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Introduction





The British love chancers. Tilting on the edge, they entertain the public by breaking rules, escaping blame and feeding gossip. Rich or poor, these rare personalities fascinate and excite. Few are more popular in Britain than Richard Branson. Celebrated as the nation’s most successful buccaneer, Branson once attracted more Twitter followers than President Obama, and nearly as many fans as David Beckham. Over the past forty-five years, his colourful exploits have earned him adoration as an English rebel entitled to his wealth. He is a self-made and self-deprecating man whose flamboyance endears him to aspiring tycoons, who snap up his books and flock to his lectures to glean the secrets of fortune-hunting. He is an entrepreneur idolised and lauded as a hero by ambitious young men and women.


For others, Richard Branson is a scoundrel, a card player with a weak hand who plays to strength. Those who come off second best scorn the showman as a one-dimensional poseur who manipulates Virgin’s image through a wily media machine. For them, the mystery surrounding Branson’s businesses and wealth has grown over the past decade, but their criticisms remain ill defined. Branson’s contradictions are glaring but confused by a smokescreen.


Just how a school drop-out became a billionaire has become the stuff of legend, repeatedly recounted by Branson but more accurately described by others. His self-portrayal as the defiant tycoon risking danger has generated endless free publicity. His reward is global celebrity.


Inspiration, persistence and shrewdness have contributed to creating the Virgin empire. Plus, by Branson’s own admission, breaking the rules. ‘If I want to do something worthwhile,’ he wrote recently, ‘or even just for fun, I won’t let silly rules stop me.’ Without adequate shame, he has described cheating in his school exams, committing a tax fraud and lying to the police. Less publicised is his attitude towards maximising his wealth.


‘As far as I am concerned,’ wrote the exhibitionist, ‘[I] would do anything, however outlandish, that generates media coverage and reinforces my image as a risk taker who challenges the government.’ Sex, he continued, was one way ‘to promote Virgin’s image’. Over the years, Branson has never complained if he is painted as a philanderer. He has even publicly speculated about his son losing his virginity to a well-known singer. In his breathless quest for publicity, he has recycled unprovable stories, including the assertion that a senior French politician asked for a bribe of £1 million in exchange for permission to open the Virgin Megastore on the Champs-Élysées on Sundays. Branson’s colourful memories are rarely challenged. Over the decades, the cheers have grown and the doubts have subsided. The mystery is whether his business is still worth billions of pounds; the controversy is whether he deserves accolades for being Britain’s most successful businessman.


Around 2011, the then sixty-one-year-old reached a crossroads. At the climax of a ‘seven-year journey’, he renounced raw capitalism. Branson had converted to green politics tinged with populist socialism. Virgin, he said, was set to undertake ‘a sea change on a journey to transform itself into a force for good for people and the planet’. Some speculated that Branson had experienced a hormonal change, while others assumed he was plucking at another opportunity, but insiders recognised that Virgin required rebranding.


‘My message’, he wrote, ‘is a simple one: business as usual isn’t working. In fact it’s “business as usual” that’s wrecking our planet. We must change the way we do business.’ Capitalism, Branson believed, had ‘lost its way a bit. The short-term focus on profit has driven most businesses to forget about the long-term role they have in taking care of people and the planet.’ His transformation into the caring people’s champion of the environment and its population was not pure altruism. Green, the billionaire realised, was a money-making opportunity. To recapture Virgin’s appeal, he was reinventing his corporation as a benevolent profiteer blessed with a social conscience.


The 2008 economic crash had damaged Virgin. Although outsiders regarded the empire, ranging over trains, health and finance, as resplendent, his airlines had suffered a financial crisis. The sum of his disparate investments no longer added up to the billions certified by the rich lists published in the Sunday Times and Forbes. In his secretive world, the financial reality had been concealed. Among his problems was the brand’s fading appeal to the youth market. Virgin’s attraction was increasingly confined to an ageing generation sceptical of new ideas. In the inevitable momentum – either becoming bigger and more visionary, or smaller and parochial – Virgin no longer offered innovation. Branson presented his personal dilemma as a social and environmental crisis that challenged all financial and political leaders. ‘While business has been a great vehicle for growth in the world,’ he wrote, ‘neither Virgin nor many other businesses have been doing anywhere near enough to stop the downward spiral we all find ourselves in.’


The tycoon offered a solution, summarising his new philosophy in a book, Screw Business as Usual, published in 2011. He challenged those who weren’t afraid to follow the title’s standpoint to show they meant it. His message to corporations was subversive: ‘Profit is no longer the only driving force.’ Instead, he argued, corporations should be doing good for ‘humanity and the environment … Business needs a heart. In the past, business has been all about making money, which is fine, but it hasn’t been about being a responsible citizen.’


His criticism of profits was matched by a condemnation of environmental vandalism: ‘Resources are being used up: the air, the sea, the land – are all heavily polluted. The poor are getting poorer. Many are dying of starvation or because they can’t afford a dollar a day for life-saving medication. We have to fix it – and fast.’ Even disbelievers, he said, ‘admit that people everywhere are mucking up things’.


His best-selling book, a catalogue of Virgin’s good deeds and famous names, placed Branson on a pedestal: ‘We must change the way we do business. Do good – and the rewards will come.’ Part of the cure, he wrote, was to eliminate a ‘false dilemma’ from business talk. ‘It is becoming more and more clear that there is no incompatibility between doing business in an ethical and transparent manner and achieving good financial results.’


His appeal for transparency was written on Necker, his sun-kissed Caribbean island, which he bought for £180,000 in 1978 and which he was to use as his tax haven. Throughout his career, Branson has sought to avoid taxes: first illegally in a purchase-tax fraud, and later legitimately by carefully structured corporate pyramids, which ultimately led to his permanent move to the Virgin Islands as a tax exile from Britain after 2006.


In the opening pages of his book, Branson anticipated the day when ‘No governments or businesses will be able to hide behind secrecy and jargon any longer.’ Indeed, he urged his readers to appreciate the transparency of his own conduct. In his relations with business and the public, he wrote, ‘If you’re open and honest with them and if they know there are no secrets, then they trust the brand.’


His advocacy of ethical transparency is shared by campaigners for a fairer world. His obedience to his own sermon can be judged by the ownership of his flagship airline, which runs through eleven companies. Virgin Atlantic Airways (GB) is owned by Virgin Travel Group (GB), which in turn is owned by Virgin Atlantic (GB), which is owned by Bluebottle Investments (UK) Ltd (GB), which is owned by Bluebottle UK Ltd (GB), which is owned by Virgin Holdings Ltd (GB), which is owned by Classboss Ltd (GB), which is owned by Virgin Wings Ltd (GB), which is owned by Bluebottle USA Mobile Inc. (BVI), which is owned by Virgin Group Investments Ltd (BVI), which is finally owned by Virgin Group Holdings Ltd (BVI).


Virgin Group Holdings Ltd, incorporated in the British Virgin Islands, is owned by trusts whose principal beneficiary is Branson and his family. But to prevent any tax charge ever arising against the Bransons, the legal documents make it absolutely clear that trustees and not the Branson family actually control Virgin Group Holdings. As usual in tax havens, the identity of all the trustees is not disclosed.


Running a business from Necker is much easier now than when Branson bought the deserted island. Keeping in touch by telephone, email, Skype and video-conferencing while gazing across a blue ocean is the dream of many people. No one should begrudge Branson the foresight to make a dream come true. But the reason his airline is owned by eleven successive companies, ending in the British Virgin Islands, is not so its owner can enjoy the sunshine. Rather it is to avoid scrutiny and taxes. Or, more bluntly, to achieve the opposite of the transparency that Branson advocates.


Among Virgin’s strengths, Branson wrote, is that it ‘stands for something beyond making money’. Virgin, he believes, is ‘about making a difference in the world’, which has been elevated by capturing ‘a new level of responsibility’.


The agency for dispensing wisdom and money is Virgin Unite, Branson’s charity for transforming the planet. ‘Our vision’, he wrote, ‘is a world where business is a force for good, helping people to thrive in balance with our planet. Our mission is to be a leading catalyst and an incubator for innovative Global Leadership Initiatives.’ Every year, the billionaire’s charity donates at least £1.5 million in cash to chosen causes.


