has stood for distinction and discretion. Your cutter knows every nuance of fine, handmade tuning in the expert cut of cloth, as well as the ideal shape for your personal wardrobe. To achieve ‘absolute simplicity’, as Baudelaire once wrote of true elegance, one’s cutter must marshal countless details of individual perspective into the perfect sartorial expression of an accomplished gentleman.

In this compelling personal history of his adventurous rise through the rank and file of Savile Row, Richard tells of one man’s journey to establish his own mark through his belief in the highest qualities of fine tailoring, which he upholds not only in London but also in his expansion beyond to the global market. As the age of commuting became the norm, Richard was one of the first to offer personal bi-annual fittings of a customer’s complete wardrobe – from dress suits to business attire to dinner clothes, topcoats, blazers, sport jackets and white tie – in all leading capitals of the world. Richard Anderson’s very special staff members, and often Richard himself, fly to those customers unable to come to London for the critical choice of fabric and required fittings to make the perfect individual suit.

A well-dressed man approaches his wardrobe the way he reads his financial sheets and gives as much concern to his expression of appropriate distinction through individual choice and the finest handmade skills of Richard Anderson’s cutters and ateliers. As the Comte de Buffon, Georges-Louis Leclerc, said: ‘The style is the man himself.’ Richard Anderson bespoke affords men the best possible style in a world where fine craftsmanship is not a luxury to the individual man, but a requirement of his very existence.

André Leon Talley
September 2009
Editor-at-Large, Vogue USA


 

 

 

Some names have been changed.


Young Richard


Reckoning

My first proper job interview was with the Sun Alliance Insurance Company. I failed to show. I cannot remember exactly why – probably in favour of a kickabout with my mates, or furthering my pursuit of Fran O’Connor, arguably the prettiest girl in St Michael’s sixth form – but I do remember the swiftly damning letter I received from the firm, thanking me for having wasted its time. It was an inauspicious beginning.

Lest I botch another good prospect, my father took it upon himself to accompany me personally to my next interview. He had seen the job advertised in the Daily Telegraph just a week before: ‘Wanted,’ the advertisement read, ‘sixteen- or seventeen-year-old apprentice cutter for Savile Row firm. Energetic . . . intelligent . . . smart appearance . . .’ I was sceptical (what the hell was a cutter?) but Dad made the call and we were granted an appointment at ten the following Tuesday. I had never heard of Huntsman before. For that matter I am not sure I had ever heard of Savile Row.

This was January 1982, and the night before my interview marked the arrival of Greater London’s worst snowstorm in a decade. Cascading thickly through the night and well into the next morning, the snow seemed to have brought most of England’s train service to a halt. Dad and I managed to squeeze into some standing room on one of the few trains actually making the eighteen-mile journey from Watford Junction to Euston, but by the time we emerged from the Piccadilly underpass into the bright winter glare it was almost midday.

Among the braver members of the West End’s workforce we walked briskly up Regent Street, its dramatic tunnelling curve taking us past the Air Street archway, Aquascutum, the Café Royal and Austin Reed. My eyes widened at the unfamiliar splendour and soaring architecture – I had only been to London a handful of times, and usually with my parents, to visit the shops or see a show – but there was no time to linger; we were already two hours late. A left onto Vigo Street followed by a quick right put us at the top end of Savile Row, which except for Dad and me was as empty and bleak as an Alaskan ghost town. Halfway down a series of staid, almost uniform shops, all of them a formidably greyish hue in my memory, stood Number 11, its lower window cloaked with a faded, moss-green curtain. Never before had I approached such an imposing façade. Mounting its snow-swept marble steps on Dad’s heels I felt a surge of trepidation.

Dad opened the door and we entered.

As we brushed and stamped snow from our shoulders and boots, two stuffed stag heads stared back at us from over an immense fireplace crackling with flames. Before us on the floor lay a vast Persian rug that was slightly threadbare at the edges. Two long, wooden display tables stood to one side, layered with crinkle-edged cloth swatches in countless colours, weights and textures. Towards the back of the room was a buzz of activity – phones ringing and people grouped in twos and threes to survey catalogues of yet more fabric, deeply engaged in lively debates concerning the materials’ sundry qualities and potential.

‘Good morning, Sir!’

A middle-aged man in a dark grey suit and green-and-red striped military tie had broken away from one of these conversations to greet us grandly. He strode purposefully, his smart coat and trousers seeming to usher his proud body forth, his receding hair slicked back and made immobile by some kind of pomade. He seemed of a different era.

Dad answered in a slightly tremulous but businesslike voice I had never heard before. ‘Good morning! I’m Tony Anderson and this is my son Richard, who has an interview with you today. We were due at ten, I’m afraid, but the weather—’

The pomaded man waved away Dad’s pending apology and indicated for us to follow him further into the shop. He led us into a large fitting room off to the right, a space that easily accommodated three generous leather chairs. On the walls hung several oil paintings in heavy, gilded frames: four hunting scenes and a group portrait of evidently well-to-do gentlemen dressed in pink coats around a banquet table. ‘Wait here,’ ordered our man. ‘I’ll get Mr Hall.’

