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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I'm joined down the line by Alex Bilmes, Editor-
in-Chief of Esquire UK. Beginning his journalism career as a reporter on the 
Richmond and Twickenham Times, he went on to become features director of 
British GQ and contributing editor at British Vogue. He has also written for a 
range of newspapers and magazines, including The Observer, The Spectator, 
The Sunday Times and The Independent. Specializing in the arts, books, the 
entertainment industry, travel and fashion, he's also been published on sports, 
politics and technology, and even writes album sleeve notes for Robbie 
Williams. Alex, thank you for joining me. 
 
Thank you very much for having me. Great to be here, or I say be here, but great to 
virtually meet you, Paul. 
 
That actually brings me to my first question then. I mean, how are you pushing 
the magazine out in the, I hate that phrase, new normal. But presumably you're 
all on lockdown. 
 
We are all on down, and we have been just as the rest of the nation has been since 
the middle of March. So we've done something that I... If you'd suggested to me, and 
I'm sure this is true for many people in many different fields, but if you'd suggested to 
me three months ago that it would even be possible to produce a magazine, the kind 
of magazine we do, without any of us on the team leaving our houses or meeting 
each other in the flesh or going anywhere near the office, I would have said that that 
was not possible. But, of course, we've proved now that it is possible. We were sort 
of halfway through, or maybe a slightly more than halfway through, our May-June 
issue when the lockdown began, and that, conveniently enough, was a travel issue 
all about how fantastic it is to leave the house. And not just leave the house but leave 
the country on an airplane and go and see all these fantastic, exciting things. And 
then of course, possibly the most irrelevant magazine you could possibly imagine 
having published at that moment, we had just about enough time to sort of scramble 
and write a kind of... We've got a guy called Jeff Dyer who is a brilliant writer to write 
a kind of think piece about what it means to not be able to travel. And then we 
changed the cover. So it was an image of an empty aircraft, the interior of an empty 
aircraft, rather than the kind of glamorous beach shot we had planned. And so we 
finished that one, and now last week we finished the first time that we've done an 
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entire issue start to finish from kind of conception to execution, without, as I say, 
without having left the house. And it's been sort of, well, certainly challenging, but 
also I've found it incredibly inspiring. And we've had to kind of come up with 
completely new ways of doing things. And I think we have, and I'm really proud of 
that issue. And it's a fiction special. So we called up all our favourite novelists and 
short story writers, and that's obviously something you can do without leaving the 
house. And I'm really proud. I think it's great. And we had an illustrator do the cover 
instead of a photographer take a picture. And now we're challenged with doing a third 
one under lockdown, which again, is going to be really difficult. But I do think it's 
proof that what everyone suspected, which is that offices have to be reconsidered 
and the whole way that we work and live has to... It was a time for reflection and re-
imagining that. And we've kind of proved that we can do Esquire like this. It doesn't 
mean I want to do it like this forever, but I think that it's been quite exciting. 
 
I'm starting to think that we just imagined being able to travel and leave the 
house. Do you have any proof that could be the other way? 
 
Exactly. Is that office actually there or is that a figment of my imagination? Have I 
ever actually been into the West End or did I imagine the whole thing from my 
bedroom? It's hard to say now, and I don't know what you find, Paul, but I think that 
humans are unbelievably adaptable, aren't we? We become accustomed to things. 
And so now the thought of leaving the house, not leaving the house, because we all 
leave the house, but leaving the little area in which you operate, becomes sort of 
mad. Why would you since you can do so much here? 
 
Well, I mean with Ocado delivering food and the internet, I mean, I don't ever 
need to leave the house ever again, and I intend not to do so. Personally, I can 
still produce the podcast down the line. Are there any changes to the magazine 
that COVID has brought about that you'll actually keep when things return to 
normal, if they do? 
 
I think that there are kind of ways of behaviour that maybe we'd got stuck in or 
thought were essential that we can look at. And it's interesting, and then there are 
other things that you'd think, okay, I would like to go back to. So, for example, I've 
done a number of interviews with people, subjects of the pieces, a filmmaker, a TV 
person, on Zoom and they're great and they're fine and they completely work. But I 
don't think they are quite as good as they might have been if I'd met that person and 
being able to go into their life physically in the way that you can or could before and 
will be able to again, hopefully. Have that said, there are all sorts of things. Oh, a 
really boring example. We'd been talking for ages about going properly paperless, 
and as someone who is a paper person and has always worked in print, and loves 
prints, and loves books, and loves things, and is forever printing things out, even 
though he doesn't necessarily need to, I pretty much thought that this was a terrible 
idea. Now we've been forced to go paperless, and it's fine. I don't know what I was on 
about. I was talking rubbish. There's absolutely no need to print out all that stuff. We 
can do it all on our laptops. So it's things like that, I think, that's sort of more boring 
and practical things. I also think it is certainly, I've probably had God knows how 
many meetings every week, sort of offsite meetings where you go for coffee. And, of 
course, that's pleasant to meet up with people, but many of those meetings were 
perfectly possible to do on the phone or on a video call. It's a shame in some ways, 
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because human interactions are a lovely thing, but I think I have probably wasted an 
enormous amounts of time and probably a bit of, let's not talk too much about this, 
but probably a bit of Hearst money, having meetings I didn't need to have in person. 
 
So you hinted just then that there might not even be a future for glossy 
magazines themselves, like in terms of the paper based version. Will we be 
reading Esquire in the future solely on the iPad, solely on my tablet or device? 
 
