
A Piece of the PM Past 

WHO WAS PHILIP MORRIS? 

BY THEODORE FISCHER 

Y
es, there really 
was a Philip 
Morr is , but 
not much is 
known about 
his personal 
life. Instead, 

his legacy was the touch of class 
he brought to the manufacture, 

" sale, and enjoyment of cigarettes. 
To understand the importance 

of Philip Morris's contribution, 
keep in mind that pipes and cigars 
were the only means of enjoying 
tobacco for nearly 250 years after 
its introduction to Europe. Cred

it for inventing the cigarette goes 
to the American Indians, who first 
wrapped tobacco scraps in straw, 
reeds, and corn husks. European 
cigarettes had a similarly humble 
origin, having been fashioned by 
beggars from the cigar butts, snuff 
dust, and pipe dottle (unburnt 
t o b a c c o ) t ha t the wea l t hy 
discarded. Cigarettes didn' t 
become popular until the time of 
the French Revolution, when 
bourgeois types began smoking 
them to d e m o n s t r a t e their 
solidarity with the masses. In the 
middle of the 19th century, 
Par i s ian a r t i s t s —and their 

middle-class emulators —further 
romanticized the practice of 
smoking cigarettes. 

The big change in the social 
status of cigarettes occurred after 
the Crimean War, which pitted 
France, Britain, and Turkey 
against Russia in 1854. Far from 
the tobacco shops of Paris and 
London, French and British 
soldiers turned to the Turkish 
c igare t te . In his h is tory of 
cigarettes (They Satisfy), Robert 
Sobel notes that the Turkish 
smokes "gave off exotic aromas, 
which filled the tents and lingered 
for a while after the last shred of 
tobacco had turned to ash." When 

the war ended, the veterans 
brought their tas te for 
Turkish-style cigarettes back 
home with them. 

Philip Morris had begun 
selling Havana cigars and 
Virginia pipe tobacco to a 
growing connoisseur trade in 
England in the early 1850s. 
When he observed a returned 
Crimean officer contentedly 
puffing on a cigarette, he rec
ognized a coming trend and 
added cigarettes to this prod
uct line. 

The first Philip Morris cig
arettes were custom rolled to 
extremely strici specifica
tions. According to company 
history, "He rigorously main
tained a code which was to 
become a basic theme in the 

later advertising of his firm when 
cigarettes were really selling: 
Quality, represented by the purest 
aromatic tobaccos, the finest 
paper, the cleanest factory —no 
frills, no extras." 

Subsequent brands were iden
tified by his name, together with 
terms indicating standard ciga
rette sizes: Philip Morris Cam
bridge, Philip Morris Oxford 
Blues (later changed to Oxford 
Ovals to indicate their shape), and 
Philip Morris Blues, a term 
associated with athletes at both 
Oxford and Cambridge. Natu
rally, students and I .null y of these 

esteemed institutions chose their 
eponymous Philip Morris brand, 
and, as they rose in the ranks of 
the military or diplomatic service, 
tended to remain loyal Philip 
Morris customers. 

Philip Morris opened his fash
ionable shop at 22 New Bond 
Street, London, around 1870. 
Al though he never direct ly 
advertised any of his brands, the 
Philip Morris client list soon 
included distinguished personages 
like Cecil Rhodes, Sir Joseph 
Chamberlain, and members of the 
Rothschild family. One of Morris's 
strongest competitive advantages 
was his ad hoc taxi driver sales 
force. "If a stranger in town made 
inquiries of his hackman about 
cigarettes, he was steered to the 
Philip Morris door," states the 
company history. "The driver 
received his reward in cigars or 
cigarettes at a side entrance while 
the customer was being served." 

Morris's career as tobacconist 
to the aristocracy was tragically 
brief: He died of a virus in 1873, 
just 37 years old and after only 
three years on New Bond Street. 
The business was taken over by 
his widow, Margaret, and brother, 
Leopold, who changed the name 
of the firm to Philip Morris & 
Company and introduced the now 
Derby brand. Leopold eventually 
bought out his sister-in-law's 
shares, and under his direction (lie 
company prospered, receiving a 
"warrant of appointment" as 
tobacconist to the Prince of Wales 
in 1896. Indeed, the Philip Morris 
name became so highly esteemed 
that in 1919 — 42 years after his 
death —an American tobacco 
company with no direct coniuv-
t ion to the M o r r i s family 
incorporated under it. 

Philip Morris may not have cre
ated a cigarette empire, but he did 
give the newly acceptable prac
tice of cigarette smoking a much-
needed touch of class. 11 
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