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DISCLAIMER



 

I have tried to recreate events, locales, and conversations from my memories of them. In order to maintain their anonymity in some instances I have changed the names of individuals and places, I may have changed some identifying characteristics and details such as physical properties, occupations, and places of residence.


Foreword

When I was growing up in Melbourne, Mr. Campbell would mow our lawns. I only really saw him during the school holidays, but how exciting it was to hear the faint rumble of his lawn mower in the front garden. That meant he would soon appear outside the sunroom windows, marching back and forth behind the silver birch tree. He was solidly built and deeply tanned, with powerful forearms that sported massive tufts of curly grey hair. I remember that he used to empty the grass clippings into big hessian sacks and how games of backyard cricket were all the more fun on a recently manicured surface.


Chapter 1

Sowing the Seed

Autumn 2003

 

It was conceived as a grand adventure. Live in the UK for a few years and concentrate on what I had enjoyed doing most in my twenty-year advertising career. I would work as a copywriter with an ad agency in London, while my wife furthered her legal career. Weekends would be spent editing my novel, travelling abroad and writing postcards home to the envy of family and friends.

That was the plan.

The reality became working as an office temp, commuting from South London, where I shared a flat with Catherine and her partner Deborah. Catherine was from Sheffield. She was pleasant, friendly, and worked as a teaching consultant. Deborah was from Brazil. She spoke broken English and threw a decent left hook.

By that time, it was my now ex-wife who alerted me to the Jim’s Mowing franchise opportunity. She was working in the franchise department of a leading UK law firm and dealing with a group of consultants who were in the process of establishing a platform for Jim’s Group in the UK.

I had heard of the business but knew nothing about it, until I was introduced to a fellow called Brian Dixon. Brian was the head of Whitehill Franchising and he explained that Jim’s needed someone to launch its business concept in the UK.

I thought it sounded like an exciting opportunity and we arranged to meet the following week in the foyer of the Novatel in Piccadilly. He drove in from Oxford. I caught the bus in Streatham.

We sat down over tea and biscuits, all the while serenaded by a woman dressed in a ball gown and playing a harp. As you do when the conversation turns to lawn mowing.

Brian opened his laptop and proceeded to explain the structure of the Jim’s franchise model. A concept that started with lawn mowing and had since spawned nearly thirty different divisions. He focused very much on its middle tier investment opportunity. Or at least I did. I could become what he called a regional franchisor, a role that would allow me to secure exclusive rights to various Jim’s divisions of my choice, within a specific geographic area. Thereafter, I would be free to operate my own business, while selling individual franchises to other people throughout my region.

Mowing and to a lesser extent dog wash appealed, and it certainly made sense to operate my own franchise. Doing so would provide me with an income and help to generate a degree of awareness. It might also allow me to demonstrate just how easily it could all be done, as I figured if I could do it, anyone could.

I had absolutely no interest in gardening, had barely mowed a handful of lawns in my life and couldn’t tell a weed from a wisteria. But hey, how hard could it be?

The 159 bus hadn’t reached Brixton before my new business venture had been thoroughly mapped out.

There was no point staying in London. What I needed to do was live and work, in the upmarket commuter belt, where stockbrokers and CEOs had their cosy dwellings, in other words somewhere in Kent or Surrey.

The next day I hired a car in Croydon and drove more or less south out of London. An hour or so later, I stumbled on the medieval market town of Sevenoaks in Kent. It had a quaint, particularly English feel about it and was clearly an expensive place to live, given it had several high end boutiques, countless hair salons, and a Ferrari dealership.

The town had no shortage of real estate agents and over the next couple of weeks I caught the train from London Bridge a few times to do the rounds. I only wanted a flat, but would need a garage to stow all of my equipment.

The first agent I visited was Savills in the High Street, where ‘lettings are handled upstairs.’ I introduced myself to an impeccably dressed fellow - a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties. I explained what I was looking for, my time frame and other requirements.

‘How much are you looking to spend?’ he asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know, about five hundred a month.’

He looked at me as if I had just suggested he should marry his own sister.

‘No good?’ I asked meekly.

