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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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The Byredo store
in New York,
which opened
in June,
selling Gorham’s
perfumes and
leather bags

I s t a r t e d a p r o j e c t b a s e d o n F L O W E R S t h a t b l o o m a t N I G H T,
t o c r e a t e a P E R F U M E f o r p e o p l e w h o w o r k O N LY a t n i g h t
conceptualising the fragrance he wants and presenting it in
mixed medium — images, music, poetry, objects, ﬂowers — to
be translated by the perfumers. “They know how to write
formulas and understand the accords,” he points out.
Not one to stand still, in February this year he launched a
range of leather bags. It’s a natural link in many ways, since, in
the 16th century, fragrance was used to scent the leather gloves
of the aristocracy to hide the smell of tanning. It has taken two
years to learn the business and source the best leathers and
craftsmen. “What drove the project was that I knew nothing, so
it was a throwback to when I started in fragrance — only seeing
possibilities and being naive, to an extent.”
And his upcoming fragrance launch is one with a twist:
bedtime perfumes. “About a year and a half ago, I started a
project based on ﬂowers that bloom at night, which seemed like
a cliché, but I wanted to create a perfume for people who work
only at night.” The result is the Night Veils collection of three
tiny black bottles, each with a fragrance with a heavy base “to

keep on your nightstand and put on when you go to bed”. To
sleep? “Or other stuﬀ at night.”
He has come a long way from that chum’s sofa, now running
a global business that is sold in 62 countries. Two years ago, he
brought in a new ﬁnancial partner, the US-based Manzanita
Capital, which also backs Diptyque and Kevyn Aucoin and is
run by William Fisher, whose parents founded Gap. This has
enabled Gorham to open a store in New York earlier this year,
and go back to spending 95% of his time on creative work,
instead of having to stay in business-building mode.
Still, there’s one thing he won’t be doing for a while: creating
a fragrance for his eight-year-old daughter. He once said he
would never make one for her, but has since softened his view.
“She asked for one last week, but she wants marshmallow and
popcorn, so I’ll give her a few years.” 
Night Veils, £325 each for 30ml, from Nov 1, from Harrods.
byredo.com

SPIRITS OF INDEPENDENCE

What are the cult fragrance brands of the future?
VILHELM PARFUMERIE

JACK BY

A Paris-based brand

This unisex range

RICHARD E GRANT

with a Harrods outlet

harks back to

According to Grant,

and a focus on client

days of elegance.

Jack is “lickably

customisation.

£145 for 100ml,

moreish”. It is!

From £150 for 50ml

from Liberty

£95 for 100ml

EX NIHILO
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EDWINA INGS-CHAMBERS
I S A L L F O R L U X U R Y, B U T
RAILS AGAINST WASTE

A BETTER BOTTLE

Packaging — needless, wanton, excessive packaging — has
become my big beauty peeve. Actually, to conﬁne it to beauty isn’t fair.
So much of it, from fashion to food, seems increasingly to distress me,
making me feel guilty about the amount of waste I can generate. At least with
clothes shopping I can eschew boxes or bags or even tissue paper if I want to, but with
beauty there is so little chance of refusal, and most of it is simply destined for the bin.
Don’t misunderstand me, I’m nothing if not a hypocrite: I enjoy the unwrapping process,
and love picking up a gorgeous bottle. But the built-in obsolescence upsets me, especially
when it comes to fragrance bottles. Most of them, regardless of how elaborate or creative, have no
life after they’ve spritzed their last because you can’t remove the atomiser. There’s really something
outrageously wasteful about it all.
There are some exceptions. The luxury fragrance brand By Kilian has reﬁllable bottles as well as some
special limited-edition artist collaborations, which make them even more special (I confess to once
splashing out on one of its hand-painted Sophie Matisse versions). On the more aﬀordable side, Flower
by Kenzo also oﬀers this — you can buy reﬁlls or take it to a beauty counter and have it done there.
So my heart fairly soared when I went to meet the perfumer Lyn Harris at Perfumer H, her new
concept store in central London. She may not thank me for dwelling on her packaging when she sees
her mission as far greater than that — a desire to represent British perfumery and to educate clients
about the process of creating a perfume are at the heart of her brand ethos — but, gosh, her bottles
(pictured) are a wonder all their own. Made by the glass-blower Michael Ruh, they are coloured
glass, with proper retro stoppers for dabbing on the contents. And they are all reﬁllable, for
ever and ever: even when a fragrance has been discontinued. As her lab is on site, any
perfume from the back catalogue can be easily re-created from the formula. Each
season, she plans to create new smells around one of the main fragrance types:
ﬂorals, chypres and so on. Personally, I could dab Winter 2015 Heliotrope from
now till doomsday. And before you say how this might be beautiful and
ritualistic, but also wildly impractical, each bottle comes with two
small spray bottles and a little funnel so you can decant and
travel fragrantly rather than wastefully.
Perfumer H eau de parfum, from £195
for 100ml

KEVIN DUTTON

L A C E

A G A I N S T

T I M E

Givenchy face masks are among my favourites: its Black for Light is great for a quick complexion boost.
T h e m o s t l u x u r i o u s , h o w e v e r, i s t h e n e w a n d i m p r o v e d L e S o i n N o i r M a s q u e D e n t e l l e , w h i c h c o n s i s t s o f
a mask made of fancy French lace that is saturated with the product (black algae and oat extract to
brighten and moisturise) and applied to the face. It gives great results, but, yes, you guessed it, I feel
so guilty when I have to chuck that lace in la poubelle. £225 for four
@TheSTStyle @edwinaingschambers
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