
Out of the     closet

William Banks-Blaney is known 
for his exquisite taste in vintage 
clothes, and his uncanny ability to 
know what suits who. But there 
was a time when he was notorious 
as the man who a Tory MP left his 
wife for. Here, for the first time, he 
tells Annabel Rivkin the truth 
about the Greg Barker affair

O
ne week before  
this interview  
took place,  
I took William 
Banks-Blaney  
for a cup of tea  
at Claridge’s.  
He appeared in  
the hotel lobby, 
irreproachable in  

a navy-blue three-piece suit, exceedingly handsome  
in that sculpted, slightly studied, American Psycho way, 
and genuinely nervous, almost shaking. The interior 
designer and vintage-clothes dealer is an urbane and 
worldly man. He worked for David Linley for years, 
Oprah Winfrey is an interiors client of his, and he  
has a burgeoning vintage-fashion business, a gimlet 
eye and cultivated confidence. But he has never done 
an interview before, despite being doorstepped, 
followed and generally hounded by the press. Because 
William is the man that Greg Barker, the Tory MP  
and Shadow Minister for Climate Change, left his  
wife for. And, for the duration of that relationship, 
William was firmly instructed to stay silent, to make 
himself invisible. Those days are gone. 

He is extremely knowledgeable about vintage fashion, 
with an uncanny knack for seeing what might suit 
someone. He hunts internationally for pieces to add to 
his collection, stumbling upon a Schiaparelli here and 
an Edwardian boned ballgown there. He has a fashion 
historian’s understanding of cut, fabric, era and influences, 
combined with the contemporary eye of a stylist. But  
he was painted by the press at and around the time of 
the Barker scandal as a predatory gay man, a glorified 
builder, one who had seen Barker’s genteel domestic 
set-up in East Sussex and coveted it. It was widely 
reported that he was ‘doing work’ on the Barkers’ 
impressive Peasmarsh pile when he met Greg and ran 
off into the sunset with him, ‘turning’ him on a cavalier 
whim. The implication was that the poor confused MP 
was effectively picked up in his own rural kitchen. 
‘Actually we were members of the same gym, KX in 
Chelsea,’ says William. ‘Greg introduced himself to ] 
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[me in the gym and told me that he 
was single and a property developer. 
We started dating and, about a week 
into it, he told me that he wasn’t 
single, he was married, that he wasn’t 
a property developer, he was a 
politician, and that he had three 
children. I ended it immediately and 
two days later he arrived at my front 
door with flowers. The following 
week a CD of music was sent to my 
office. I was very hotly pursued and I 
was very much the one who kept 
saying, “Please try and work on your 
marriage, please seek help.”’ But 
peripatetically the affair continued 
clandestinely for two years, and 
officially for two more.

William, 36, may seem self-assured 
but, historically, his life has not  
been simple. He was a hugely fat, 
insecure child. Brought up just 
outside Aylesbury, the only child of 
a civil servant father and midwife 
mother, he weighed 21 stone by 
the time he hit 18. ‘I wouldn’t say boo to a 
goose,’ he says. ‘I would be the guy in the 
corner, the school fatso who wouldn’t look at 
anybody. One day someone, without even 
thinking, said something like, “Get out of the 
way, you fat shit,” and I thought, “I’ll show 
you.”’ He swam every day, ate poached 
salmon, tackled the assault course in nearby 
Wendover Woods, went to the gym and lost 
11 stone in just over a year. The trouble was, 
by the time he got thin he was also a fully 
fledged alcoholic. 

He embarked on a law degree at the 
University of East Anglia but, after two years, 
changed to history of art at the University  
of Buckingham. ‘I would drink all day, every 
day,’ he says. ‘I would socialise with different 
friends at different times so nobody could 
track how much I was drinking. I knew all 
the tricks. I was a fully developed alcoholic.’ 
He hit his rock bottom when 
he woke up in a church 
doorway and realised he 
could remember nothing of 
the previous two days. ‘I went 
into a very unglamorous 
drying-out section of Stoke 
Mandeville Hospital and  
I haven’t had so much as a sherry trifle for  
12 years.’ And so it rankled when, during his 
romance with Barker, the papers described 
him as someone who always had a glass of 
champagne in his hand. 

