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Introduction


Iam a shoe obsessive. I look at people’s feet before their faces; I can usually tell which brand they are wearing. My phone is full of thousands of photos of shoes taken from shop windows over the years.


I own over 100 pairs of shoes. I love the product. It is architectural and complex. It takes more than 150 operations, some requiring great skill, to make a pair of shoes. Unlike other items of clothing, shoes are stressed, pounded, and subjected to daily wear and tear. The full weight of the human body is applied daily to the sole and, in particular, to the heel of the shoe. The pressure on the tip of a woman’s stiletto heel is reputedly equivalent to more than 15 times the pressure on an elephant’s foot. For this reason the selection of the components and production of the shoe must be totally accurate, or the shoe will fail in wear.


Handling a pair of leather shoes is an experience that can’t be replicated by seeing it online. The feel and smell of the leather, the detail of the stitching, the shape of the toe, the balance of the heel make it a special item of clothing. The styles range wildly, from flat ballerinas to over-the-knee boots, from functional sports footwear to highly embellished occasion wear sandals with 10cm heels. This variety makes the product both fascinating and challenging.


Shoes have a mythical quality. Cinderella’s glass slippers were a symbol of enchantment and beauty (as well as showing the importance of fit). Dorothy’s red shoes in the Wizard of Oz had magical qualities. They helped her to triumph over evil forces and liberate the oppressed people of Oz. I am not sure shoes can cause a revolution, but they can certainly transform your mood as well as make a statement about who you are. Whether it is winkle pickers of the 1960s, high platform sandals of the 1970s or red soled Christian Louboutin heels and Nike Air Jordans popular today, what you wear on your feet tells you a lot about your personality and sense of style.


The footwear industry is a big one: $400bn worth of shoes were sold in 2023; 24 billion pairs of shoes were produced. Over the years the price of shoes has relentlessly fallen as more and more cheap shoes are produced. Shoes have become a disposable item as the fast fashion trend has accelerated. Investing in a quality pair of leather shoes that lasts is one of the simplest and best solutions to meet this challenge and help solve the urgent problem of the 22 billion pairs of shoes that go into landfill each year. That’s a big environmental footprint.


Having worked in shoes for the past 50 years, I am an industry veteran, a shoe dog. It’s in my blood. I come from a long line of shoe manufacturers so devoting most of my working life to footwear is no surprise. For the past three decades I have grown Dune into a global footwear and accessories brand with a strong retail presence. In this book I look back on my journey in this period of immense change in all aspects of the footwear industry, which closely mirrors the changes that have taken place generally in the UK in manufacturing and retail. Manufacturing has largely left the UK and gone to China and low-cost countries in the East, while the emergence of the internet and changes in consumers’ spending habits have substantially changed how we shop.


 When I started in the industry in 1976 London had many factories making shoes. Factories could also be found in Leicester, Northampton, Somerset (the home of Clarks), Norwich, Rossendale Valley in Lancashire and a few in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. Now, only Northampton has survived as a major area, because of the quality and craftsmanship of its factories. Most of the cheaper footwear is now produced in China and the Far East, where 87 per cent of the world’s shoes are made, although India, eastern and southern Europe and Brazil are big producers. Italy still turns out the best quality shoes, having retained the artisanship and expertise to make beautiful shoes. It has the very best components suppliers and tanneries which, combined with generations of families who have been steeped in the art of crafting shoes, make the product so special and impossible to imitate.


Perhaps the biggest change in footwear over the past 20 years has been the growth of trainers or sneakers. Walk down any high street or shopping area and most people are wearing Adidas, Nike or another sports brand. Trainers started as performance footwear for running or sport but as health, fitness and in particular comfort have risen in importance, so have they. I sometimes wonder if, in 1976, I had gone into trainers rather than fashion shoes, life would have been very different. While Phil Knight, founder of Nike, was sourcing his trainers from Japan and South Korea in the early 1980s I was travelling to Taiwan to find fashion shoes. Mind you, Phil Knight was a talented American athlete from Oregon selling into the biggest consumer market in the world, and I was an Englishman from London with a family history of making women’s fashion shoes, operating in a market a tenth of the size.