I didn't mean to suggest that. I meant paperless in the office as in we wouldn't print 
things out on paper. I didn't mean we wouldn't print the magazine. I'm very much in 
favour of continuing to print the magazine. I think that reports of print's demise have 
been exaggerated, to coin a phrase. The truth is, I don't know about you, but I spend 
a lot of my time in lockdown on video calls, staring at a screen all day, and it's tiring 
and it's terrible for your eyes, and it gives me anyway a sort of weird low level 
headache after a while. And the last thing I want to do after that is then to log onto a 
website, even one as fantastic as the Esquire website, and spend more time staring 
at a screen. I love to look at the Esquire website in my sort of recreational moments, 
but I think that paper prints, especially beautifully designed, which I mean, it's not for 
me to say, but I think Esquire's certainly aiming to be beautifully designed and- 
 
It is beautifully designed. It's a lovely magazine. 
 
Thank you. I don't do the design a bit, but I'll take the compliment on their behalf. So I 
think that print absolutely has a role to play. And, I mean, I love reading books too, 
and I don't love reading books in a digital format as much as I love reading books in 
print. And I think if we have learned some things from the lockdown, it's important to 
take a break from your digital life, even though it's immensely liberating. And we 
wouldn't have been able to do the magazine without the internet, without all, or we 
wouldn't be having this conversation now. There's so much of our lives that are 
facilitated and liberated by the internet. The fact that we're both at home, we're not at 
the office, what a lovely thing that is on this gorgeous sunny day, but we can't be 
plugged into a digital world all the time. And print offers something different, 
something tactile, something beautiful in a different way, something more restful in a 
sense that I find consuming print media less... Well, the old phrase was about leaning 
back and leaning forward. You lean forward into your laptop or your telephone. You 
lean back when you're reading a book or turning the pages of a glossy magazine like 
Esquire. And I do think it's a fundamentally different frame of mind that you're in. 
Even physically, you can see the difference. You're more relaxed. And so I really do 
believe in print. It has to change, and it is changing. It's being transformed in many 
ways, but Esquire doesn't look like it used to look and a considerable reason for that 
is because we recognize that it needs to perform in print a different function. And 
then in digital, it performs the more lean in function, lean forward, rather. 
 
I mean, circulation on the last figures, I think it was about 56,000. That's 
incredibly impressive. 
 
Thank you. I think it is impressive in 2020. I think that it's particularly... Without boring 
on too much about Esquire, we made some kind of quite big fundamental changes to 
the print magazine about 18 months ago now. I don't know. It's so hard to keep track 
of time at the moment, isn't it? It's been slightly less than that. And we brought it 
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down from, it was at that stage at 10 issues a year, it's now six issues a year. We 
changed the format. We changed the design. We changed the focus in many ways 
and made it deliberately a very sort of calculated decision to make it more niche, to 
make it more special interest, to make it more up market, to stop trying to be a mass 
mainstream, traditional men's title, and become a slightly more refined, special 
interest for men who really are highly engaged with sort of up market style and 
culture. So the calculation was, we were going to sell ultimately fewer issues, but 
they would be more targeted at a specific consumer, which would attract, number 
one would attract advertisers, which you know is a really important- 
 
And you increased the cover price, didn't you, to six pounds? That's quite a bit 
of money. 
 
Yeah. Yeah. I think it was an important thing to do to say that we really believe in 
this. We believe that maybe it's not 50% of the men in Britain or anything 
approaching that, but there is a core group of very switched on, committed 
consumers, readers, I prefer to call them. Consumers is what we are encouraged to 
call them increasingly. Readers who really want to and are prepared to pay six 
pounds. And to be honest, I've pushed at the time for more, because I feel like that's 
not the price of an extra pound, is not really a consideration for them in that sense. 
Around where I live, you can't even get a pint of beer for six quid now. So I still think 
it's unbelievably cheap. There's people paying five quid, well, maybe four quid, for a 
cappuccino which lasts approximately 15 seconds. Whereas, an issue of Esquire sits 
on your coffee table for two months, hopefully, even longer, if you want, and delivers 
hours, I hope, of sort of sophisticated entertainment and information. So I think six 
quid is a bargain. 
 
I mean, I know you've obviously talked about the repositioning at the start of 
2019, only going bi-monthly, bigger format, upgraded paper. How have the 
readers and the advertisers responded? What actual feedback have you had? 
 
Mixed. Very, very excellent feedback from advertisers. Advertisers, because it's 
targeting a specific kind of advertiser, which is luxury and fashion advertisers for the 
most part. So luxury travel, luxury fashion, watches, grooming, all that stuff. They 
obviously, that sort of environment, they wants to be in the right environment. 
Although, of course, they're interested in the numbers too, it's not necessarily about 
how many people are consuming that content. It's about who they are and how they 
feel while they're consuming the content. The feedback from readers has also been 
extremely positive. I won't lie. At the beginning, there were some who thought it was 
too esoteric, too pretentious, maybe precious, whatever words were used. And I 
agree that it is esoteric. I don't think it's pretentious, but it's esoteric, and it's not 
supposed to be for everyone. So I guess, in a sense, it would have been a failure if 
no one had noticed, and they'd all thought, "Oh, yeah, it seems pretty fine to me." I 
sort of wanted some people to say, "What the hell have you done to it?" And others 
to go, "Oh, my God, this is brilliant." And to bring in people who maybe hadn't 
considered it before, because they frankly thought of it as a slightly sort of old-
fashioned lads' mag. And so that's been the feedback. And we've had very detailed 
feedback because we've done surveys and so on, and so I know that there are some 
parts that people thought I was mad. That actually there's a section called Market. It's 
just pictures of products. There's no copy with it. There's no content around it. It's just 
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10 shoes or whatever or 10 books. That's pretty much the highest scoring. That's the 
bit they liked the most. It's just beautifully photographed things. And then the other 
thing is fiction. Everybody thinks you're mad to put fiction, and who the hell reads 
fiction in a magazine? But actually, people like it. I shouldn't say this. I don't know to 
what extent one actually reads every piece of fiction. It's knowing that it's there and 
how it makes you feel to be the sort of person who buys a magazine that's 
sophisticated enough to publish fiction by acclaimed literary writers. I like the New 
Yorker Magazine. That's one of my favourite magazines. I subscribe to the New 
Yorker Magazine. I seldom if ever read the fiction in the New Yorker Magazine, but I 
love to know it's there. It makes me feel good. 
 