He left Buckingham with his degree, fell  
in love with a man for the first time and 
moved to Birmingham to work in Number 
Nine, a contemporary art gallery, before 
moving to London to work as a researcher 
for the antiques expert John Bly. One day in 

2001 he walked into David Linley’s Pimlico 
headquarters, declared himself an ardent fan 
and became retail manager. He went on to 
work on the bespoke side of the business, 
travelling frequently to see international 
clients and working on commissions. In 2006 
it was reported that he had stolen £500,000 
of Linley’s money and fled to New York. It 
was the one story he reacted to. With Carter 
Ruck’s help, he won a total of £60,000 in 
damages. No money was stolen from Linley 
by anybody, as his lawyers attested. 

By the time he met Barker, 44, in June 
2004, William was working for the antiques 
dealer Andrew Lamberty, but returned to 
Linley as senior associate in 2005. Barker had 
been married to Celeste (known as Cella, 
pronounced Chella) for 12 years and they 
had three children, the youngest of whom 
was a baby. Greg told Cella about the affair 

in August 2006. ‘It was 
suggested that I go away,  
so I went to Turkey with 
some friends for a few 
weeks,’ says William. ‘Ten 
days after I got back it was 
suggested I go to New  
York for a month, which 

turned out to be five months.’ He quit his  
job with Linley and embarked on his career 
as a freelance interior designer. 

The press caught wind of his relationship 
with Barker in October 2006. William thinks 
that, once family members and close friends 
knew, it just filtered out. The papers tested the 
water by hinting before publicly outing the 
new couple. William was, he says, instructed 
to stay away from London. He does not say 
who issued these orders but one assumes 

that it was Barker or his 
advisers. ‘I was told to stay 
away, stay hidden, stay low.  
I shouldn’t have a Facebook 
account, I shouldn’t go to 
parties, I shouldn’t see 
friends, I should just stay  
in. I was very, very isolated.  
I never wanted to be in the 
limelight but it had never 
occurred to me that, for years, 
I would be specifically asked 
to stay in the shadows.’ In the 
dawn of 2007 he arrived back 
in England but, days later, 
went to Africa for 10 weeks. ‘In fairness to 
Greg, coming out for any man is a big deal,’ 
says William. ‘Coming out when you have a 
public profile is an even bigger deal, and on 
top of that having a wife and three children? 
That’s huge. So he understandably had to 
think about the impact on his career and 
Cella and the children. And Greg is a 
fantastic father. He quite rightly always put 
the children first.’

William met Cella when he got back from 
Africa. They arranged to meet in the little park 
by Embankment Tube station because it was 
neutral territory. ‘I think she wanted to meet 
me because she realised that I was going to 
be a factor in her life and the children’s lives.  
I am a huge fan of hers. She is completely 
genuine, she’s great fun, she’s an amazing 
mother. The first time we met was obviously 
extremely difficult for her, but we are still 
good friends today. She’s a great girl.’ That 
Cella managed to not hate William is alone 
testament to a remarkably generous nature.

By the time William returned from months 

of exile, the romance had lost some of its 
lustre. ‘We were both hugely traumatised,’  
he says. ‘We’d both had to deal with huge 
amounts of stress and it’s incredible how 
quickly you acclimatise. At first, when the 
person you love is cold or distant, you think 
they’re having an off day, and then you have 
a week of them being cold and distant,  
and then it becomes a month and suddenly 
it’s what you expect, and then it’s what  
you think you deserve. It was a relationship 
that went from being really passionate to 
being tempestuous and worse. I look back 
and I can’t believe I acquiesced to such a 
huge extent.’

‘If you are with someone who tells you 
weekly, if not daily, that you’re ageing badly, 
that you have saggy eyes, that you’re 
wide-hipped, that you’re no spring chicken, 
that you need to hone your skills at the 
dinner table, that you could do with losing a 
stone, that there’s basically something wrong 
with every aspect of you, you start to believe 
it, which makes you much more ill-equipped 

to leave.’ William says that he was faithful. 
When I ask if Barker was faithful he says: 
‘You’d have to ask him.’ 

Things continued to deteriorate. ‘I found 
myself in a situation where I could never  
be sure if he was about to say something  
that would break my heart,’ he says. ‘Greg 
made a few decisions, at a time when Cella 
and I and everyone were working very  
hard to make life easier and smoother, that  
I felt were hugely inappropriate 
and hugely hypocritical. I asked 
him for a separation, and 
during that separation I was 
told other things that I felt  
were again inappropriate,  
and we had a facedown at the 
Commons. I told him what  
I thought and he seemed to 
think that now he was out  
and he’d kept his position he 
was a huge catch and that millions of  
men would give their right arm to be with 
him. I told him that I thought he’d turned 
into a bit of a bastard and he took it as a 
compliment. So, you know, what can you 
do?’ Greg soon hooked up with the-then 
23-year-old polo player George Prassas, who 
remains his partner.

