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  PREFACE



  Philip Green is one of the most controversial and colourful businessmen in Britain. A little over a decade ago he was a rag-trader, a mere
  millionaire and barely known. Today he is worth over £4.5 billion and is estimated to be Britain’s fifth richest person. In his climb up the wealth ladder, he has overtaken the likes of
  Richard Branson, the Reuben brothers and the Sainsbury family, and made his first billion in record time, faster than anyone else in British history. He then went on to quadruple his wealth in a
  handful of years.


  Green commands a sprawling retail empire of 2,500 shops from Bhs and Burton to Miss Selfridge and Topshop. His influence is pervasive – there can hardly be a chief executive in retail from
  Sainsbury’s to Woolworth’s that has not felt his breath at some stage in their careers. Many still glance over their shoulder in case they are next in his plans. In the summer of 2004,
  he burst upon the consciousness of the wider British public when he tried for a second time to seize control of Marks & Spencer – the crown jewels of British retailing – with an
  audacious takeover bid that would have cost more than £11 billion. It was one of the bloodiest takeover battles in British history, a clash of high drama marred by controversy, ill-feeling and
  bitter personal rivalry.


  The rise of this chain-smoking and irascible entrepreneur is all the more remarkable when you consider who he is – a brash outsider who has brushed with the establishment, the City and
  some of the biggest retailers in Britain. This is the story of how Green has moved from obscurity to fame; of how, in less than a decade, he has emerged from the shadows to become one of
  Britain’s most formidable retail takeover tycoons; of what accounts for his breathless rise to the top.


  Green left school early without a qualification to his name and set out, at the age of sixteen, to make his fortune in business, only to come to grief in a number of ill-starred ventures. He
  then came under criticism for the way he attempted to run a public company, Amber Day, as a private fiefdom. It was only in the mid-1990s, when the memory of his
  controversial past was fading, that he began to display the one quality that the City values above all: the ability to make money.


  The book not only explains how Green has made his money, and examines the roots of his extraordinary drive and determination; it also asks the questions that Green would prefer to be ignored.
  What is he really worth? How much of a transformation has he achieved at Bhs and Arcadia? Should he be let loose on M&S? Does he have a magic retail touch that sets him apart from other
  pioneering and contemporary retail entrepreneurs?


  Despite his undoubted success, Green remains a figure who provokes strong views. There is his decision to live in Monaco with his family, an arrangement that brings huge tax
  benefits. There is his unpredictable behaviour and fiery temperament. He may be one of Britain’s most successful entrepreneurs, but he continues to divide opinion amongst bankers, retailers
  and the public – between those who see his abrasiveness, vulgarity and expletive-strewn language as a sign of weakness, and those who consider him a man of unique talent, an iconoclast who
  has done more than most to lift the stuffy image of the British high street.


  Many of his contemporaries and colleagues are certainly wary of him; just how wary we discovered during the research for this book. We have approached scores of people – friends, former
  colleagues and competitors alike. Many wanted Philip’s permission. Yet almost from the word go, he has refused to cooperate with this project. Despite repeated requests, he eventually decided
  not to be interviewed.


  As business journalists, we have set out to write as accurate and fair an account of Green’s rise and of his record as an entrepreneur as is possible without his co-operation. We have been
  greatly helped by the company records filed by Green at Companies House over the years, sketchy though some of them are. Some of those we approached have refused to talk at all. Typical of the
  comments made were: ‘it’s too sensitive’; ‘it’s more than my job’s worth’; ‘but I may end up working for him one day’. Others have been happy
  to help, even some of his friends and associates. Most have preferred to do so on the understanding that we would not reveal the source. A large number, though not all, of the
  accounts therefore remain anonymous.


  Philip Green’s shadow has certainly hung over the writing of this book. It seems to have been present even during some of the interviews we have conducted. During one conversation with a
  leading figure in the retail industry who spoke glowingly of Green’s strengths, he let it slip that he also had weaknesses. When he was asked what those were, he looked thoughtful and, with a
  smile, replied, ‘I think I’ll pass on that.’ Another interviewee was happy to give us his reminiscences of Green during a long career in the fashion business, but on one strict
  condition: ‘I do not want my name to be mentioned in this book under any circumstances.’ One who agreed to speak warned us: ‘I don’t intend to fall out with Philip Green.
  Retail is a small world.’


  On the basis of Wordsworth’s adage that the child is the father of the man, we have looked at Green’s years as a schoolboy at Carmel College in Oxfordshire with the help of a number
  of his contemporaries, both pupils and teachers, who remember him well. We are indebted to Gerald and Vera Weisfeld for their reminiscences of the early years of Green’s business career in
  the rough-and-ready rag-trade. A number of his associates from his middle and later years as a businessman have freely spoken to us, both on and off the record. We are also grateful to the retail
  analysts, experts and journalists who have been willing to share their expertise on his skill and performance as a retailer.


  We are particularly grateful to Robert Clark for providing figures on sales per square foot used in chapter fourteen. We would also like to thank Louise Foster for making available the full
  transcript of interviews she conducted with both Philip Green and Stuart Rose in November 2004 for Drapers magazine. At the London College of Fashion Rosalie Dobson was enormously helpful in
  guiding us to the many articles written about Philip Green over the last twenty-five years. Chris Garsten read several draft chapters and gave invaluable advice on financial interpretation.


  Working with Aurum Press has been a delight. We would like to thank Piers Burnett for taking on this project and for the encouragement and support he has given to us at all times.


  For any errors that remain we must take full responsibility.


  
    Stewart Lansley and Andy Forrester

  


  August 2005


  




  PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION



  For this paperback edition, there is a new chapter (16) covering the year from July 2005, while some other chapters have also been updated and revised. Despite Mr Green’s
  continuing reluctance to participate, we have been able to talk to a number of senior Bhs and Arcadia insiders, past and present. It remains significant that all of them, without exception,
  insisted that the interviews should be anonymous.


  
    Stewart Lansley and Andy Forrester

  


  August 2006


  




  Chapter 1


  THIS IS YOUR LIFE



  It was planned with the precision of a military operation. In January 2002, invitations arrived at the homes of around 200 very select guests.
  Those lucky enough to be on the list were told to prepare themselves for a long weekend abroad in March. Little else was given away. The venue was, intriguingly, to remain an absolute mystery.


  There were some clues, but not many. The guests were to come prepared for formal evening events and for warm sunny days by the sea. Curiously, the dress code extended to one specific and highly
  unusual requirement. Each person should bring flesh-coloured (or failing that plain white) underwear for a fancy-dress occasion on the Saturday evening. There was no need to pack costumes. They
  would be supplied by the organisers.1 All the guests needed to do was rendezvous early on 14 March 2002 at Luton airport.


  There was one other critical piece of information. They were going to celebrate the fiftieth birthday of one of Britain’s richest men, the retail entrepreneur Philip Green.


  The morning of 14 March was distinctly chilly and blustery. At the airport terminal a procession of upmarket cars, many with personalised number plates and darkened windows, disgorged their
  cargoes of party-goers and trim designer suitcases. There was an undoubted sense of drama about the occasion, as the well-dressed and well-heeled occupants slipped into the terminal building, many
  sheltering their identities behind dark glasses.


  There was glamour, too. One person recognised by curious onlookers was Jilly Johnson, a former ‘page 3 girl’. According to a report in the Daily Mail the following day:
  ‘You didn’t have to be blonde, glamorous and clad in designer casuals yesterday to win a place on Philip Green’s birthday jet. But it certainly helped . . . Dozens of ladies
  answering that description descended on Luton airport to prove that making a great deal of money can buy you the most attractive “close friends”
  going.’2


  None of those gathering in the VIP area that morning, exchanging greetings and effecting introductions, had any idea of what lay ahead of them, but all the appearances were that it was not to be
  a modest affair. Outside on the airport apron sat a large white jet aeroplane, an Airbus 300. On its tail fin, in two-metre-high letters, had been painted the logo ‘PG50’. It was
  testimony to the trust placed in the Greens that nobody had objected to flying off to an unknown destination, carrying flesh-coloured underwear in their bags. Only one invitee – the
  film-director turned insurance salesman Michael Winner – is known to have declined the invitation. He stated that it was simply because he hated being a guest.3


  Although the build-up had all the hallmarks of a Philip-style event, it was in fact being masterminded not by him but by his wife, Tina, who had herself passed her half-century a couple of years
  before. Philip had been kept very much in the dark about the details. The concept of a lavish and expensive party held in an exotic foreign location had already had a dry run. In 2001, Tom Hunter,
  the richest man in Scotland, and a close friend of Philip’s, had celebrated his fortieth birthday in the French Riviera resort of Saint Jean Cap Ferrat, east of Nice. Tom’s wife Marion
  had hired a London-based events firm called Banana Split to organise the party – a lavish fancy-dress ball built around the theme of Hollywood movies. Two giant ‘Oscar’ statuettes
  had been shipped in to frame a stage fully wired for lighting and sound. Tom himself, who was prematurely balding, had dressed up as Yul Brynner in The King and I, while Sir Richard Branson
  had come along as Darth Vader.


  Entertainment had been provided by two of Tom’s favourite musical acts, the American funk group Kool and the Gang, followed even more spectacularly by Tom’s great hero, the blind
  American superstar and Motown legend Stevie Wonder. The stars – and the large entourage that supports them – had been shipped over from the States especially for the occasion. All of
  this had, as intended, taken Tom completely by surprise. As Hunter mingled with the party-goers, and received their congratulations, he bumped into his family bank manager. He found himself asking
  just how much this had all cost. The banker replied with a good-natured grin: ‘You don’t want to know.’ The bill for the party in fact came in at around £750,000.4


  The Greens were among the guests, and were much taken by the idea. It seems that the decision to celebrate Philip’s half-century in a similar but even more spectacular
  way was taken shortly afterwards. Certainly Tina had engaged the same Banana Split team to plan the whole event and to come up with ideas on how to surprise both the birthday boy and the guests.
  Banana Split, already known for the scale and ambition of its parties, had pulled out all the stops and come up with a scheme that meant the transport of sets and set-designers, caterers and
  catering equipment, lighting men and sound riggers, and a mass of paraphernalia, thousands of miles across land and sea.


  That the Greens could afford to splash out was not open to question. Philip Green had recently made it into the billionaire camp. Over the previous year his wealth had jumped sixfold from some
  £200 million to a staggering £1.2 billion, due to his acquisition of British Home Stores and his remarkable success in turning the business around. The contract Tina had signed with
  Banana Split was the biggest of its kind the company had ever won, with a budget reported to be some £5 million.5


  Some of the cost was swallowed up in security. Because of the risk of terrorist attacks following 9/11, nothing could be left to chance. So the blanket of secrecy normally imposed on these big
  celebrity occasions was even thicker than usual. The venue had to be able to maintain tight security at all times, but it also had to be in a sunny and warm place, and large enough to accommodate
  the 200 guests and the same again in entertainers, technicians and security men. Tina and Banana Split eventually settled on a luxury hotel in an isolated and beautiful setting, not in Spain or
  Morocco or the Canaries, but in the rather more downmarket holiday destination of Cyprus. The Anassa, standing on the northern side of the Akamas Peninsula at the very western tip of Cyprus, seemed
  to meet most of their needs.


