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مـــــــــــــــــايـــــــــــــــــكـــــــــــــــــل ســـــــــــويـــــــــــنـــــــــــي
”الماركات الكبرى تؤثر في الناس بطريقة 

عميقة وعاطفية، وهو ما تفعله ماركة 
شتاينواي بكل تأكيد“.

جــــــــــــــــــــــيــــــــــــــــــــــمــــــــــــــــــــــي تــــــــــــــشــــــــــــــو
”أحرص دائما على ضرورة تزويد عمالئي 

باألفضل، ونيل رضاهم عن الخدمات والمنتجات 
التي أقدمها لهم“.

“I always ensure that my clients  
are satisfied with the  

service or product they receive.”

Jim*+ Ch,
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INTERVIEW

Interviewed for Oryx Premium by Tristan Rutherford

The designer who has dressed 
global royalty and Hollywood 
celebrity is now fashioning a  
new role for education and 
Malaysian tourism. 

Jimmy Choo is a rare individual. 
The shoemaker-to-the-stars is 
utterly unassuming. He’s a 
multi-millionaire in any currency 
you care to count in, yet recently 
claimed he “doesn’t want any 
more money”. He could use this 
interview to promote his own 
brand. Yet he prefers to discuss  
his passion for Malaysia, and his 
desire to educate other 
businessmen instead. 

Jimmy Choo’s full title, Dato' 
Professor Jimmy Choo Yeang Keat 
OBE, tells a story of global success. 
Dato’ is an honorific designation 
bestowed on Choo by two 
Malaysian states: Penang and 
Pahang. The Professor title was 
awarded by London’s prestigious 
University of the Arts in 
recognition of his support for 
education. Britain’s Queen 
Elizabeth II conferred the OBE  
for services to the UK fashion 
industry. And finally, there’s the 
name itself. Surely, few brands  
are as synonymous with fashion 
pre-eminence and peerless 
craftsmanship. 

But to learn the lessons of how 
one man reinvented footwear and 

whose creations became an object 
of global aspiration in the process 
– we need to travel back to Choo’s 
youth and his family’s shoemaking 
workshop on the blissful 
Malaysian island of Penang. 

“The art of shoemaking carries  
a strong family heritage,” Choo 
tells Oryx Premium. “I saw  
how a woman’s appearance  
is transformed with the right 
accessories”. After his homework, 
he would join his father at work  
to learn how to “create such a 
wonderful tool for the benefit of 
womankind”. On behalf of those 
female readers lucky enough to 
have worn a pair, womankind is 
truly grateful.  

Choo tells us that there were 
“plans for me to inherit the family 
business at an early stage”. Life  
on the tropical paradise of Penang 
revolved around “long pristine 
sandy beaches, swimming in  
the sea, and cycling around the 
island”. His career could have 
been more than comfortable in 
this Malaysian idyll.  

But as Choo explains, “At that 
point of time, the fashion industry 
in Europe was more prominent 
and robust.” He flew to London in 
1980 to explore the luxury fashion 
industry first-hand. With a hefty 
dose of self-belief, he telephoned 
his father in Malaysia to explain 
his decision to attend Cordwainer 

DATO’ PROF  
JIMMY CHOO OBE 

 Qatar Airways  
has 3 non-stop flights  
a day from Doha  
to Kuala Lumpur. 
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“I SAW HOW  
A WOMAN’S 
APPEARANCE IS 
TRANSFORMED 
WITH THE RIGHT 
ACCESSORIES."
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INTERVIEW

MALAYSIAN AMBASSADOR

The mantle of tourism ambassador for 

Malaysia sits easily on the shoulders of 

Jimmy Choo. When back home, he behaves 

“just like an ordinary tourist, travelling and 

visiting new places”. 

“Malaysia was ranked the fourth best 

shopping country in a recent CNN survey,” 

says Choo, a gentleman who speaks with the 

authority of a luxury shopping professional. 

Aside from the modernity of Kuala Lumpur, 

the country offers “something unique in 

every state” from the cool serenity of the 

Cameron Highlands tea plantations to the 

tropical rainforests of Borneo. A 

predominantly Muslim country, it welcomes 

tourists from across the globe.