The fitting room contained two immense mirrors, one at each end. Inescapably face-to-face with my reflection – my hair and trouser hems damp from the snow, my navy school blazer looking tattier than ever – I desperately wanted to disappear.

Presently a man strode in with the air and stature of a drill sergeant, but in pinstripes. He had severe blue eyes, an immaculately groomed moustache and an angular jaw. In an authoritative manner, straining for patience – polite as he was, he obviously saw in us a couple of peasants with no concept of where we were or what it was all about – he gave a brief but formidable history of the firm’s sartorial sovereignty and then asked a few perfunctory questions of me. I listened carefully and spoke little, responding with a short yes or no whenever possible and mentioning only very shyly my joke of a Saturday job, which was selling jeans at a bargain outfitter called Cheapjack’s in Watford Parade. This was my only relevant work experience, and to be fair calling it relevant is a stretch: for the most part I spent my time at Cheapjack’s flirting with Fran or having a laugh with my mates, who would drop by and loiter to talk about birds and football more than to buy clothes. ‘It is quite different here,’ Mr Hall said coolly. Indeed. I was having trouble imagining myself standing under those stag heads and having a chat to John Bailey or Andy Hayes about Watford FC’s latest fortunes.

When Mr Hall rose, I expected to be shown the door.

Instead, he asked Dad for the school report we had been instructed to bring and said he wanted us to see ‘the workshop’. Report in hand, Mr Hall left to find someone named Toby, who would take us up to the workshop foreman, Mr Coombes. Alone again, Dad and I exchanged glances. I could tell from Dad’s eyebrows he was impressed. We certainly were a world away from Hertfordshire.

A young man knocked on the fitting room’s door and entered. Tall, handsome, wearing a double-breasted grey flannel suit with brown shoes, he looked about nineteen or twenty. Friendly but also a trifle imperious, he asked us to follow him out of the fitting room towards the back of the shop, passing through a space where five long wooden tables stood in a row, surrounded by the same heavy, dark wood panelling we had encountered in the reception area. Every surface was strewn with lengths of cloth, brown-paper patterns and half-made garments awaiting further assembly or refinement, massive shears like scissors on steroids nestled in their folds. Phones rang ceaselessly while two men examined a pair of trousers, lifting and turning one of its legs to inspect it from every angle. Having just left us, Mr Hall was here now, modelling an unfinished coat in front of a long mirror, a cigarette sticking abruptly out of the corner of his mouth. His tone was different from the one he had used during our interview. Berating a short, scruffy, Mediterranean-looking man, he barked: ‘No, you berk! I want it like this!’ The atmosphere was electric: masculine, loud and aggressive.

I liked it.

‘You here for the apprentice cutter job?’ Toby asked, taking a fag from a gold Benson & Hedges packet and igniting it with a silver spring-top Zippo lighter. He did this while taking a flight of stairs two steps at a time. Although fit from playing football twice weekly, I was breathing hard by the time we reached the sixth flight. Behind me Dad gasped noisily. At the top we entered a room brilliant with post-blizzard sunlight streaming through its large windows. There were two dozen people or more at work in this bright, lofty space, most of them elderly and of foreign extraction and who at one moment or another lifted a suspicious eye towards me and Dad. As they worked and chatted over the hum of sewing and pressing machines Toby ushered us briskly through the workshop to introduce us to its foreman.

In utter contrast to the impeccable peacocks in the shop and cutting room downstairs, Mr Coombes was a short, fat, balding and dishevelled man, a pair of half-moon spectacles perched precariously on the end of his red nose. He was warm and ingratiating as he showed us around, and that his enthusiasm for his work ran deep and genuine was obvious as he described how bundles of cloth would arrive from the cutting room to be transformed by his tailors into a coat. ‘Coat,’ as I heard then for the first time, was the industry term favoured over ‘jacket’.

Each coat tailor had his own role among the team: one affixed the collar, another the sleeves, another the lining, and so on – this approach being a departure, Mr Coombes explained, from the more common and less expensive Savile Row practice of having a single tailor assemble an entire suit. Huntsman’s sectionalised system ensured consistency of superb quality throughout. We spent half an hour or so with Mr Coombes, looking at pink fox-hunting coats; the large, check-tweed jackets for which Huntsman was famous; and even a vicuña overcoat commissioned by Rex Harrison. ‘How much?’ Dad ventured, the businesslike tone now gone from his voice. ‘Ten thousand pounds,’ Mr Coombes replied. Dad blanched. When we had said our thank yous and followed Toby back downstairs (much easier than coming up), Mr Hall asked us what we thought. ‘Very impressive,’ said Dad, ‘especially Mr Harrison’s overcoat.’ Mr Hall nodded. ‘Ten thousand pounds!’ Dad added. ‘Christ! I paid less than that for my first house.’