  It was the island’s only really de luxe hotel, with 184 spacious rooms, all with private balconies and panoramic views, and its own substantial 35-acre grounds, securely fenced. It was
  modern but stylish, a tasteful adaptation of ancient Byzantine architecture style with cool marble corridors, white walls and mosaics. There was a private beach, and several outdoor swimming pools.
  Within the landscaped gardens, dotted with bougainvillea and cypress trees, were clusters of superbly appointed villas.


  Finding a place for the evening celebrations presented the only real headache. But Banana Split had the perfect solution. They would erect a huge marquee over the
  hotel’s tennis courts and convert it into an atmospheric nightclub that could be themed on each successive night by a quick change in the decor and lighting. A special PG50 logo was
  prominently worked into the design. Wining and dining had to be of the highest quality. A top-class champagne, Kristal 95, retailing at £125 a bottle, had been flown out to Cyprus, and a
  French chef drafted in.


  Aboard the plane the party mood had set in long before the guests reached Cyprus. The cabin crew had joined in the spirit of the occasion. As the high, snow-topped mountains of Cyprus appeared
  through the port windows, the plane’s public address system was switched on. A voice announced that the plane was about to land. Passengers should please note that only Louis Vuitton
  suitcases – or luggage of similar quality – would be off-loaded on arrival. It was a rather feeble in-joke, but appreciated for all that.


  On the ground at Paphos International Airport word had spread that a party of VIPs was flying in from London. But no other details had leaked out. Even when the plane taxied up to the terminal
  building and a red carpet was rolled out to meet it – in the best Hollywood tradition – to reveal the PG50 logo woven into it in large gold letters, it meant nothing to a local
  journalist sniffing around the terminal building. The first report to the outside world, carried by a French news agency, simply reported that ‘a rich British couple’ had come to Cyprus
  to stage a party.6


  It was only when the guests had reached the Anassa and settled in that they received the first hint of what lay in store for them. The great marquee had been kitted out sumptuously, with twenty
  flower-decked tables arranged along two sides with a large bow-fronted stage dominating the far end. Above it hung a canopy from which gleamed a thousand spots of light.7


  After dinner, the party’s first big attraction was introduced – George Benson, the iconic black American entertainer who had taken soul and married it to jazz. He was booked for
  seventy-five minutes, but played for two hours. It was a good start.


  The next day more guests arrived. In the world of the super-rich, owning a private jet is only one step up from owning a Bentley or a Rolls, and the airport had welcomed a small squadron of
  them. Speculation on what exactly was going on at the Anassa had begun to grow.


  Outside the gates to the hotel, curious locals and a rash of stringers employed by the big news agencies had by this time gathered, desperately seeking any intelligence on
  just who the big names were. Perhaps the staff at the gate enjoyed winding them up. The name of Michael Jackson was bandied about. Others thought to be coming included Kevin Costner, Diana Ross,
  Eric Clapton and Kate Moss. All these names duly featured in some of the first newspaper reports.8


  One guest was correctly identified. This was the then heir to the Monaco throne, the forty-three-year-old Prince Albert, whom Philip Green counted as a friend. The two men had met through the
  work of Tina on the Monaco charity circuit and played tennis together.


  But Albert, for all his celebrity, was really a peripheral figure in the world of Philip Green. It was the other guests, the friends of Philip, or FOPs, who had featured more prominently in his
  remarkable story. They could be divided roughly into relatives and friends, bankers and business associates.


  The first group was headed by Alma Green, Philip’s still formidable mother, now in her eighties. Then there was his older sister, Elizabeth, and Tina’s sister Susie, married to Sir
  Stirling Moss. There was a large contingent of Jewish friends, people that Green had met through his career and his social life – which included a love for Tottenham Hotspur and an even
  greater liking for the gaming table. The close-knit Jewish community of north London was the bedrock of what is popularly known as the rag-trade. Green owed them not a little. But he also had a
  great many friends outside the rag-trade. One of the guests was Anita Land, sister of the present chairman of the BBC, Michael Grade. Another was Jeremy Beadle.9


  Also invited was a remarkably powerful group of investment bankers. One of them was Peter Cummings, head of corporate finance at the Bank of Scotland. Cummings had worked himself up from a lowly
  position within the bank to become one of Britain’s most successful deal-makers. He had made his reputation by backing Tom Hunter and Philip Green in some of their earliest business deals.
  Over the years he had come to admire Green’s business acumen, willing to bet his shirt on the entrepreneur’s capacity to cut profitable deals. He had never been proved wrong.


  A second banker at the party – a striking and vivacious figure – was Robin Saunders, the thirty-nine-year-old dashing American woman who handled the deal-making in London for the
  German bank WestLB. At the time of the party she was best known as the woman who had made Bernie Ecclestone a billionaire by organising the flotation of what had become famous
  as ‘Bernie Bonds’. But she also raised the vital funds that helped Green take over BHS in 2000. Saunders was at the height of her fame in March 2002 and had not yet fallen under a cloud
  at WestLB.


  Also present were a number of Green’s close business associates, a roll-call of people who had been involved, one way or another, in his ever-lengthening list of takeover bids. One was Tom
  Hunter, who had been given a crucial hand-up by Green in 1996 when he had helped him to expand his Sports Division empire. Then there was Elaine Gray, a Glaswegian who had risen to become managing
  director of Mark One, a high-profile discount chain part-owned by Green. She had cut her business teeth with Green ten years previously when they had worked together at the time of the great Amber
  Day controversy, a business venture that had badly scarred Green. Terry Green, no relation, the retailer Green had recruited as chief executive of Bhs, was another guest.


  Richard Caring, one of Green’s biggest suppliers and closest friends was also there. He was reputed to be worth around £200 million at the time of the party and now owns the
  world-famous Wentworth Golf Course and celebrity-studded restaurants The Ivy and Le Caprice. In 2002, he was (and he still is) owner and chairman of International Clothing Designs, a London-based
  fashion supplier with a strong presence in the Far East.


  Also among the business associates was one of Green’s newest friends, the dapper figure of Stuart Rose, at that time boss of the fashion empire Arcadia, which owned Burton, Topshop,
  Dorothy Perkins and Miss Selfridge, among others. Rose was in many ways the antithesis to Green. While Green was brash, Rose was urbane; while Green was effusive and out-going, Rose was a rather
  reserved figure; while Green had the persona of the barrow boy, Rose had that of the respectable City gent. Of all those present at Philip’s party Rose was perhaps the man who, in the future,
  would most grow to regret that he had ever accepted the invitation, although he always denied it was anything but a real pleasure.


  One last guest deserves a mention. Jeff Randall was not a businessman but a financial journalist who had worked for the Sunday Times and Sunday Business. He was now business editor
  at the BBC. For a journalist, Randall has had an unusual role in Green’s story, as we will see.


  Friday, 15 March was Green’s actual birthday. In the morning, some of the guests went to explore the sights. Just a few miles along the coast lay the caves and coves that shelter the
  ancient Baths of Aphrodite, and Paphos was a mere taxi-ride away. Others lounged on the sun terraces or sampled the health spa until it was time for the poolside buffet lunch. The morning was not
  without excitement. A white fishing boat had come chugging along the coast, heading for Latsi further east. The hotel boasted that its supplies of fish came in daily. But who could be sure that it
  really was just a fishing boat? The security men, who had kept a low profile so far, decided to take no chances. A motorised rubber dinghy was hurriedly launched, two men carrying sub-machine guns
  jumped aboard and raced to meet the boat, which was indeed just a fishing vessel.10


  The alarm over, the rubber boat returned sedately to the hotel beach, the men in black jumping into the shallow water and dragging it up the beach. For the onlookers, it had been like watching a
  James Bond film.


  For the rest of the day, one surprise followed fast upon the heels of another. At one point Richard Caring presented Philip with a brand-new red Ferrari Spider, freshly brought over from Italy
  and driven to the hotel. It was worth in excess of £100,000. Someone else gifted him a gleaming Harley Davidson, though Green is not known to be a great motorbike enthusiast. For the man who
  had everything – except at this point his own private jet – the big challenge was to find a birthday present he could still find a use for. Tina had her own answer. Knowing that her
  husband enjoyed playing real-life Monopoly on the high street, she gave him a solid gold Monopoly board made by the famous London jeweller Asprey. On the board his own properties had been
  substituted for the more familiar names. The dots in the dice were sparkling diamonds.11


  Tina, by all accounts an emotional woman, spent much of the time in tears, quite overwhelmed by the whole event. Her husband, according to his brother-in-law, Stirling Moss, was finding it very
  hard to relax at his own party. A notorious chain-smoker, of short stature and rather overweight, Philip Green had been hospitalised about six years previously in a heart attack scare, but had
  carried on with his hectic lifestyle with few concessions to either his wife’s or his doctor’s advice. Sprawling in a lounger by a poolside without his mobile phone
  at his side seemed almost beyond him.12


  He would have guessed that Tina had planned a special big surprise for his birthday. He was not to be disappointed. As he and Tina sat on the sun terrace, a mysterious, grey-haired man came up
  behind him, carrying a crocodile-skinned book. He tapped him on the shoulder, looked him in the eye and said in that distinctively smooth voice: ‘Philip Green. This is your life.’


  It was Michael Aspel, the presenter of the long-running television programme. Green, not normally one meekly to follow instructions from anyone, rose and, with Tina, followed Aspel to a hotel
  function room that had been transformed into a TV studio. The guests followed, taking seats in the makeshift auditorium, facing a stage and a large TV monitor.


  Aspel first called Alma Green up on to the platform, before beginning a forty-five-minute resumé of Green’s life and business achievements. Altogether nine people made their
  contribution from the platform, but there were also tributes via the medium of the giant TV screen.13


  One message came from Australia where Gerald and Vera Weisfeld, who had featured in Philip’s early career, were on holiday. Gerald had been more than just a business partner; twelve years
  before, he had acted as best man at Philip and Tina’s wedding. Vera, a fun-loving Glaswegian, had once coaxed Philip into doing a Highland dance in front of hundreds of employees, an
  experience Green was unlikely to forget.14


  Other messages came from closer to home. On the screen Tina and Philip’s children, Chloë and Brandon, sent their love from the Greens’ home in Monte Carlo. More greetings came
  from the crew of their ocean-going motor yacht, Lionheart, anchored in Monaco harbour.15


  There was also glamour from Britney Spears, who sent her best wishes. Nobody suspected that Philip Green could count her as a friend. Sylvester Stallone, who certainly was, sent his best
  regards. Then came the biggest name of all, Hollywood superstar Bruce Willis. Filmed on an airfield, where a gleaming private jet was waiting to take him and his friends off for the weekend, the
  star shook up a bottle of champagne, Formula-One-style.