‘We don’t normally handle properties of that nature,’ he said.

Clearly not. Apparently, a decent flat in Sevenoaks would set me back at least seven to eight hundred pounds a month. Needless to say, I didn’t stay long.

It seemed those agents with a broad high street frontage concentrated more on the investment banker end of the market, with some even going so far as to adopt a ‘no lettings’ policy - a kind of real estate apartheid.

I did, however, manage to find a more suitable agent. ‘Cavendish,’ described itself as a ‘lettings specialist.’ They had an office in ‘The Shambles,’ a network of narrow lanes just off the High Street. My visit there was more productive, and I left with a copy of their listings for November.

I scanned the document on the train ride back to London, and once I got home, booked a round trip to Melbourne, to attend the regional franchisor training course that was being held at the Jim’s Group headquarters in Mooroolbark.


Chapter 2

Four Meat Pies and a Mars Bar

I was introduced to Jim, as the first UK pioneer, in Melbourne to attend the training course.

We shook hands and I told him that I was looking forward to moving out of London, working outside and writing a book.

‘You’ll be too busy,’ he said.

I had no idea what the man was worth, but he owned Jim’s Group, the world’s biggest home services franchise. All the same, he drove a 1981 Volvo, which had a coat hanger for an aerial, a chipped windscreen and at least one bald tyre. I was assured that on the rare occasions he travelled interstate, he flew economy and caught a bus that took him to a backpacker hostel.

Every preconception that I’d had of the man before meeting him was wrong. He was modest, unassuming, slightly built, and short.

Soon after, I was introduced to Greg O’Brien. He was in charge of the mowing division. A former franchisee himself, he was very enthusiastic and physically imposing. Tall, dark, and heavy, he sported a thick bushy moustache and looked like Groucho Marx on steroids.

I had of course seen countless Jim’s Mowing trailers on the streets of Melbourne. The business was clearly a great success, spreading throughout Australia and New Zealand, and it had all been started by one man with a lawn mower, a fistful of leaflets and an urgent need to pay the rent. Now Jim’s was coming to the UK and I could be the first person to get on board. The first person to invest in the world’s most successful home services franchise, and in the biggest market it had entered to date.

It was all very exciting, and I was looking forward to exploring the more entrepreneurial aspects of the opportunity. But before I could, I was rostered to spend two days working with Phillip Brooks, a Jim’s Mowing franchisee who operated in Melbourne’s southern suburbs.

I arrived at Phillip’s home the following day, just before eight o’clock, and we were soon on the road to our first job. In fact it was our only job, which may well sound like a pretty soft induction, save for the fact we would spend the entire day mowing lawns in and around a huge retirement village.

We drove through and around the village, dropping off cans of fuel and empty grass sacks, while Phillip’s three employees were already hard at it.

Once we had completed a lap of the village, Phillip pulled over and introduced me to the mighty Honda Buffalo, which was the Jim’s mower of choice. A brief safety induction followed, before Phillip stressed the importance of straight lines and neat edges. And then let me loose on an unsuspecting nature strip.

There may be no great science to mowing a lawn, but at that moment I was the very embodiment of focus and concentration. I dreaded making a mistake and feared running off the surface into the gutter, bashing the blades and planting what my colleagues called ‘donuts’ in the lawn. I managed to avert any such disaster, then switched the machine off, emptied the catcher, and restarted. I set the throttle to the appropriate speed and blades to a suitable height. I had passed the audition.

For the rest of the morning Phillip worked ahead of me, strimming edges, skirting around trees and garden beds, while I followed with the Honda. He was soon out of sight, as I carried on at a steady pace, catching an occasional glimpse of the others who were all working at a frightening speed.

No one had bothered to tell me we were taking part in some sort of speed mowing championship and I began to feel that I was letting the team down with my careful, inexperienced manoeuvring. I didn’t dare rush for fear of making a mistake. Besides, I was already exhausted. Lunchtime couldn’t come soon enough, and when the whistle finally blew, I limped to the nearest shop, where I demolished four meat pies and a Mars bar.