You mentioned that about lads' mags, that era in the nineties. Do you think that 
men themselves have moved a long way from that era? 
 
I actually do, yes. I used to not think that. I used to think that it was just that the 
culture had changed and men still felt the same way. It's just that it became 
unacceptable for them to express it in public or to be seen to embrace ladism. I think 
that I'm of the generation that was very much part of all that, and I still have 
occasional laddish tendencies I'm sure, in my private life and so on. But when I look 
at the younger guys in my office, we have a lot of, obviously, men in their early 30s 
downwards, down to between mid-20s and mid-30, and they are not. They are a 
more highly evolved species, put it that way. They're way more switched on about 
social issues, everything. They're healthier. They're more concerned with wellbeing 
and all that stuff, and far less likely to be drinking one too many expensive European 
lagers and smoking fags outside the pub talking about football. So I do think that yes, 
masculinity is changing, and in so many ways for the better, and so we're reflecting 
that. 
 
You've edited Esquire for nearly nine years. That's eons in the fast-changing 
magazine business. What's the actual secret of your longevity? Do have secret 
files on all your competitors? Do you rule by fear? Are you a tyrant? 
 
Yes. I keep heavy documentation on all Hearst bosses, and so I'm basically un-
sackable. No, honestly a combination of a sheer bloody mindedness, and I do think 
that one has to be adaptable, is that a word? You have to be open to change 
because even in that, there'd already been immense changes in both the magazine 
media, print media, the media as I was growing up in it, as we all were. But it has 
accelerated. And so we have changed Esquire a lot, in many different ways, over that 
10 years. Both in certainly the print, digital absolutely massive change. When I 
started at Esquire, there was basically a blog that was run by the team because there 
wasn't a structure to make a proper website, a sort of WordPress blog. It was actually 
very funny and stylish and excellent because they're very funny, stylish, excellent 
guys, but there was no monetization at all. You couldn't advertise on it. There was no 
live events at all. There were no events. But all these things were nascent or dormant 
maybe, not even nascent. And so I don't think I have a secret to longevity, but I think 
that it's just rolling with the changes and adapting and being sensible. And there's 
many times I've thought, "Oh my God, this is what's going to happen. This is a 
nightmare." But I've been wrong and a bit like I was describing the beginning of the 
Coronavirus situation, and we've always overcome it. I would say, and I know all 
editors would say this and it sounds soppy, but I been unbelievably fortunate in a 
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number of ways. One, I inherited a fantastic team and number of them, key people 
are still there on the editorial team. And I was able to bring in brilliant people as well. 
So every editor is only there by the grace of his team and his contributors, which 
we've also been very lucky with. Also Hearst has stood by Esquire through thick and 
thin, and there has been moments of both thick and thin. And so I've been extremely 
fortunate in that. Also I have absolutely no other talents or skills. So I've got to stick 
with it. 
 
At least you have one talent and one skill. I mean, that's more than I've got, so 
there you go. 
 
No good point. It's not for me to say. Some people might suggest I've got some skill 
for doing this, but I don't know. 
 
My wife was on Twitter last night, scrolling away brainlessly as we all do. And 
she burst out laughing because one of the tweets was from someone that said, 
"I bet my shoes think I'm dead." And I thought that was quite amusing, 
because it just makes you realize that we are just on lockdown. How does the 
editor of Britain's style bible survive in COVID? Because I imagine you're not 
wearing a three piece suit and the finest Brogues right now. Are you just in 
your jim jams? How does it work? Are you now less stylish as a result of the 
fact that you're just sat in the lounge in your underpants? How does that work? 
Are you less stylish overall because of COVID? 
 
I think I'm actually more, because I'm aware that it's such a strange thing to do, to put 
on fancy clothes if you're not going to leave your kitchen, I'm more conscious of the 
fact that I'm doing it, but I am still doing it. I had a chat with my deputy editor, Johnny 
Davis the other day. And he is like me, a middle aged man who has a shameful love 
of expensive clothes. And he said, I thought it was really interesting what he was 
saying to me, which was basically that, for the first time you've had the question, 
"Why am I putting on these clothes rather than, as you say, just wearing a tracksuit or 
your jim jams? It's clearly not for anyone else because no one else can see us. So it 
must be for me." And that's actually quite a nice realization is that it's not just peer 
pressure or some pathetic need to impress, I don't know, whoever you're trying to, 
your boss or your staff or the girl you fancy in Starbucks. It's because we just like 
clothes. And so you're absolutely right, I'm wearing a different uniform to the one I 
usually wear because I do often... Most days I do wear a tie even. And I haven't worn 
a tie, obviously, that would be kind of weird, since lockdown began. But I am still 
wearing nice clothes and still shopping online much to my family's irritation because 
the parcels still come. So I think I've always loved clothes. I loved them from when I 
was a kid. And even though I'm fully aware of the frivolous nature of then and that is 
brought into some relief at a time like this. I like wearing nice clothes. It makes me 
feel good. So I am, I do. 
 