  The accolades were wrapped up by Green’s own speech, which included a tribute to Tina. One friend remembered it as being like a report to shareholders: ‘He was
  warm and thanked everyone, then he launched into his plan for the next few years for his business. It reminded me of a general addressing his troops.’16


  Green’s television life story was followed that evening by a special birthday dinner in the great marquee. Billed as the ‘black and white’ evening, the guests were welcomed
  into the art deco ballroom by a twenty-three-piece band, flown in from Paris and playing Glenn Miller’s ‘In the Mood’, while dancing girls in black bras and white hotpants
  strutted their stuff.


  A team of waiters, also in black and white – with PG logos on their backs – then manoeuvred twenty seashell-shaped silver containers into place on each of the tables. At the heart of
  each dazzling ice-filled shell – like a pearl inside an oyster – was a dish of the best caviar money could buy, again specially flown in, this time from Russia, at a cost of around
  £35,000. Washed down with lashings of the Kristal 95 champagne served in Jasper Conran flutes, it was an hors d’oeuvre fit for an emperor.


  Green had always loved Frank Sinatra, and Tina had hired a Sinatra impersonator, the English singer Frederick Gardner, to sing throughout the feast. Meanwhile, the top-of-the-bill artists were
  being quietly smuggled into the hotel past a gathering press scrum and shown into the ‘green rooms’ immediately behind the stage to prepare for the show.


  As the last of the plates were cleared away, the spotlight fell on the curtain. Suddenly the master of the swivel hip and the vocal swerve burst upon them, Tom Jones himself. The Welshman
  launched into a medley of his hits, culminating in ‘It’s Not Unusual’ and his signature number, ‘The Green Green Grass of Home’.17


  It was a hard act to follow but the next group was more than up to the challenge. The lights dimmed and a hush fell over the tables. Then the music came beating out and the curtain rose to
  reveal the legendary American soul band Earth, Wind and Fire, a band that had produced its first great hit when Green had been a struggling young garment trader. The performance of the nine-man
  ensemble was for many the highlight of the entire weekend. While some, including Stirling Moss, slipped away to bed, many got down to the serious business of dancing the night away.18


  The next morning there was much hammering and rebuilding within the marquee. Banana Split were putting together one of their more ambitious sets, a wooden version of a Roman
  arena. By early evening the guests had duly put on the regulation underwear, though not all had managed flesh. The party organisers, dressed as sturdy centurions in full military uniform, handed
  out the costumes – white toga-like garments with gold trimmings, ankle-high gold-strapped sandals and laurel wreaths dipped in golden paint.


  There was some degree of choice. Jeff Randall observed in a newspaper article that Stuart Rose had chosen an elaborate creation that made him ‘as camp as knickers, in an outfit that had
  enough glitter to cover a Christmas tree’.19 Led by Philip Green and Tina, the guests processed along an olive-lined avenue on a carpet of rosemary and
  lavender, their way illuminated by flaming torches until they entered the newly finished amphitheatre.


  To some at the party, there were few sights more ridiculous than a bunch of middle-aged men displaying their knobbly knees in such costumes. This certainly was the view of Jeff Randall. He
  confessed to feeling uncomfortable in ‘an ill-fitting toga that felt more like a set of Bhs curtains . . . My embarrassment at appearing like an extra from a Carry On movie was
  tempered only by the fact that two of Britain’s most highly regarded retailers [Green and Rose] looked even more bizarre than I did.’20


  Randall was not alone in feeling ill at ease in his costume. At least one other guest confided to his friends that he had never felt so embarrassed in his life.21 Philip himself had assumed the role of a Roman emperor – ‘a physically challenged Nero’ as Jeff Randall chose to put it – while Tina played his empress.
  Whether he thought of himself as Nero is unclear, since he is reported to have referred to himself merely as ‘king’. But when reported in the press, Nero it decidedly was. This was, of
  course, the emperor who fiddled while Rome burned. To add to the occasion, a quartet of male strippers, the Dream Boys, carried the gigantic square birthday cake, all 150 kilograms of it, into the
  arena. They were dressed as slaves.22


  That evening the veteran Greek singer Demis Roussos was joined by a troupe of Greek dancers in a let’s-not-forget-we-are-in-Cyprus gesture, and the three-day party was wound up by Rod
  Stewart, who brought the proceedings to a fittingly costly close; he was reportedly paid £750,000 for a performance that lasted forty-five minutes.


  The Greens had gone to some lengths to keep the party secret – the staff and artists had been asked to sign a confidentiality agreement – but details of the
  weekend, and especially the toga event, inevitably leaked out. Most guests were flattering about the occasion and Green’s generosity. As one of his oldest friends described it: ‘The
  party was like going to heaven.’23 Unsurprisingly, some of the press chose to turn the event into an attack on Green, holding it up as a monument to
  bad taste. The Mail on Sunday described it as an ‘orgy of excess’ and ‘an astonishing display of tasteless ostentation’.24


  By the time the guests reached Paphos airport the next day a party of journalists had gathered. Green found himself pressed on the stories of excess as he arrived to board his plane home. He
  told one reporter, ‘It wasn’t gaudy or horrible or ugly . . . The party was beautifully done and a fabulous success. It was a lot of fun. I am just feeling a little bit tired and my
  guests are recuperating . . . Most people say it’s the best weekend of their lives.’25


  




  Chapter 2


  A COCKY LITTLE BOY



  Philip Green was born on 15 March 1952, the only son of Simon and Alma Green. His parents lived in Croydon, a somewhat ordinary district of south
  London, which had lost any romance it ever had when its airport, the first London airport, was earmarked for closure in the year Green was born. Heavily bomb damaged during the war, Croydon had
  been rebuilt in a dreary post-war style. It was the sort of place that aspiring people would want to leave behind.


  Some who know Philip Green, an outgoing man with tremendous energy and the swagger of a Cockney barrow boy, imagine that he must have sprung from an ordinary London family, perhaps of street
  trader stock. Where else could he have got his blokeish humour and extensive use of expletives? But in fact he was the product of a respectable and enterprising, well-to-do, middle-class Jewish
  family.

  
  Green once described his father as having been in electrical retailing.1 The records show he ran a couple of small companies that specialised in
  servicing radios and renting out TV sets, an idea that may seem passé now but was in fact ahead of its time. Philip’s mother, Alma, was also involved in business and seems to have been
  equally enterprising. In the late 1950s she saw that most women dreamed of having their own automatic washing machines but that few could afford to buy their own. She ran the first American-style
  coin-operated launderette in Croydon. She also noticed that the traditional petrol station, where motorists queued until an attendant became free to top up their tanks, would soon become obsolete
  when customers were free to serve themselves. She duly opened her own self-service station, where the young Philip would help out at weekends.2


  Both parents, in Green’s own words, were ‘business obsessed’.3 As well as their retail activities they owned a small property company
  called Langley Road Investments, which had two properties in South London.4 They made some money from rent and watched the value of
  their assets grow, but they were far from being property magnates. Owning property had one great advantage for a small businessman: it could be used as collateral for raising business finance.
  Interestingly enough, in later life, Philip Green was to prove a master at putting property assets to good business use. Mrs Green has continued to keep an interest in property – even today,
  aged eighty-eight, she manages her own portfolio of property companies.5


  Simon and Alma Green may not have made it into the top business class, but they did well enough to move to East Finchley, close to the fashionable Hampstead Garden suburb – a favourite
  haunt of up-and-coming Jewish families – when Philip and his older sister Elizabeth were still children. And they were also able to send him to an expensive Jewish boarding school, Carmel
  College, when he was nine years of age.


  Being sent to boarding school at the age of nine can be a traumatic experience for any child. And this seems to have been the case with Philip Green. Asked about it in 2004 he replied
  defensively: ‘I didn’t mind going. It made me independent.’ But he shrugged his shoulders as he said it.6 The body language suggested
  that he had not relished the experience. Indeed it seems that the years he spent at the school were amongst the unhappiest of his life.


  When his parents chose to send Philip to Carmel they no doubt thought it would be in his best interests. In fact, it turned out not to appeal to someone of young Philip’s disposition and
  capabilities. As his mother told a reporter in June 2002, her son ‘always wanted to earn money . . . that was his ambition ever since he helped me out with the business in the summer
  holidays.’7 Yet the school was fiercely academic, designed to produce boys who would move into the professions, rather than business. Indeed the
  college aspired to be the ‘Jewish Eton’.8


  It had been founded in 1948 by Rabbi Kopul Rosen, a distinguished Jewish theologian, with the aim of giving bright Jewish boys an avenue for entry into Oxford and Cambridge universities. It
  opened modestly on a site on Greenham Common in Berkshire with a roll of just twenty boys. But by 1961 it had moved into a great Victorian country house on the banks of the River Thames at
  Mongewell, just outside Wallingford near Oxford and had around 300 pupils. The beautiful old house formed the central block and contained the library and dormitories as well as the flat of Kopul
  Rosen who, as principal of the college, had the privilege – if privilege it was – of living above the school shop. It was a spacious site with lawns running down to
  the riverbank and new, well-equipped classroom blocks grouped around the old building. The school had its own playing fields and cricket pitch. On the river, the school’s oarsmen bent their
  backs and learnt the art of working as a team.


  Compared with many of the older public schools of the time it offered comparative luxury. There was no Spartan regime of cold showers, no plunging into cold outdoor swimming pools as the school
  had an indoor heated pool. To keep such an establishment going, and to maintain small class sizes, the fees had to be substantial, although there were bursaries available for the brightest boys.
  Kopul Rosen was descended from Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe and the ethos of the school was a strange mixture of English public school and Lithuanian yeshivah – a school
  dedicated to the study of Hebrew religious texts. This meant that students had to cope with a fiercely pressurised regime: they were expected to follow the full English academic curriculum but at
  the same time had to devote much time to religious duties. There were at least two daily Jewish services plus a morning session of religious instruction and regular classes in Hebrew.


  The services were held in the new synagogue built during Philip Green’s time at the school. It was a spectacularly beautiful building, a statement of the central role played by religion in
  the life of the school. Designed by a local architect, it took the shape of a giant wedge – with glass walls on three sides and a fourth wall in fashionable concrete. It was good enough to
  become a listed building.


  This was the world that Philip Green entered in the autumn of 1961. It was a school where some of the richest boys were brought down at the start of term by chauffeured limousine. Regardless of
  their social origin, all Carmelis (a title most pupils were proud to bear) had to wear school uniform, a pretty standard issue of blazer flannels, pullover, shirt, socks and school tie – all
  available for purchase at Harrods. The school cap featured an extra-long peak in a catching shade of violet. Each pupil brought with them a trunk, packed with a specified range of required articles
  including underwear, toiletries and sports gear.


  Life at Carmel was very much like that at any traditional boys’ public boarding school, except for the heavy emphasis on Judaism and the lack of a fagging system. There
  were strict rules surrounding almost everything from behaviour at communal mealtimes to a strict enforcement of silence after lights out. Boys breaking the rules could be physically punished and
  there was a liberal use of the slipper on the bottom and the broad ruler on the palm of the hand. Caning, the ultimate sanction, was the preserve of the principal.