I wasn’t in any screaming hurry to get back and sat for a few minutes on a wooden bench by the side of the road. Already I could feel my muscles stiffening. I could have taken Phillip aside and said, ‘Thanks mate, but I reckon I’ve got the gist of it,’ but I don’t think that would have gone down too well at the office. Besides, who’s to say that some other bloke wouldn’t come over from the UK, and spend a day or two doing the same job?

Well, I wasn’t about to be shown up by some foreigner.

It was all the motivation I needed. I marched back, fired up the Honda, and set out to mow for my country!

I may have been forty, but I reckon at that stage of my life, I was about as fit as I had ever been. I had been going to the gym regularly and swimming as often as I could. I was even keeping an eye on my diet. Still, when I woke up the next morning I could barely move. It was all I could do to lift my head from the pillow. Clearly, all that time on a rowing machine at the gym in Streatham, with a crazed Albanian personal trainer yelling ‘Hudda, Hudda’ was scant preparation for hurling dozens of large sacks full of grass clippings into a trailer.

I didn’t get up, so much as slid off the bed and on to the floor and then shuffled into the shower. Coffee, breakfast and more coffee helped, but how I managed to arrive at Phillip’s place on time remains a mystery.

Phillip’s employees were going strong at the village while we tended to a few other jobs. Actually, he tended to most of the jobs himself, whereas I listened and observed. Thank God for that.

We even had time to stop for lunch. It was interesting and enjoyable to just sit and chat. Not simply because we weren’t working, but because I was able to gather a picture of the Jim’s organisation, and of the support it provided to franchisees, as well as the camaraderie that existed among them. I came to the conclusion that Jim’s Mowing was as much about lifestyle, as it was about income and if the work didn’t kill me, I was certainly going to save on a gym membership.


Chapter 3

Dog Wash

The second chapter of my induction involved spending a day with Gaynor Andrews, a Jim’s Dog Wash franchisee who lived in Eltham.

There are hundreds of Jim’s Mowing trailers on the streets of Melbourne, and as distinctive and eye catching as they were, they looked like a Reliant Robin alongside their dog wash cousins. The Jim’s Dog Wash trailer was purpose built in fibreglass. It had its own tank with a rapid water heating element, a hydro bath, blow dryer, interior lighting, a nonslip work bench and an optional sound system. With its smooth lines and bright red exterior, it looked like a scale model of the Space Shuttle. Well, it would have if the space shuttle was red anyway.

Our first client was a fat Labrador in Hawthorn. Gaynor collected the client on a lead, led him onto the trailer and into the bath, as I stood watching over the rear ‘stable’ door. She applied organic shampoo and conditioner, rinsing the client with warm water, before lifting him onto the bench where he was given a blow dry, had his nails clipped, and was even perfumed. It was simply decadent. He was then returned to his owner, no doubt feeling like a new dog, whereupon I dare say he ran outside, and rolled in a pile of compost.

Throughout the day, we clipped an Old English sheepdog and washed an array of breeds, including of all things a Siamese cat, which looked even more revolting and sinister when dripping wet.

The most interesting episode however, came in response to a job that was sent from the office. A client in Reservoir was the proud owner of two pit-bull cross dogs, both of which needed a wash and worm treatment. I courageously waited next to the trailer, as Gaynor spoke to the client and collected each dog at the door.

‘He keeps rubbin’ and scratchin’ his arse. It’s drivin’ him nuts’ the woman said.

Sure sounded like a candidate for a worm treatment to me.

Gaynor led a powerful, ugly and downright nasty looking dog on to the trailer. It looked like a pit-bull crossed with a pit-bull as far as I could see, and I was only too happy to give my friend all the space and time she needed.

The wash, dry, and treatment passed without incident and Satan was soon returned to his owner. Then Gaynor led Osama on to the trailer. I didn’t dare look inside, for fear that direct eye contact might instigate some sort of canine homicidal tendencies, but to be fair, both dogs behaved perfectly well throughout.

Of course I knew they would.


Chapter 4

Back to School

The following Monday was the first day of Jim’s School – regional franchisor training at the office.

The first person I saw that day was Greg O’Brien. He asked me what I had learned during my few days on the road.