The change in the way shoes are sold has been as dramatic as the way they are manufactured. Clothing and department stores, discounters and supermarkets have found they can sell shoes from modest space in their stores. Without the need for expensive dedicated shops they can sell shoes at lower prices than specialist footwear retailers. They are just a commodity like their other merchandise. This has led to the demise of the mid-to-lower market specialists, with only a handful still surviving.


The digital age has dramatically changed shopping habits, with online shopping now accounting for 30 per cent of retail sales. These days if you have stores and are not an omnichannel retailer with a seamless offer to customers that includes in-store and online you will struggle. It is no coincidence that in 1998, when the British Shoe Corporation (once the biggest footwear retailer in the world with 2,500 stores) collapsed, the online behemoth, Amazon, launched in the UK.


For decades, I have been battling to keep up with and to get ahead of these changes. With hindsight I was slow to react at times. I kept my factory in London for five years too long amid the imminent collapse of manufacturing in the UK. Labour rates in the Far East were much lower and the workers were skilled and hard-working. I continued importing and wholesaling to multiple retailers when markets opened up and they were going direct to suppliers. Then I saw the light and started my own brand in 1992: Dune. With stores around the world and wide distribution through our partners in over 30 countries, Dune has established itself as a leading affordable luxury footwear and accessories brand. There have been ups and downs, and moments of high drama, when I feared I was going to lose everything. Fortunately there have been a few more ups than downs.


My father’s repeated advice was: don’t go into footwear; it’s a tough industry. I didn’t follow his advice. I sometimes wish I had.












Chapter 1. Origins


Shoes are in my family. I am at least the fourth generation of the Rubin family in the footwear industry. My grandfather, Morris Rubin, was struggling to survive in Vilnius in Russia (now the capital of Lithuania) in the 1890s. Life in Russia at the end of the 19th century was very difficult, especially for Jews. The economy had collapsed and anti-Semitism was rife. Following the assassination of Alexander II of Russia in 1881 and the accession to the throne of his son Alexander III, who reversed most of the liberal policies of his father and was antagonistic towards the Jews, the Russians started the pogroms – a series of violent attacks on Jews. They were held responsible for the emperor’s death, the dire state of the economy and anything else that was going wrong. Their homes were looted, their villages pillaged, and their businesses destroyed. Many were killed. This resulted in the biggest wave of Jewish emigration from Russia and Eastern Europe to the West in history. In the UK alone over 200,000 Jewish immigrants arrived between 1870 and 1910


Morris’s elder brother, Monish, had emigrated to New York and Morris, who was in his late teens, decided to join him. Morris scraped together the 100 roubles (about six months’ wages) to pay the fixer who arranged the voyage to America. He first had to make the arduous two-day journey from Vilnius to Memel (now called Klaipeda), the main port on the Baltic Sea. When he got to Memel, he was quickly herded to a small airless cabin in the hold of the boat where all those who didn’t have a passport were placed. The unscrupulous smugglers had bribed the port and customs officials to allow those passengers without proper documents onto the boat. The voyage was horrendous. The cabin was overcrowded and filthy. Morris and his fellow passengers were not allowed out of the cabin. The food was practically inedible. They were like prisoners in a particularly unpleasant cell. The journey was made more perilous and difficult by the rough conditions in the North Sea. A few of the passengers, unused to being on a boat, suffered from sea sickness, adding to the terrible stench.


The boat finally docked at a port and the captain ushered Morris and others off the vessel. He was relieved to breathe fresh air. But Monish was nowhere to be seen. Like quite a few immigrants, Morris had been tricked. Instead of New York he had been offloaded in London. All he had in his pocket was one German mark. At the dockside, fraudsters, who spoke Yiddish, a mixture of German and Hebrew, the language of the immigrants, offered the confused arrivals accommodation at boarding houses. They were tricked into parting with most of their money and possessions. Morris, who spoke only Yiddish, remained at the dockside and slept rough for a few days.