For the majority, Branson’s generosity confirms his heroic status. They are attracted by his fame and undoubted achievements. They do not distinguish celebrity from greatness. The riddle appears contrived. The challenge is to discover the truth behind the mask.
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Blow-out





The explosion was deafening. Without warning, a thunderous blast flashed across the parched scrub. Over forty engineers, seeking protection behind a chain-link fence, fell like match-sticks on to the dirt. Swirling dust blocked out the Californian sunshine. As the sand drifted away, the silence of the Mojave desert was broken by screams and the grating sound of a hiss. The temperature at 2.34 p.m. on 26 July 2007 was over 100 Fahrenheit – dangerously high, even for an uncomplicated test.


Confused and shocked, Al Cebriain, a mechanical engineer, struggled to stand up, but collapsed back on to the ground. Seventy feet from the detonation, he looked across the scrub at a deep crater where seconds earlier a six-foot metal tank containing compressed nitrous oxide had rested on a concrete block. Shifting his gaze from the debris, he spotted that a jagged hole had been ripped across a steel shipping container and the chain-link fence was bent. Near by was the cause of the persistent hiss: gas was escaping from a toppled cylinder.


Cebriain could see shredded clothing, baseball caps, bandannas and men’s glasses, all covered by splinters of metal and concrete carried by the blast. Above that flotsam was a ghastly sight. Arms and legs lay like garbage on tufts of brown grass. The screams of fellow rocket engineers injured by the blast ripped through the dry heat.


There had been no warning. Just minutes earlier, Luke Colby’s familiar voice on the loudspeakers had issued the last command from the safety of a control vehicle parked a hundred yards away. Those inside the truck were monitoring the experiment through cameras located around the test site. All the images were being recorded. Most members of the team had preferred to watch the experiment ‘live’, sitting cross-legged on the sand behind the chain-link fence. They had done so many times, and no one had ever voiced concern for their safety. An engineer had said, ‘OK.’ But when the gas was released through a valve designed for the rocket engine, the explosion was instant.


Al Cebriain staggered towards the twisted fence. Two colleagues were obviously dead. One was dying. His head was being cradled by a friend staring tearfully at the limbless torso. All three had been sitting in front of the fence, much closer to the test than anyone expected. Later, insiders would acknowledge that the three, intimately involved in the use of nitrous oxide to power the rocket, had darted at the last moment around the fence to get a closer view. Shards of metal from the exploding tanks had ripped through their bodies.


The deaths occurred at an unusual airport. Located on a soundless plateau over 4,000 feet above sea level, the 2.3-mile runway across the Mojave desert is both a parking lot for abandoned jumbo jets, the graveyard of reputations and fortunes, and the home of ambitious private corporations building spaceships, rockets and equipment for futuristic travel. The remoteness added secrecy to the location’s advantages. Clustered along the runway’s apron, the occupants of the hangars appeared eerily immune to the tragedy unfolding about a mile away. The only visible movement came from the 5,000 wind turbines along the Tehachapi Pass overlooking the airport.


Ten minutes after the explosion, the local sheriff arrived. The medics followed. After making sure that the injured were dispatched to hospital and the corpses and limbs sent to a mortuary in Bakersfield, the sheriff ordered the survivors to move away while he spun tape around a wide area to prevent anyone meddling with a potential crime scene.


News of the catastrophe sparked bewilderment. Insiders knew that the engineers employed by Scaled Composites were pumping nitrous oxide gas through the valve which would be used to propel Virgin Galactic’s rocket into space. Until then, progress on Richard Branson’s expensive investment appeared to be unproblematic. The ‘cold-flow’ test had been executed safely many times. No one could explain the cause of the fatal explosion.


Some engineers, however, were not completely surprised. ‘Nitrous oxide can be dangerous,’ they had warned their colleagues. ‘It’s cheap, but you’ve got to be careful with this stuff.’ The warning was ignored by Glenn May, one of Scaled’s experts, who had just returned from extended leave. May treated nitrous oxide as a harmless plaything, even propelling his bicycle around Mojave using a rocket fuelled with the gas. ‘He’s comfortable with nitrous oxide,’ thought an engineer, dispassionately. During the countdown to the disaster, May had enjoyed the carnival atmosphere around the fence and encouraged his two colleagues to join him and get a closer view. Now, a pathologist was assembling his body parts for examination, and an undertaker had been summoned to deliver three coffins.


Burt Rutan, the Scaled director responsible for developing Virgin Galactic’s rocket, was attending a conference in Palm Springs. ‘I didn’t know that nitrous oxide was that dangerous,’ he later said. Taking risks, he added, was normal for pioneers. His British partner was less sanguine. ‘It’s not considered a hazardous material,’ said Richard Branson in a measured statement. ‘We just don’t know why the explosion occurred.’ The owner of 50 per cent of Virgin Galactic did not mention his prediction three years earlier that the rocket would blast into space with six passengers during 2007 itself.


Ever since Branson had bought into the space business in 2004, he had used the rocket to promote the Virgin brand. ‘My gut feeling’, he explained, ‘was that we would get millions and millions of dollars of [free] publicity around the world by being the first people to take tourists into space.’ For three years, Branson had been touting $200,000 tickets to the super-rich eager to experience four minutes of weightlessness and a glimpse of the globe before tilting back towards Earth. Virgin’s ride into space had glorified the corporation’s image. The explosion could endanger the brand, the foundation of Branson’s fortunes.


The tycoon depended on his publicists to contradict the cynics. Through a well-tuned network of sympathisers employed by the media, his loyalists smothered those questioning the use of nitrous oxide and defused any doubts about the rocket’s safety. The summary of perfunctory media reports delivered the following morning to Necker confirmed their success. No doubts were cast on Virgin’s ability to eventually succeed in its ambition to send tourists into space. There was an unfortunate contrast between the pristine sand on his Caribbean island and the desert scrub in Mojave after the explosion, but trust in Branson meant that even the bereaved families uttered no criticism of their employer.


After the explosion, at 5 p.m. Randy Chase arrived at the site to investigate the cause of the incident. Born in 1953 and raised on a small farm, Chase was employed by California’s Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). His task was to decide whether the deaths were caused by accident or possibly criminal negligence. If Chase suspected any misconduct, two reputations – Burt Rutan’s and Richard Branson’s – might suffer and Virgin Galactic’s fate would be jeopardised.


Barred from entering the site by the local sheriff’s tape, Chase viewed the devastation in the fading light. Live images had been transmitted from the remote cameras guided by agents employed by Hazmat, the agency responsible for detecting chemical hazards. ‘God knows what happened,’ he said. He had studied industrial safety at a local college, and thereafter had investigated accidents in mines, factories and oil wells. He knew nothing about ‘cold-flow’ tests of nitrous oxide through valves. ‘No one’s to touch anything on the scene until I get back,’ he ordered. He would drive through the night back to his home and collect his clothes, ready for what he anticipated would be a long inquiry into ‘a high-profile accident’.


In the morning, Chase returned to Mojave. His orders, he discovered, had been disobeyed, and the control truck had been moved from the site. ‘We needed to protect the computer hard drive,’ he was told. Chase unquestioningly accepted the explanation, unaware that the engineers’ visible shock masked fears about the rocket’s safety.


For the first time, Chase inspected the area. The isolation was eerie. The hot sun intensified the silence across the scrub. ‘There are no blood stains in front of the fence,’ he noted. ‘All the deaths happened behind the fence.’


None of the engineers corrected Chase’s inexplicable error. Chase knew that the explosion had been recorded on video by Scaled and also on eyewitnesses’ mobile telephones. But he was unaware of one particular clip showing Glenn May darting in front of the fence with two other engineers just before the explosion. He saw only two videos showing the three men walking towards a gap in the fence but no further. He would be emphatic that any eyewitness who saw the three in front of the fence ‘is wrong’.