  From the evidence provided by a number of boys who attended Carmel at the same time as Philip Green, he at first seemed to fit in as well as most boys uprooted from their homes and families and
  sent off to boarding school. In the school photograph of 1963 he appears in the back row as a good-looking eleven-year-old, distinguished by his thick mop of hair. He looks no less or more at ease
  with himself than any other boy.


  Toni Rauch, an exact contemporary of the young Green during his Carmel years, recalls him as being very much one of the gang, a pretty ordinary lad: ‘We were all in it together at boarding
  school. Philip Green was not particularly a live wire but he wasn’t particularly shy. He was quite popular with the group I belonged to.’9


  But Rauch lost touch with his friend in his later years at the school, years that apparently saw the emergence of a quite different Philip Green. In 1964, when the young Green was only eleven
  years old, on the very threshold of adolescence, Simon Green suffered a fatal heart attack. His son was later to claim that he and his father had never been close, but at the time he seemed to have
  been badly affected by the loss. Rauch remembers the young Philip being very upset: ‘In a school community as big as Carmel there were bound to be occasions when someone lost a parent. It was
  quite traumatic when Philip’s dad died. He became depressed for a while but I would say no more than anyone else in the same situation.’10


  But, from the evidence given by other former pupils who knew Philip at school, his father’s unexpected death altered both his personality and his behaviour. One told us: ‘The death
  of his father seemed to change him. He became something of a misfit at school, aggressive at times, and unpopular with the other boys. In the classroom he had a disruptive influence, chucking
  objects around the room when the teacher’s back was turned.’11 Another remembers that in his teens Philip Green had no one he could call a
  close friend: ‘Some boys make friends. Philip Green didn’t. I think it was because he could lose his temper at the drop of a hat and could be quite abrasive.’12 Another classmate simply remarked that he hoped he might never meet Philip Green again.13 Even then, it
  would seem, he had developed an unusual talent for treading on other people’s toes.


  But there could be a far more straightforward explanation for the aggression he displayed at Carmel College. In a school dedicated to academic high-flyers, boys who would go on to gain entry to
  the top universities, Philip Green was simply not the sort of person to blossom and feel at ease. It is not that the teaching was necessarily bad – many of the teachers were well-qualified
  and dedicated to the school – but that the school was bound by a curriculum that gave little scope for making learning exciting or in any way fun. English was a core subject, but much of the
  time was spent learning the rules of grammar, understanding the concept of figures of speech or writing notes on great authors. Latin – a compulsory subject – had its own dreary routine
  of taking ancient Roman texts and translating them into English with each pupil required to translate a passage in front of the whole class. Most boys loathed the subject. Hebrew was not much more
  popular.14


  Philip Green was bright enough – like the others boys he had passed the demanding Carmel entrance examination to win admission – but the formal education dished out at the school
  seems to have completely failed to engage his interest. As he admitted in later life, he was easily bored. As for the religious side of his education, he would not have been unusual if he found it
  a tedious grind. Most pupils were not particularly religious and found that the whole religious ethos of the school imposed a daunting burden. They would rather have used the time to improve their
  performance in the mainstream subjects.


  But there was one place where the young Green could show his paces – on the playing field. Sport never had the same place at Carmel as it had at Eton, whose playing fields were famously
  judged by the Duke of Wellington to have won the Battle of Waterloo. The Jewish college possessed no rugby pitches, although an enthusiastic teacher, a Mr Bunney, had attempted to introduce rugby
  and one game was actually played at the school. Parental protest immediately put a stop to the idea. But there was no such parental prejudice against soccer and the school regularly fielded several
  elevens and played in local leagues. Football was even then one of Philip Green’s great passions. Some of his fellow pupils remember him as a good man to have in the team. His other sport was
  cricket. Green has sometimes let it be suggested that he shone at the sport. There have even been reports that Green played cricket at county level. But the teacher who ran the
  cricket team in Green’s day does not remember him as being particularly gifted. Anthony Barr-Taylor remembers Philip as a ‘cocky little boy’ and says he was OK at cricket, but
  ‘nothing special’.15


  But there is absolutely no dispute about Philip Green’s failure to excel in ordinary lessons. By the time he reached the fifth form – at the age of fifteen – he found himself
  relegated to the bottom class. It had the advantage of being a very small class, with only five or six boys. But it also had the disadvantage of going nowhere. It was generally understood that boys
  in the ‘C’ stream would not be entered for A levels and would have no chance of gaining entrance to university.16 Weeding out doubtful
  candidates in this way may have had the result of boosting the school performance in the unofficial A level league.


  Although he shared the bottom class with others who were to do well in later life, such as the successful hotelier and entrepreneur Jonathan Wix, we can imagine that those unfairly thought of as
  dunces by the academic high-flyers may have felt a degree of resentment.


  Even among the strugglers of Form 5C, it seems that Philip Green made little progress. He left school without a single O level.17 It had not helped
  that he had missed a whole term through being suspended from school, a most unusual distinction to be earned by any Carmeli.18 In failing to do well at
  school his experience was very like that of many other successful entrepreneurs. Richard Branson, Greg Dyke, Alan Sugar and Tom Hunter had similarly uninspiring encounters with their schools.


  Philip Green was in almost every way a fish out of water at Carmel. Although he came from a relatively affluent background compared with most of the population at the time, many of the boys at
  school came from Jewish families who had climbed rather higher in social class terms than the Greens had, either in terms of wealth or educational attainment. He was not merely an underdog
  academically but in class terms as well. Since the Jewish boys at Carmel appear to have been just as sensitive to the nuances of class and hierarchy as any traditional English public schoolboy,
  Green’s failure to make friends may have, at least in part, been down to snobbery. Even his tendency to use coarse language, a habit that his maths teacher, Mrs Evans, recalls as making him
  unpopular with the boys, may have been a reaction to a sense of being patronised by some of the posher boys he had encountered at school.19


  That sense of being the underdog at school must have made an abiding impression on him. It is likely to have been one of the key influences on his determination to prove
  himself at the highest business level. It also helps to explain his subsequent distaste for the ‘elitists’ who ran the City, and the war of attrition that came to mark his relationships
  with the business establishment throughout his career.


  It was unusual for boys to go home at weekends since celebration of the Sabbath was an important part of school life. But, according to his own account, Philip Green often went home to help his
  widowed mother run her petrol station. In an in-depth interview with Sally Vincent of the Guardian in 2004, he related that he’d ‘work in the forecourt on weekends and school
  holidays. Wipe windscreens, change oil, that sort of thing. The punters would tip him sixpence, two bob, half a crown.’ On Saturdays he could knock up as much as five pounds.20


  All the signs were there. Here was a boy who could scarcely wait to leave school and go into business. There were some role models associated with Carmel. One was Sir Isaac Wolfson, founder of
  Great Universal Stores or GUS, and king of the mail order catalogue trade. The science block at Carmel was named Wolfson House in honour of the donation he had made to fund it. Another block had
  been paid for by a generous donation from Marks & Spencer. Even closer to home, the medical centre at the college had been funded by the Wix family, who had made their money in the manufacture
  of cigarettes. Jonathan, one of the five or six who sat with Philip Green in the class for under-achievers, was a member of the family.


  Green certainly does not appear to have looked back with nostalgic pleasure to those schooldays spent on the banks of the Thames at Wallingford. When Carmel College ran into financial
  difficulties in 1997 and faced closure, Philip Green, by then a multi-millionaire, was approached by a group of former pupils trying to raise money to save it. He simply did not want to
  know.21


  For Alma Green, her son’s lack of success at his boarding school may not have been a huge blow. Green was close to his mother, a common feature of Jewish family life, and held a deep
  respect for her opinions and judgement, as he still does. Those who know Philip well maintain that his mother was very much the driving force behind his decision to go into business. Certainly she
  transmitted to him, through her genes or her influence, a passion for the world of trade. Rather than persuade him to go on to FE College to get some O levels, it appears she
  used her business and family connections to secure him an apprenticeship in the wholesale shoe trade. It was the first step on a long road that was to end with him becoming one of the richest men
  in Britain.


  In 1968, when Green left school, the British fashion industry was on the brink of a revolution. In a fashion sense the ‘swinging sixties’, driven by the huge
  success of British pop bands and artists, had only just begun. Under the influence of rock bands like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, young people had turned their backs on formal suits for men
  and skirts and cardigans for women. In London, Carnaby Street and King’s Road in Chelsea were setting the trend while a young designer called Barbara Hulanicki was about to open up her
  trend-setting Biba emporium in Kensington High Street. The fashion business was never to be the same again.


  But it wasn’t just the switch in fashion that changed the nature of the business. In the 1960s most of the clothes and footwear sold in Britain were made there. But now there was a
  downward pressure on fashion prices as the youth market blossomed. A suit bought in the new Kensington Market sold for about a fifth of the price of a good traditional suit. Bargain-hunting was the
  trend of the day and wholesalers began to look overseas to source their products.


  The footwear trade was one of the first to make a move. In 1968 the market was dominated by the giant British Shoe Corporation, a creation of the famous takeover king Charles Clore. But new
  technology was making it possible for foreign suppliers to muscle their way into the UK. Hong Kong, still a British colony and given almost free access to the British market, was in the vanguard.
  Perhaps by chance, the footwear wholesaler that had employed Philip Green did business with Hong Kong. It gave Green an early insight into the potential of that part of the world to supply the
  British market, something that made a deep impression on him.


  At first he worked in the warehouse, learning how shoes could be stored and retrieved when the orders came in. He was also used as an errand boy, and was sent around London with samples to show
  retail buyers. The shoes were bottom of the market, sold in some cases for less than £2 a pair. It was his first experience of dealing, the art of striking a profitable
  deal yet leaving the other side happy. For someone who liked doing things, rather than sitting at a desk, it was a revelation. He must also have learnt that the rounded vowels taught at Carmel
  distanced him from down-to-earth customers and his boss. What one of Green’s teachers had referred to as ‘a certain coarseness’ in his speech was the lingua franca at this end of
  the business. It may be that his distinctive delivery, liberally dispersed with expletives, emerged from this period of apprenticeship.


  After four years of learning the ropes Green was allowed to try his hand at selling at a wholesale shoe fair held in the Mount Royal Hotel at Marble Arch. The twenty-year-old apprentice was
  determined to impress his boss and make his first big sale. When a buyer came to visit the stand and picked up a wooden sandal with a leather strap – a good imitation of a Dr Scholl’s
  – Green told him they would cost him £2 a pair. He was caught on the hop when the buyer asked how much he would charge for 40,000 pairs. He didn’t have an answer and had to race
  over and ask the boss. But when he pointed out the buyer his boss looked sniffy: ‘He’s got long hair, he can’t be serious.’22


  Green refused to be deterred. He knew the man represented a big retail group. His boss bet him a fiver that he couldn’t seal the deal. More than thirty years after the event, Green could
  still recall the excitement of the challenge: ‘So off I went. They wanted them wrapped in a special way, special box, special this, special that, what didn’t they want. I said, yes,
  yes, I’d see to all that.’23


  He pulled off the deal, and when the order for 40,000 pairs dropped on his desk, he could barely wait to claim his prize from his boss: ‘I ran all the way up the five flights, up to the
  top of our building, slapped it down, said, “There’s your order.” And he got this old-fashioned leather wallet out of his back pocket, and every note was like it had been ironed.
  Got the note out, feeling it to make sure it was just the one, and handed me the five quid. That was my first order.’24


  But he also learned a hard lesson: some customers cannot be trusted. A few weeks later the buyer cancelled the order. Green had to pay the money back.


