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Ben Gorham, the
founder of Byredo.
Bottom left Rose
of No Man’s Land,
from £88 for 50ml
eau de parfum,
from Liberty

Ben Gorham might not look like he belongs in the
rarefied world of perfume, yet he is taking his cult

ANDREAS OHLUND

fragrance house global, says Edwina Ings-Chambers

here’s something of the yogi about Ben Gorham,
the 38-year-old founder of the fragrance house
Byredo, albeit one dressed top to toe in black,
complete with leather jacket and vintage engineer
boots. Yet somehow, with his relaxed approach and
slow, thoughtful speech delivery, you can’t help
but think his 6ft 5in frame should be sitting atop
a mountain mouthing “Ommm”, rather than
running the perfume brand that the fashion crew
spritz. The only outward sign that he might harbour
mogul tendencies is the vintage Patek Philippe
watch on his wrist.
But then Gorham is a bit of rebel; a fragrance
rebel anyway — untrained as a nose, ducking and
weaving from the start to create his own
opportunities and gain stockists in what remains a
regimented world that can be diﬃcult to break
into. He sees himself as more of an outsider than a rebel. “A
rebel is more inclined to have a cause. For me, it was just that I
wanted to do what I wanted to do, and I was perceived as an
outsider partly because of my background, where I lived, where
I came from and what I looked like — and the tattoos
became a symbol of that outsider [he has sleeves on both
arms]. But I never picked any ﬁghts or had anything
bad to say about other brands.”
Gorham is a native Swede, born to an Indian
mother and a half-Scottish, half-French
Canadian father, who grew up in Stockholm,
Toronto and New York. He now lives in
Stockholm with his wife and young daughter. As
for a career, he started about as far away from
selling fragrance as it’s possible to get. He had a
spell as a professional basketball player, then
quit to study for a degree in ﬁne arts in Stockholm.
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It’s the former gig to which he attributes a great part of his
success — or at least the self-belief that led to him creating
his own empire. “I think I built it through sport. As an
athlete, self-belief is everything, it’s the diﬀerence between
succeeding and failing, winning and losing. And then with
every win, you get stronger and you learn to take a step back
and try to be objective.”
This attitude makes his sudden decision to build a perfume
business all the more understandable. After a chance meeting
with the nose Pierre Wulﬀ in Stockholm, he got thinking for the
ﬁrst time about smell “for more than 30 seconds” and its
connection with emotions and memory, and he decided it was
something he wanted to do, because, after all, why not? So,
aged 27, he started with candles, partly because they are
simpler to manufacture than perfume, so he could make them
in his kitchen. Or, rather, his friend’s kitchen, because at the
time he had no money “and I was living on my friend’s couch”.
Gorham ﬁgured he was onto something and asked people he
knew in Sweden to help. “I said, ‘I need a little bit of money to
do this.’ And I still don’t really understand why, but they said,
‘OK, sounds good.’ They helped me structure the business in
terms of ﬁnancials and cash ﬂow, and paying bills — it was a
learning curve.” Byredo was launched in 2006, with a
name that stems from the Old English word “redolence”,
meaning sweet-smelling perfume.
With the help of two other noses, Jérôme Epinette
and Olivia Giacobetti,
Giacobetti, both of whom he still works
with today, he started creating fragrances, with
simplicity being the key. “I was shown all these
beautiful raw materials, and I felt it was a shame to
mask or coat them with 20, 30, 40 others. It’s
about working with a few, and that has deﬁned
our style of perfume.”
Gorham acts more as a creative director,
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