The approach of the engineers had been to volunteer their co-operation and play on his ignorance. Drinking coffee in the Voyager, the cosy diner underneath Mojave airport’s control tower next to the runway, Chase became relaxed among his new friends. The diner’s walls were covered with photographs of Burt Rutan celebrating his triumph in 2004 as the winner of the Ansari X Prize, a competition aimed at encouraging commercial flights into space. The ruddy-faced designer with mutton-chop sideburns had sent one man into space in a cheap rocket, boasting afterwards that ‘this rocket is safer than conventional rockets’. While Chase could not be immune to the pioneer’s distress over the tragedy, he was at the same time impressed by Rutan’s self-confidence. The eccentric designer, living in a half-buried pyramid sticking out of the sand near the airfield, commanded respect among the small community.


Earning profits from space is a big risk. Fortune-hunters would do better drilling for oil, because those gambling on space need to be more stubborn, more creative and more charismatic than other ego-tripping adventurers, if only to attract investors. Ever since the end of the Apollo missions to the moon and the shuttle disasters, space had lost its shine. NASA, the American space agency, generated disillusion and was criticised for being bloated and dishonest. Washington had slashed the agency’s funding, especially the budget of the orbiting International Space Station. Each trip to the station by the space shuttle, with seven astronauts aboard, cost about $1 billion. To save money, NASA had paid the Russian government to deliver payloads and astronauts. Now, in a bid to reduce costs permanently, American entrepreneurs were being encouraged to develop cheap rockets to place satellites in orbit for experiments in a gravity-free environment and to deliver payloads and people to the space station. Their profits depended on building a reusable rocket or capsule so that space travel would resemble journeys by conventional aircraft. By adapting proven technology, rockets in the future would repeatedly take off, fly and land back on a runway.


Richard Branson had been following Rutan’s progress ever since he had registered Virgin Galactic as a proprietary name in July 2002 – ‘several years before I met Rutan’, he would say. The idea had been sown by someone mentioning that 90,000 people had signed up to Pan Am’s First Moon Flights Club during the 1960s. The members included Ronald Reagan and Barry Goldwater. For the world’s master of publicity, the potential of Virgin Galactic became incalculable.


The idea had been born in 1998. Chatting in a bar in Marrakech with Steve Fossett, his competitor in a round-the-world balloon race, Branson had heard about Rutan’s project to launch rockets from an old B-52 bomber. Two years later, Will Whitehorn, Virgin’s media-relations supremo, visited Rutan’s factory in Mojave and saw SpaceShipOne under construction. The cost – about $26 million – had been financed by Paul Allen, the co-founder of Microsoft. The two men hoped to land the $10 million Ansari X Prize, which would be won by the first team to launch a manned spacecraft twice in two weeks using the same engine and sending it into space 100 kilometres from the Earth before returning.


Whitehorn monitored Rutan’s progress. Two tests had been dangerous but successful, and by summer 2004 Whitehorn was sure that Rutan would win the prize. On 21 June, SpaceShipOne had completed an unpublicised piloted flight into space, landing back at Mojave airport. Rutan’s first publicised launch was due to take place on 29 September. The cost to buy into his venture, Branson was assured, was low, and considering that in 1986 Rutan had designed the first propeller plane to fly non-stop around the globe, the chances that Branson might be picking a winner were high. The clincher was the name. Virgin Galactic would give him the ultimate marketing image to reinvigorate his brand globally.


On the day, WhiteKnight, a specially built twin-fuselage plane, moved slowly towards the runway. Attached under the fuselage was SpaceShipOne, the manned rocket. Strapped inside was Mike Melvill, the pilot. Just before take-off, a casket was placed alongside Melvill in the cockpit. Inside were the cremated remains of Rutan’s mother, who had died four years earlier. WhiteKnight took off and over the next hour climbed to 50,000 feet. Then, SpaceShipOne was dropped into the atmosphere and within seconds was soaring like a corkscrew at three times the speed of sound towards space. Spectators monitoring the flight at Edwards Air Force Base in the Mojave desert gasped as Melvill rolled twenty-nine times before crossing the winning tape sixty-two miles above Earth. After three minutes of weightlessness, he began the glide back to California. All the steering and other functions were performed manually without computers and, because of the low speed, there was no need for any heat-deflecting re-entry technology. Rutan had achieved a remarkable success. The second flight was due within ten days. Branson made the telephone call.


Branson’s audacity in business is to bid low in order to try to tilt the deal in his favour from the outset: firstly, because he wants a bargain; and secondly, because he has considerably less money than wealth-watchers assume. His sales patter is consistent: ‘We’re risking Virgin’s invaluable name, and you’re getting all the upside.’ In 2004, he balanced Rutan and Allen’s money and skills against his commitment of the Virgin brand. However, Branson added that if SpaceShipOne returned safely, he would make a serious financial investment to accelerate Rutan’s ambitions. In exchange for adding the Virgin Galactic brand name to SpaceShipOne, he offered $1 million to Scaled Composites, Rutan’s company. Both Rutan and Allen embraced Branson as a valued partner.


With the deal agreed, on 4 October Branson was standing in front of dozens of cameras in the Mojave desert to watch the launch of Virgin Galactic’s SpaceShipOne. He had arrived amid media reports that the intention was for the spacecraft to carry the first tourists into space in 2007. Branson’s declaration to the cameras generated euphoria among enthusiasts. Until then, the only journey for tourists to the International Space Station 250 miles above the Earth cost over $20 million aboard a Russian Soyuz rocket. ‘We’ll be the first in space,’ Branson told the crowd.


Standing next to him was Burt Rutan, a remarkable aerospace designer recognised internationally for his achievements. As an adventurer he had much in common with Branson. Dressed in a leather jacket, the sixty-year-old saw himself as a modern version of the Wright brothers. Politically, he and Branson were not soulmates. Rutan was a fierce conservative who derided global warming, opposed liberal causes and loathed political correctness. He did, however, share with Branson a contempt for bureaucratic paper-pushers, who in the context of this operation were the US government’s regulators. Success, he hoped, would silence the naysayers. ‘We proved it can be done by a small company operating with limited resources and a few dozen dedicated employees,’ he pronounced proudly to over fifty journalists. Branson applauded that sentiment and stared like a thrilled schoolboy as WhiteKnight roared down the desert runway and took off, with SpaceShipOne glistening underneath.


As before, SpaceShipOne was dropped from the aircraft at 50,000 feet and, after firing its rocket, soared seconds later past the winning post 69.7 miles above Earth. After two minutes in space, the craft tilted and glided back towards the Mojave. Rutan and Virgin Galactic had won the prize. Media attention was Branson’s oxygen, but on this occasion his publicists did not need to contrive any excitement. A genuine frenzy swept through the crowds. They loved Branson’s promise of space tourism for everyone within three years. Although Virgin’s ‘space travel’ was a trip that lasted less than five minutes outside the Earth’s atmosphere – ‘a high-altitude bungee jump’, the critics carped – the joyful crowd embraced the company’s spectacular achievement. Their cheers were interrupted by a call from the president. Squeezing into an office with Rutan and Paul Allen, Branson listened to George W. Bush’s congratulations over a telephone loudspeaker.


The success of that day in 2004 more than satisfied Branson’s requirements. For some years, he had been trying to shift the focus of Virgin’s expansion from Britain to America. So far, a commercial breakthrough there had eluded him. Triumph depended on boosting his own and Virgin’s image. To be effective, he needed to occupy his favourite place – the spotlight. Staging stunts for free publicity had been Branson’s prime weapon over the previous thirty years, and had produced profitable results in Britain. By contrast, his flamboyant feats in America had barely registered with the media and the public. In the past, he had entered New York’s Times Square on top of a tank to promote Virgin Cola, and had dangled from a crane apparently in the nude with a cell phone strategically placed to boost the marketing theme that Virgin Mobile’s charges were transparent with ‘nothing to hide’. On that occasion, the small crowd had failed to notice that Branson was wearing a skin-coloured bodysuit. His gimmicks had produced a scattering of photographs in obscure newspapers. Smudged images were no substitute for a sustained advertising campaign, but the finances of the billionaire had deteriorated after the 9/11 attacks. Unable to afford a multimillion-dollar advertising budget, Virgin Atlantic struggled. Virgin Galactic, Branson hoped, would change everything.