Fortunately, he had the address of a distant friend of the family who owned a small shoe workshop in London. After a few sleepless nights, Morris, a cobbler, made his way to this friend’s workshop in Whitechapel to ask for a job. He was in luck. He got a job as a cleaner and general helper. After a year he progressed to making shoes. He stayed in the workshop for a few years, working hard and sleeping on his workbench at night. At the start of the 20th century there were a lot of Jewish immigrants in the East End of London living in harsh conditions.


 Many families lived in one room, in the slums around Whitechapel and Spitalfields, where they also did outwork, such as sewing clothing and shoe uppers, for the local sweatshops. Although the conditions were harsh, they were a lot better than the penury and persecution they had endured in Russia.


Eventually things improved for Morris. In 1895 he married a determined and forceful woman from Vilnius called Rachel who was six years older than him. Rachel was ambitious and persuaded Morris to leave the workshop and start his own business making slippers. By 1911, they had seven children: four girls and three boys. The two eldest daughters worked with Morris and Rachel making the slippers, in their small apartment in Spitalfields. My father, Louis, the youngest child, was born in 1909. Two of his sisters died in childhood, a common occurrence in the years before the First World War in 1914. He had two elder brothers, Nathan (Nat) who was ten years older and Soloman (Solly) who was six years older. He was closest to his elder sister, Minnie.


In 1925, Morris bought a property on Vyner Street, Bethnal Green, in the East End of London, where he started his first manufacturing business, M Rubin & Sons Limited, with his sons, Nat and Solly, making women’s shoes. He then moved to a larger factory on Mare Street, Hackney, where the business stayed until 1980.


Morris was an imposing looking man with broad shoulders and strong features.. He was quiet and reserved. Rachel was the dominant person in the Rubin household and Morris seemed to be happy to let her make the key decisions while he got on with working in the factory making shoes. My father, Louis, was musical and didn’t want to work in the factory. He played the violin in an orchestra that performed during silent movies. Until 1927, all movies were silent as there was no way to synchronise the sound with the action on the screen. Louis was more cultured and ambitious than his brothers. He continued playing the violin until Morris (or more likely Rachel) told him this was no life for a young Jewish man. He should join the family making shoes. Reluctantly, that’s what he did.


In the first half of the 20th century Britain had a substantial footwear industry (as late as 1956 it was the largest exporter of footwear in the world, exporting 12 million pairs of shoes). In the 1920s most major cities had shoe factories, as well as tanneries, component manufacturers and ancillary industries. In the retail trade there were a lot of small family-owned independents. Footwear styling was unexciting with women’s fashion dominated by bar shoes on blocky heels and Oxford and Derby brogues for men and women.


M Rubin & Sons went from strength to strength as the demand for fashion and fashion footwear grew, especially after the Second World War. By the 1950s, it was one of about 50 shoe factories, many of them started by Jewish immigrants. Families like the Solomons, the Rosenblatts, the Wachmans and the Meltzers were all based in north-east London, manufacturing women’s fashion shoes. The London manufacturers were renowned for making elegant and stylish footwear. Then, as now, footwear was a low-technology, high-labour business. Many operations were carried out by hand, starting with the clicking room where the leather upper was cut around the pattern with a special curved clicking knife. This was the most valuable operation in the factory as leather was the most expensive component of the shoe. For this reason, the clickers were the highest paid operatives. Their skill was in maximising the leather usage by placing the patterns in the optimal position so there was minimal waste. They also had to avoid any blemishes in the leather as these would ruin the shoes. Over time the cardboard patterns were replaced with metal cutting dies and hand cutting was replaced with clicking presses.


