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“H
i Emma, I’m wearing one of your lovely new 
shirts,” writes a soldier called Matt on Emma 
Willis’ website. “The new shirts really are perfect, 
I feel like a total boss wearing a tie and its great 
actually being able to do up the top button on 
my shirt without help.” This is cheering news 

for Matt – a soldier who returned from Afghanistan with life-
changing injuries and for whom every aspect of life, including 
simply getting dressed, now poses a set of complicated and 
unprecedented challenges.

When shirtmaker Emma Willis first thought about making 
bespoke shirts for injured servicemen, she didn’t expect it to 
become the landslide success it has. Moved by a BBC Radio 4 
documentary about injured soldiers recuperating at Headley 
Court, Willis wanted to do something for them. “I just wanted to 
give them a gift,” she explains. “I wanted to give them something 
to say thank you. And I can do shirts, that’s what I do. So I asked if 
I could come in and give them all a shirt as a present.” 

It took Willis a year to get an invitation to Headley Court – the 
military establishment was initially wary of something it didn’t 
really understand. Gratitude for serving personnel it seems is 
something they don’t experience as much as you might think. She 
was finally welcomed in just before Christmas in 2009, and has been 
returning to Headley Court ever since, making shirts for more than 
700 injured servicemen and women. “In the beginning, when I was 
there measuring them for a shirt, they’d say to me: ‘What is this? 
What are you doing? I don’t really understand.’ And I’d explain that I 
have a shirt-making shop and that I just wanted to give them a shirt 
as a token of my gratitude for all that they’ve done. And the looks 
on their faces – you can tell that meant a lot to them.”

It is clear this simple kindness and generosity of spirit has made 
quite the impact. Page after page of letters from grateful servicemen 
on Willis’ website all pay testament to how touched and amazed 
they are that someone would want to help them in this way. 
“Thanks Emma, you really do creep into the hearts of us ragged, 
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limpy but thankful army types. Bless you,” writes one of them.  
““Believe me, and I’m pretty sure I speak for all the injured guys, 
we really appreciate the help and support we get from someone as 
selfless and dedicated as yourself,” writes another. “It really does 
make a difference to us.”

Emma Willis bespoke shirts start at around £350, her clients 
including everyone from Daniel Craig to the Prince of Wales, and 
her shop on Jermyn Street is a veritable mecca for people wanting 
to buy the best shirts in the world – handmade by a small highly-
skilled team in her beautiful Victorian factory in Gloucester. 

While she has dabbled in women’s clothing in the past, and has 
plans for a new women’s store, it is men’s shirts that have always 
been Willis’ raison d’etre. “I love the make, I love the fabric, and I 
like being able to concentrate on quality,” she says. “Even within 
cottons now, there are so many different weaves and structures 
and weights, which all lend themselves to a different look – more 
casual, more formal, better for hotter weather. The trouble with 
women’s fashion is that you have to redesign every season and you 
spend your life having to reinvent, and that can be at the cost of 
how the thing is made.”

Emma Willis bespoke shirts come with images of the shirt being 
made, while online customers are sent videos of seamstresses 
measuring, cutting and sewing their specific shirts. Supervising 
seamstress Cath Muir liaises with all the customers throughout the 
sewing process. “We’re trying to make it as virtual an experience as 
possible,” says Willis. “I think we are quite unique in doing it, and 
our customers love it. Even the most sophisticated man who has 
everything, and lives on the other side of the world, loves to receive a 
picture of somebody cutting their shirt in England.”

Along with the head of Conde Nast, Jonathan Newhouse, Willis 
has pioneered a sewing school run from her factory in Gloucester, 
where graduates are trained, for free, two evenings a week, before 
graduating with a qualification that they can take to some of 
Britain’s best brands. Top performing students are awarded the 
£10,000 Conde Nast Sewing Scholarship and often end up working 
for Willis. “I’ve got five graduates working for me, all from top 
fashion degree courses, because there is nothing demeaning about 
actually making something. British skill is valued worldwide – we 
have exceptional skills here.”

When I arrive to interview Emma, she is on her London shop 
floor, sitting at the counter, sorting samples and answering the 
phone. “I like being in contact with it all. Our line of communication 
is extremely short. When I’m at the factory, it’s a pair of trainers and 
a t-shirt and I’m sitting with the girls in production talking about 

stitching. We’ve grown a lot, but 
it’s still the same model. Almost 
everybody in our business works on 
the production side – we’ve got two 
people in admin, two in sales, and 
26 in production.”

It is perhaps this personable, 
approachable manner that has made 
Style for Soldiers such a roaring 
success. From modest beginnings, 
Emma’s kind and generous initiative 
has grown into a considerable 
charity enterprise, whose patrons 
include Prince Charles, The Duke 
of Bedford and David Gandy, and 
which involves the likes of Marks & 
Spencer (which provides free suits 
for soldiers), James Lock (which 
gives hats), Bill Bird and Russell & 
Bromley (which provides bespoke 
shoes), as well as Dunhill, Mulberry 
and Huntsman. Emma and her 
team also organise events for injured 
soldiers. The largest, the Style for 
Soldiers Christmas party, is perhaps 

the highlight, while family days at Woburn Safari Park offer partners 
and children of injured soldiers a chance to share their experiences 
and unique situations with those who can understand.  

“I
t has enriched my life beyond belief,” says Willis. “I’ve 
made so many friends, met so many people. They’re 
all so selfless, and so patriotic – you don’t see that in 
day-to-day life really now. They do this for the love of 
their country, they go to protect, not to fight.” 

She turns to a picture on the wall, a group of men, 
immaculately dressed – a still from a photoshoot commissioned 
with Mr Porter. One of the men, Matt Weston, sitting in a 
wheelchair with no legs and only one arm, regards the camera 
with confidence. “The first party we threw, Matt came to, and he 
just sat in the corner, he was so shy and frightened,” says Willis. 
“Last year, he made a speech in front of hundreds of people, and 
he was brilliant. Cool as a cucumber.” 

Standing next to him, she tells me, is Henry Sakyi, so 
traumatised by his injuries that he had never looked in the mirror 
after his accident. “He had no job, he’d lost all his confidence, and 
at that photo session they told him how handsome he was and 
said that he should be on the front cover of GQ. It took some time 
– but he told me how he now looks in the mirror proudly and has 
this picture hanging up at home.” 
emmawillis.com/style-for-soldiers

““I’ve made so many friends, met so many people. They’re all 
so selfless, and so patriotic – you don’t see that in day-to-day 

life really now.”
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