And that actually brings me on to my next question, which is, which public 
figure best represents where you feel that your readers are at right now? 
 
It's a really interesting question for us at the moment, Paul. Because one of the 
things we did when we re-imagined, which is a slightly grand way of saying 
redesigned the magazine at the beginning of 2019, is that we thought that at least 
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maybe half of the issues wouldn't have a famous person on the cover. And that was 
partly because we felt that obvious celebrity no longer necessarily reflected what 
Esquire was trying to do or be about. And that once, when you're a man or a woman 
I'm sure, but we're particularly targeting men. And you get to a certain point in your 
life, you stop identifying so closely with people just because they're famous. So 
seeing an actor on the cover of a magazine becomes less of a pull to buying that 
magazine rather than seeing something that reflects an area of interest for you. So 
we have changed that. It still makes me laugh to say this, we had a sandwich on the 
cover of Jan/Feb issue this year, 2020. It was a very posh sandwich, a very nice 
looking sandwich. Actually, there were three sandwiches you could buy one of three 
or even all three, if you were feeling very greedy. And that was for the food issue, 
because I felt... We had a big thing with Heston Blumenthal in that issue, a big piece 
about him. And I thought we could put Heston Blumenthal on the cover, but then it 
becomes all about Heston Blumenthal instead of being all about the Esquire food 
issue. And so we went with the sandwich. I don't know how Heston felt about that. I'll 
have to ask him one day. But that's not to say we'll never put a celebrity on the cover 
again. And we were working on some conversations with big celebrities at the 
moment. It just means that, I don't think that necessarily... Also it was an actual fact 
that, where once if you got a really big Hollywood movie star and put them on the 
cover, you were guaranteed an up spike in sales. Those days are gone, they just are. 
They certainly are for us. I can't speak for every magazine, but I think you can tell 
that the days when a women's magazine could get Jennifer Aniston, put her on the 
cover because all women wanted to have Jennifer Aniston's hair or whatever it was, 
are gone. I'm sure they still want to put Jennifer Aniston on the cover, but it's not 
going to provide the same amazing lift in sales. And this is for millions of reasons, but 
largely because you can get celebrity content anywhere, all the time, on your phone, 
direct from the celebrity for free 24/7. So the mystery, the glamor all has at least 
slightly gone. And it feels to me a little bit boring to every single issue, come out with 
another picture of an actor who's in a film that you might be slightly interested in. And 
so we've been changing it up. We've had some with models on, as I said we had the 
one with the airplane on the cover. We've looked at a design covers with architecture 
or travel covers where you just see a place. Or the next cover, as I said, is an 
illustration. It's a drawing, a picture, of a representative Esquire reader rather than a 
famous person at home, under lockdown. And he's lying on his sofa with his dog and 
his laptop. And he's reading a book because it's the fiction issue. One of the things 
about the change in print consumption among consumers is it allows those of us who 
make the print products to experiment a bit more. To not be locked in our ways. And 
obviously coronavirus is accelerating that experimentation. And I think, not for a 
second, that I would wish coronavirus to have happened, I don't mean that at all. But 
what I mean is that, in some ways we can try and find good things in it. And that's 
one of the good things, is that we don't have to be stuck in the old ways of doing 
things. And one of the old ways is to say, "It's a men's mag. It's about style. So it 
must have David Beckham on the cover or James Bond." And I'd like to put it out 
there that I'm still interested in both David Beckham and James Bond. But I think 
that's reductive, and we're trying to break away from that at Esquire. 
 
When you were made editor, you confessed to being, and I quote "A total star 
fucker." Have you met all your heroes by now? 
 
I did confess that, that quote has dogged me ever since. The trouble with that quote 
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is it's true. I wish it wasn't. 
 
It's a good quote though isn't it? We all are basically aren't we? 
 
Yeah. The journalist in me. Have I met all my heroes? Absolutely not, no. There are 
lots of people I haven't met who I'd like to meet. Heroes is one of those weird words 
now, that quite rightly has changed just in the last few months. And when we think of 
heroes now, of course we don't think of pop stars and football players. We think of 
doctors and nurses and key workers. And so I do think that that that word has 
changed. Maybe it will stay changed, maybe it won't. I have always overly 
enamoured of glamorous, famous, extraordinary creatures. And I still am. I was as a 
child, I still am. And one of the most exciting things about for me, everyone else has 
had to put up with it. But for me it was exciting, of my career is the fact that you 
suddenly find yourself able to meet those people. And I have met extraordinary, 
amazing, creative people, artists, and so on. But there are lots I have met. So in 
answer, that's a really long winded answer to your question is, I've never been 
interviewed Bob Dylan and I would like to. I watched the Michelle Obama thing the 
other day, the documentary about Michelle Obama and Barack Obama pops up for 
10 seconds and you just think, "My God, what must it be like to sit down for two hours 
and try and get inside the mind of Barack Obama?" There's so many people I haven't 
met or interviewed that I would love to, I'd love to do... I like all those old Hollywood 
greats, like Jack Nicholson and people like that. I'd love to do Jack Nicholson. 
 