The biggest production unit in the factory was the closing room where the uppers were stitched together and attached to the lining. In many factories the stitching of the uppers was outsourced to outworkers paid on a piecework basis. The closing room was dominated by women on their sewing machines. There was a constant whirring noise as the Singer sewing machines stitched together the various parts of the upper. When the uppers were completed, they were passed to the lasting or making room. Here the upper was placed on a wooden last (which had an insole nailed to the bottom) to form the shoe. Lasting machines, that started to be used in America at the start of the 20th century, pulled the upper over the front and back of the last and attached them to the insole. The side of the shoe was pulled with pincers and attached with tacks. The sole and heel were attached, and the shoe was ready to be cleaned and packed. The clicking and lasting rooms were mainly staffed by male operatives, while the closing room and shoe room (where the shoes were inspected, cleaned and packed) were mainly female. M Rubin & Sons built up a reputation for making fine, elegant shoes. My father’s brothers spent most of the day on the factory floor. Nat managed the lasting room and Solly the closing room. As demand grew so did the workforce. In the 1970s the factory employed about 100 employees.


My father was responsible for the finances, buying the materials, design and sales. He was a debonair man with a resemblance to the actor Cary Grant. He was a sharp dresser and very particular about his appearance. His suits were made at a Savile Row tailor, his shirts were handmade from a shop called Sulka in Jermyn Street in London, and his shoes were bespoke made from John Lobb, also in Jermyn Street, the primary road for high grade men’s clothing and footwear. He went to the factory in a suit and tie. In the factory he replaced his jacket with a spotless white overall with his tie tucked into his shirt. In the factory he came across as a tough uncompromising leader who didn’t suffer fools kindly. But his bark was louder than his bite. He was a sensitive and generous man and treated his staff like family. I heard lots of stories of him helping his employees financially and supporting them when they had difficulties.


On my rare visits to the factory in Mare Street, I was struck by the cacophony of sounds. From the lasting room came the clunking of the lasting machines, the hammering of the tacks, the screeching of the roughing machines, (which scoured the bottom of the leather uppers so that when the glue was applied, they adhered strongly to the sole) and the noise of the nails being driven into the heel by the attaching machine. The shoes were transported from operation to operation on racks which were on metal castors that made a shrill rattling noise. The heady odour of leather combined with the pungent smell of the adhesives that were pasted between the sole and the upper.


What I enjoyed most was the design room where the styles were sketched, and the pattern cutters created paper patterns. I was allowed to cut my own pattern which wasn’t easy as it needs to be cut in such a way that it fits on the last. The last being curved and the paper pattern being flat, you needed to cover the last with masking tape, draw the pattern, and then place it on the paper to get the right shape. The head designer and pattern cutter was Fred Box. He was a true Cockney; a large generous man with a round ruddy face and thinning blond hair. He worked closely with my father and went on sales visits with him to customers, many of whom were based in Leicester. He was a warm-hearted, friendly man with a natural flair for designing shoes. He was devoted to Louis, whom he looked upon as a father figure.


Although there was competition between the factory owners there was also great camaraderie. Designers and pattern cutters moved from factory to factory. If a factory ran out of some component or leather their neighbour was very willing to let them have some of theirs. There was enough work to keep everyone on full production. Each factory had its own speciality. Meltzer was the largest and made more commercial volume styles. Rosenblatts specialised in plain court shoes. M Rubin & Sons had an elegant, more dressy aesthetic. In the 1950s and 60s, before imports from southern Europe and then the Far East started to pour into the country the manufacturers were in a strong position. They could be inflexible and limit their styling to their specialist production. This all changed with the arrival of imports. By the 1980s any manufacturer that survived had to adapt its production to whatever the market wanted.


The dominant footwear retailer was the British Shoe Corporation (BSC) which had been founded in 1956 by one of the prominent retail entrepreneurs of his day, Charles Clore. He had amalgamated several specialist footwear retailers such as Saxone, Dolcis and Freeman Hardy Willis. The BSC was one of the first retailers to embrace imports. Others soon followed. The benign conditions that British manufacturers experienced in the 1960s and 70s were about to change.