Again I thought we were finished and that when I left Savile Row it would be for ever. But after handing my school report back to my father with a dig about how I ‘could’ve done better’, Mr Hall installed us once more in our fitting room for an introduction to Huntsman’s managing director.

Colin Hammick was a slim man, tall and immaculate, his hair slicked back somewhat less austerely than Mr Hall’s, his ruddy face deeply invaded by generous sideburns and twitching with a nervous energy that was contagious. After shaking our hands he sat down, crossed his legs, and eagerly withdrew a cigarette from a pack he then balanced impatiently on his armrest. Proceeding to lift a light to the filter end he became annoyed when the fag wouldn’t take, even as the distinctive smell of burning filter filled the room. ‘Excuse me,’ Dad said tentatively, pointing, ‘but you’re lighting the wrong end.’ I was mortified. ‘Oh, how silly,’ Mr Hammick tutted, uncrossing and recrossing his legs a couple of times, at last focusing his enormous globes on me and my school blazer and opening his mouth as though to ask a question. He was interrupted by a knock on the door and the gentleman who’d greeted us when we first arrived poked his head in.

‘I am sorry to bother you, Mr Hammick, but Mr Zohrabian is here for his fitting and he is in a terrible hurry—’

‘Well,’ Mr Hammick said, rising for the door, unfazed – or if anything relieved – by this premature conclusion. ‘Nice to meet you.’ He said this automatically, his mind obviously already onto Mr Zohrabian’s affairs. ‘What’ve we got for him, Gerry?’ he asked the man lurking in the door. Barely out of our sight, he began bellowing for backup. ‘Toby? Toby!!’

‘Phone us on Friday at midday to see if you have the job,’ said Mr Hall, stirred by the commotion and standing to shake our hands. ‘We still have a number of candidates to see.’ He passed me a card and got the receptionist to fetch our overcoats. Back outside, squinting and trudging through the bright snow, Dad and I were silent, our minds and senses still inside, dumbstruck by all we had seen and heard. I caught the slow train back from Euston to Watford on my own while Dad – satisfied, for the moment anyway, that he had chaperoned me some distance in the direction of a career – went straight from the West End to his own job in Acton as a boiler engineer. When my train finally arrived at Watford Junction, I felt like I had arrived home from Mars.

At precisely twelve o’clock on the Friday after my interview, having excused myself from a tedious maths lesson, I phoned Huntsman from the school secretary’s office.

‘Good morning, Huntsman.’

‘May I speak to Mr Hall please?’

‘I’ll just transfer you.’

Long pause.

‘Brian Hall speaking.’

‘Uh . . . H-h-hello, Mr Hall, this is Richard Anderson. We met last week, last Tuesday. You asked me to ring about the apprentice cutter position?’

‘Ah yes. We would like you to start a three-month trial period on Monday, the 1st of February. Nine o’clock. Is that convenient?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’ Stunned and dry-mouthed, I managed only these words. Hall proposed an annual salary of £2000. I didn’t dare try to negotiate. Pride and anticipation but also a bit of unease jangled inside me as I made my way through the locker-lined halls back to class. Could it really be possible that only three weeks remained of this, my school-governed boyhood, and the commencement of proper employment in London’s West End? Naively, I imagined working would mean living more or less in the same easygoing way I’d been coasting through life so far, just without the tedium of chalkboards, teachers and exams; I intended perfectly well to continue wooing Fran, playing football for South Oxhey Pavilion, and partying with my mates Bailey, Hayes, Paul Mettam, Pete Kerrison and John Appleford. Unfortunately, not only would the reality of working life prove a rude awakening, any high hopes I had had for a leisurely swan-song were unceremoniously quashed.

Sister Anthony, the head teacher of St Michael’s, my comprehensive in Garston, Watford, was a woman as formidable as she was minuscule. In her early sixties, standing (or rather stooping) just under five foot and favouring enormous bugeye glasses through which she scrutinised the goings-on at St Michael’s with tiny knowing eyes, she was respected and admired by everyone – not least for stoically accepting her nickname, ‘the Ant’. No more than one hour elapsed between my triumphant phone call to Savile Row and the Ant’s receipt of my news – that I was off to bright city lights in only three weeks, forgoing the remainder of my education – and by three o’clock the same afternoon I was sitting in her office with my mother, being ordered by the Ant to clean out my locker and leave St Michael’s at once. It had been decided (whether by some committee or the Ant alone, it wasn’t clear – although the Ant’s authority was so absolute no allies would have been necessary) that my hanging around despite having no intention of finishing the year was bound to be a disruptive influence on my peers. I was gutted. No glorious defiant departure, no farewell celebration; far from sailing out on my terms, instead I would be leaving with my tail between my legs – accompanied by my mother! – and that very afternoon, with lessons in full swing. ‘Good luck,’ the Ant said through a disparaging smile. Her judgement was clear: I was embarking on the wrong path, a foolish and irresponsible future, one I would undoubtedly come to regret.