  In 1973, Green celebrated his twenty-first birthday by joining the board of the family property company, Langley Road Investments. But his involvement was never more than a
  sideline to the business that was now to occupy most of his waking hours – carving a reputation for himself as wheeler and dealer in the London fashion industry, the
  ‘rag-trade’.


  Shortly after his birthday, he turned up for a first date with a girl about the same age as himself in a white E-type Jaguar. (One contemporary recalls him first acquiring an E-type when he was
  as young as eighteen, and adding a personalised number plate once owned by his father, beginning with the letters SG. It was the ultimate status symbol for a young man at the time.) The ostentation
  didn’t impress his date, however. The young woman concerned remembers him as being very full of himself, giving the impression he was in a financial league far above her. Unsurprisingly the
  relationship did not last beyond the first date.


  In any case, his main interest then seems to have been business. In the five years since he first started work the fashion revolution had quickened, especially with the arrival of the age of
  denim. Jeans were unisex, cheap, hard-wearing and classless. Shops selling them were springing up all over London and in every major city in Britain. They needed supplying. The biggest selling
  brands were Levis and Lee Jeans but they were relatively expensive. Philip Green was among the first in Britain to see the potential of importing cheap jeans, the classic badge of American youth,
  from a new and then unlikely source, new textile factories in Hong Kong.


  The wholesale side of the London rag-trade was increasingly to be found in an area immediately north of Oxford Street, to the east of Oxford Circus. Green was to spend much of the next twelve
  years as a trader at the lower end of the market, buying and selling imported clothing, always ready for a deal, always trying to keep one step ahead of his rivals. In the mid-1970s, with the
  country first on a three-day week, and then suffering a serious bout of stagflation as a result of the 1973 Yom Kippur War and the hike in oil prices, it was a tough time to make a go of
  business.


  Britain had been short of entrepreneurs for as long as anyone could remember. As Anthony Sampson put it: ‘To many foreigners in the 1950s and 1960s, the British, from dons to dustmen,
  seemed stubbornly united in their lack of interest in money.’25 Indeed, in the 1960s, a worried government had even set up a special inquiry to
  find out what had happened to the once famed spirit of British enterprise. The committee found few answers, suggesting only that banks had been too tough on those who wanted to
  run their own companies. Certainly finding money to start the business has always been one of the great challenges facing any would-be entrepreneur, although money of itself can’t guarantee
  success.26


  Green has never quite fitted the mould of the self-made man that some journalists have liked to portray. When Simon Green died in 1964 he left an estate valued at some £14,000, equivalent
  to £180,000 at today’s prices.27 In addition his mother had run her own businesses for many years, opening doors for him that would have
  remained closed to someone with no business background in the family. At the age of twenty-one he was given a business loan of £20,000 by the family bank, a sum equivalent to some
  £150,000 in today’s money.28 Even so, without the help of friends and businessmen he met, he might have found those early years in business
  even tougher than they proved to be.


  In his early twenties Philip Green first met a man, ten years his senior, who was to have a profound influence on him. Gerald Weisfeld, a Londoner and also Jewish, had built a hugely successful
  business around his ability to trade at the bottom end of the market, and ran a cash-and-carry clothing business in Great Titchfield Street, near Oxford Circus with the catchy name of Fash
  ’n’ Carry. Weisfeld appears to have treated Green almost as a son, and the two men struck up a long and lasting friendship as fellow wholesale traders.


  Gerald also had a growing business in Scotland which had started as What Every Woman Wants in 1971. He had recruited an energetic second-in-command, a Glasgow woman called Vera MacDonald, a
  business partnership that was soon to blossom into marriage. One day, when Vera was in charge at the Glasgow head office, she received a telephone call from Gerald’s secretary in Great
  Titchfield Street to say: ‘There is an arrogant, confident young guy here and he says he wants a desk.’29


  ‘Ruby,’ said Vera, ‘show him the door.’ Shortly afterwards Gerald phoned to tell her that the young man was Philip Green and that he had promised him a desk at Fash
  ’n’ Carry from which he could run his business.


  According to Gerald Weisfeld, Green was at this time a supplier to his business, a man who offered him clothes at very competitive prices. The pair would go off together to London’s
  docklands to cavernous warehouses, where, as Weisfeld remembers, they would sometimes ‘climb over mountains of stock to find the goods we wanted’.30


  Green was a born negotiator, spending much of his time talking people into doing deals. He often dealt in cash and drove around London in a flashy car. Vera Weisfeld tells of the time he arrived
  at Great Titchfield Street in a Mercedes sports car carrying a briefcase full of money. She remembers him at that time as ‘a very dashing young man, I would say a handsome young
  man’.31 She recalls one occasion when she was squeezed into the back seat of the Mercedes, listening to Green describing some of his recent deals.
  Finally she tapped him on the shoulder and said: ‘Excuse me, Philip, how old are you?’ He replied that he was twenty-four. ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘the way you were talking,
  all these deals you have been doing, I thought you must be at least a hundred.’32


  It was a gentle putdown, but the story captures the somewhat flash character that had already emerged. Green also possessed a quality possessed by most successful entrepreneurs: he never knew
  when to give up. Vera Weisfeld admired him for it: ‘He’s always been involved in business and has had periods when he was wealthy and periods when he was down. But my impression of
  Philip is that when he is down he will find ways to get back up. That is what I respect him for. He is not a loser – nothing will hold him back.’33


  On one occasion, he and Gerald Weisfeld made a trip to Hong Kong together. Green found the energy there invigorating, as he later commented: ‘It’s very fast moving, Hong Kong. Very
  fast. Very quick. Nobody goes to sleep. They work seventeen hours a day and nobody’s tired. Hong Kong. Very built up. You wouldn’t imagine it. Every inch built up, crammed full of
  people. All working.’34


  He was in some ways a prophet of the benefits of globalisation before the word was invented. According to the Weisfelds, he and Gerald returned from their trip to the Far East with so many pairs
  of jeans that they had enough to supply the whole of Britain. But there were hard lessons to be learned in turning that sort of coup into a profitable and sustainable business.


  In November 1976, Green set up his first import and export business. It was called Tarbrook Ltd, an off-the-shelf name that he did not feel the need to change. But its articles
  of association certainly indicated no lack of ambition. One of its stated aims was ‘to carry on business in any part of the world as wholesalers, manufacturers, factors,
  agents, retailer of textiles, and materials of any description’.35


  For a company with such ambitious aims the start-up capital of just £9,500 – money raised by means of a short-term bank loan – seems hardly adequate, but the ambitious young
  Green, already a persuasive salesman with good contacts in the Far East, may have hoped to fund the business largely through cashflow.


  His mother was appointed co-director, although she seems to have had no experience of the sort of business her son planned to build. It was the first of several similar partnerships she was to
  form with Philip. In the company records he signed all the official returns as director and salesman, while Alma Green’s occupation was described as ‘property owner’.36 It seemed that Philip would run the day-to-day business while his mother took more of a behind-the-scenes role, providing encouragement, inspiration and advice in
  matters such as dealing with the accounts and the VAT inspector.


  The now familiar Philip Green signature with its great looping capitals appears on the company registration papers and has changed little over the years. In 2003, it was analysed by a
  handwriting expert who did not know the author’s identity. She detected ‘a sharp intellect’, a person who was ‘a realistic and practical thinker who mistrusts woolly
  thoughts, vague concepts, or subjective thinking’, who believed in ‘calling a spade a spade’ and was ‘admired and reviled in equal measure for doing so’. Allied to
  this was ‘an enormous potential for rebelliousness with perceived authority’.37


  For the first eighteen months of its existence Tarbrook had a turnover of nearly £175,000 and made a profit of just over £10,505, hardly a strong performance, but not a failure either.
  This was the only set of accounts ever filed.


  Amongst those he did business with were the Weisfelds. He may have been a young man with a flash car and a touch of arrogance but Vera Weisfeld remembers his role as ‘a trader buying
  parcels of goods. Very often we would have had deals brought our way through Philip.’38 It seems his main activity was acting as a go-between
  between suppliers and wholesalers, striking bargains that left both sides satisfied.


  It was only in 1981 that he came to public notice for the first time with an eye-catching scheme to launch the first British celebrity-branded jeans. In the United States Gloria Vanderbilt had
  already lent her name to a brand of jeans with great commercial success. Vanderbilt, a rich American heiress, had made a name for herself both as an actress and a designer,
  creating her own range of sunglasses and perfumes. In 1979 (at the age of fifty-four) she allowed herself to be used to promote a new style of very tight jeans with her name emblazoned on the back
  pocket. They had sold like hot cakes.


  Philip Green soon spotted the potential in Britain. He looked around to find a UK equivalent for Gloria Vanderbilt and came up with the idea of Joan Collins. The actress was then forty-eight
  years old and had recently put new life into her faltering career by starring in the sex-thrillers The Stud and The Bitch, both based on the raunchy novels of her sister Jackie. She
  was soon to depart to the United States to star in a television series called Dynasty, a move that transformed her status as a celebrity. When Green approached her agents to ask whether she
  would agree to become Britain’s answer to Gloria Vanderbilt, she signed up to the deal, turning up at the launch and being featured in the advertising campaign. She would receive royalties on
  every pair of jeans sold.


  In 1981, Eric Musgrave was a news reporter on the weekly trade magazine Drapers Record. In April of that year he went to an office in Conduit Street to cover this breaking news story.
  There he met Philip Green, then twenty-nine years old, for the first time: ‘I found him to be a rather typical chippy Jewish rag-trader guy. He was working in a small untidy office, with
  phones ringing all the time. But at least he was in the upmarket Conduit Street, close to New Bond Street, rather than north of Oxford Street in the wholesale rag-trade district around Great
  Portland Street.’39 The reporter was certainly impressed by the energy of the man and by his enthusiasm for his new product. Green assured him
  that the early signs were so encouraging he was having to rush the goods to market: ‘We were planning to deliver the merchandise in August,’ he said, ‘but because of the response
  we are hoping to get the supplies through by next month.’40 The ambitious Green planned a whole range of casual clothes bearing the Joan Collins
  label. He publicly staked his reputation on their success, and told Musgrave, ‘I believe British girls have an affinity with Joan Collins.’41


  Today Green likes to give the impression that he has his finger on the pulse of fashion. But in the case of Joan Collins Jeans he badly misjudged the tastes of young British women, the target
  market. American youth might be keen to wear the same clothes as the ageing but still glamorous Gloria Vanderbilt: their British equivalents probably regarded Joan Collins as a
  B-movie actress who had seen better days.42 They resolutely refused to open their purses and pay up the £16.95, which, in 1981, was a high price for
  a pair of rather ordinary jeans. Instead of launching Philip Green’s career as a fashion trendsetter, much of the stock had to be sold off at heavily discounted prices.