Virgin’s publicists instinctively presented Virgin Galactic as the underdog and a poke in the eye for NASA. Their script was quickly abandoned. NASA, Branson realised, would be the source of future contracts. This was no time to be making new enemies, especially as his $1 million investment had produced an unexpected bonus. Within days of the launch, SpaceShipOne received an official blessing. The prestigious Smithsonian Museum in Washington had agreed to exhibit the rocket in its permanent collection of milestones in aviation history. Daily, thousands of visitors would gaze at the craft’s gleaming shell with the iconic logo – ‘Virgin Galactic’ – emblazoned on the tail fin. The catalogue entry was priceless: ‘Private enterprise crossed the threshold into human spaceflight, previously the domain of government programs.’ For just $1 million, Virgin was set to become firmly established in America. Virgin Galactic would be developed by The Spaceship Company, jointly owned by Virgin and Rutan’s Scaled Composites. Under contract to The Spaceship Company, Scaled would develop the motor and obtain the safety licence from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) allowing them to carry tourists into space. Reassuringly, Northrop Grumman, the aerospace giant, would soon after buy a 40 per cent stake in Scaled.


Four days after the Mojave triumph, Branson embellished his success. Seven thousand people, he said during a newspaper interview, had already registered to make a paid flight in 2007. ‘A tremendous take-up,’ said Branson, mentioning that Virgin Galactic would carry at least 50,000 people over ten years. Those who paid the full fare immediately, he added, would be at the front of the queue of the 500 passengers who would fly in the first year. ‘We are extremely pleased because it just means that the gamble we took seems to have paid off.’ His commitment to spend $110 million, he continued, would earn $100 million from passengers in the first year.


Rutan was unfazed by his partner’s certainty. The designer uttered optimistic assurances about the problem-free process of scaling up the spaceship and its engine. There were no doubts about converting his crude two-man rocket into a sleek craft capable of carrying two pilots and six passengers up into space in a non-orbital flight, meaning that after a few minutes they would be heading straight back to Earth. Branson might have asked questions, but he was driven by marketing rather than engineering. His comprehension of the problems was best assessed by the appointment of Will Whitehorn, Virgin’s media specialist, as the rocket supremo. Whitehorn’s lack of engineering qualifications was concealed by his thrill at having found a Virgin winner – an aspiration held by all Branson’s outriders.


Branson’s own enthusiasm was shared by Stu Witt, the chief executive of Mojave airport. Surrounded on one wall of his office by the memorabilia of twenty years’ service as a US Navy fighter pilot and at the opposite end by elk skins collected from afternoon hunting trips in north California’s mountains, the former Top Gun welcomed Branson for bringing glamour and money to the shabby desert outpost. ‘He’s a neat guy,’ Witt told everyone in the Voyager diner. Branson had reignited the executive’s ambition to transform Mojave into the Silicon Valley of the space business.


Witt’s military charm flattered the billionaire. Joining Rutan’s exploratory venture, he told Branson, could be compared to the pioneering voyages of Christopher Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan. ‘State-sponsored exploration is over,’ Witt told Branson. ‘It’s back to low-cost private enterprise.’ Witt’s enticing imagery predicted that millionaires would commute by helicopter from Beverly Hills to Mojave and, one hour after leaving their mansions, would be blasting off into space for a day trip to the Middle East or Australia. ‘You’re a pioneer,’ Witt had told his visitor. ‘Planes are the safest travel ever. Now make space the same.’


Witt may not have warned Branson sufficiently that Rutan’s plan to scale SpaceShipOne up to SpaceShipTwo was risky. ‘It’s like going in one step from a Kitty Hawk to a DC3,’ Witt would later say. At the time, no one told Branson that Rutan knew how to expand his spaceship but seemed to know little about the technology involved in developing a bigger reusable rocket motor. By his own admission, Branson struggled to understand a corporate balance sheet, so engineering technology was a challenge. Usually, he relied on others to worry about the detail. Delegation was his management style, but in reality his lack of expertise allowed no alternative. Outsiders had the impression that his unique ability was to perceive advantages invisible to others. In the past, that instinct had rewarded him with great wealth, but on this occasion he appears to have failed to understand the fundamental principle of designing a rocket: the motor must be perfected before building the spaceship. By nature, Branson prided himself on breaking conventions and doing the opposite. ‘The rich think they’ll be successful with everything they touch,’ Witt would tell friends. ‘Their planning is essential, but their plans are worthless. Pushing at the frontiers is their forte, but they’re working in a hostile atmosphere.’


Branson was uneducated about science. In search of a PR coup, he wanted to believe Rutan’s assurances that expanding SpaceShipOne would be achievable. Since Scaled was an accomplished aircraft company, he assumed that building a bigger rocket motor would be no different than swapping the engine in a Boeing 747. Branson did not appreciate the consequence of his innocence as he embarked on his final attempt to become a major player in America.
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Rebel Billionaire





Expanding Virgin’s operations into America had been Richard Branson’s plan ever since he had rescued his business from the financial difficulties that began in 1999, and which were compounded in the aftermath of the 2001 terrorist attacks on America. Starved of cash, he had survived by selling a house in London, a hotel in Majorca, shares in an Oxfordshire restaurant and nearly half of Virgin Atlantic. To break out of the straitjacket, he needed to expand. Australia was one target, but success on the other side of the Atlantic was his dream.


Naturally, he chose not to highlight those problems when he met a group of journalists for breakfast in Los Angeles in October 2002. To relaunch himself and Virgin, he wanted positive profiles describing his genius. Size mattered in America, and in anticipation of the meeting, his publicists had briefed each journalist that the ‘Virgin Group comprises 350 companies with an annual revenue of $8.1 billion’. What appeared to be a repeated exaggeration was never challenged. No journalist who was minded to doubt the publicists’ hyperbole would be allowed near their employer. ‘Richard Branson’, the publicists continued, ‘is head of the privately held Virgin Group, which oversees a vast empire which includes Virgin Mobile, Virgin Atlantic, Virgin Blue, Virgin Express, Virgin Megastores, V2, Virgin and Radio Free Virgin.’ Not mentioned was the fact that seven out of those eight companies were at the time losing money, and three were on the verge of closure. And beyond those eight, Virgin did not have complete ownership of any profitable major trading company.


Branson’s supreme confidence was built on his conviction that his ambitions would always become reality. During the breakfast, he regaled his guests with his plans to expand Virgin’s empire across America – on land, in the air and on the internet. In particular, he described his plan to launch Virgin America, a cut-price airline based in California. The journalists appeared to be impressed, but the publicity after the meeting barely justified the effort. In his attempt to attract attention among serious American players, he had made no further progress than his disclosure six months earlier to another group of journalists that he intended to raise £2 billion ($2.9 billion) by selling or floating Virgin Blue, Virgin Mobile, Virgin Entertainment, Virgin Atlantic, Thetrainline.com, Virgin Active, Virgin Rail and Virgin Money over the next eight years. The only objective conclusion was that Branson needed cash.


Two years later, in 2004, his finances had been restored by Virgin Mobile’s success, but progress in America had stalled. Buying into Virgin Galactic was one solution, although it did not satisfy his appetite for instant fame.


Ever since he prematurely left Stowe, a private boarding school, in 1967 aged seventeen to produce a magazine called Student from a London basement, Branson had sought recognition. Even as a wayward teenager, his gift was to attract talented people to join his easy ‘family’ lifestyle and develop ideas. ‘He plucks what he wants out of you,’ disclosed Eve Branson, his influential mother, about her protégé’s star quality. Unlike his friends raging against the Vietnam war, Branson was a putative trader in search of ideas that would earn him money. One friend suggested selling records, and another mentioned a recording studio. Although he knew nothing about music, Branson snapped up his pal John Varnom’s suggestion to call the new business Virgin Records. The first record which, fearing failure, he reluctantly supported was Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells. The album’s phenomenal success made Branson a millionaire at twenty-three. Skilfully, he had retained all the rights, leaving Oldfield with a comparative pittance. Flush with money deposited in the Channel Islands, he banked on outrage to expand his business aggressively. Notoriously, he promoted himself by gambling on the Sex Pistols, an anarchic punk band, and Boy George, before expanding into property and clubs. Along the way, many erstwhile friends became outraged at his reluctance to meet their expectations of a proper reward and his readiness to use the courts to enforce his wishes. ‘You don’t have to be a complete shit to be a success,’ he said. His growing number of enemies were not convinced. They noticed that by the late 1970s, the rebellious youth had been transformed into a rebel tycoon with a mercenary attitude towards keeping the ‘family’ fortune for himself and a hardening disposition towards his partners.