The next three weeks passed excruciatingly slowly. Effectively I was in limbo and had nothing to do. Mornings I ran seven or eight miles and afternoons I played football with my friends when they got out of school. My father advised that I would need my fitness working in London – as if I were headed not for a tailoring house but the Royal Marines. In the evenings I saw Fran, who herself was enduring some chastisement from the nun squad for dating a cocky dropout. Some days, anxious and idle, I did little more than pound the streets (well, the rural backroads of Hertfordshire) for hours, wracked with worry that in so flagrantly denouncing a life of diplomas and desk jobs I was making an irrevocably ruinous mistake.

One weekend Dad and I decided we needed to kit me out for my big first day and we made for Marks & Spencer, bastion of middle-aged English correctness, where we ludicrously misjudged a blue pinstriped suit I fancied ‘too formal’. Instead, we walked away with an ugly, green, worsted single-breasted number and a bland selection of grey, fawn and white shirts – some of them to my horror short-sleeved. Shoes? Plain black slip-ons. The jacket, a thirty-eight regular, was too big, the thirty-inch-waist trousers too short in the leg. It would be no secret that I was a slave to the early eighties teenage fashion of wearing white socks with black shoes, although this was bound to become a short-lived rebellion.

As D-day approached I became evermore apprehensive. I was the eldest of three siblings in the household and so the first to go to work. Just about everyone older on my football team had also left school early, having likewise forsworn higher education and tiresome desk-bound work, but this was to become construction workers, welders or mechanics. My father was an engineer, my mother a housewife; I knew no one whose trade was tailoring and I had no idea what to expect. Although I know now why Huntsman gave me the job – I was young, mouldable, and despite an ill-advised wedge haircut looked the part – during the days leading up to my apprenticeship I felt certain the firm had made a grave mistake, and that within hours of my return to Savile Row on the 1st of February my sheer incongruity and ineptitude would be exposed.

It was bone-chillingly cold as I stood on the train platform at ten past seven on that pitch-black Monday morning. There were only six of us waiting for the branch line to take us from Park Street into Watford Junction, where I would then catch a commuter train to Euston followed by the Victoria Line two quick stops to Oxford Circus. (Dad and I had made a successful dummy run a few days before.) Finally the two-carriage Abbey Flyer appeared around the corner from St Albans and entered the station. Its horn was shrill and bleak. Numbed by the cold, we six punters politely alighted and I found an empty seat in the corner of the second carriage. I remember the ‘décor’, soon to become a reliably grim feature of my weekday commute: blue- and black-checked upholstered seats that were threadbare and decrepit, exposing broken springs. A group of teenage schoolgirls in green blazers and matching hats shrieked and laughed across the aisle – taking the mick out of the straighter members of our carriage, I suspected, myself included. I felt very self-conscious of my middle-aged suit and Tupperware sandwich box packed by my mum, but managed to keep my cool for the duration of the twelve-minute journey, gluing my gaze to the Hertfordshire countryside slowly brightening outside. Only when the ticket collector came by – a cool, young, black-bearded guy with faux gold hoop earrings and chains around his neck – did I relax the tiniest bit, for his wild gypsy look momentarily rid me of the green blazers’ attention.

After disembarking the Flyer I successfully negotiated my way onto the fast train from Watford platform nine to Euston Station. This was a different story: the platform was packed, mostly with bona fide middle-aged men in dark suits, some making small talk but more with their noses in the Sun or Daily Mail. My quest for a seat was in vain and I spent the following twenty minutes hanging one-armed from the cold metal overhead luggage rack. Again, the journey passed insufferably slowly. The carriage was crowded but virtually silent; Walkmans were not yet ubiquitous and Discmans, mobiles, iPods and Blackberries remained phenomena of the future.

I arrived at Oxford Circus bang on time. The Seiko Quartz clock at the top of the creaking escalators read eight twenty-five.

Perfect.

Now: which exit?

Predictably, I chose the wrong one and wound up turned the wrong way on Regent Street – facing the BBC building, rather than Piccadilly – and it wasn’t until I had marched decisively in this direction for several minutes that I realised my mistake. No need to panic, I told myself. Everyone knows Savile Row; just ask. But the Indian road sweeper looked at me blankly, as did a pretty girl about my age, neither of them expressing even a modicum of sympathy to my worsening plight.

Eight forty-five. Panic mounting, ill-fitting suit flapping, I ran the half-mile back to Oxford Circus and down the stairs to the main concourse, searching frantically for a point of reference. None. The station was crowded with people striding confidently for their destinations. It was midwinter and although I wasn’t wearing an overcoat, just a jumper under my suit coat, I was sweating buckets, my brand new Marks & Spencer shirt becoming damp and tight.

Eight fifty-two.

