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F
red Pinel, the self-taught 
Parisian craftsman who 
has turned the world of 
bespoke trunks upside 

down with his playful, candy-
coloured creations, believes his 
trunks are objects of contemplation. 
“They are also selfish objects 
because you do not know what is 
inside when they are closed,” he 
says. “Only the owner and of course 
we who make them know what is 
inside. Opening your trunk and 
showing its content to others is like 
opening up your heart.”

Whether they are meant to house 
a priceless collection of Chateau 
Petrus or a 1980s arcade video 
game, Pinel’s bold creations are 

best approached with a mix of awe 
and lightheartedness, since they 
are the stuff dreams are made of. 
And like a favourite uncle, Pinel is 
eager to make your most outlandish 
wishes come true, whether your 
budget can only stretch to $73 for a 
crocodile lighter cover or if money 
is no object and you can splash out 
on a bookcase-sized trunk for your 
200-strong watch collection. 

“We create emotions,” he says. 
“That is how we work. I need 
clients to share their innermost 
feelings with me so I can better 
respond to their expectations.” 
To illustrate the lengths he goes 
to, Pinel mentions the indiscreet 
question he asked a North African 
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and have them assembled in another 
workshop before getting them back 
for finishing. The whole business 
was so homegrown that friends 
would help him out in the evening. 

The owner of a cigar shop in 
central Paris, who had bought a 
few cases, suggested Pinel contact 
Colette, the Parisian concept 
store famous for its edgy selection 
of fashion and accessories. The 
international showcase provided 
by Colette eventually helped 
raise the profile of the fledgling 
accessories designer.

“People had seen the pieces 
at Colette and thought they 
were something special. Still, my 
objective was to make trunks,” 
says Pinel. “I was making 
accessories to help finance the 
development of the trunks.”

He moved closer to that goal 
in 2004 when Joseph Ettedgui, 
the London-based Moroccan 
entrepreneur behind the Joseph 
fashion retail group and Connolly 
Leather, asked Pinel to design a 
trunk to store a Brompton folding 
bicycle. He later placed an order 
for three large ones. 

The orders were the catalyst 
that helped put the brand on the 
radar, according to Pinel. More 
orders followed for his audio, video 
and office trunks, which convinced 
him to move to a larger workshop 
in Paris, hire craftsmen and find a 
suitable showroom. 

Pinel also took the decision to 
discontinue the accessories line to 
focus entirely on trunks. He was 
proved right the following year 

princess who had commissioned a 
large bag with 17 compartments to 
neatly store her clothes. 

“I asked her: ‘I need to know the 
size of your bra otherwise I won’t be 
able to make a pocket with the right 
dimensions.’ She laughed.” 

The place where Pinel conjures 
the magic that makes dreams come 
true is hidden behind a nondescript 
door on a busy road in the eastern 
reaches of Paris.

It all started 16 years ago with 
an old suitcase in an attic. Pinel 
was helping clear his grandparents’ 

country home when he found a 
suitcase with compartments that 
dated back to a genteel age of 
meticulous luggage-packing. 

“It was an epiphany,” he says. 
At the time Pinel was running his 
own advertising agency and was 
dabbling with small accessories 
like make-up bags as a sideline. 
He took the suitcase with him 
and began reassembling it in his 
spare time. A chance meeting 
with a leather craftsman, who was 
impressed with Pinel’s work, was 
the encouragement he needed.

“I thought: ‘If I am able to 
do this, I can do more,’” he says. 
However, sourcing components 
as the first French trunkmaker in 
150 years was far from easy as the 
high end brand Louis Vuitton had a 
monopoly on the market. 

Pinel opted to start small and 
began working on cigar cases in a 
rainbow-coloured range of fuchsias, 
greens and blues and with unusual 
skins like ostrich and alligator. He 
would prepare the skins, cut them 

Pinel was helping to clear his 
grandparents’ country home when he 
found a suitcase with compartments 
that dated back to a bygone era
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when Krug, the iconic champagne 
house, asked him to design the 
ultimate picnic trunk as part of its 
image revamp. 

Pinel let loose his imagination 
to create a trunk worthy of the 
ultimate epicurean feast, equipped 
with esoteric gourmet accessories 
like a truffle grater, caviar spoons, a 
guillotine sausage slicer, chopsticks, 
handmade porcelain plates and a 
cigar cutter. 

“It was out of this world. It took 
us two months from the initial 
design to delivery,” says Pinel. “It 
was a major challenge.”

Unsurprisingly, the trunk made a 
splash in the media, which prompted 
Krug to order 20 more – the first 
major order for Pinel. 