‘Well I’m not as fit as I thought I was,’ I said. Greg smiled like he knew.

The highlight of the morning was without doubt Jim himself. The face that launched a thousand trailers, spoke quietly and modestly for the best part of an hour. He explained the ethos of the organisation and wrote it large on the white board. ‘FIND AND KEEP THE BEST PEOPLE.’ Rather prophetically, he had accidentally used a permanent marker, leaving a clear imprint of the words on the board all week, long after the scent of solvent had dispersed.

We broke for lunch, and I was able to chat for a while with the man himself. I told him about Sevenoaks and that initially I was just hoping to generate enough work to survive.

‘Don’t worry about getting the work,’ he said. ‘There’s plenty of work. You need to find really good people as franchisees.’

In retrospect, I wish I had had the presence of mind to have asked him ‘And just how do I do that?’ After all, he had more than a thousand franchisees himself, so he should have known, but alas, I was distracted by the arrival of the sandwiches.

Over the next few days we covered territory rights, business reviews, advertising, marketing, branding, research, and communication. Then we did a role-playing exercise. We were split up into groups of three, and I was teamed up with a roofer and one of the cleaners. Two of us sat back to back, simulating a telephone conversation, while the third would critique our performance. We were each given a script, outlining our own specific circumstances, and we were asked to play different roles. I was cast as a franchisor, calling the roofer on the phone. He was behind in paying his fees and hadn’t returned phone calls or attended meetings. In three minutes, I was supposed to address the situation as best I could, and then the cleaner would report to the class and give me a score out of ten.

I raised all of the relevant issues in the script but failed to get the roofer to agree to a payment plan or give a commitment to attend future meetings. The cleaner’s critique was reasonably kind, before the roofer chimed in, ‘Richard’s a really nice bloke,’ he told the class. ‘In fact he’s too nice.’ Greg wrote the words ‘too nice’ next to my name on the white board.

Oh the shame.


Chapter 5

On the Money

I was dressed appropriately for a sunny February afternoon in Melbourne - shorts and a polo shirt, yet quite absurdly for a cold, wet and miserable morning in London. But I would worry about that in the best part of a day’s time.

Naturally the flight from Melbourne to London was long, but it was rendered more so by the fact that the Lauda Air movie schedule was absolute rubbish. I was reduced to watching ‘The Fighting Temptations,’ if only to appreciate the fact Beyonce couldn’t act to save her life, but to my lasting disappointment, she was actually quite good.

Later, I entertained myself by collecting as many bread rolls as I could from the flight attendants and hiding them under my tray. I ate most of them between meals, but kept three of similar proportions to juggle outside the toilets.

We stopped in Kuala Lumpur and Vienna before landing at Heathrow, where someone cornered me in the baggage claim, asking where I had bought my boots. ‘Australia. Bit of a hike from here,’ I said ‘Cheaper though.’

I shuffled down to the station and caught the tube into town, emerging above ground at Green Park, where it was, as they say ‘chucking it down.’ Dragging a suitcase and wearing a pair of shorts was no way to tackle weather like this, but I needed to pick up a key to a friend’s house where I had arranged to stay, so I decided to hail a cab.

Once in Battersea I dried off and relaxed. I stayed a few days before moving to more permanent temporary digs in Farnborough, where my friend Lex was living alone in a two bedroom flat. She was moving to Turkey in a month and was grateful for a bit of extra rent.

It was a situation that suited me perfectly. I could come and go as I pleased and although we were a fair way from Sevenoaks, I was able to travel there by train and reacquaint myself with the lettings market.

I even secured a one-month trial membership at the gym, which I discovered had rowing machines with a programmable pace boat on the monitor. No need for a crazed Albanian here! After some instruction, I was able to set a time and mile rate, which allowed me to effectively race against an oval-shaped silhouette. I became engrossed in the ‘contest,’ providing my own radio style commentary, complete with special comments - sometimes I fear, out loud.

I caught a couple of trains to London and subsequently to Sevenoaks, secure in the knowledge that I would have to come up with the equivalent GDP of a small African nation, as a security deposit for the flat I would end up renting.