That trait burst into public after he accepted a proposition in 1984 from Randolph Fields, an American lawyer, to launch Virgin Atlantic, an airline catering to the hip and the hot. To succeed, Branson campaigned against BA, characterising the airline as an old-fashioned monopoly and caricaturing Lord King, the airline’s chairman, as a blimpish toff. King had lost the bitter battle, and Branson, already famous for daredevil stunts in speedboats, was hailed as a public hero. In 1992, he became one of Britain’s richest businessmen by selling Virgin Music to EMI for a record £560 million – a sale that was directed through the Channel Islands to avoid £84 million in taxes. To his associates’ fury, he shared the windfall with only two friends, creating yet more enemies among those who felt betrayed after working for nineteen years to build up the company. To placate them, Branson pleaded that he personally had received no money, but in his subsequent autobiography he wrote: ‘For the first time in my life I had enough money to fulfil my wildest dreams.’


With his financial credibility enhanced, Branson searched frenetically for new ventures, becoming an accomplished deal-maker and a global celebrity. In America, his entrepreneurship was hailed in Congress and the White House. He boosted his fame by taking more risks in round-the-world balloon trips. His celebrity flourished until 1998, when the public became outraged by the shocking service on Virgin Trains. His famous publicity machine failed to suffocate the criticism. The halo had slipped, and some City players spoke fearfully about associating with Branson. As his businesses languished, his reputation began to slide. He needed money to survive, but his opportunities in Britain appeared to be exhausted. America was his best chance. The possibility of featuring in an American reality-TV show to promote himself would, he hoped, be the beginning of a rebirth.


For years, Branson had snapped up offers to make cameo appearances in TV series such as Friends and Baywatch. In 2004, he planned fleeting appearances in Hollywood films including Superman and Casino Royale. The publicity excited curiosity but not the same wild excitement as Donald Trump, the then fifty-eight-year-old New York property developer, was generating on television.


Prior to 2004, Trump had played himself in eighteen different movies and sitcoms. He had featured on endless magazine front covers, authored five best-selling books – including, most recently, Trump: How to Get Rich – and anointed several skyscrapers ‘Trump Towers’. In 2004, his fame was confirmed by The Apprentice, America’s third most popular TV show, which revolved around the tycoon’s hunt for a nascent successor. Huge audiences awaited Trump’s trademark finale, as he mercilessly pointed his finger at that week’s loser and declared, ‘You’re fired!’ The drama transformed the programme into a cultural touchstone and confirmed Trump as an icon, with 500,000 people applying to star in his second series in 2005.


Every reality-TV hit breeds attempts to reproduce its success. During Branson’s career, his fortune had been earned and lost by copying incumbents. In seeking publicity, he did the same. The potential show was pitched by Branson to Mike Darnell, Fox TV’s zany head of alternative entertainment. Branson’s idea was a contest between aspiring tycoons vying for his job as president of the Virgin global empire. Fox, the producers of American Idol, the season’s runaway success featuring Simon Cowell, believed that Trump, whose show was on a rival station, could be toppled by another vain Englishman.


Darnell and Branson had much in common. Although the four-foot-eight-inch TV producer was normally dressed as a cowboy, in torn jeans and snakeskin high-heeled boots, he was, as the New York Times told its readers, ‘always racing to one-up his rivals with over-the-top imitations and bizarre send-ups’. Darnell, a former child actor, boasted about how he hunted for ‘visceral emotions’ by producing reality shows about aliens, a beauty show in a women’s jail and a quiz featuring adopted children picking out their biological fathers from a line-up. Fortunately for him, the failures had been outweighed by the hits. Embarrassed about his initial rejection of Simon Cowell’s offer to broadcast American Idol, which turned out to be such a sensation, Darnell became enamoured of Branson. Finding that ‘one extraordinary individual who has the right stuff to follow in his footsteps’, said Darnell, would grip America. The winner would receive a $1 million prize and the position of president of the Virgin empire.


Darnell handed the production to Jonathan Murray, based in Los Angeles. From the outset, Murray had no doubt that the purpose was to ‘familiarise Americans with the Virgin brand’. At his first meeting with Branson in London, Murray understood that he was to use shots of Virgin Atlantic planes whenever possible, in a programme showing ‘how Branson leads and what his process is’. In Darnell’s description, Branson was taking ‘a select group of America’s best and brightest around the world to relive his experiences and dilemmas’. Darnell spoke of contestants being pitted against each other in a series of death-defying stunts filmed in exotic locations in ten countries on five continents. ‘Each week,’ he chortled, ‘one will be left behind.’ Originally called Branson’s Big Adventure, Darnell renamed it The Rebel Billionaire, with the subtitle Branson’s Quest for the Best.


Twenty-five thousand applied to appear in Branson’s show, just 5 per cent of Trump’s wannabe list. The competitors would be flown around the world on Virgin planes, alongside a crew of 135 technicians, with the climax of each programme featuring video shots of the loser at the side of the runway as the plane took off with Branson inside. Unlike Trump’s competition, Branson’s contestants were not tasked with proving any business acumen. Instead, their skills were judged by having them walk a tightrope between two hot-air balloons apparently one mile in the air, dance naked in front of a crowd or go over an African waterfall in a barrel. On paper, the competition appeared visually exciting, but its success depended on the chemistry injected by Branson’s personality. During the death-defying antics, Branson was filmed sipping tea from a silver service. ‘To be honest,’ he would typically say, ‘I’m worried that Sarah may not make it.’ Branson’s expression was as flat as his words. Unlike Trump, he lacked the aggressive flamboyance to outrage the audience.


Darnell doubted that the winner would be appointed Virgin’s president for more than a brief moment. His prime interest was to crush The Apprentice. Branson’s principal aim was to exploit the unlimited opportunities to promote himself. ‘If Rebel Billionaire is a success,’ he told the New York Times, ‘Virgin will be almost as well known in America as it is in England.’ His message to the Los Angeles Times was similar: ‘In one fell swoop we should get Virgin completely well-known in the States.’


‘The show’, praised one newspaper, ‘reflects the Virgin way of doing things.’


Branson’s intentions passed unnoticed among the American public. Few realised that his ambition went beyond self-promotion: his competitive urge was equally important. While playing the underdog to win sympathy, Branson often genuinely disliked those he challenged.


Donald Trump was described by many as an egotist decorated with a pompadour hairstyle. But despite the occasional financial crisis, his business triumphs were genuine. Branson’s image as a hippy thrill-seeker contravening conventions to help mankind disguised the same lust for profits that galvanised Trump. Although there was room for both men in the world, Branson was intolerant of co-existing with opponents. During an interview with the New York Times, he derided Trump: ‘His show is based in an office. I never spend any time in an office. And none of my businesses have ever gone bankrupt.’ That last assertion was open to question. His shops, clothing and cosmetics businesses had all withered amid debt. And his next assertion was plainly wrong: ‘We are building five spacecraft right now in the Mojave desert. They will take people into space starting in 2006. Already some 6,000 people’, he added, ‘have indicated they want to fly.’ Branson’s exaggerations were rewarded. The previews for Rebel Billionaire enthusiastically favoured him. ‘Trump may already know that nothing succeeds like success but here comes Sir Richard to remind him that what goes up must come down,’ chirruped a Chicago newspaper. The honeymoon ended after the first show was broadcast. Instead of excitement, there was a yawn.