  The failure of Joan Collins Jeans was Green’s first great setback as the fortunes of the company closely followed those of the jeans. The following year, on the petition of a supplier
  whose bills had not been settled, the company suffered the indignity of being compulsorily wound up.43


  Typically, Green had several other business projects on the go. In 1980, he had somehow found time to launch another company called Cupcraft Ltd with a new partner called Peter Solemani, a
  fellow north Londoner. Although Green and Solemani each held 50 per cent of the shares, Green was clearly the man in charge, since he grandly listed himself as ‘chairman’. Like
  Tarbrook, Cupcraft had an ambitious prospectus, but survived only a year before the partners decided to call it a day. It was put into liquidation only a month after the final bringing down of the
  curtain on Joan Collins Jeans. The company records, filed with Companies House, do not contain detailed accounts, but it was piling up debts that could not realistically be paid off.44


  If Green had any hopes that Tarbrook might sort out its financial difficulties, they were to be dashed. As 1983 drew to a close the two directors – Philip and Alma Green – called a
  special meeting (of themselves) and resolved: ‘That it has been proved to the satisfaction of this meeting that the company by reasons of its liabilities cannot continue its business, and
  that it is advisable to wind up the same, and accordingly that the company be wound up voluntarily.’45 When the sums were totted up the company was
  found to owe its creditors a hefty £239, 348. It had assets of just £436.


  Now thirty-one years of age, Philip Green had spent fifteen years of his life in pursuit of an elusive fortune in the wholesale fashion trade. Almost without exception, everything he had touched
  had turned to lead. With the Thatcher government determinedly tightening the screws to squeeze inflation out of the British economy, nobody would have blamed him if he had
  simply given up and taken a regular job as a buyer or property manager with some big retail group. But Green was no quitter, and the recession was throwing up new business opportunities. He had
  already begun to take them.


  




  Chapter 3


  THE DEL BOY YEARS



  Philip Green had yet to make his mark in the business that was to ultimately make him famous and rich – fashion retail. He had been first
  tempted to try his hand in the extraordinary market conditions of 1979, before his energies had been diverted into Joan Collins Jeans. In that year, Mrs Thatcher’s chancellor, Sir Geoffrey
  Howe, had tried to tackle rising inflation by hiking British interest rates. Coming after a decade of great stress – the four-day week, galloping inflation and increasing industrial unrest
  – it was the last straw for many of Britain’s smaller retailers. It was especially difficult for those on leases, which, extraordinarily, did not provide for rent reductions even in
  hard times. In the circumstances of 1979 this inflexibility quickly became a recipe for the closing down of shops in all the high streets of Britain.


  In London the streets that commanded the highest rents were hardest hit – prestigious places such as Oxford Street and New Bond Street. Many smaller fashion retailers, hit by a triple
  whammy of falling sales, rising interest rates and a sharply rising rate of VAT, made the only decision they felt they could, which was to sell up and pull out. Under the terms of the standard shop
  lease they had to return the premises to the landlord free of stock. It was a glorious opportunity for a sharp young dealer like Philip Green to pick up supplies at knockdown prices. In the late
  autumn of 1979 a number of ‘designer label’ outlets were shutting up shop in London’s West End. Haute couture had been replaced by a new mass-market form. Top designers were now
  selling ready-to-wear garments using quality materials and carrying the endorsement of that all-important label. One of the designer label shops that announced its closure was Originelle, a one-off
  store run by a brother and sister partnership in Berners Street. Green hurried over to find the premises crammed with trendy but slightly care-worn Bruce Oldfield and Jacques Azagury clothes,
  highly regarded British designer names that were not quite Yves St Laurent but sold well all the same. The retail value of the unsold stock was reckoned to be £35,000, but
  since Originelle was desperate to clear the shop Green was able to buy the stock for much less. It might have sold well, heavily discounted, on the capital’s many street markets. His plan was
  at first to sell it on. But when he had time to examine the job lot more closely he realised he could dress it up a bit and sell it at a premium: ‘It didn’t look all that bad to me . .
  . so I sent it all to the dry cleaners, got it put on nice satin hangers and polythened it up so it looked brand new.’1 Philip Green waited a quarter
  of a century before he revealed this detail to a journalist as an illustration of his inventiveness, without perhaps realising how such tales helped to confirm the prejudice of some that he was
  something of a Del Boy character.


  But the decision not to sell the stock on to any of his usual retailers, or indeed to any third party, also had logic. He took a look around, saw the large number of empty shops coming on the
  market and decided to take his first plunge into retailing. He knew that Sammy Stewart, a clothing retailer who ran his own shop at 41 Conduit Street, just around the corner from fashionable New
  Bond Street, was getting out. He struck a deal and took over in his place. In September 1979, he had opened his first shop. His Bruce Oldfield and Jacques Azagury stock was soon flying off the
  racks. He was still there two years later when he was using the shop as the base from which to launch the Joan Collins Jeans range and Eric Musgrave first came across him, phones ringing, clutter
  everywhere.


  Green had caught the retail bug. In 1981, the British high street was still stretched out on the rack of recession with closing down sales and empty shops a common enough
  sight. Green appears to have been on the prowl for new shops to lay the foundations of an embryonic clothing discount chain. In the trade press he had noticed a shop lease for sale in New Bond
  Street, one of the capital’s most exclusive shopping streets and just round the corner from Conduit Street. It asked for offers. One Friday afternoon he went round to inspect the shop and,
  according to his own account, reached an agreement in what seems to have been a matter of minutes that he would pay £75,000 for the lease and £75,000 for the stock and move in right
  away.2


  The stock consisted of fashionable Italian designer wear, much of it in leather. According to Green he sold the whole lot in just a week and then went out to Italy to find
  more of the same. It proved an exhilarating experience as he recounted it to the Guardian:


  
    
      Some of these designers, they’ve got stock for years. Warehouses big as old aeroplane hangars, full of it . . . I bought the lot . . . We filled this shop, floor to
      ceiling, put up these great big posters and had them queueing all down Bond Street. Wasn’t popular with the rest of the street, but what could they do?3

    

  


  This was something of an understatement. The street prided itself on its exclusivity: it housed Asprey the royal jewellers, and some of London’s top fashion boutiques.
  The new style of retailing that Philip Green brought into the street was out of keeping with the image they wanted to project, and his decision to name his shop Bond Street Bandit hardly helped.
  One insider in the trade at the time describes him as the first fashion importer to bring designer label clothes to Britain using the grey or unofficial markets that could be found in the great
  European fashion centres. ‘When he brought in top fashion brands and started to sell them at discount prices through Bond Street Bandit, he rocked quite a few boats. At that time nobody did
  that sort of thing – take very high class merchandise and sell it cheaply; it was just not playing the game.’4


  But the real battle was still to come. The boutiques selling the top designer labels – names such as Giorgio Armani, Chloe, Christian Dior and Yves St Laurent – initially ignored
  Green. Under an arrangement that was meant to guarantee the right sales ambience for upmarket shoppers, the fashion houses had granted selected boutiques the exclusive right to sell their labels,
  and had backed it up with an elaborate set of legal guarantees.


  Green was the first to challenge this cosy relationship. Over the summer of 1981 he had taken on as buyer the strikingly named Andrea Von Tiefenbach, a woman who had previously worked in the
  designer fashion trade at Browns Boutique in Mayfair’s South Molton Street, the ‘exclusive stockist’ of Giorgio Armani’s elegant Italian womens-wear. With her help he was
  able to find an unofficial source in Europe willing to supply the top designer labels at huge discounts, on the basis that they were last year’s designs. In October he unveiled his coup,
  offering Yves St Laurent silk dresses, Armani trouser suits and Christian Dior creations all at less than half the usual prices.5


  For the first time in his career Green found himself making headlines in the popular press, putting himself forward as the champion of designer fashions for the masses.
  Browns was amongst the first to raise objections, a protest that brought a team of Armani representatives beating a path to Green’s door in Conduit Street. They negotiated to buy the Armani
  stock back from Green at the full retail price, bringing Green a healthy profit.6


  There were more fireworks to come. In New Bond Street was the ‘Rive Gauche’ boutique which held the licence to sell the Yves St Laurent fashion label – YSL. It was run by a
  London socialite and fashion guru called Claire, Lady Rendlesham. She had an aristocratic demeanour and, at fifty-four, was notoriously dismissive of lesser mortals. In her day she had been the
  fashion editor of Vogue Magazine. The famous German fashion photographer Helmut Newton tells in his autobiography how Lady Rendlesham treated him ‘like a vulgar peasant who had just
  come out of his hole’. In another memorable phrase he describes her as ‘thin as a nail and as hard as a rock’.7


  When news reached her that Green was selling YSL fashions at bargain basement prices Rendlesham could hardly contain her anger. Interviewed by a London Evening Standard reporter, who
  described her as the Dragon Lady, she loudly asserted that the matter was now in her lawyer’s hands: ‘St Laurent clothes are exclusive to me in the UK. We have a very strict contract
  with Paris. This has never happened to me before.’8


  She swore that she would track down the illicit supplier. But Green showed no sign of backing off. He told the Standard reporter: ‘If Lady Rendlesham wants to sue, we’ll
  certainly fight her. If the worse comes to the worst, we’ll have to cut the labels out.’9


  It was the beginning of a long and gruelling struggle that was to run its course over the next three years. The designers and the exclusive boutiques tried to stamp down on the developing
  ‘grey market’ for designer clothes, threatening offending suppliers with the loss of their licence to sell the products. Green continued to comb Europe for cut-price supplies. Although
  the designers considered they had the law on their side there was little public support for their position. To the ordinary shopper it seemed just a way of keeping prices artificially high.


  Perhaps because it became increasingly difficult to find grey market suppliers and extra time and effort had to be put in to locate those willing to take a chance, Forty One Conduit Street (as
  it was now called) and Bond Street Bandit never produced the great profits that Green hoped for. Companies House records show that Philip Green and his mother set up a new
  company, called Wearstyle Ltd, to run the operation and sold over £400,000 worth of designer stock in the first year and a half. But, the running expenses were high, with over £94,000
  being paid out in rent and other charges in the same period.


  The profits for the period from the first twenty months of Wearstyle’s trading came to only £3740. The company auditors added an interesting rider to the accounts: ‘In common
  with many businesses of similar size and organization, the company’s system of control is dependent upon the close involvement of the directors. In these circumstances we have had to rely
  upon representations from the directors where alternative confirmation of transactions was not available.’10 Like many budding entrepreneurs, it
  seems, Philip Green and his mother had found it difficult to keep up with the paperwork.


  Eventually the cut-price designer label shops were to close down. Green still held the lease on the premises at 74 New Bond Street in 1985 but the Bond Street Bandit name had
  gone. Still it was in many ways the making of Green. It had showed him to be an entrepreneur who had not been afraid to rattle a few cages. Others took notice. One of them was a veteran clothing
  wholesaler based in Taunton in Somerset called George Maldé.