The fact that I insisted on a lockable garage limited my options, but I did find a two bedroom flat in a purpose built block on St. John’s Hill. It was unfurnished, but by local standards, reasonably priced at £800 per month. I dealt with an agent, told some outrageous lies as to my income, forged some employer references and insisted on curtains. The landlord asked for a twelve month lease, six weeks rent as a deposit, with a month in advance. In the end, we settled for £775, and a month’s deposit, which I should think covered the cost of the curtains.

I arranged to move in towards the end of March and spoke with my ‘Man with a Van,’ a Turkish tournament chess player called Mr. Ugur.

While I was away, I had managed to store all my belongings in a small museum in London, where I had occasionally worked during my temping career.

It was situated next to Lambeth Palace, which of course meant retrieving everything at night, after the museum had closed. We parked Mr. Ugur’s van in the forecourt of the Archbishop of Canterbury’s residence, thinking it would be downright unchristian to have it towed away, and set about lowering my queen size mattress and base from the roof of the library. It was a difficult enough exercise getting them up there in the first place, but the reverse was something else entirely. For a time, it seemed to be a question of whether we would crash through the ceiling and subsequently demolish the gift shop or vice versa. Thank goodness for Mr. Ugur. His use of straps, ropes, ladders and ramps rendered a minor miracle.

‘Mr. Richard. We are on the money!’

It was an expression I had used back in December and one he had since adopted as his own. We were ‘on the money’ when we had lowered everything down, and once again when it was loaded onto the van. We were also ‘on the money!’ as we drove out of London, reached the M25, found the turn off to Sevenoaks and finally arrived at the flat. I was beginning to wish he didn’t speak English.

We lugged everything up the stairs and sat for a moment by the window of an otherwise empty lounge room.

‘Mr. Richard, you want sofa bed?’

Well, yes, I thought, before Mr. Ugur told me about a very comfortable, almost brand-new sofa bed that I could have for free. All I had to do was help him move some furniture for his friend. I agreed and spent an entire day the following week loading furniture on and off his van, before I was rewarded with a tattered, stained, mustard- coloured monstrosity with one missing leg. No sooner was it sitting in the lounge, than I had arranged to take it to the tip.

Back at Lex’s place, I did the rounds of Farnborough’s supermarkets and ‘Pound Saver’ stores, managing to accumulate enough dishes, plates and cutlery, to ensure I wouldn’t have to wash up more than once a fortnight. It was far too much to carry on the train and Lex didn’t own a car, so I called a friend who did.

Ailsa was a colleague from my London temping career who lived in Surrey and drove an SUV. I rang and explained that I needed her help to move some of my things from Farnborough to Sevenoaks. From her place in Reigate, that wasn’t too much of a stretch. Not if you are travelling to and from Farnborough in Kent. Of course, I was residing in Farnborough, Hampshire. Confusing isn’t it?

We could have picked a better night. It was cold, drizzling and very foggy. It was all we could do to pick out the tail lights of the car in front, and the only signs that were clearly visible were the ones hanging over the motorway that read ‘Fog.’ They were about as useful as those that flash ‘Congestion’ when you are stuck in traffic.

Fortunately, the weather eventually cleared, and as we were approaching Sevenoaks, Ailsa asked me about my new neighbours.

I explained that I had only met a couple, having just moved in, but that so far they seemed quite nice.

Ailsa then drove her car into the parking lot at the rear of the building, and I was able to see through a window into one of the first-floor flats. There, presented for the entire world to see, was a free-standing laundry rack, complete with an array of socks and underwear that had no doubt been basking in sunlight earlier in the day.

‘Oh, but fair dinkum,’ I said. ‘Have a look at this bloke will you? I mean honestly mate, do you really think we want to sit around all day, looking at your bloody jocks and socks?!’

Before I could protest any further, I felt obliged to offer a retraction.

‘Oh, hang on a minute. That’s my place.’

Thankfully, no notes of complaint had been slipped under the door, and I made a mental note to consider the various angles and sight lines that made my flat’s interior visible to others, lest I display my laundry so brazenly again.
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