Chapter 2. Early years


From the late 1950s, when I visited the factory in Mare Street, until 1975, I had very little to do with footwear apart from the occasional visit to the factory. My father didn’t discuss his work much at home and I was too preoccupied with school and social life to raise the topic. He was a keen golfer and spent a lot of time at the golf club. I was aware that we were living a comfortable life in a large, detached house in a leafy suburb of London. We had enjoyable holidays driving through France (my father was a keen Francophile), taking holiday homes in Deauville in Normandy and staying at Relais & Châteaux hotels on the drive down to the Côte d’Azur. There were rumblings about the challenges of working with his brothers and family tensions but there was seemingly nothing out of the ordinary.


My parents had moved into a large, detached house in Hampstead Garden Suburb right after the war in 1945 which cost them £3,000. My father’s income from the factory allowed them to live a very comfortable life.


My mother Dorie was a beautiful woman. She was petite with delicate features, bright blue eyes and a warm smile. She was utterly devoted to my father. She was a fantastic cook and kept an immaculate home. My father married her just after the war, when he was 34 and she was 17. My mother’s family had a restaurant in Hackney, in the East End of London. My father met the then Dorie Goodman during the war when he was a special police constable. Footwear production was considered an important industry that had to keep operating, so he never went off to war. Louis would go to the restaurant for his dinner where my mother was the waitress.


I was close to my mother. I was much more comfortable and relaxed in her company. She was the one I went to when I had a problem. She helped me with my homework. I remember her trying to teach me maths, which was a struggle, as my attention span for the subject was limited. I was miles away, staring out the window, as she was explaining the intricacies of long division. I was a shy child and my relationship with my father was sometimes awkward. He couldn’t understand why I avoided eye contact and had a weak handshake when I was introduced to his charity or golfing friends. He found that frustrating and disappointing as he was a sociable man who believed that it was important to give a strong first impression. Having said that, my two sisters and I had an enjoyable childhood and were brought up in a loving and generous home. It was clear that my parents were devoted to each other. We were very close to my mother’s family. Friday night was spent visiting her parents, Jack and Bessie, where my aunts and uncles and their families crowded into their small living room for tea and strudel or cheesecake and had a natter about family matters, politics and the issues of the week.


Academically I was average. I always underperformed in exams as I got nervous and panicked. When I was 13, I took the Common Entrance Exam for St Paul’s School, one of the top private secondary schools in the country. Competition to get a place, although tough, was a lot less than today and I was expected to get in. We got a letter from the Headmaster, Mr Gilkes, that said there was good news and bad news. The good news was that I had passed the examination. The bad news was that there was a Jewish quota and unfortunately, they couldn’t offer me a place. I remember that my father was incensed and went to see Mr Gilkes to protest and try and persuade him that this wasn’t reasonable but, although he was sympathetic and disagreed with the policy, there was nothing he could do to change the position.


The decision was made to send me to another public school, Stowe, in Buckingham as a boarder. No doubt my parents felt that I needed toughening up. I remember driving to Stowe with my father on the first day of term in September 1960. The building and grounds are grand and imposing and for a small and timid 13-year-old quite overwhelming. My father was driving a racing green vintage Mulliner Rolls-Royce which turned a few heads as he drove up and parked outside the front steps of this imposing Georgian building. He helped me schlep my trunk and tuck box out of the car, introduced me to my housemaster and turned to say goodbye. His parting words were: “Daniel, there are two things you should beware of: homosexuality and anti-Semitism.” And with that he drove off.


To say that I didn’t find it easy adjusting to life at Stowe is an understatement. Boys’ boarding schools were tough places in the 1960s, even a more enlightened school like Stowe that prided itself on a liberal approach to education. I was desperately unhappy and cried most of the first term. It was all so foreign and different from the cossetted life I had lived up to then. Having to stand under a freezing cold shower for ten minutes, shivering with my teeth chattering, watched by a group of laughing boys as part of the informal induction process wasn’t the best of welcomes.


Most of the boys were much bigger than me and had boarded at their primary so were used to living away from home. It took some time to acclimatise to this new life. I didn’t do well in my A-levels the first time. There was a tuberculosis epidemic at the school, and I was diagnosed with a minor case of the disease just before my exams. I also wasn’t very good at exams, didn’t work very hard and was more interested in sport than studying. My tutor wrote: “The trouble is that he is such a slow worker that examinations easily expose his limitations. This is something that must be a handicap. The simplest way of removing it is not so much working under examination conditions as arranging his many ideas in his own mind.”