  Maldé was going through a particularly difficult time, a victim of the recession and an over-generous bank deal. Maldé, a Kenyan Asian, had come to Britain as a young man in the late
  1960s and, in 1971, had set up a wholesale business in imported blue jeans. In 1980 he launched a new brand called Bonanza Jeans, importing the garments from the Far East and distributing them from
  his warehouse in Taunton. It was a business that required a lot of working capital, a problem that grew more acute as the recession of the early 1980s tightened its grip. Retailers would order
  large batches of jeans, take delivery, then be slow to pay up. Maldé turned to his bank to help take the strain.


  Along with many other businessmen in the industry, Maldé had become a client of the Johnson Matthey Bank, or JMB. The bank – a subsidiary of the respected gold bullion trader Johnson
  Matthey – was intent on building up business in the rag-trade, and had become a little reckless in its drive to recruit new customers. One of the London jean traders of the time still feels a
  shiver down his spine when he thinks of how close he came to accepting an enticing offer of JMB credit: ‘They had this very pushy young representative who would call
  round on companies and make them some very seductive offers. Thank God our company did not sign up for the deal.’11


  In 1984, JMB found it had over-extended itself and spectacularly crashed. It put itself into administrative receivership. A team from the Bristol branch of Price Waterhouse took over the running
  of the bank and set out to recover bad debts and to look for ways to rescue the bank from bankruptcy. Maldé’s company, Blue Jean Sales, had borrowed around £5 million from the bank
  and was now asked to pay back this vast sum. Maldé found himself in a tight corner, as he recalls: ‘Eventually Price Waterhouse wrote to us and said that, if we could not pay our debt to
  the bank, they would petition for us to be placed into receivership. As far as our company was concerned, it looked very much like the end.’12


  On 1 July 1985, Maldé put a notice in the trade paper Menswear, apologising to his customers for the sudden closure of the firm. He was due to meet Price Waterhouse later in the week
  and desperately needed an advocate if the business were to be saved. Because of the huge controversy over Bond Street Bandit he had heard of Philip Green. One of his business friends, an energetic
  entrepreneur called Kenny Tibber, suggested that he might just be the man to help out. Green, Tibber might have added, had plenty of experience dealing with companies faced with liquidation. At
  that point, there were no fewer than three Green companies in the hands of the receivers.


  Tibber arranged for Maldé to meet Philip Green at the Grosvenor House Hotel in London’s Park Lane that evening. Green listened to Maldé’s tale of misfortune, assured him
  that something could be done to save Bonanza Jeans, and asked Maldé to give him a week to see what he could do.13


  The next day Green chartered a helicopter and flew to Bristol with his accountant and his lawyer to hold an urgent meeting with the Price Waterhouse team. Green knew that putting
  Maldé’s company, which traded as Blue Jean Sales, into receivership would be messy. It was a bit like unpeeling an onion. Behind the bottom-line debt were layers of further debt, money
  owed to them by the retailers who had taken bulk delivery of Bonanza Jeans but had not yet paid for them. So any move to force Maldé into the hands of the receivers might trigger further
  receiverships.


  Green’s proposition was clear and simple. He offered Price Waterhouse 20p for each pound owed by Blue Jean Sales. The payment would be immediate (he had apparently
  already arranged the finance) and without strings. The old company would then be placed into receivership, with any assets it had – such its Taunton warehouse and its unsold stock of 400,000
  pairs of jeans – transferred to a new company immediately. He and his team, and not the receivers, would then undertake the arduous task of recovering the debts owed to the old company.


  Long hours were spent haggling over details but by 4 a.m. the deal had been struck and largely on Philip Green’s terms. His offer of £1.2 million was accepted and the remaining
  £3.8 million owed to the Johnson Matthey Bank written off. Simultaneously, Blue Jean Sales assigned all its assets to a new off-the-shelf company called Lucasport and went into receivership.
  Green had agreed with Maldé as part of the rescue plan that he and Kenny Tibber would take two-thirds of Lucasport while Maldé and his wife would jointly own a third.


  Since the Maldés would have been bankrupt if Price Waterhouse had pursued its intended policy, Green’s plan to give them a 33 per cent share in the business may have seemed generous.
  But he did not have the time to travel down to Taunton to micro-manage the new firm. By being generous to George and his wife, he tied in their expertise in the business of importing and marketing
  jeans, although he would be in charge of the purse strings.


  But first he had to get back to London. It was now early morning and the costly helicopter was grounded under noise control regulations. Green gave a hilarious account of the return journey in
  which he, the banker and the lawyer were ‘in the middle of nowhere, pitch-black. Police car comes by, gives us a lift to the train station. Quick kip on a bench, caught the milk train back to
  London. Monday morning we’re up and running.’14 The image of these three men stretched out on a bench in Bristol Temple Meads station in the
  early hours of a Saturday morning while they waited for the early morning train to London sums up Green’s buccaneering approach to business deals.


  In mid-July, Menswear, which had carried the original small notice announcing that Bonanza Jeans had been forced to close, could now report the last-minute rescue. It also carried an
  advertisement that ran:


  
    
      Business is back to normal at Bonanza. We thank all our customers for their solid support while new finance has been secured. Lucasport Ltd now has
      secured the Bonanza Jeans label and with their substantial backing Bonanza Jeans can only go from strength to strength. The future’s looking good.15

    

  


  Chris Astridge, the editor of MAB News, a small trade paper, took the view that the practice of firms closing their door one week, only to reappear phoenix-like the next
  under the control of a new holding company, was often a way of leaving creditors high and dry. The following week a jeans trade fair was due to open at Earls Court. To make the point, Astridge
  thought it would be fun to carry a spoof ad in the special edition to be issued for the fair, mimicking the ‘Bonanza Bounces Back’ notice. So they put a strip ad across the bottom of
  two pages announcing the rescue of Pond-è-Rosa Jeans (a take-off of the long-running television series of the time called Bonanza, which was set on the Ponderosa ranch) carrying a
  similar cowboy logo to that used by Bonanza with a slogan that implied such rescues were dodgy affairs.’16


  One person was not amused. Green had of course acquired Bonanza fairly and squarely from the receivers. Astridge was manning the MAB stall at the show when a smallish man with billowing
  black hair and a face like thunder came stomping up, a copy of the offending magazine rolled up in his hand. It was Philip Green. ‘Did you write this shit?’ he thundered, banging the
  paper down on the counter with a resounding whack. ‘I hope you’ve got a fucking good lawyer.’ Even then, Green was not one to enjoy a joke at his own expense.


  Sure enough a lawyer’s letter did land on the editor’s desk the following week demanding an apology for the spoof and substantial damages. One of the journalists working on the paper
  said: ‘We were a pretty small organisation with no resources to fight a legal battle. We spent a very uncomfortable few weeks before the whole matter was quietly settled out of
  court.’17 The magazine and its editor had been saved, largely because Green soon had bigger fish to fry.


  To finance the Bonanza deal and see through the shake-up he now had in mind, Green had been forced to borrow money. It helped that he had the support of the family company,
  Langley Road Investments, which made the process less painful than it might otherwise have been. The company accounts show that it raised mortgages on the two properties it
  owned in Thornton Heath and Beckenham and a sum of £60,000 was put at the disposal of the new company set up to run Bonanza. Added to this was a further mortgage raised on the assets of the
  Bonanza business in Taunton. The lender in both cases was Bank Leumi, an Israeli bank in London. The deals showed that Green had already developed a shrewd understanding of how to raise large sums
  of money quickly when it was needed.18


  But recovering money owed to Bonanza was just as important. In August, he and George Maldé descended on Slough in pursuit of their biggest debtor, a retail jean company called Jean Jeanie,
  which owed Bonanza Jeans £250,000. With sixty shops, it was one of the country’s biggest denim-wear retailers. It was also a legendary player in the story of British jeans. It owned a
  famous brand name – FU’s Jeans. The owner, something of a legend on the British denim fashion scene, was a Liverpudlian called Grant Casey. It was a no-nonsense meeting, held in the
  unlikely setting of one of Slough’s best Chinese restaurants.


  A brusque Green laid it on straight: pay up or we’ll close you down. But he then threw Casey a lifeline. He and George would accept payment in the form of ten post-dated cheques for
  £25,000. Casey was hardly in a position to reject the offer and duly handed over the cheques. As they got up to leave he said with a sense of weariness: ‘I don’t suppose you would
  like to buy my business, would you?’19 For Green it was a beguiling prospect. If he could buy Jean Jeanie – owned by Grant Seward Ltd, a
  company controlled by the Casey family – he could see himself fast becoming the jeans king of Britain, controlling a large chain of stores and two major jeans brands – Bonanza and
  FU’s.


  But what, if anything, was Jean Jeanie worth? And could it be turned into an efficient money-making machine? The next week, having checked out that Casey was serious, Philip Green returned to
  Slough, this time with his accountant, to look at the books. Green could see there were headaches enough to try a lesser man, but there was also potential to turn it into a real money-spinner. For
  instance, Bonanza and FU’s both had their jeans made in China, but by separate suppliers. There was scope here for economies of scale or at least to play one side off against the other.


  A week later, Philip Green struck an unusual bargain. He phoned Grant Casey and said: ‘There’s good news and there’s bad news. The good news is I’ll buy it. The bad news
  is you’re broke.’20


  It may have been a typical heavy-handed Green way to open negotiations, but he had come up with an ingenious formula that offered something for both sides. Green claimed that
  the company was losing £22,000 a week and that Grant Casey’s opening price of some £4 million for the company was quite out of the question. However, Green was prepared to offer
  £65,000 and a further £435,000 in instalments if the company could be turned around. Casey, a man who had been struggling to keep the company steady through the recession, chose to accept
  the lifeline. They shook on the deal.21


  Green’s immediate headache was that Jean Jeanie had an overdraft of over £3 million. But, convinced he could turn the company around quickly, he went to see the company bankers in
  Curzon Street, in London’s Mayfair. He negotiated a freeze on all interest payments and promised to repay the debt less than six months later – by the end of February 1986.22


  On completion of the deal, Green then decided to bring his businesses – the two main companies and some smaller subsidiaries – into a single retail/wholesale group under the umbrella
  of a new company called Lunabond Ltd. He kept all his original partners on board. George Maldé was made head of Bonanza Jeans and eventually took over the wholesale side of Jean Jeanie. Kenny
  Tibber remained on the board but not in an executive capacity. Green himself was chief executive in charge of overall strategy and the undoubted driving force behind a frantic push towards
  profitability.


  Maldé, who was at this stage his right-hand man, stresses that the first priority was to sort out the suppliers. Bonanza Jeans had already cut out the middleman by having a good Chinese
  manufacturer supply the company direct, whereas Grant Casey had relied on secondary warehouses in Britain to supply his Chinese-made garments. Within weeks of the Jean Jeanie deal going through
  Philip Green, Grant Casey and George Maldé set off on a grand tour, reaching China by way of the USA, Japan and Korea, all potential sources of supply.


  Although Philip Green had been to Hong Kong, Maldé believes that this was his first trip to China proper. He revelled in it, striking deals with Chinese factories that, according to George
  Maldé, saved the company a staggering 75 per cent on the price they had previously paid for exactly the same goods.