And then I saw him: a tall bloke in a navy overcoat lighting a Benson & Hedges with a silver Zippo’s enormous flame. It was the apprentice who had shown me and Dad up to the workshop three long weeks ago. Saved! With a thumping heart I ran to catch up with him – What was his name? Not Tony . . . Toby? Toby! – as he strode casually towards the south exit, knocking the slow and inferior out of his way as he went. ‘I’m so glad to see you!’ I gasped. ‘I took the wrong exit, and got lost—’ The smile Toby gave me when he turned around and looked me up and down was one I would come to know well. ‘Dickhead,’ it said. Cowed into silence, I shut my mouth and followed Toby’s calm, unhindered, smoke-wreathed progression straight to Savile Row. We reached Number 11 at eight fifty-nine.

My first three months at Huntsman caused me relentless mental and emotional chaos.

Mercifully making no mention of having saved my skin at Oxford Circus, Toby introduced me around my first day – though it would be weeks before anyone other than Toby would address me directly. Mr Hammick, the managing director, and Mr Hall, who had hired me, now roundly ignored my presence, and if anyone else on the 120-person staff wanted some insufferable or degrading task done, it would fall to Toby, who – delighted finally to have his own minion – would turn around and delegate it to me. I quickly learned that working at Huntsman was not unlike being in the army, where one must resist being broken down; no one missed an opportunity to remind me that I was at the bottom of the food chain, the lowest of the low. Endlessly, I carried clothing in different stages of make, or production, up and down the six flights of stairs between the cutting room and the coat workshop. Each day I made dozens of trips to the vending machines or local cafés for sandwiches, chocolate bars, cups of tea, cigarettes and whatever else my superiors (everyone) desired. In time my tasks became ever-so-slightly more important – I might be asked to deliver a finished suit to a client’s hotel, but early on this was rare. My basic daily duties were to courier goods internally, fetch staff sustenance, and shadow Toby, my sartorial elder brother. All of this I was expected to do as inconspicuously as humanly possible.

Despite the tangential nature of my role, the actual suit-making process gradually revealed itself to me, if only in the most rudimentary terms.

After discussing with the client his specifications and desires, a master cutter would make the necessary measurements and then construct and cut a paper pattern consisting of five templates: three for the jacket (a back, a forepart and a sleeve) and two for the trousers (a topside, for the front of the leg, and an underside, for the back). Every client had his own pattern, cut not only to accommodate his dimensions but also to flatter the overall figure and complement his individual style. The paper pattern would then be arranged meticulously in a ‘lay’ on the material that had been selected by the customer, and its perimeter marked out with a piece of chalk shaped something like an oversized guitar pick. This had to be done not only accurately but also in the most economical way, so as to waste as little fabric as possible. The ‘striker’ would then strike, or cut, the fabric around the pattern and (nine times out of ten) hand these pieces over to the company basters, who would baste them together, which means to assemble them provisionally with long, loose, easily removable white stitches for the first fitting. If the customer’s pattern were certain to be current and correct, the cut fabric would be turned directly over to the Heddon Street team for a more advanced assembly.

As I learned on my first day, over a hamburger and Huntsman hierarchy briefing in the Wimpy bar overlooking Piccadilly Circus, Toby had been with the firm for about a year. He had completed a three-year degree from the London College of Fashion, followed by some unpaid work experience next door at Ten Savile Row, Dege & Skinner. Granted a salaried position at Huntsman, he soon established himself as its primary striker for the three chief pattern cutters – Colin Hammick, Brian Hall and Richard Lakey. (Two Richards was temporarily problematic; this was why I became known as ‘Young Richard’ or, when Hammick was particularly exasperated with me, ‘Just William’.) Hammick and Hall each oversaw his own coat department while Lakey cut all of the company’s trousers. As my wouldbe apprentice cutter position put me in their proximity much of the time, and although for the most part they acted as though I were invisible, the main characters in the daily drama of my new existence were Toby and these three men.

Hammick was in his mid-fifties and every day unfailingly maintained the same immaculate appearance I had admired during my interview. In a navy mohair or grey flannel suit, usually over a pale blue shirt and navy polka-dot tie, he chain-smoked, seemingly both to contend with and perpetuate his nervous energy, charming but lethal. Above all Hammick was an artist, obsessed with perfection, his standards defining the superior quality of what Huntsman produced company-wide.

Hall was also a director, though a fraction below Hammick in the rankings, and in contrast to Hammick Hall had a more menacing military air, a manner especially aggressive and formidable when he was grumpy or disappointed, which was most of the time. If Hammick was the idealistic artist, Hall was the methodical workman, and their respective coat-cutting departments – which, annually, would produce about 600 garments – each reflected to an extent this difference in temperament. Whereas Hammick’s customers were the gems – Gianni Agnelli, the Rothschilds, Cayzers and Palumbos (not that I had a clue who these people were then) – Hall’s customers on the whole were of a less glamorous tier, for Hammick had first refusal and made a habit of keeping the ritzier and better-figured ones for himself. Even in my early days in the cutting room it became evident that although Hall was unfairly rarely recognised as having Hammick’s ‘artistry’ he nevertheless was a technically brilliant cutter whose customers, or at least some of them, came to rely upon his oddities. While with his clients Hammick took a more clubbable, overindulgent, softly-softly approach, Hall was cool, verging on rude. A begrudging ‘good morning’ or ‘good afternoon’ prefaced Hall’s fittings, during which he would speak only if his customer forced conversation upon him. When done he would say simply, ‘That’s all I need today, Sir’, and, while still retrieving the coat from the customer’s back: ‘We’ll send a card when we’re ready for you again.’ Then, as soon as he could – never mind whether the client was out the door – Hall would beat a fast retreat to the sanctuary of cutting tables, where his private dissection of the fitting’s findings would begin.