When he split up from Barker in February 
2008, he was three and a half stone lighter 
than he is today and extremely nervous  
and lonely. But William Banks-Blaney is a 

romantic. On the fourth finger of his left 
hand glints a large brilliant-cut diamond.  
He and his boyfriend of nearly two years, a 
lawyer, are planning a civil partnership, and 
this time round being in love suits him. He 
met his future husband in the summer of 
2008, a few months after he and Greg split 
up, at a party thrown by the shoe designer 
Annabel Leung. He was still very bruised.  
‘I had reverted to being a very shy child,’ says 

William. ‘I was standing 
outside having a cigarette 
when this lovely man  
said hello and we got 
talking. I explained to him 
that I had come through  
a difficult relationship  
and didn’t really feel like 
myself anymore, and that 
I was not much more than 
a husk of what I used to 

be. He said, “That’s all right. I like you.” And  
that was it. He popped the question on the 
chairlift in Val d’Isère last January.’ 

The vintage business started gradually as 
he helped his girlfriends shop and source 
their clothes. He began by scouring Camden 
Market, trawling Christie’s catalogues, going 
to every car-boot sale and charity shop that he 
stumbled upon. ‘It grew, and I started looking 
in the flea markets in Paris, the open-air 
market in St Tropez, all the little shops on the 
West Side in New York.’ He began to look 
further afield in Dallas, Chicago, Fort Worth, 
Minneapolis, as well as Birmingham and  
York, until his collection was comprehensive 
enough to launch his private sales. He had 
one recently at the Sloane Square Hotel and 
is planning another big one in Val d’Isère, as 
well as Paris and New York, before taking the 
business online by this time next year. He 
fervently believes that vintage clothes should 
be incorporated into modern wardrobes 
rather than worn as historical curiosities, and 
advises his clients to integrate the clothes  
and then get on with their lives. ‘Someone 
once said that true elegance is when you look 
as though you have spent hours selecting 
your clothes and then forgotten about them 
the second you put them on. That’s very much 
how I think about it.’

William is a very slick person and he 
undoubtedly has exquisite taste, but he is not 
without his own set of complications. He 
thought Greg Barker was The One. He was 
wrong. ‘I don’t regret the relationship but I 
do regret staying silent for so long,’ he says.  
‘I did everything I could for the relationship 
but I was a wreck at the end of it. This is the 
first time I have spoken in any detail about 
that relationship and it will be the last. It’s 
taken me a very long time to recover from it 
and it is now firmly in the past.’ (
For details, visit williamvintage.com. 

William wears wool 
blazer (part of suit), 
£2,395, by E Tautz, at 
Harrods. Silk pocket 
square, £45, by Turnbull 
& Asser. Previous pages, 
linen blazer, £695, by 
Etro, at Harvey Nichols. 
Vintage ‘Floating Daisies’ 
dresses by Ossie Clarke 
and Celia Birtwell, 
William’s own. For details, 
see Stockists. Styled by 
Amy Vance. Grooming 
by Lica Fensome at 
Soho Management 

‘I could never  
be sure if he  
was about to  

say something 
that would break 

my heart’  

On The hunT: hOw 
TO piCk up vinTage 

• Disregard the size label in vintage 
garments: sizing has changed dramatically. 
Always try things on. 

• Do not be a label snob. While we all  
dream of discovering numbered couture 
Chanel, remember that many exquisite items 
have lost their labels over the years and 
many small, unknown companies are  
still being discovered. Judge quality by 
construction and fabric. 

• Check the stitching. Real vintage  
pieces are better quality than contemporary 
counterparts as they were made  
before the days of mass production and 
machine finishing. 

• Factor in the price of love. When viewing  
a vintage piece, be aware of potential  
costs. A garment may require careful 
attention in order to be revived. People 
sometimes do not realise the hours spent  
on finding replacement bugle beads for  
that perfect Twenties summer dress or 
having to reline a cashmere Ossie Clarke 
couture coat in matching silk. 

• Be patient. You have to look through  
a lot of rubbish to find a treasure. 
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‘I wouldn’t  
say boo to a 

goose. I was the 
school fatso’ 

Above left, Greg Barker and William, in May 2007. Above right, Barker on a climate-change  
fact-finding mission to Norway, six months before the news of the affair broke, in 2006 
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