I retook the A-levels and was offered a place at Warwick University to read History and Politics and Kent University to read Accounting. My father’s consistent advice had been: “Don’t become a footwear manufacturer – it’s a tough life. Become a chartered accountant like Harvey.” Harvey Cohen was my uncle, my mother’s sister’s husband. He was a successful accountant and financier and was admired by the family for his sharp mind and business acumen. Accounting, according to my father, was a great discipline for running a business.


It seemed strange that my father didn’t want me to go into footwear, although it gave him (and us) a very comfortable life. He played golf on Wednesdays, Fridays and the weekends, paid for me and my two sisters to go to private schools, lived in a large, detached house in a nice area of London, had bespoke clothes, owned a Rolls-Royce and took us on expensive holidays. In those days you were more inclined to listen to your father’s advice, especially if you had no clear vision as to what career to pursue. I had a vague idea that I wanted to own my own business. I am sure that was because most male members of my family had their own businesses, and the idea of being independent was appealing.


How had six years at Stowe prepared me for the future? It had certainly toughened me up. There was a lot about life at Stowe that I had enjoyed. The house, which used to be a large stately home, and the grounds (now owned by the National Trust) were magnificent. I was keen on sport and the facilities were excellent. I didn’t regret not going to St Paul’s. My parents were most probably right that I needed to get away from the comfortable life at home. It had instilled a strong sense of discipline and (something which is considered a bit old-fashioned today) good manners. It made me a lot more independent. It was a great education in how to live with and get on with lots of different types of people, which was valuable in later life. I made some good friends although after leaving school, unlike university, I had practically no contact with most of them. It wasn’t easy integrating back into family life. My relationship with my father was slightly strained, which was more to do with my lack of social skills than anything else. Life at school and home were so different. During term time we only had three Saturdays a term to see our parents. So, when my father came to collect me in the summer of 1966 in his latest Rolls-Royce and helped me schlep my trunk into the car, I was a very different person to the one who had been deposited six years earlier.


I arrived at Kent University at Canterbury in September 1966 to read Accounting, an unusual choice given my interest in history and the arts subjects, but it was a choice that pleased my father. I had a vague notion that I wanted to go into business, be an entrepreneur, so an ability to read a set of accounts and understand the financial side of a business would be valuable even if accounting didn’t sound like the most interesting subject to study at university. I had spent some time during the holidays at my uncle’s accountancy practice.


As an intern the tasks I was given were undemanding and uninspiring, such as adding up the columns of telephone numbers from the telephone directory to improve my mental arithmetic. I wasn’t very good at it. This reinforced my feeling that I didn’t want a career in accountancy. I didn’t have any clear idea as to what industry I would go into, except that I had been persuaded by my father that I should avoid footwear manufacturing, which was, with hindsight, sensible advice. The obvious move, after getting a degree, was to take articles with a large accounting firm and become a chartered accountant during which time I could decide on the future course of my career. Articles would take a further three years so there was no urgency in deciding my future.


The 1960s, the so-called Swinging Sixties, was a great time to be at university. Youth culture was a strong influence on society, and students were starting to have a voice. After the return to normality of the post-war years in the 1950s, the 1960s was a period of revolution. There were major changes in clothing, music and art. London became the centre of fashion with the King’s Road and Carnaby Street in London setting the trend. The mini skirt, platform sandals and bell bottom trousers were replacing the more conservative fashions of the 1950s. Twiggy and Jean Shrimpton were the waif-like models who were the icons of swinging London. The Beatles were at the height of their power, following their hugely successful tour of the US in 1964, and they had a massive influence on fashion. Flower power and hippy culture became important trends culminating in the Woodstock festival in 1969.