The trousers cutter, Richard Lakey, also in his mid-fifties, was something of a hero to me, for according to shop lore he had had a promising football career with Tottenham Hotspur until an irreparable knee injury cut it short. He was fourteen at the time, and at his father’s urging sought to learn a trade. The choice came down to tailoring or hair-dressing and in the interest of some subtle notion of masculinity Lakey plumped for a job with Horne Brothers and within a year was making trousers and breeches in a heavily bomb-damaged workshop in the West End.

Huntsman took Lakey on in 1960, and although he flourished in his new, more prestigious post, the mounting workload dealt him a series of ailments requiring temporary leaves. And yet for all the pressure Lakey was under, having time and again manfully returned – he was still solely responsible for cutting upwards of two thousand pairs of legwear per year, and managed this despite chronic back pain from years bent diligently over his board – I found him the most friendly and approachable of the three cutters. He was never rude, never imperious, and never held a single one of my countless obtuse questions against me.

In addition to these three men the cutting room was blessed with the occasional presence of Fred Lintott, who, although only in his late fifties, had been at Huntsman for forty-four years, having risen from a 14-year-old cutting apprentice to joint managing director, alongside Hammick. While Hammick presided over the technical side of things, Lintott managed the business – not only at Huntsman but at affiliated children’s clothing and shoe shops in Mayfair as well. Hammick’s elder by only a couple of years, Lintott nevertheless held seniority in the hallowed boardroom and sole authority over Huntsman’s fabric selection, export and wholesale operations. For years he had been the firm’s chief international representative – spending as many as seven months of each year abroad, collecting orders from those of our European and American clients whose busy schedules would not accommodate a sudden journey to London. His experience with children – and not only in the professional sense, for in addition to five of his own he had five adopted children as well – undoubtedly contributed to his warm and friendly nature, even with those of us forever spinning around the bottom of the totem pole, whom he treated like colleagues of long-time affection and esteem. A Member of the Order of the Empire for his work on behalf of tailoring’s export business, he was a superb salesman and an immensely popular figurehead. And his charm and good humour, welcome counters to Hammick’s perfectionist demands and the ever-dour grumbling of Sergeant Hall, had even once landed him an impromptu appearance filling in for an absentee on The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson – a Hollywood stint that did wonders for Savile Row’s state-side trade.

The paper patterns that Hammick, Hall and Lakey created for each client would be delivered to Toby’s cutting board, a beautiful oak slab twenty-two feet long and three wide, at the very back of the cutting room. In front of this cutting board stood a similar one for Lakey and in front of his was Hall’s. Three short steps down was Hammick’s department, comprising two more cutting boards and serving as the threshold that divided the cutting room from what we called ‘the front shop’. This was the staghead-and-fireplace reception room my father and I had found so impressive on interview day. It exuded formality and rectitude. As a rule (there were innumerable rules; my head spun trying to remember them all), at no time should the front shop feature any fewer than three salesmen plus a receptionist to field calls and greet clientele. Existing customers were addressed by name or title. New customers were called ‘Sir’ or ‘Madam’. No matter how high the temperature, it was imperative to wear a coat in the front shop; salesmen were allowed to disrobe down to their shirtsleeves only beyond Hammick’s cutting board, where they would be out of customers’ view. Likewise, cutters were allowed to work in their shirts provided they stayed well behind the Hammick threshold until suiting up. Of course, this strictly regulated space was not immune to squalls of panic. Very often a customer would swan in unannounced, expecting a fitting; worse, the garment would be ready but nowhere to be found. More often than not, and usually regardless of whether we were personally responsible for such crises, Toby and I would find ourselves on the receiving end of an ongoing bollocking as we ran from workshop to hanging room and back again, searching racks and boardtops in a frenzy.

When I wasn’t bearing the brunt of a bollocking – or being told, as I seemed to be every other day, to get a haircut – I spent my three-month trial period, which spanned the late winter and early spring of 1982, watching Toby. This was my training in how to arrange lays on fabric for all of the pattern possibilities: three-piece suits, coats and trousers, overcoats, hunting coats, morning and dress coats – each of which, as I mentioned, had to be laid out and struck so as to waste as little of the precious cloth as possible. Each lay would be checked by the corresponding pattern cutter before the cloth order was confirmed, giving rise to healthy competitions as to who could achieve the most economical positioning. Hammick, Hall and Lakey were always trumping Toby. One had to take into consideration checks, adding in an extra four inches to allow for matching them up, and one-way cloths had to be cut with all parts of the pattern facing the same way, to avoid shading. Lightweight fabrics such as linens, cottons and silks also had to be cut in the same direction but with an extra allowance for shrinkage. Even at this early stage, each garment’s individuality and the attention to detail required were formidably apparent. I was allowed to practise with old patterns and the gargantuan fifteen-inch striking shears, marking and cutting up pieces of mungo, a tailoring term for cheap or leftover fabric. At over a kilo the shears were heavy to lift, let alone cut in a straight and accurate line. All those miles I had run, all those football matches played in favour of fitness – in no way had they prepared me for wielding those massive double-bladed swords.

