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Wayne Hemingway is working on a West Lothian housing development that will put people, especially children, first, writes Gillian Bowditch 

You can't help wondering how the designer Wayne Hemingway made Pounds 25m from the fashion industry, not only because making serious money from British fashion is as rare as a Naomi Campbell charm offensive, but because the founder of the Red or Dead label is as militantly anti-fashion as a crimplene A-line skirt. He loathes elitism, buys his clothes second-hand, lives in West Sussex and Gateshead - hardly the capitals of cool - hates labels, takes holidays in a camper van with his children and is teetotal. "I've never taken a drug in my life," he says. 

There are some elements that set him apart from the average suburban father of four, however. He spent most of his formative years being paraded up and down Morecombe Pier dressed as either Tarzan or Elvis at his theatrically minded grandmother's instigation. His dad, a "Red Indian" called Billy Two Rivers, was a world heavyweight champion wrestler. He ran off with Viv Nicholson, the pools winner of Spend, Spend, Spend fame and eventually went into politics in Canada, fighting land battles on behalf of the Mohawk people. 

Hemingway parted company with the fashion industry almost a decade ago when he sold Red or Dead. But his inherited showmanship and political activism, which helped make his company the ultimate rags-to-riches story, live on. His new business, Hemingway Designs, aims to do for the starter home what Jamie Oliver did for school dinners. 

He and his wife, Gerardine, whom he met on the dance floor of Angels Disco in Burnley in 1981 and who has been his business partner ever since, are now bringing their design sensibilities to bear on Scotland by teaming up with the property developer Peter Stirling to design a 2,800-home village in West Lothian at Calderwood. The project, which is his most ambitious to date, will take 15 years to complete. It will incorporate three schools, shops, a village hall and, most importantly, plenty of recreational space. 

"Britain is the housing pariah of Europe," Hemingway says. "We're rubbish at building houses. For too long it's been about putting a roof over your head. But where you live should be about a lot more than that. It should be about all the good things in life." 

Hemingway got into housing design in the same way as he's got into most things in life: by mouthing off. He started a campaign in the media decrying the "Wimpeyfication and Barrattisation of Britain" to highlight the soul destroying ghastliness of new-build homes. 

Stung by the criticism, executives at George Wimpey contacted the company and invited them to help design a development in Gateshead. The resulting Staiths South Bank, a mass-market housing project of one-, two- and three-bedroom homes, has won numerous architectural awards. Hemingway has put his money where his mouth is and purchased one of the apartments. 

Scotland doesn't suffer from the space pressures that beset England, so is the land of Charles Rennie Macintosh and the Adam brothers any better at designing homes? "There isn't a single housing estate in Scotland that I would want to live in," he says. "Scotland builds bog-standard housing developments where all the properties look the same and have no relation to their surroundings." 

On a recent visit to Inverness, for the Six Cities Design Festival, Hemingway was impressed with the River Ness, its islands and the town centre. "I fell in love with Inverness," he says. "Then I went to a development three or four miles out of the centre in a brilliant, elevated position overlooking the bay, and it could have been anywhere. It had lost touch with the Highlands. 

"I went to a place called Milton of Leys and it could have been Milton Keynes. Our homes should celebrate our identities and our individuality. But they (developers) can get away with it because there is a housing shortage." 

At the heart of Wayne's world is space and space costs money. Doesn't the problem simply boil down to sheer economics? 

"No," he says. "You can design a housing development with no public space or you can work really hard to make the space work. They do it in Europe. There, being the city planner is more important than being the mayor and it attracts creative, entrepreneurial people. Here we see it as a grey profession. The idea of a job that is seen as being for the common good of the community is not a badge of honour here as it is in Europe." 

He takes an inclusive approach to local authorities when he is designing homes. At the Calderwood development, the council has been involved in the process from the start. "They've been great. We're pushing at an open door because they have been involved in making the decisions," he says. "Housing development is often seen as a battle between builders and planners. That has to change. Nothing very good ever comes out of a battle." 

A patron of the sustainable transport charity Sustrans, he is a passionate cycler and recycler. When he is out running, he takes carrier bags that he fills with discarded litter. The homes he designs include consoles that give real-time information about public transport and he advocates putting all the cars in one area and using the space saved to build a football pitch or communal garden. 