I mean, you've interviewed the likes of Jay-Z and Angelina Jolie. What is it 
actually like, entering their world? 
 
I think it's different every time. I certainly do feel lucky that I was around in the period 
when magazine journalists would be able to spend a lot of time, multiple meetings 
with the person you're interviewing, hanging out with them, getting into backstage 
situations or social situations. It was very different from that, I think sometimes 
people imagine it as, an and sometimes it is the case, that it's half an hour under very 
controlled conditions with PRs hovering in a generic hotel room. And we've always 
tried to... I've always tried to avoid that and we certainly don't agree to that kind of 
thing at Esquire. But I was very lucky. So, you mentioned two people, Angelina Jolie 
I've met multiple times, I wrote two pieces about her, to do those pieces in multiple 
different cities. And as you can imagine, I was a young man at the time and she is 
the most beautiful, intelligent, terrifying, glamorous, also funny person. And she was 
just making Tomb Raider. So I went to meet her while she was doing Tomb Raider. 
And then a few years later, I did it again. And she was during this film, Mr and Mrs 
Smith with Brad Pitt. And I went on the set of that and watched them shooting each 
other. And bit of pellets of blood going off and getting to spend some time hanging 
out with both of them. It was just... These things are... They're funny and they're 
anecdotes and it's tremendously exciting. I still have that thing, which I think is good 
and nice and necessary. Some people become sort of jaded. I'm jaded about many 
things, but I'm not jaded about getting... Not that we can do it at the moment, but I'm 
looking forward to the next time I get on a plane and fly to LA or wherever it is- 
 
Me too. 
 
That stuff still makes me laugh. It just makes me giggle, the thought that somebody's 
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paying for me to go to Los Angeles to meet a famous, glamorous star and buy them 
hard liquor. That makes me laugh, and it still does. And so, Jay Z was extraordinary 
because I've met Jay Z a number of occasions and went out with him in nightclubs 
and had some extraordinary things to witness. But one of the piece I wrote about Jay 
Z was when he played Glastonbury, he was the first rapper to have ever played the 
main stage at Glastonbury on a Saturday night. And I went on the bus with them, him 
and Beyonce and their whole team. And then I was backstage and then I walked with 
him as he walked onto the stage and stood at the side of the stage as he did his first 
number. And what a ridiculous position to find oneself in, standing at the side of the 
stage as, I don't know how many people, 120,000 people go absolutely nuts and his 
music blares out, and the man you've just spent the last day talking to is centre 
stage. I'm a journalist originally, I still think of myself in that way. And if you start out 
wanting to be a journalist covering the entertainment industry, and arts and 
entertainment was really what I wanted to write about and what my main interest, 
loves are. So to be able to get from wanting to do it to a position like that, you just 
feel very lucky.  
 
You wrote the sleeve notes for Robbie Williams' albums. How did that happen 
and what was the process like? And did the great man himself give you any 
guidance on what he wanted? 
 
How it happened was I interviewed Robbie and quite a few... I've interviewed him a 
number of times over the years and always gone very well and I like him a lot. He's 
very, very, very funny and smart and sharp. And obviously, as everyone knows, he's 
eccentric to put it mildly and that's always entertaining in an interviewee. He's a 
brilliant interviewee, he says very, very funny things. And I've spent time socially with 
him a little bit, not for a while actually. But back when I was doing much more of the 
writing rather than the editing, I would always visit him when I went to LA for a job 
when he was living there. I've done a bit of stuff for music companies over the years. 
Not since I've been at Esquire, but in my old life before when I was more of a writer 
than an editor. And so they asked me, I don't think Rob would even know that I did 
that because he takes very minimal interest in that sort of thing. I'm sure he hasn't 
ever read the sleeve notes that I wrote for his albums and he might be surprised to 
know that I had done that. He certainly didn't offer me any advice on it. That wasn't 
the kind of relationship we had. It was much more of a friendly bantery kind of thing 
rather than a businesslike thing. But his management approached me to do it and I 
was very happy to do it. I'm a big fan. I think he's a fantastic pop star and that huge 
figure that again is ... It seems to me maybe I'm just old and cranky. He was so 
famous, wasn't he, in the 90s? Robbie Williams was just enormous and sold so many 
records. He could play to vast stadiums all around the world and I think it certainly 
helps magazines and it helps the media, newspapers, TV to have these figures 
because they are so popular and they do draw so many eyeballs to them. I presume 
if a kind of new Robbie came along, he would exist primarily on Instagram and 
digitally. When I met him, we were still in the analogue days when he existed on TV 
and in magazines. 
 
You were features director at GQ before Esquire. Do you still have a healthy, 
competitive rivalry with GQ? I mean, if anything happened to Dylan, would the 
police be at your door asking for your alibi? What's the relationship like? 
 



 
 

 10 

Me and Dylan are mates. And we see a fair amount of each other socially. When the 
lockdown started, the first person who emailed me requesting a, what do you call it? 
A Zoom drinks was Dylan. So we had a beer together and discussed how we were 
going to approach all this with our teams. But I mean, absolutely it's a healthy rivalry. 
I mean, we do everything we can to make sure the other one's life is difficult. That 
said, I do think that the magazines have changed and diverged. I mean, I think I'm a 
big fan of GQ and I'm a big fan of Dylan. They're obviously I've worked there for long, 
I worked for him for over a decade and I'm still mates with lots of the team at GQ. I 
think what we do is really different now. I think that they are the mass mainstream 
men's magazine, general interest men's magazine. They cover everything, politics, 
sports, celebrity, shopping. It is and always has been a brilliantly direct approach that 
GQ takes. We, I think, are a more cerebral, quieter, slightly older skewing, slightly 
older title, and we are much less concerned with sports and politics and current 
affairs and radical opinion, and more interested in up-market men's style. We look 
very different now. All the things I've just been saying about celebrity, and put it this 
way, they wouldn't put a sandwich on the cover. They're much more concerned with 
what's the hot TV show of the moment, let's get whoever's in that and put them on 
the cover. And I think that is a correct, brilliant approach, and they do it so incredibly 
well. We're different, we're targeting a slightly different reader. 
 