By the time my trial period neared its conclusion, I had established a routine whereby at ten each morning I would take a shopping list around to Lakey, Hall and Hammick and ask what they wanted from the café up the street. A cheese roll for Lakey (‘keep the change,’ he would quip, handing over exactly enough); forty Embassy Number 1s for Hall and forty Piccadilly cigarettes plus a fried egg or cheese and cucumber on white for Hammick. ‘It is vital, Young Richard,’ Hammick told me a hundred times, if once, ‘that you watch while they put the salt and pepper on.’ Crikey. No one could be trusted to get it right.

‘Getting it right’ according to Hammick’s sky-high standards was not, in those first few weeks, something for which I had natural flair. The frustration I felt when reprimanded for even the tiniest botch or blunder – from failing to fetch the right colour cloth to burdening my master with an oversalted sandwich – was severe, and I frequently wondered whether in accepting this job I had made the right decision. Sitting on the train from Watford Junction to Euston every morning as it rolled sleepily out of platform nine, I could just make out Bailey, Hayes and other assorted contemporaries laughing over some joke of which I ached to be a part while they waited for the 321 bus to take them in the opposite direction to St Michael’s. Where I was heading was not safe or fun; it was hard and demoralising. It was also character-building, of course – I know this now. But at cheeky seventeen, what did I know or care about building character?

After one particularly harrowing week during which I seemed to have failed spectacularly at every task flung my way, Hammick called me into fitting room number 4 and stared me down with disappointed eyes, as ever a lit fag between his lips. It was a Friday afternoon.

‘Young Richard,’ he said gravely. ‘We are not confident this is the trade for you. Why not have a think, and discuss it with your parents, and come back to me at the end of next week to let me know whether you really want to stay.’ Punctuated by drags on his fag, delivered with just the right combination of pity, sadness and aggression, it was a classy dressing down that made me feel like putting my head in an oven. I nodded and said nothing.

‘Nice weekend,’ Hammick said on his way out.

Nice weekend Christ.

I elected not to tell my parents and Fran about this little hiccup. Working the floor at Cheapjack’s the following afternoon – I had kept on with this job, which hour for hour paid twice as much as working at Huntsman, where I earned a paltry forty quid a week – I saw Watford through a new lens. I did not want to work at Cheapjack’s for the rest of my life. I missed my former life of leisure, working minimally at getting passable school marks and seeing my mates every day – and yet something had happened since my contretemps with the Ant, and since the blank three weeks I had then spent idly waiting for my future to start. I had become interested. Ambitious. I wanted to know what I could achieve. And already, just thinking about leaving Huntsman, I missed its sounds, its smells, its energy and its characters, however hatter-mad they were. I missed Hammick and Hall’s unflagging work ethic, of which I had only just begun to feel an inkling of pride for my small involvement. I missed the whole West End experience, which without my Huntsman employment would have seemed superior to me, a suburb-bound failure. I even missed my meagre salary, without which I would have been hard-pressed to take Fran out for anything other than a glass of water. And fine, being an apprentice cutter was not the same as being a professional footballer, or a rock star, dreams I had harboured for nearly a decade, but working for Huntsman, widely considered the best tailoring house in the world, was real, within my grasp, and had a glamour all its own. I could not just walk away. Hammick’s gauntlet-throwing had precisely the effect he no doubt intended it to have. The mere suggestion that I might jack it in made my pride surge and my indignation boil over. And when this inner tantrum subsided I resolved to succeed.

Monday morning I returned to work a little earlier than usual and with refreshed enthusiasm set about running my errands, chalking out Toby’s striking jobs with speed and precision, and endeavouring heroically to suppress my anger and disappointment when spoken to like a dog. I could sense Hammick’s and Hall’s eyes on me incessantly, waiting for a slip. The consensus must have been that I would come back just long enough to resign – or perhaps that I wouldn’t show my sorry face again at all. But I was determined not to be bullied out. When on Friday, my day of reckoning, I asked Hammick whether he wanted to see me, he looked harassed and confused. What the hell are you on about, boy? I could see him thinking. Either he had forgotten about our conversation the previous week – the interim for me having been a week of persistent self-consciousness and worry – or I had already sufficiently redeemed myself and it was not his style to stand on ceremony with a lad in a cheap baggy coat. But I wanted clarity. Resolution. Replacing his dying cigarette with a fresh one, Hammick shuffled behind me into fitting room 4 and looked at me expectantly.