In the nature of show business, the blowback was vicious. Rebel Billionaire, wrote a Washington Post reviewer, joins the genre of reality shows ‘that are sillier, stupider and more ridiculous all the time’. He continued, ‘This show doesn’t just feature hot-air balloons. It is a hot-air balloon. It could drift out to sea and never be missed.’ Another, parodying Branson’s description of ‘a search for excellence’, wrote, ‘Bored rich guy dangling money for the common rabble, then sitting back to watch the rats grovel, cringe, connive and betray for a bite of the cheese.’ The universally scathing reviews were matched by low audiences. Only 4.85 million Americans watched the first programme. ‘Fox executives’, reported the Los Angeles Times, ‘who heavily promoted Rebel Billionaire were stunned when the two-hour premiere bombed last week.’ Others reported that Branson’s show ‘flopped’, and while ‘contestants leap over a 350-foot gorge, Richard Branson continues to seem creepy’. Another wrote that the programme had ‘Nothing to do with business acumen … [it] just shows the impulse to lick the boots that kick you is not limited to dogs.’ Two weeks later, the reaction was worse. ‘The show is going over with viewers like a lead balloon,’ reported Reuters. ‘It started with dismal ratings three weeks ago and declined nearly 20 per cent in average audience.’ While Branson’s audience fell below four million, Trump was attracting sixteen million viewers.


‘Richard was very disappointed that the show didn’t get a bigger number,’ admitted Jonathan Murray, recalling that Branson repeatedly telephoned to seek commiseration about the bad ratings. ‘It was hard for him for the show not to be a success.’ Mike Darnell denied responsibility for the series.


Trump chortled at the challenger’s humiliation. ‘I love to beat my opponents,’ he told reporters after the first programme. ‘I think his show is nothing to do with business. I mean, I’m not going to hire a guy based on the fact he’s going to climb on top of a hot-air balloon. Branson even failed at the balloon business. The guy has spent his whole life trying to circle the world in a balloon and then some guy comes out of nowhere and beats him to it.’ Trump could not resist telling the New York Daily News, ‘I thought the show was terrible. And I thought he was terribly miscast. He’s a lot of hot air, like his balloons.’ He even wrote to Branson, saying, ‘You have no television persona,’ and then told newspapers the same: ‘I don’t know the guy but I think he’s got zero personality and zero television persona.’ Finally, his researchers rumbled the truth about Branson’s commercial career. In a letter to the New York Times, Trump commented on their original effusive description of Branson, which had been based on information distributed by Virgin’s publicists. ‘Your article about Richard Branson failed to mention any of his numerous failures, including cola and cell phones. Also I find it hard to believe that anybody in the airline business is in fact a billionaire.’


Trump had no doubt discovered that virtually all of Branson’s flotations of his companies had flopped, at the investors’ expense. Shares in Victory Corp., a clothing and cosmetic retailer, were down 95 per cent; shares in Virgin Express, a cut-price airline based in Brussels, had fallen 93 per cent; Australian airline Virgin Blue’s shares were down 10 per cent; while the shareholders in Virgin Music, his original success, had not earned any profits, but would discover that Branson had secretly profited by reselling the shares he had bought back from them. His suspicious transaction was referred to the Department of Trade and Industry for investigation but was ruled to have happened too long ago to merit any action. Companies that had invested in Virgin’s assets had also lost money. Singapore Airlines, which bought 49 per cent of Virgin Atlantic for £630 million in 1999, had written off its entire investment; EMI, which eventually bought Virgin Music, had lost 30 per cent of its value; and the value of Stagecoach’s 49 per cent stake in Virgin Trains was down 60 per cent.


The Rebel Billionaire was won by Shawn Nelson. The wild-haired twenty-six-year-old founder of the LoveSac Corporation, a manufacturer of bean bags which he claimed operated through a network of seventy-eight shops with 400 employees, was, like all the contestants, a genial self-publicist. Branson handed Nelson, whom he had blessed as a ‘Mini-Me’, Fox’s cheque for $1 million and offered him a three-month stint as president of Virgin Worldwide. Shortly after, Nelson’s business stumbled and he was accused by critics of indulging in a ‘complicated shell-game’ to strip the company of its assets. He denied the complaints, and although his three-month spell as president of a Virgin company was not a meaningful experience, Virgin said that he had enjoyed the competition despite the setbacks. All the contestants, however, were constrained from speaking to the media by stiff non-disclosure agreements.


Humiliation in the TV ratings did not disturb Branson’s public image. Entrepreneurs, he stoically repeated, prospered by learning from failure. Nevertheless, unlike Trump’s show, Branson’s was not recommissioned. The finale was played out in September 2005. Coincidentally, Branson appeared at a fashion show in New York’s Bryant Park to hear Trump loudly condemn Branson’s show as ‘bombing’. In retaliation, Branson predicted to their audience that SpaceShipTwo would be taking off with passengers in just two years’ time. ‘My aeronautical engineers’, chirruped Branson in front of Trump, ‘are designing a Virgin hotel to be built on the moon, or perhaps orbit around it, with glass-encased sleeping areas. You could be making love in these see-through domes and looking at Earth.’


Branson’s fantasy was enhanced by finding an ally – Governor Bill Richardson of New Mexico. The politician had long lamented New Mexico’s failure to attract any futuristic industries since the atomic bomb had been developed in the state during the 1940s. Searching for ideas to reverse the decline in the state’s population and generate hope among the young, befitting his campaign slogan ‘Run with Richard’, he pondered a suggestion by Rick Homans, his secretary for economic development.


Homans had become a Branson zealot. After reading about the rocket’s success in the Mojave and watching Branson’s video promotion of Virgin Galactic, Homans had found a hero. ‘New Mexico’, he had told Richardson in 2004, ‘should aim for the gold standard of the commercial space industry – and that’s Richard Branson.’ Listing the names of other states that had been enriched by the space and aviation industries, Homans described Branson’s space venture as New Mexico’s ‘biggest economic opportunity for decades. We can’t afford to pass it up.’ If Virgin Galactic moved to New Mexico, Homans told Richardson, he would create over 3,000 new jobs and, according to one study, earn the state about $750 million by 2020. Richardson soon shared Homans’s idolatry of Branson. The visionary, they agreed, should be lured to their desolate state.


Like dozens of ideas that arrived at Virgin’s headquarters in Hammersmith, west London, the message from Rick Homans was discarded with little thought. Ignoring the rebuff, Homans flew to London to meet Will Whitehorn. Instead, he was greeted by Alex Tai, a Virgin Atlantic pilot who ranked among the headquarters’ gofers. ‘Will’s not available,’ Tai told Homans. ‘They’re not taking me seriously,’ Homans realised. Ninety minutes later, Tai understood what Homans was offering: nothing less than an airport dedicated to Virgin Galactic. The mood changed. ‘Hang on a moment,’ said Tai. Ten minutes later, he reappeared with Whitehorn.


Whitehorn knew that SpaceShipTwo could easily take off from Mojave, but the desert runway lacked glamour. Branson wanted a prestigious structure to entice more punters to buy a $200,000 ticket. At the end of two hours’ conversation, Whitehorn declared, ‘New Mexico is where Virgin was always destined to be.’ Homans returned to Santa Fe with a two-page memorandum of understanding outlining New Mexico’s agreement to build an airport for Virgin’s exclusive use.


Naturally, Branson sought a better offer. Early in 2005, along with Burt Rutan and Stu Witt, he visited Arnold Schwarzenegger in his office in Sacramento. The three asked California’s governor to finance the construction of a special facility in Mojave. Branson’s request was not unusual. His philosophy was clear: others always paid. Stu Witt was shocked by the negative reception: ‘We were met with, “Hey, what brings you guys here?” It was cold. Incentives, we were told, are a race to the bottom. Branson wanted to bring $300 million to the state, and he was greeted with such arrogance.’ Rutan agreed: ‘California lost an incredible opportunity. The governor didn’t understand it. And they let that opportunity get away with a smile on their faces.’


Soon after, Whitehorn called Homans. ‘Richard’s on. He wants to seal the deal with Governor Richardson.’ Branson was a master of identifying men with either hope or money. Governor Richardson had both. ‘Yeah!’ exclaimed the governor in November, blessing Branson’s generosity for planting the Virgin flag in the desert, forty-five miles north-east of Las Cruces, the nearest town. ‘Richard is tying his brand to New Mexico’s promises,’ cheered Homans, echoing Virgin-speak.