Furthermore, most Malaysians speak 

English, and all are invariably polite. Or as 

Ambassador Choo claims: “You just name it, 

we have it.”

College. “I expected it to be a 
challenge to persuade my father,” 
says Choo. “But miraculously  
he agreed to sponsor my studies!” 
Patience and confidence became 
watchwords of his strategy.

The global empire started from 
humble beginnings. His first 
luxury creations were handmade 
within a rented ex-hospital 
building in East London. With 
echoes of Europe’s current crisis, 
“times were tough” back in the 
mid-1980s. As Choo explains: 
“Being able to sell a pair of shoes 
would be a good day, and I had to 
work day and night to put bread 

on the table.” Thus added to his 
business plan were the virtues  
of “hard work, perseverance, and 
staying true to your dreams”.

As the economy picked up in the 
late 1980s, Choo tells how he was 
“lucky to be there at the right time 
and right place”. With no shop 
front, clients had to travel and 
meet the designer personally.  
Each creation was bespoke: a 
product of his individual 
discussions with each client.  
Word of his one-of-a-kind designs 
spread across the city. An eight-
page shoot in a 1988 edition of 
Vogue cemented Choo's reputation 

as the go-to guy for avant-garde 
styling atop towering heels. 

Over the last two decades 
however, one business 
relationship says more about  
the Malaysian’s attitude to  
client satisfaction than any other. 

Choo loved designing elegant 
footwear for the late Diana, 
Princess of Wales. He once 
claimed that the famously 
down-to-earth royal even helped 
him to carry his samples up  
the palace stairs, in a manner  
almost as unassuming as his  
own. Ever the gentleman, Choo  
never breathed a word about his 
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INTERVIEW

exclusive designs for the princess. 
Such a reputation for client 
confidentiality would be the envy 
of many a luxury business today. 

Having ridden high through  
one global recession, Choo is well 
placed to offer advice on emerging 
strongly from the current one.  
“I believe in giving the best to  
my clients,” explains the master 
shoemaker. “I always ensure that 
my clients are satisfied with the 
service or product they receive.” 
Such a simple strategy is scalable 
for businesses both large and 
small. “Always keep the client’s 
best interest as your business 
goal,” says the man with a 
25-year-old reputation to protect. 

Choo also asserts that some 
countries and industries are 
performing strongly. In his native 
Malaysia, the projected economic 
growth rate for 2013 is 5.5%.  
Choo vehemently believes  
that education is a driver for  
economic success. Indeed, 

without education, he once 
claimed he would be nowhere.  
He therefore supports teaching 
projects across the globe, and is 
reportedly planning to open a 
shoemaking institute in Malaysia. 

Part of Malaysia’s economic 
success has been driven by its 
tourism industry. As the country  
is blessed with ice-white beaches 
and tropical rainforests, as well  
as the bustlingly modern capital  
of Kuala Lumpur, it’s a resource 
waiting to be tapped. Malaysia 
welcomed 5.5 million visitors  
15 years ago, rising to 10.5 million  
ten years ago. Visitor numbers 
may top 25 million when Tourism 
Malaysia’s official 2012 figures  
are released. 

Choo was recently appointed  
a Malaysian tourism ambassador 
to help spread the word 
worldwide. The country now  
sits in 9th place in the official  
UN World Tourism Organization 
standings of the most visited 

nations globally, just behind 
Germany, Turkey, and the UK. 
With a dose of Choo magic, it 
could rise further still. 

As I conclude my interview  
with Dato’ Professor Jimmy Choo 
OBE, I ask him which career 
award pleases him most. After  
all, his contributions to fashion, 
education, and tourism have  
all been acclaimed. 

“Oh gosh,” sighs the softly 
spoken shoemaker, “I am proud  
of all of them.” Ever the diplomat,  
he is nonetheless uncompromising 
when it comes to explaining his 
commercial success: “It is the fruit 
of years of labour and hard work.” 
Now that’s a lesson to us all. 

DATO’ JIMMY CHOO 
WAS RECENTLY 
APPOINTED A 
MALAYSIAN TOURISM 
AMBASSADOR TO 
HELP SPREAD THE 
WORD WORLDWIDE. 
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