‘I thought about what you said last week, Mr Hammick. And honestly I wasn’t sure I was cut out for the job. But I’ve thought about it and if it’s all right with you I’d like to stay.’

Hammick drew leisurely on his fag and studied me carefully. My stomach lurched. Finally he nodded, slowly, and exhaled.

‘OK.’

Phew!

At the door he turned round to face me again.

‘Young Richard,’ he said. ‘Was that cutting remark supposed to be some sort of pun?’

‘No, Sir,’ I said. ‘I hadn’t even thought of it.’

Hammick looked disappointed.

‘All right then,’ he said. ‘See you next week.’


Just William

The said Apprentice his Master shall faithfully serve, his Secrets keep, his lawful commands every where gladly do.

The 1808 tailoring indentures of George Adeney

Shortly after my gruelling tête-à-têtes with Hammick, Fred Lintott had a stroke in the boardroom and died.

I had just couriered something upstairs to the workshop when its phone rang and Hammick told Coombes the news.

After replacing the receiver, Coombes ceremoniously tapped his shears on his worktable three times, summoning a curious lull in the room’s whirr and chatter. ‘Mr Lintott has died,’ he said, unable to look a single one of the two dozen or so bewildered tailors in the eye. The unanimous reaction was a moving display of incredulity and grief. Whereas between the workshop staff and the managers or cutters of a tailoring house there often prevails a mutually alienating sense of it being ‘them versus us’, this had never been the case with lovely Lintott, who had made it his habit to establish a personal, friendly and equal relationship with everyone on staff, from Hammick right down to the tea boy. What would the abrupt vanishing of this great equalizing force mean?

After Lintott’s funeral, Hammick became sole managing director and effected a slight restructuring. Among other adjustments, it was decided that for one day each week I should assist up in the workshop alongside Coombes and Carmelo Reina, head of the finishing team, to supplement what I was learning about measuring and fitting customers downstairs with some practical sewing basics. Meanwhile, Hall, our minister of efficiency and organization, likewise exercising his own small inheritance of authority, took it upon himself to combat what he considered Huntsman’s most egregious weakness – that Toby and I were regularly being caught on the hop by customers who’d popped round by surprise – by devising a system whereby every coat’s whereabouts could, at least in theory, be determined at all times.

Each customer was appointed his own little pink cutter card, to be filed alphabetically. Here the order’s details were written: a unique job number, a description of the garment (‘single-breasted blue fresco blazer’, for example) followed by a row of boxes indicating the different stages of make the garment would go through, and by whose hands:

[image: image]

A tick under ALT or TICKETS meant the customer had met with the company’s credit criteria, triggering a ticket issued from the finance office signalling that the making of the garment could commence.

A tick under IN CUT meant that a paper pattern had been created by the master cutter and laid out on cloth by his striker, who would have physically cut the cloth pieces, now ready for provisional assembly.

The initials under BASTER identified which of the company’s tailors would be responsible for the basting phase. (When I started, Huntsman had two full-time basters, each of whom was proficient enough to baste together two coats a day.) No pockets or linings were put in at the basting stage; the idea was to create a simple, accurate cloth representation of the paper pattern in pure form. What basting did require was establishing a balanced relationship between the coat’s back and foreparts while also accounting preliminarily for what I would come to know as figuration: the master cutter’s notes on the customer’s bodily idiosyncrasies, such as a slight stoop or uneven shoulder blades. A mock collar made of canvas would be shaped around the neck and more canvas inserted in the chest to give the coat some body. For a new customer it would not be unusual to undergo two or three fittings at this provisional stage to finalise the paper pattern before moving on to the more advanced tailoring, when alterations to the resulting garments could be considerably more costly and time-consuming.

When both customer and, more importantly, his cutter were happy with the baste and ready to proceed, the undercutter would rip it down – disassemble the coat using a penknife or bodkin, being extremely careful not to damage the material – and then smooth it out for the next phase. The paper pattern would be revised as necessary and placed again on the chosen cloth for re-marking and re-cutting. The resulting pieces would be delivered up to the workshop in a bundle for reassembly initially by Fred Coombes’s team. Included along with the basic pieces at this stage would be all the trimmings, to be added eventually by the assembly line of finishing tailors, each responsible for attaching a different facet: Ermazine, Silesia or silk lining; collar canvas and melton; tropical syddo, white felt, horsehair and lapthair canvases for the front body panels; hand silk for fine stitching; buttons and buttonhole twist. The adjusted paper pattern would also be included, for the tailors’ reference. This phase of more formal assembly generally took approximately two to three weeks and then the coat would be returned to the master cutter now looking much more like the finished article. The shoulders would have been finished by hand; the side seams, facings and pockets machined securely in; and the hand-padded body canvas and handmade shoulder pads inserted – but still there would be no top collar and the sleeve and body linings would be only basted into place. A tick under FWD indicated that this phase was now complete.
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