A large order from Swiss 
watchmaker and jeweller Piaget 
followed, as did highly publicised 
commissions from French 
businessman Francois Henri 
Pinault and Michael Jordan, who 
wanted a trunk for his 23 pairs of 
Nike Air Jordan sneakers.

Wealthy individuals, high-flying 
executives and movie and music 
artists have also succumbed to the 
charm of Pinel’s fanciful trunks. 
But he demurs when pressed 
for names: “It is very important 
to remain extremely discreet 
to protect our clients. We only 
mention those who talk about us.” 

Still, there must be a lot of talk 
about Pinel and Pinel behind the 
scenes, since the company does not 
advertise and only relies on word of 
mouth to get new business. 

Pinel’s coyness is partly due to 
the fact the price tags on his most 

special for them, which can match 
what they want to invest in a 
project,” he says, adding the firm 
does not push its customers to 
spend more than they can afford. 

Such an approach for a luxury 
brand is down to the personality of 
its founder. The 47-year-old father 
of two teenage sons, who grew up in 
a modest household on the outskirts 
of Paris, comes across as refreshingly 
affable and unstuffy – an oddity in 
the rarefied world of French luxury. 

Of course, at Pinel and Pinel the 
sky is the limit for wealthy dreamers 
who can afford it. 

The Soprano trunk, an off-the-
wall creation that houses a 

outlandish creations can reach seven 
figures. Yet he likes to stress that 
he does not cater exclusively to the 
fabulously rich. The nature of the 
made-to-measure business means 
customers can propose a budget 
and he works within the confines of 
what they can afford.

To emphasise his point, Pinel 
mentions an executive at SNCF, 
the French state-owned railway 
operator, who had saved to treat 
his wife to a customised Pinel bag 
for her 40th birthday. “We have 
people who appreciate what we do 
and do not want to have the same 
things as the rest of the world 
so we come up with something 

Michael Jordan 
ordered a trunk 
for his 23 pairs of 
Nike Air trainers

PF_42017.P30-34_Upfront_TheBusinessParis.indd   32 3/21/17   9:14 AM



34 PB

UPFRONT / THE BUSINESS

APRIL

ISSUE 136

Bang and Olufsen audio system 
and enough space for 480 CDs, 
or the Kibako, which contains a 
real bonsai tree, are just a stepping 
stone into Pinel’s playful universe.

He has worked with architectural 
firms on what he calls “crazy” 
projects that have involved 
decorating entire apartments, 
including tables and chairs, as well 
as yacht interiors. 

At the same time Pinel refuses 
to rest on his laurels. His latest 
undertaking, which he hopes 
to introduce later this year, is a 
“panic trunk” – a made-to-measure 
armoured trunk equipped with an 
armchair and satellite telephone to 
be used as a panic room in case of a 
robbery or break in. “It was an idea 
that just came up,” says Pinel.

He admits he has not always 
been afforded the luxury to focus 
entirely on the creative side of the 
business. As the company began 
to expand, Pinel opened up to 

other investors who did not share 
the same vision, prompting him to 
take back control before finding 
a new minority partner who is 
supportive of his plans.

“It is easier to be creative when 
you do not have any pressure to 
achieve results or targets. If I had 
kept 100 per cent control I would 
not have been able to maintain 
our story and support our 
development,” he says.

There are plans to open an 
office in Hong Kong to cater to 
growing Asian demand. Among 
the shipments ready to leave the 
warehouse is a $212,000 order 
from a client in Shenzhen, who 
is awaiting the delivery of a trunk 
to store her camera collection, a 
trunk-cum-safe for her jewellery 
and a cigar case. 

After Hong Kong, the Gulf 
region is set to become the next 
step for expansion, thanks to the 
enthusiastic following that Pinel’s 

creations have gained there. As 
part of a recent interior decoration 
project, the craftsmen worked 
non-stop to produce covers made 
of shagreen, lacquer and gold 
foil for the tissue boxes that are 
traditionally placed in every room 
of the palaces in the region. 

Dealing with such a volume of 
orders would have been impossible 
two years ago, says Pinel. The 
number of employees has tripled 
to reach 36, of whom 20 are 
artisans, busy cutting and sewing 
to the tune of pop music. 

They work a few steps away 
from the storage area where the 
trunks ready for shipment are 
carefully wrapped in thick foam 
before being placed in wooden 
crates and flown to far-flung 
destinations, where eager customers 
are waiting to unpack them. 
Pinel & Pinel, 22 Rue Royale, 75008  

Paris, France, Phone: +33 9 67 07 58 39, 

pineletpinel.fr
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