Could you tell us how you got into this lark and walk us through your 
journalism career from the start? I think you began it as a reporter on the 
Richmond and Twickenham Times. Was David Dimbleby your boss? 
 
He was the owner of the company. I don't think I ever spoke to him. He used to come 
into the office sometimes to have a meeting with the editor. I mean, once a month or 
something, I presume, and he would smile at us all and wave and say, "Carry on. 
Good luck." that sort of thing. But I never had a discussion with him about anything. 
It's funny actually. I know we are all social distancing. I drove to Richmond Park, 
which is not too far from my house the other day to walk the dog. And I drove back 
through Richmond, which I haven't been to for a really long time. And I showed my 
kids, "Oh look, there's the office. That used to be the office where I work on the 
newspaper." And I had a fantastic, happy experience. It was nearly three years I think 
I was there. I left university I was 21. I had absolutely no idea what I was going to do 
with myself. I saw an advert. I think my dad told me actually, because he's more likely 
to have seen the advert because he more likely had an interest in me getting a job. 
And he said, "Look, they're recruiting for reporters on the local paper. You could do 
that." And I called up and they invited me for an interview that day. And I went over 
there. I had no experience. I hadn't even been... It wasn't like I was the editor of the 
university newspaper or any of that stuff. I was far too silly and frivolous and badly 
behaved. And I met the editor. He was called Malcolm Richards. He asked me what I 
was interested in and I said, "I really liked films and music." Stuff like that which is 
what every young person says. And he said, "Don't we all dear” And gave me a job. 
And I was an all-purpose, local reporter covering crime and village fetes and football 
matches and reviewing the local theatre productions. Obviously, I was absolutely 
unforgiving despite the fact that they were nice, amateur old ladies. I loved it. It was 
just fantastic. I immediately felt at home as a journalist, I don't know. I think that the 
slightly raffish element that's still pertained to that time to journalism. We went to the 
pub every lunchtime, it was a weird mixture of very young people like me, I mean at 
the time, and of old hacks who'd matriculated out of the nationals. So guys who'd 
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been on the mail as a sub for 25 years and then now were in semi-retirement. And I 
think that's what local newspapers were, really. I learned a lot from those old hacks, 
especially in the pub. And it was just a fantastic time. You had to learn how to do 
everything. So I learned how to sub, I learned how to write a headline, I learned how 
to fact check, I learned how to interview someone. I learned not to take everything 
everyone says to you as fact. I just had a fantastic time, but what I really wanted to 
be was I wanted to be writing for magazines. I wanted to work for The Face and SKY, 
and all the trendy pop music magazines and I started applying. Well, I started writing 
for them. I worked for SKY, interviewing pop groups and stuff and then I got a job at 
Condé Nast, which was on a magazine called GQ Active, which was a spinoff of GQ, 
short lived. I was saying it's actually true, it was a health magazine. It was like a rival 
to, they've decided to take on Men's Health. And you've never seen a less healthy 
bunch of people than the staff of GQ Active. It was like a fog of cigarette smoke and 
early morning booze.  
 
That adds to their legend, doesn't it? 
 
Exactly as a result of that, I'm sure. It lasted well maybe just over a year, year and a 
half maybe? And when they quite wisely decided to bring that to a close, they made 
everyone redundant. But very quickly, they called me and offered me a sub job on 
Vogue, which was very... I was 24 or something, 25. And as I went to Vogue, there 
was the art director, Robin Derrick, a brilliant man who'd been there for years, was a 
man. And I think that was it. I think every other member of staff was a woman and I 
was only there for a year on staff, but that was another amazing education. Alex 
Schulman was the editor, but just in how to make a magazine because Vogue is 
obviously one of the most famous names in magazines and they really knew what 
they were doing. It was, it was having a really good moment. It was sort of 98, 99, 
and it was extraordinary to meet all the, I mean, I'd never met anyone who lived in 
that way and, and did that. The fact that I had the job that they did go to, I don't know, 
Bhutan, to do a fashion shoot with supermodels and I wasn't doing any of that 
myself, but I was just watching people coming and going and seeing how they put 
that magazine together. Last glossy magazine at that level, they were also incredible 
writers coming in. I was dealing with the very best art critics and people would go and 
cover big current affairs thing. At that time that I remember Kosovo was having the 
war. And you wouldn't have thought Vogue would necessarily cover that, but they 
did. Janine di Giovanni coming into the office, having just got back filing incredible 
copy. I mean, it was really exciting. So as I said, I was only there for a year. And then 
I was offered the job at GQ, on the features desk at GQ. And then I was away. That 
was just the most fantastic time because I was in my late twenties. And the world 
opens up to you at that time, you were on the features desk of a magazine like that, 
that you could go anywhere really and meet anyone you called. Dylan taught me a lot 
of good stuff. And one of them was you can call anyone in the world and they'll 
probably take your call. And if they don't the first time, you just keep calling them. So 
we did. We had a fantastic time traveling the world, reporting on these things from 
really.. I did hard news stuff as well. It was just working with the most incredible 
editors, but also at that time it was AA Gill, it was Will Self. It was a Tony Parsons, all 
biggest names in journalism, were all in and out of the office. I was commissioning 
them. I was editing that stuff. Well, I wouldn't claim to have edited that stuff, I just 
loved it. It was just fantastic. And I stayed there for 10 years, I think. And I was writing 
a lot of the big interviews and stuff myself. And then I was writing for Vogue as well, 
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at the same time doing interviews, cover interviews and stuff at Vogue, it was just a 
brilliant, brilliant time. But I did want to, by that stage in my thirties, I really wanted to 
be an editor. I really had lots of ideas myself about how I would do it. And I was just 
very lucky that the Esquire thing came up because it was a perfect brand for me. It 
was just couldn't have been better, the exact same interests that I have are the 
interests of the magazine. And I think you have to sometimes have, as an editor, you 
have to be careful because it's not always the case that if I like this record or this hat, 
it should be in the magazine, you have to remember that your personal enthusiasms 
don't have to be reflected always in the magazine. And sometimes you might think 
this movie's terrible, but everyone else is really into it. So you should go with that. But 
for the most part, all the stuff I like, and I do like music. I like films. I love books. I like 
fashion. I love photography. I love great writing. That's my favourite thing. It's just this 
incredible sort of playground the way you can express and indulge your interests in 
all of those things. So I was very, very lucky. I think that I was a right place, right time 
thing. 
 