Two weeks later, in December 2005, Homans flew to London to unveil their agreement – by then over 400 pages long – in front of an audience at London’s Science Museum. The New Mexican government, Homans revealed, would sign a twenty-year lease with Virgin Galactic to use the airport. Three thousand eight hundred people from 126 countries, he repeated from Virgin’s script, had paid a deposit for a seat on the spaceship. One hundred, he continued, with Whitehorn’s nodding agreement, had paid the full $200,000 for flights beginning in 2008 or early 2009. No one seemed to notice that the take-off date had slipped, or at least no one appeared to care. And no one questioned the exaggerated statistics about the rocket’s abilities and timetable. The unpublished detail of the contract reflected Branson’s tough negotiation and his optimism. Once the runway and the terminals were completed, Virgin would pay only $1.63 million in rent annually, plus a sliding scale of fees for each take-off.


Virgin Galactic had committed itself to launching a minimum of 104 flights in 2010 – two a week – carrying a minimum of 592 passengers annually. By 2015, Virgin assumed there would be at least 720 flights per year – two every day – carrying 4,104 passengers. The company would employ at least 174 local staff. Other clauses minimised Virgin’s liability if the rocket did not use the new airport.


Homans flew from London to Los Angeles to meet Branson. The tycoon arrived from Australia and then crossed the city to an airport used by executive planes. Homans was waiting there with the governor’s jet and the actress Victoria Principal, Branson’s mascot for Virgin Galactic. Branson himself was in ‘ensnaring mode’. He intended to effusively lard his commitment to Richardson with praise, making it nearly impossible for the politician to abandon the $200 million project. Not that Richardson had any doubts. On the flight south, Homans wrote Branson’s speech, filling it with flattery for Richardson.


‘Where is this place we’re heading to?’ asked Branson.


‘Nearest small settlement is Truth or Consequences,’ replied Homans, referring to a godforsaken strip named after a 1950s TV game show.


After they had transferred to a helicopter in Santa Fe, Homans told Branson through the headphones they were all wearing, ‘We need a name for the airport.’ Branson gazed wearily out of the window as Homans thought, ‘This is the world’s best marketing and branding man. He’ll have the best idea.’


‘Spaceport America,’ said Branson.


‘Great,’ gushed Homans.


At that moment, Branson leant against the helicopter’s door to catch some sleep. The door flew open. Amid shrieks and shock, and with Branson held by the straps in his seat, the door was hauled back into place.


The sight after landing in the desert satisfied Branson’s expectations. On a dry plateau 4,300 feet above sea level, not far from where the first atomic bomb had been tested, the governor was waiting to be wooed. Behind him were thirty-five journalists who had been bussed to an obscure exit on the Upham highway. Branson’s appearance in the wilderness was embellished by his opening comment: ‘We’re going where no one has gone before. There’s no model to follow, nothing to copy.’ Richardson looked grateful to be hooked. He would immediately ask the state legislature, he said, for $100 million. The spaceport with launch pads and a giant runway would cover 1,800 acres. ‘We’re expecting 50,000 customers in the first ten years,’ chipped in Branson. Each passenger, he said, would experience a unique view of Earth during six minutes of weightlessness (the media’s reports of the duration always changed). Upping the ante, the governor outlined his bolder ambition: ‘We’ll have a cargo service from New Mexico to Paris taking a couple of hours and there’ll be flights to and from orbital hotels where space fliers could take vacations of cosmic dimensions.’ No one questioned which industries would ship their cargo to New Mexico or which rocket Richardson was speaking about. SpaceShipTwo was not designed to fly through space, and Branson could not afford the billions of dollars it would require to develop such a craft. Those details were irrelevant. All that mattered was Richardson’s timetable dovetailing with Branson’s certainty. After the first flights started in 2007, said Branson, ‘Virgin expects to launch three flights a day from the spaceport by 2010. Each flight will carry six passengers.’ The spaceport terminal, he said, would be designed by Lord Rogers, the famous British architect. He was mistaken. Lord Foster, another well-known British designer, was appointed.


After the ceremony, there was a celebration at a steak house in Santa Fe. ‘Our first job’, Richardson told Branson, ‘is building the road across the desert. Ten miles long.’ Branson smiled. He enjoyed benefiting at other people’s expense. The governor agreed that Branson could fly back to Necker on the state’s jet. ‘I’ll pay for the fuel,’ offered Branson. He was accompanied by Homans, who, after spending the night in Branson’s house, flew back to New Mexico. Not many people, he reflected, enjoyed such intimate moments with the great man and played Scrabble with him and his wife Joan after dinner.


In Mojave, Stu Witt was irritated. He could not see why anyone would want to take off from New Mexico rather than taking a helicopter ride from Los Angeles to Mojave airport. But he consoled himself: ‘Branson hasn’t invested a dime in New Mexico, and people will want destinations. They’ll want to go somewhere, not return to the same point.’


Branson had a spaceport and ticket-holding passengers. He now needed more money to develop the spaceship. Boosted by Burt Rutan’s encouraging reports, he flew in March 2006 to Dubai, a haven of cash-rich sheikhs. Amid the publicity for the start of Virgin Atlantic’s daily flights to the Gulf state, he hoped to persuade the Maktoums, the ruling family, to invest in Virgin Galactic. ‘A number of companies around the world are offering space travel,’ he said, ‘but they haven’t tested and built any spaceships. They certainly haven’t had any test flights into space. Virgin is the only company in the world that has achieved that.’ To embellish Virgin’s victory in space, Branson described his discussions with Robert Bigelow, an American aerospace entrepreneur, about developing inflatable pods so Virgin’s space tourists could stay in ‘a space hotel by the end of the decade’. During the visit to Dubai, he said that Virgin had registered ‘seventy-five fully paid bookings’. The sceptics were dismissed. ‘Personally,’ said Branson, ‘I think there’s a demand for space hotels.’


One year later, in March 2007, the tempo increased. Selling tickets and rooms in space hotels needed agents, so forty-seven ‘space agents’ associated with the Virtuoso travel network were invited by Virgin to a two-day training course at the Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral. The session started with a slick film. ‘It blew me away,’ Mike Melvill, the pilot, told the viewers as he stepped out of SpaceShipOne. ‘It really did. You really do feel you can reach out and touch the face of God.’ Melvill was followed by George Whitesides, the executive director of the National Space Society. ‘Stephen Hawking plans to hop a flight on Virgin Galactic,’ he said. ‘Virgin Galactic is the private company with the only reusable manned spacecraft that has successfully flown to space and back.’ Virgin Galactic, the travel agents were told, would be taking off on schedule from the spaceport. The agents departed as enthusiasts. They were convinced there were many Americans eager to spend their pocket money on a unique thrill.


In New Mexico, not everyone was convinced by Governor Richardson’s ‘pay to play’ spaceport or Branson’s promises. ‘This is your classic Old West story of your snake-oil salesman’, scoffed John Grubesic, a member of the New Mexico senate, ‘who comes to the dying town promising to revitalise it. Unfortunately people have bought it, hook, line and sinker.’ But no one had any reason to assume that Branson did not sincerely believe that Scaled could deliver the rocket as promised.


Soon after, Grubesic resigned from politics in disgust. His isolated protest was ignored. Branson’s trumpeting of Virgin Galactic had forced America’s power brokers finally to recognise the tycoon’s importance.
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Al Gore, the former American vice-president, flew to London in his private jet in April 2006 to meet Richard Branson at his home in Holland Park, west London.


Long before he entered politics, Gore had campaigned about climate change. An Inconvenient Truths his documentary film warning about the imminent catastrophe of global warming, was due to be released the following month. To mount a popular crusade, Gore needed support from influential businessmen, and was persuaded by environmentalists that Branson embodied the ‘can-do’ dream. His newfound celebrity in America had magnified his global fame.


Until then, Branson had played at the periphery of the green movement. Invited in 2004 to sponsor the launch of the Climate Group at a celebration at the Banqueting House, in London’s Whitehall, attended by Tony Blair, bankers and industrialists, Branson had declined to donate any money and paid only lip service to those classified as ‘mission driven’. In the following two years, the Climate Group had attracted support from HSBC, Starbucks, Google and other global brands. Virgin could no longer afford to ignore the environment.


‘This is a wake-up call,’ Gore told Branson during the three hours he spent with him at his Holland Park home, which adjoined another house that served as his office. ‘I’ve got a plan for you. You’re a well-known business leader and you could make more of a difference than almost any other business leader if you do something dramatic and try and get people to pay attention.’ An aviation company, said Gore, needed to be seen as caring for the environment.