"Do you really need to have your car beside the house, or would you rather park the car 40 metres away and have some great garden space and a football pitch?" he asks. "I'd rather kick a football with my kids. For me, the car is less important than the kids." 

It soon becomes apparent that Hemingway is not so much interested in building homes as engineering communities. It's not kitchen sinks but sink estates that fire him. He draws a direct correlation between the homes people live in and the disintegration of society. 

"Britain has the unhappiest children in Europe," he says. "We have the highest proportion of young people under 18 in prison. We have the worst play provision. 

We fob kids off with a couple of brightly coloured, springy chickens on bark, which suits a four-year-old for about six months before they get bored out of their bonce. I want places where kids can build dens and climb trees and walk across a plank on a stream. I don't care if they come home with a splinter or graze their knees." 

As a child growing up in a working-class home in Blackburn, he took the bus to school on his own from the age of four. He walked home from football matches at 9.45pm when he was still in primary school and attributes his happy childhood to a freedom that is almost unimaginable today. He tries to raise his own children, Jack, 20, Tilly, 19, Corey, 16, and Beck, 9, in the same way, but feels thwarted by the nanny state. 

"Gerardine and I were going clubbing at 14. We had a full life listening to music, enjoying being young and experimenting with growing up. As a 16-year-old I would have been able to buy a couple of drinks and play a full game of football in the park and not cause any trouble apart from getting myself absolutely knackered. 

Today we've taken all that away from kids. They can't go into pubs. Most parks won't let them play a full game of football. 

"Everything is geared towards dealing with the worst elements in society who abuse things instead of dealing with people as individuals. All kids are allowed to do these days is watch some crappy reality TV programme." 

Most controversially, he blames the rise of the drug culture directly on the lack of freedom for young people. "Even though we went to all the hardest-hitting clubs, neither Gerardine nor I ever took a drug in our lives. It was a music and fashion culture, not a drug culture primarily, and I think to a certain extent we have brought the drug culture on the kids. By forcing them into corners they react and they will react wrongly." 

He believes that children for whom school holds no interest should be allowed to go and do something that excites them. Gerardine left school at 15 with no qualifications, yet it was her home-made clothes along with his second-hand wardrobe that formed the basis of their multi-million-pound empire. 

Strapped for cash, they took a Pounds 6 stall in Camden Market to sell their possessions and made Pounds 100 on the first day. Before they were 20, they had 16 stalls and were making Pounds 5,000 a day selling clothes they bought from charity shops or salvaged from recycling bins. 

By the mid-1990s, Red or Dead, best known for customising Dr Marten's boots, had won the British Fashion Council's Street Style Designer of the Year Award for three consecutive years and paved the way for Topshop and its imitators to mass produce cutting-edge fashion at affordable prices. 

Hemingway's education was more orthodox than his wife's. He passed the entrance test for Queen Elizabeth's Grammar School and the local authority paid 90% of the fees. "I was very lucky to go to the school that I did. I think it's very sad nowadays that that is less available. Grammar school certainly worked for me. 

"We moved out of London when our eldest was of secondary-school age because the local schools in our part of London were pretty poor. We wanted to send them to state schools, so we moved to a posh town and it was a big mistake. 

"The state schools failed them in many ways. They got good results, but when you've got kids who are sporty and the teachers don't turn up on a Saturday to run the cricket match because they don't get paid, that's disappointing. There was also an issue with class sizes. 

"We ended up taking the youngest two out and educating them privately and they are so much happier. It's totally against my principles. It's a moral struggle, but we've seen them really flourish in private school." 

At the heart of everything Hemingway does is his family. His houses are designed to keep families together with an emphasis on communal living space and family-friendly recreational areas. 

"Most people need supportive people around them and family is as good as it gets," he says. "Family is the best support structure you can have." 

There have been mutterings in the architectural press about the Hemingways' increasing influence. Last year he and Gerardine were awarded the MBE by the Prince of Wales. "We share the same principles about community and green spaces," he says of Prince Charles. Does he understand why architects who have trained for seven years question his credentials? 

"Why do you need an architect to design a house?" he says. "Between us, Gerardine and I have lived in houses for 91 years. That's 91 years of experience. What designers do is understand the zeitgeist and how people want to live. A lot of architecture is about structure and ensuring a house doesn't fall down. That's important, but it's not design. 

"The best designers are highly creative people who think about life and how to improve it." 

(C) Times Newspapers Ltd, 2007 
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