What came next? 
 
So I arrived at Esquire right at the beginning of 2011 and with the kind of arrogance 
and sort of innocence, I suppose, because I've never been an editor before. I'd 
watched really great editors close up and written for great editors, but I'd never done 
it myself and so I immediately went way too far, and threw out absolutely everything 
and started from scratch. And it was the most exciting thing that's happened to me in 
my career, was those first maybe six months at Esquire. I mean, I had to remind 
myself to go to the loo during the day, because I was so wound up I think. And sort of 
combination of stress and excitement and overenthusiasm, because it is the case 
that the analogy you always use is that you want your own train set. And I was never 
a model train enthusiastic myself, but I think it sort of works as in suddenly you're in 
control of it. And if you decide that the cover is going to be red and it's going to have 
this person on it, and then this joke is going to be the cover line, and this person is 
going to go to Australia to write a piece about this, then that's all going to happen. 
You can do that. And so I wasn't that young, I think I was 36 or something. You go 
35, 36, you do go a bit mad. And I did definitely go a bit mad for the first maybe six 
months, and then you calm down. It was incredibly in your face at first, at the 
magazine when I started editing it. And you'd mentioned Robbie; I think the second 
cover had Robbie on. And I went to interview him, and he said all this mad stuff, and 
it was the cover of the Sun. And I was just trying to shake everything up and make it 
make a lot of noise. And that's when I said that silly thing about being a star fucker. 
And I had a lot of fun and made loads of mistakes. And when you're the editor, your 
obviously making those mistakes quite publicly, so some of it was uncomfortable. 
And then I think I settled down into it and found this sort of groove and started to 
enjoy it in a much more healthy and sensible way. And also, it's not fair, again I don't 
want to say it's good. Other people, I think, felt that it got better as it went along. And 
it really sort of hit its stride and became what it should be, which is the men's 
magazine brand that is right at the upper end of it, the top end, the most 
sophisticated, the best writing. It doesn't have to shout as loudly, always, as I wanted 
it to at first. That's actually a bit of a mistake. It's not necessarily what the readers 
and the advertisers want, because they can get that elsewhere. And if you choose 
Esquire, either to be a consumer of it or to be a partner or a client, you're making a 
decision based on what the brand means to you. And I was wanting to stretch the 
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brand in maybe too many directions at first. You do learn this stuff as you go along. 
These things, that you can pull them in all sorts of directions, but only up to a point. 
You learn that it's not actually your magazine. It's a revelation, one day you realize oh 
hang on a minute, if I go tomorrow it's still going to carry on. It was incredibly exciting, 
but also quite stressful. And I was pleased when like a year in, or maybe a little bit 
longer even, it started to feel like, okay, I know what we're doing now. I know who 
should be writing for it, and I who should be on the cover of it. I know what it should 
look like. And that's when we start to develop all the other stuff, like the website and 
events. And we did a spinoff magazine for a while called Big Black Book that I really 
loved. That was really, really good. I can say that, because I didn't edit that one. And 
we still do a magazine called Big Watch Book, which is incredibly stylish, obviously, 
with what funnily enough is a watch magazine. You know, I'm really proud of a lot of 
the other stuff we did around it. And we launched something called the Esquire 
Townhouse, which is an annual event, kind of bringing the magazine to life. And we 
just did a lot of, as everyone has in our business, we experimented in a lot of areas 
that were outside the remit in the past. What would have been the remit of a print 
magazine editor. 
 
What advice would you give to someone starting out on their career today? 
 
