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Akshita Phoolka speaks to
American fashion legend Tommy
Hilfiger about his life and
times as he grabs a lifeTime
AcHievemenT AwArd

Y

ou know a brand’s truly influential when
you’re travelling through an obscure part
of India and you happen to stumble
upon its store in the middle of an
equally nameless street. Not a very likely place to be
found but that’s Tommy Hilfiger for you. With a
legacy of bold and preppy Americana being served up for over
25 years, Hilfiger’s brand of cool has penetrated deep into the
hearts of style enthusiasts worldwide. Literally the enfant terrible
of American fashion, Hilfiger’s eponymous label is the product
of sheer grit, dedication, and great entrepreneurial skills. His
brand hit the big time in 1994, when Snoop Dogg wore the
label’s tri-coloured rugby shirt on Saturday Night Live. This
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single act moved his
clothes from the back
shelves of the Sears
departmental store to
the style racks at Fifth
Avenue. Decades on,
and at the zenith of his successful
career, Hilfiger adds another feather
to his glorious cap as he wins the
well-deserved Geoffrey Beene
Lifetime Achievement Award at the
Council of Fashion Designers of
America Awards (CFDA).
What does the award mean to you
at this point in your life?
I remember being one of the younger
designers at the earlier CFDA Awards. To
be recognised for a lifetime of achievement
is an incredible honour for me today. It is a
reflection of my journey.
Did you always want to be in fashion?
No, I wanted to be a rock star. As a
teenager I would look at album covers of bands
like The Rolling Stones and the really cool
clothes they were wearing and I wanted to look
like that. But there wasn’t any place to find those
kinds of clothes in Elmira, New York, where I grew
up. So that’s what propelled me to be a designer
and start my own business.

Tommy receiving
his Lifetime
Achievement Award
at the CFDA Awards

What were you like growing up?
I came from a very close-knit family of eight brothers
and sisters, and parents who always encouraged us to
pursue our dreams.

Images courtesy (both pages): tommy hIlfIger.
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Tommy Hilfiger

That explains your drive to become the best designer
America has seen, who didn’t have a formal training in
fashion. How did you start out?
I wanted to bring the rock ‘n’ roll style from New York
and London to my hometown in Elmira. So I opened
my first store, People’s Place in 1969, to sell jeans, hippie
supplies, and other cool clothes that were impossible to find
in our town. I started making embellishments on the
merchandise we got in, to give it a little twist. And that’s
how I first got into the fashion business.
Who were some of your earliest supporters who have been
with you since the start?
From the start, I have always had great business partners
and supporters in the industry. Leonard Lauder of Estée

Lauder has been a tremendous mentor over the
years. My partners Silas Chou, Lawrence Stroll,
Joel Horowitz, and my CEO Fred Gehring are
amazing.
What have been your greatest influences in life and
in fashion to date?
My biggest inspirations come from pop culture—
fashion, art, music, and entertainment. They provide
me with a wealth of inspiration to work with.
What are you doing to celebrate this huge
recognition by the fashion community?
I’m taking a few days to relax and spend some time with my
amazing, supportive family in Mustique in the Caribbean.
What is your definition of success?
Success is earned with hard work and dedication.
Where do you see Tommy Hilfiger, the brand, in the next
10 years?
This is a wonderful recognition, but there is still so much I
want to do; I love my work. We’ll continue evolving the
trends, opening stores, expanding globally. There is really
never a dull moment.
Looking back, what are some of the greatest lessons in life
and fashion that you have learnt?
To stay passionate and inspired. n
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