  Back in Britain, Green now applied the squeeze to the few UK suppliers that were still in the chain. One of these was Pepe Jeans, which had a factory in Wembley. Pepe was a
  popular brand and sold well in Jean Jeanie shops. Nitin Shah, another East African Asian, who ran Pepe Jeans at this time, was one of the suppliers pressurised by Green to cut his prices. But he
  will have nothing said against him: ‘When he was running Jean Jeanie Philip always paid his bills on time and paid a fair price. Of course he liked doing a few large deals, rather than many
  small ones. But that made business sense. He was a man of total honesty, a man of integrity whose word was his bond.’23 Despite his willingness to
  strike bargains where necessary to keep suppliers like Nitin Shah sweet, Green was able to negotiate substantial discounts across the board.


  George Maldé maintains that, within a matter of weeks of Green taking over ultimate control, they also managed to recover over £2 million owed to them by the shops that stocked Bonanza
  Jeans. This, and the huge reduction in costs effected by renegotiating suppliers’ contracts, turned round the Lunabond finances very quickly. Now Green could afford to pump money into the
  refurbishments of the shops most in need of it.


  Four months later, by the New Year of 1986, the tide seemed to have turned. With new sales systems installed in the Jean Jeanie shops, staff morale on the rise and Green’s obsessive eye
  poring over weekly sales figures and takings, he pronounced the reconstructed empire of Bonanza and Jean Jeanie to be back in profit.24


  Word of the turnaround soon reached the ears of the trade press, especially since Philip Green would not have been beyond spreading the good news himself. It was generally well received. A
  dazzled young reporter on Menswear relayed uncritically the Green formula for success: ‘Good management, getting people to think commercially, creating a good experienced team, and
  proper retail systems . . . Jean Jeanie . . . was in a mess when I took it over, with no proper retail systems and low morale among the staff.’25


  The Del Boy character of Bond Street Bandit days now seemed far in the past. In his place stood a man who had finally proved himself as a deal-maker and problem-solver. Before the decade was
  out, the trade press had even begun to talk about Jean Jeanie under Philip Green as ‘the success story of the 1980s’.26


  In February 1986, quite out of the blue, Green received a phone call from the best known British jean manufacturer and wholesaler, Lee Cooper Jeans, based
  close to the Jean Jeanie head office in Slough. They were developing a new corporate strategy and wondered if Mr Green might like to consider a very interesting proposition they wanted to put to
  him. With only a few days before the £3 million overdraft needed to be repaid, this opportunity seemed heaven-sent. The two parties arranged to meet.


  Lee Cooper was in fact a very old British company (founded by a Lithuanian South African) that had been making jeans long before the craze for blue denim had begun. When the big American jean
  companies – Nike, Lee and Wrangler – came along in the 1970s, Lee Cooper found its brand name seemed reassuringly American. It had been particularly successful in France where it
  outsold its American rivals, and had made a healthy profit in 1985. But the top management hankered after high street glory. They were convinced that the Lee Cooper name could be the foundation of
  a successful nationwide casualwear chain. The big problem was that nobody at Lee Cooper had any retail expertise. Just down the road, on the other hand, was Jean Jeanie, where Philip Green seemed
  to have won the right to wear his retailing spurs.


  So in February the top Lee Cooper management met Green and started negotiations for the takeover of the Lunabond group to transform it into Lee Cooper Retail – the new base for future Lee
  Cooper expansion in Britain. The Bonanza and FU’s range of Jeans would be added to the original Lee Cooper Jeans, broadening the appeal to a younger age range. Their first objective was to
  persuade Green to join as managing director of the new division. He wanted to bring George Maldé with him. They readily agreed. All that remained was to settle on a price for the business and
  on a salary package. Green argued Lunabond was turning in a decent profit. He suggested £10 million as the price. This was negotiated down to £7 million, half to be made on the
  amalgamation and the rest to be paid as a performance bonus, over the next two years. As for salary, they agreed to pay a substantial sum on a rolling contract, and the usual range of management
  perks. They shook on the deal. Green had owned Jean Jeanie all of six months.


  Eighteen years later, in 2004, Green could still recall the excitement when he gave this account of what happened next: ‘Went down to the bank in Curzon Street, said, “What do I owe
  you?” They said, “Dunno, er, three million four hundred and thirty thousand pounds.” I said, “Right, there’s your cheque.” Slapped it down.
  Done . . . Can be done is my motto!’27


  In just three years Green had switched from a struggling smalltime trader with a Del Boy image to the man with the golden chequebook. The man who had taken the decision to wind up operations at
  Tarbrook, with creditors owed close on a quarter of a million pounds, had now settled into a top job in a public company. It was quite a change.


  Now the big challenge was to make a go of Lee Cooper Retail. This was a wholly different world. Could he prove that the Del Boy in him had been sufficiently tamed? Lee Cooper was a publicly
  quoted company, answerable to shareholders, and an old one at that. It had ways of doing things. Would the volatile Green fit in? Even people like George Maldé who admired him enormously
  weren’t quite sure. Green did not like a culture of meetings; he wanted to get on with the job. He was also notoriously foul-mouthed and could lose his temper at the drop of a hat. Maldé
  – who went with Green and the Lee Cooper management on a tour of Asia and was in a position to observe the dynamics – was astonished when Green and the head man at Lee Cooper, an urbane
  but rather arrogant Frenchmen called Pierre Pouillot, had a stand-up row in a hotel in China. He also observed a lack of respect displayed by Green towards people he outranked: ‘Sometimes he
  would greet a salesman or a buyer calling in to see him with a bellow: “Fucking get out!” But then, that is Philip.’28


  With his shock of bushy hair and the air of a man who knew exactly where he was going, Green at the age of thirty-five exuded an aura of power and wealth, an attraction for many women. He admits
  to being a bit of a playboy at this time. One acquaintance from these years related that ‘his weakness was for slow horses and fast women’.29
  George Maldé remembers him with a different woman on his arm five nights a week.


  One girlfriend in the early 1980s was Juliette Owide, daughter of the Soho club owner Oscar Owide. At one stage the attractive Miss Owide seems to have been on the point of being appointed
  company secretary at Wearstyle Ltd, the company set up in September 1982 to run Bond Street Bandit. In the company records her name was filled in as secretary and then scored out to be replaced by
  Alma Green, the principal shareholder. Another girlfriend, ‘a stunning brunette’ as the tabloids would have it, was the film starlet Viviane Ventura.


  As to where he might go with such charming company the choice seems to have been between dining out in style, going to the cinema (Philip Green once confessed that his
  favourite movie was The Long Good Friday, a film that made its debut in 1979) or trying his luck at the gaming tables of Mayfair. He was frequently to be seen in the Ritz casino. Horseracing
  was something of a passion, too. George Maldé had ambitions to own a racehorse that would win the Grand National and thought he had found just the animal in 1985. He persuaded Green to come in
  on the project and for a year Green could claim to own half a promising racehorse, appropriately called Bonanza Boy, a novice hurdler. Later, when Green had sold his share of the horse back to
  Maldé, it was to prove a great success, winning the Welsh Grand National in 1989 and coming fourth at Aintree in 1991. While Green’s interest in horseracing lasted, he could be seen at
  such fashionable meets as Cheltenham and Royal Ascot.


  But his playboy years were winding down. In 1985, he met the woman who was to become his business partner and his wife. Her name was Christina Palos. She had been born in London to wine merchant
  parents and brought up in the Far East. In the mid-1980s, she had set up her own fashion boutique, Harabels, in Sloane Street, Knightsbridge. She was already married to a businessman called Robert
  Palos, had two children – Brett, then thirteen, and Stasha, then ten – and was three years older than Green.


  Tina (as everyone called her) was a very attractive and outgoing petite blonde. Introduced to Green through mutual friends, she remembers him as ‘awful’ at their first meeting. Years
  later she told the Daily Mail, ‘I thought he was dreadful actually. I remember him asking me who I was. I said I ran a boutique called Harabels and he said, rather dismissively,
  “Well, I’ve never heard of it.” . . . I thought, what an arrogant pig.’30 The next evening the two met again at a party.
  ‘His bow-tie was crooked and without thinking I went right up to him and straightened it. And that was it. It was the oddest thing. I thought, I’m in trouble here. I just fell in love
  with him at that moment.’ Meeting him was to turn her life upside down. Although the relationship took a while to develop, she eventually left Robert and moved in with Green.


  Green’s other distraction from business at the time was White Hart Lane, the home of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club. Spurs was going through something of a golden period and had won
  the European Cup Winners’ Cup in 1983. The club had also shown its business acumen off the pitch by becoming the first English football club to float on the Stock
  Exchange. Perhaps because it was a very business-minded club, it attracted many north London businessmen, a large number of them members of the Jewish community. Green counted many of them as his
  friends.


  In January 1987, Green happened to meet the chairman of Spurs – Jewish property developer, Irving Scholar – in the business class of a jumbo jet bound for Hong Kong. It was a long
  flight and Green was happy to spend some of the time talking to Scholar about Spurs, a club facing difficulties in trying to upgrade its stadium and facilities in the face of some local opposition.
  He suggested that a mate of his called Tony Berry would be an asset on the Tottenham Hotspur board because of his business experience. Berry, who had once dreamt of playing for Spurs and had
  actually been given a trial for the club, had become one of the most successful of a new breed of young entrepreneurs that had prospered in the new era of Thatcherism. His chain of employment
  agencies, Blue Arrow, had quickly grown to become the largest of its kind in Britain, but he had ambitions to go further.


  Thanks to Philip Green’s airborne initiative, Scholar met up with Berry, who accepted an offer to join the Spurs board early in 1987.31 The news
  went down well with the stock market and the value of shares tripled within a matter of months. Then came the great share crash of October 1987. The Spurs share price slumped along with all the
  others. But if the Berry magic had faded, he remained a very rich man, happily involved in the football club at the highest level. He had Philip Green to thank for that and he never forgot it. When
  the time came he was ready to return the favour.


  Then there was the larger than life figure of Edward James Ball, some five years older than Green, who was known to his friends as Ted Ball, and to his enemies as ‘Caveman’ Ball. In
  1985, he had teamed up with a City bank called Guinness Mahon to found Landhurst Leasing. Leasing was fast becoming all the rage for cash-strapped firms, and not just for immovable property such as
  shops and office buildings. Ball was prepared to pay for the ownership of such things as office fixture and fittings and lease them back to the company concerned, at a rate of interest well above
  what he was paying to the banks who financed his leasing deals. Despite the fact that he lived in East Sussex, Ball was also a familiar face at White Hart Lane, and close to
  Green and his circle.


  All these men were pleased to be counted as FOPs, ‘Friends of Philip’. But the man he seems to have trusted most was a young Londoner called Stephen Kay, a self-made man of the time.
  He had begun selling used cars and had risen to become king of the cut-price video shop through his company, Intervision. All three men – Berry, Ball and Kay – were to play a crucial
  role in the next, somewhat chequered, stage of the Green business career.
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