If they want start out making a career in magazines, I would say the thing that I think 
stood me in greatest stead is that I did get the opportunity early on to try lots of 
different things, rather than specializing right from the beginning. I may have thought 
I wanted to be a film critic or a football reporter or whatever, but I didn't know. And I 
just tried all of those things and failed at most of them. And then the ones that you're 
sort of better at or more inclined to do. I do think that trying different things and 
learning different skills, like now especially more than ever, but I did learn how to be 
a sub. I can do picture editing, I can do layout. I'm not any good at it; I wouldn't for a 
second suggest that I should design your magazine. But if pressed, I know how to do 
it, I know how to use the tools. I know how to interview someone. I know how to have 
a business meeting with an advertiser. I just think you can't just think that you're 
going to be one thing. I sometimes get approached by very young people, and they 
want something so specific. It's like they want to be a fashion critic or whatever for a 
specific type of magazine. And I always think, okay, that's great. It's really good to 
have an aim. But have you tried all these other things as well? Because you learn 
something from each one of them. And so I think that. I also think that of course, I 
mean, everything has changed so dramatically that I'm such a granddad in that way. 
My experience as a young journalist starting out and the experience today of a young 
journalist starting out, there's almost nothing at all in common. For a start, there 
aren't that kind of local paper that I was able to get my start on. That really doesn't 
really exist anymore. However, one thing I do say to the very young people who 
come see, I'm talking about 18, 19 year olds who sometimes want to have a meeting 
or have a chat on the phone, is that what I didn't have and they do have is, I couldn't 
self-publish. I had to wait. For every juncture, I had to wait someone to take a chance 
on me or to listen to me or to say yes, okay, you go ahead and write this, or you go 
ahead and organize this feature or this picture or whatever I wanted to do. Now, of 
course they can do everything themselves. And so many of them have developed all 
sorts of skills that I don't have, and would never have had. And I'm fine with the 
younger members of my team, a couple of them Charlie and Finn who are our style 
guys, were both excellent. And both are sort of around 30 ish. If they go on a story, 
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they take the pictures too, because digital photography has completely revolutionized 
that field. So I think they're much more multi-talented than I ever was. They're also, 
you know, they're brilliant on video. They know how to present a video, or host 
almost like a chat show host when they do these kind of style things where they talk 
about clothes. And they're both extremely accomplished at that in a way that I am 
not, because I've never had an opportunity to do that stuff. So I think that in many 
ways the skills are slightly different, and there's an advantage to the digital revolution 
as we know it. Has democratized the media and meant that you can now make your 
own stuff. I'm sure that young journalists coming into the business now are judged as 
much on their online activity in their profile, and their activity on social media, and 
how much of a kind of audience they've been able to build up there, as much as 
they're judged on what they have been able to get into print or on kind of traditional 
media channels. So it's a completely different world. What I would say is that there's 
doom and gloom sometimes around traditional media, certainly printed media. And 
what I would say is that if you really are passionate about magazines or newspapers 
or whatever, TV, whatever you want to get into, you should go for it. Because it's not 
true that they're not going to exist. They're just going to exist in different ways. And 
some possibly smaller ways yes, in some ways. But it's not the case that there's no 
point or that you should just give up or go and do something else, because I don't 
think that's true. I think that really talented people will still be able to make a living 
working in traditional media. 
 
Last question then, what's next for you? 
 
Well, I suppose we're at a weird point, aren't we, where everything is up for grabs 
again. And we're going to have to work out, and I'm up for it. And I think it's 
necessary and exciting and a good challenge. We're going to have to work out what 
we're going to do. What are we going to do with magazines? How are they going to 
develop? Because I do believe they can continue to develop. But clearly the 
coronavirus pandemic has accelerated processes that were already underway, shift 
towards digital, changing consumer habits, change in how we engage with physical 
products rather than digital virtual products. And I want to be part of figuring out how 
to do that. In some senses, I'm very tied to the idea of print. In other ways, I was 
interviewing a guy called David Simon, who is the man who wrote the Wire, that 
famous TV show, and various other great TV shows. We were just talking on the 
internet the other day. He was a newspaper journalist for years, and he was at the 
Baltimore Sun. And very famously, he made a whole series of the Wire, or a whole 
season of the Wire, about the death of the Baltimore Sun, this fantastic newspaper 
that he'd been a crime reporter for years. And he's very passionate about journalism. 
And he's angry, he was angry about this. And I said to him, "Are you still angry about 
the death of newspapers, this supposed death of newspapers?" And he said, "I 
couldn't care less about chucking dead trees on people's front lawn in the morning. 
That is not what I care about. What I care about is excellence in journalism, brilliance 
in journalism. And having the means to get that journalism out there and have it be 
paid for, so that journalists can live and eat and work and do their stuff, do their 
thing." And I completely agree with David Simon. He's right about that. Of course I 
want the print magazine to continue, and it will. But really what we want is to continue 
to be able to do the stuff we've always done, which is take amazing photos, 
commission the best writers, find exciting, entertaining, interesting stories wherever 
they are, and put them in front of people who are hungry for that stuff. And we can do 
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that in so many different ways. Now we can do it on video. We can do it on social 
media. We can do it on a website. We can do it in print. We can do it in real life when 
we get back to normal, or the new normal or whatever the phrase is, and when we 
can have events again. We just want to carry on doing that. And in order to carry on 
doing that, we need to monetize it. And this has been the case in, as everyone in the 
media knows, for years. We do have brilliant ways of monetizing it. We have 
advertising, we have subscribers, and we'll continue to develop those things. And I 
guess that's our big challenge, and I'm up for it. I want to do it because if we don't do 
it properly, we won't be able to carry on doing all the amazing stuff that we love 
doing. And I want to carry on doing that stuff. So I guess it's a massive challenge, but 
it's also really exciting. 
 
Alex, that was a hugely interesting conversation. Thank you ever so much for 
your time. 
 
I really enjoyed it, Paul. Thanks very much for having me. 
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