Kent was not a hotbed of revolution, unlike the London School of Economics and other more radical institutions. This was partly because it was a new university, on a very pleasant campus, and still finding its feet and voice, and partly because the student population wasn’t very political. I remember a headline in the student magazine, Incant, which read “Gilded Cage Tactics”, which suggested that the students were living in this very comfortable bubble with quite restrictive rules and regulations with a limited interest in what was happening in the wider world. Kent certainly wasn’t an environment that espoused radical causes although gradually the students got more involved in the broader student movement, joining events and marches organised by the National Union of Students to protest against authority, the restrictive rules in the university and supporting the wider call for the end of racial injustice and the Vietnam war.


In terms of dress, appearance and behaviour I also wasn’t radical. I liked fashion and bought my clothes from the cool shops on Carnaby Street and King’s Road, Lord John and Take Six. I grew my hair longish and had a beard for a couple of years. I tried cannabis a couple of times, but it made me feel sick, so I stopped. I was too scared to experiment with LSD or hard drugs. I wasn’t aware of a lot of hard drugs being used in the university although experimental drug taking and “trips” on LSD were popular in the 1960s. I did smoke cigarettes, usually a brand called Embassy or Woodbines. I started my first cigarette in the evening and then proceeded to smoke pretty much non-stop until the pubs closed. On the more spiritual side I was persuaded to attend a séance but couldn’t keep a straight face and was told to leave the room.


The only time that I got high on drugs was inadvertently at a party in Whitstable when the chocolate cake had been spiked with a large amount of cannabis. At the end of the party, I had agreed to drive a car full of friends back to the university campus at 3am. I was driving erratically, went through a couple of red lights, narrowly avoided a ditch and finally crashed the car on the roundabout near the university. Fortunately, no-one was hurt and there was a sense of relief that the only damage was to the axle of the car as it mounted the kerb. After that experience, I was wary of chocolate cakes.


The three years at Kent were very enjoyable. We were a privileged generation. Financially we were very well off compared to students today. We had no loans and received means-tested grants. Life was comfortable. In the first year and third years I had one of the study bedrooms in college and even had a lady who cleaned the room and did my washing. After the monastic life at Stowe the social life at Kent was hectic. Jazz in the bar area, dances in the main hall to the music of Tamla Motown, evenings at the Olive Branch in Canterbury and other local pubs, trips to Broadstairs, Whitstable and Herne Bay in the summer. There wasn’t much time for studying.


In my first term I joined three friends in buying a clapped-out van for £30. Cars were not permitted but we felt that if we used the van surreptitiously to explore the surrounding area, including the resorts of Whitstable and Herne Bay where some of my friends were in digs, there was a minimal risk of being found out. It didn’t work out like that. On our first evening of ownership, we were driving up the university approach road when the van came to an ominous halt. It wouldn’t move. The only way it would go was in reverse gear. We were reversing erratically along the road, trying to keep the van in a straight line, when a tall, balding man waved us down. It was the Vice-Chancellor. Fortunately, he seemed more amused than annoyed. After that I bought a Honda 50 moped which was fine on a flat surface or going downhill, but going uphill, I was overtaken by pedestrians.


In July 1969 my parents came to the university to see me collect my degree. At that stage I was one of the few members of my family to go to university, so it was a special and proud occasion for them. I graduated with a 2.2 degree, worse than my tutors expected but a fair reflection on the effort I had put in. As well as being enjoyable, university improved my self-confidence. Having the ability at Kent, because it was small, to get involved and push myself to new challenges was an important lesson for later life. Although I was more confident, I still had a fear of rejection, especially in relationships. Maybe this was a hangover from my six years at Stowe. This remained during my twenties. I knew I had to push myself to take risks and not worry if I was turned down or it didn’t work out, but that was easier said than done. I wasn’t a natural extrovert or salesman but was gregarious and enjoyed mixing with different types of people. In that sense I was a bit of a chameleon. This ability to mix proved to be very valuable when I started my own business. Then I had no choice but to get out there and sell if I wanted to be successful. Worrying about rejection wasn’t an option.