Branson was conscious of his personal vulnerability. In 2002, Virgin Atlantic had rejected the option of two-engined jets, leasing instead four-engined Airbuses, with Branson promoting Virgin’s ‘safe’ planes for transatlantic flights through advertisements on his aircrafts’ fuselages stating, ‘4 Engines 4 Long Haul’. Four years later, Branson recognised his mistake. Four-engined planes polluted more and were not safer. His awakening coincided with the environmental movement focusing on aviation’s greater responsibility for pollution compared to power stations and ground transport. Within thirty years, the campaigners argued, 50 per cent more aircraft would be in the air, yet aviation’s carbon emissions were being reduced by only 1 per cent a year. Many supported taxation and strict carbon allowances on air travel. Banning aircraft was not an option for those environmentalists wary of alienating the public who were keen to holiday in foreign countries. Until Gore arrived, Branson had not addressed the conundrum of profiting from a business that polluted the environment. The question, suggested Gore, was how Branson could pose as the ‘responsible face of aviation on emissions’. Environmentalists, he said, could embrace aircraft and simultaneously campaign for them to reduce their emissions. In a nutshell, continued Gore, Branson’s airline should abandon its boast that ‘Virgin produces less ice cubes’ and show instead how its core decisions were driven by ‘green’ credentials. The latest fashion of corporate self-cleansing had been labelled as ‘greenwashing’.


Branson found Gore irresistible. Attractive, popular, rich and famous, the politician embodied the qualities Branson admired. He was also offering a solution to a problem. By joining Gore’s campaign, Branson would be introduced into the elite of America’s Democrats, chief among them Bill Clinton. Over the previous year, the former president had positioned himself as an environmental evangelist. Branson spotted an unusual opportunity: by embracing the cause, he could glow and at the same time earn serious money. He was following a recently established path.


As a normal consequence of the personal relationships between those with political power, in 2004 the Climate Group’s leaders had been introduced by Tony Blair to Clinton and his staff at the Clinton Institute. With Gore’s help, the group had supplied Clinton, a voracious reader, with documentary evidence for the possible ways of avoiding the ‘inevitable’ environmental catastrophe. Once immersed, Clinton developed a passion for ‘green’, combined with a desire to curtail America’s dependence on foreign oil supplies. Global warming, he believed, could be stopped without threatening the American way of life.


In My Life, the book he published in 2005, Clinton highlighted the importance of billionaires embracing philanthropy. One of the more virtuous ways in which the rich could improve the world, he wrote, was to combat global warming and the constant rise in oil prices by investing in renewable energy. The ideal investment was ethanol manufactured from corn, which, when mixed with petrol, could power cars. The biofuel, wrote Clinton, was a win-win: a tick for American farmers profiting by selling corn to American biofuel manufacturers, and a tick for reducing carbon emissions. Above all, political resistance would be minimal because Americans could still drive their big cars.


Clinton’s advocacy of ethanol was not entirely philanthropic. ‘Clean technology’ and ‘green’ politics provided a profitable answer to those preaching about ‘peak oil’. In their scenario, the world’s oil supplies were in permanent decline, leading to a future shortage and an irreversible rise in prices. Clinton’s contribution to the debate was called ‘big-footing’. His commitment tilted more to mythology than reality – but he intended to profit from the vogue.


Since 2002, Clinton had been a paid adviser to Ron Burkle, a Californian who had earned at least $3 billion from supermarkets and was now seeking other investments and political leverage. At Clinton’s behest, Burkle’s company, Yucaipa, had invested in a manufacturer of ethanol from sugar cane. The company’s owner was Vinod Khosla, who co-founded Sun Microsystems in Silicon Valley before selling it for over $1 billion. He was also an early investor in Amazon and Google. Like many other dotcom billionaires, Khosla foresaw renewable fuels as the next multi-billion fortune-maker. ‘We need to declare war on oil,’ he said, advocating renewables as the ‘mainstream solution’ to replace 80 per cent of oil-based energy. If the world failed to heed his prediction, he warned, ‘the planet is history the way we know it today’. Powered by his convincing salesmanship, Khosla had become a friend, political ally and commercial partner of Burkle, Gore and Clinton. Together, the ‘ethanolites’ were promoting the ‘drop-in solution’ to potential investors: ethanol was easy to produce, easy to mix with petrol and, with generous government subsidies, delivered guaranteed profits.


Branson was introduced to Khosla by the organisers of the Climate Group. Branson’s endorsement of ethanol, the campaigners calculated, would electrify their cause. ‘We need to dispel the notion that we must make a choice between saving the planet and saving money,’ Khosla told him. ‘We must find solutions which are good for the environment and also profitable.’ For Branson, focused on money since his late teens – as he admitted, his agenda ‘was always 99.5 per cent business’ – ‘green’ was an ideal vehicle for new profits. His introduction to Khosla would work out better than the Climate Group had expected.


The celebrities’ endorsement of ethanol aroused Branson’s curiosity. His interest was further bumped up by Governor Schwarzenegger’s decree that 20 per cent of all ethanol consumed in California should, by 2010, be produced in the state itself. Khosla was happy to oblige. Cilion, his new corporation, planned to build nine factories to produce ethanol from corn. The first three would be built in California. ‘I am confident’, said Khosla, ‘that Cilion will be able to produce all of the ethanol that the Governor has ordered for 2010.’ Aggrieved at having missed out on the internet billions, Branson was impressed by Khosla’s record. His success echoed that of Bill Gates, who had already invested $78 million in an ethanol company, albeit by buying preference shares, which minimised his risk. Persuaded by Khosla and by the same bankers who had profited from the dotcom era that ethanol was a safe bet, Branson’s reservations about risking his own money gradually receded. Mixing in the firmament of political superstars and billionaires such as Clinton, Schwarzenegger, Gore, Burkle and Khosla was hooking him. He trusted that Khosla’s record as a venture capitalist would help earn huge profits for Virgin from green technology, and relied on Clinton as the promoter.


He was invited to join the Green Rush, financed by businesses known as ‘watermelons’ – green on the outside and red capitalist within. He could not join on the favourable terms he normally extracted – offering the Virgin brand instead of hard cash – but caught up in the philosophy of Khosla and others, he finally decided not to be left behind. Then, his publicists revealed that Branson and media mogul Ted Turner had discussed ethanol over dinner. Turner had signalled his interest in the environment by contributing $1 billion to the United Nations Foundation and creating the Energy Future Coalition. Once the tabloid newspapers heard that Branson and Turner had discussed rescuing the planet, biofuels were blessed by the media as potential saviours and Branson was hailed as a hero for being appointed by Turner to the Energy Future Coalition’s steering committee, of which Khosla was also a member. One of the committee’s priorities was to lobby the US government to grant bigger subsidies for developing renewable and alternative fuels from crops. The ‘ethanolites’ wanted their profits to be guaranteed.


In early 2006, Branson announced that Virgin Fuels would invest $60 million in Cilion. For him, that was an unusually large commitment in a project over which he lacked even limited influence. He was gripped, and in April increased Virgin’s commitment to invest in the ‘world’s biggest’ factories, which would produce 100 million gallons of bioethanol a year, to $230 million. The company by then held a majority stake in factories in Indiana and Tennessee.


The following month, his enthusiasm appeared to be justified. Senator Hillary Clinton introduced a bill in Congress to create a $50 billion ‘strategic energy fund’ to expand the use of ethanol. Her support was a surprise. Previously, she had opposed subsidies for ethanol but, without explanation, she switched, and Khosla received approval for the Mascoma Corporation in Rochester, New York, to convert forest products into cellulosic ethanol. The Greater Rochester Enterprise group published their thanks to Mrs Clinton for her efforts in also obtaining permits for Cilion’s two ethanol plants. Those had been negotiated by Yucaipa, who in turn were advised by Bill Clinton. The project, Jerry Wilhelm of the Greater Rochester Enterprise group volunteered in a seventeen-page report, ‘would not have happened without the senator’. One month later, Khosla repeated his commitment to build nine bioethanol corn refineries in America, using government subsidies for the $160 million programme. The first three factories in California, he confirmed, would be operational by 2008. Branson appeared to have bet on a winner.
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