I reconnected with the university in 2017 when I was involved in setting up an extracurricular course called the Business Start-Up Journey to encourage entrepreneurs. In 2022 I was made a Doctor of the University of Kent for my contribution to retail and my involvement in the university.












Chapter 3. Being an accountant


Although I didn’t approach the prospect with any great enthusiasm, having got a degree in Accounting, it made sense to join an accountancy firm and become a chartered accountant. At least it left my options open, assuming I survived three years as an articled clerk and passed the exams. In the late 1960s the demand for trainee accountants far outstripped the number of students that wanted to go into the profession, very different from today when competition is intense. Many of the big accounting firms now have an acceptance rate of around five per cent whereas in my day they were trying their best to persuade you to join their firm. It was another example of what a lucky generation we were compared with the youth of today.


I was invited to interview by four of the top firms in the City of London. I was offered a job by all of them except one called Arthur Andersen, which had a reputation for being more selective and targeted the most talented and ambitious students. Touche Ross was more relaxed. After a 20-minute interview, I was offered the job which I accepted. The offices were in London Wall in the City of London. Several of the more traditional staff still wore bowler hats with their three-piece suits although this practice was fortunately disappearing. I joined the army of formally dressed workers on the daily commute, squeezed into underground carriages and buses, to the City. It was a big change from the casual and informal life at university. There were no floral shirts or kipper ties here.


Most of the next four years was spent on audits and studying for my accountancy exams. The audits themselves were not particularly interesting. However, the opportunity to visit a wide variety of companies, get an insight into their culture, understand their finances and what made them tick was fascinating and educational. You also had an opportunity of meeting a lot of different people at varying levels of seniority. The auditors were not always welcomed with open arms. Generally, they were considered a necessary evil who distracted the team from their day work. I learned how to be diplomatic, ask the right questions, and not take up time unnecessarily.


My audits went from a small artificial flower maker in central London to Watney’s brewery in Barnes to Barratt, which made sweets such as Refresher and Sherbet Fountain and had its factory in Wood Green in north London. I was also involved in the audit of the General Electric Company (GEC), one of the largest industrial and most profitable conglomerates in the UK. GEC was run by Lord Weinstock, known for his business acumen and financial caution. He was a serious-looking man with rimless glasses and the look of a courtroom judge. He was keen on controlling costs. In the toilets and other common areas there was a notice reminding staff to turn off the lights when they left to save electricity. It was signed by Lord Weinstock.


I audited a large cross-section of organisations including the Royal Society for the Blind, the Royal Mail Pension Scheme, several stockbrokers and Sea Containers, an interesting company that made a fortune in shipping containers round the world. James Sherwood, who built Sea Containers, was an American and a keen anglophile. He founded Sea Containers in 1965 with the head office in London, but the company was listed on the New York stock exchange. He was a larger-than-life character, a serial entrepreneur, who in the end overextended himself. He bought the prestigious Hotel Cipriani in Venice because it was his favourite hotel, and then a whole chain of luxury hotels. I met him a few times and was impressed by his dynamism, energy and enthusiasm. He was a good advert for becoming an entrepreneur – a bon viveur and socialite, he made doing business fun. There was a big contrast between his risk-embracing, gung-ho approach to running a company and an auditor’s conservative, cautious, risk-averse mindset. This was the main reason why I wasn’t attracted to a career in accountancy.


Although I didn’t have any natural aptitude for accountancy, I enjoyed the four years I spent at Touche Ross and, having passed my exams, had become a chartered accountant. I had learnt a lot, met some interesting and talented people and could now read a set of accounts and understand what made businesses tick. I was encouraged to stay on at Touche Ross but felt I needed a new challenge. Although my numerical skills had improved it wasn’t a discipline I found easy or particularly enjoyed. One of my close friends at university was Chris Tanner. Like me he had joined Touche Ross where he remained for many years. He became a director and close adviser of my import and retail companies. Unlike me, he was an excellent accountant. He was good at the detail and seeing the downside of some of my more ill-conceived ideas. Over the years he was one of the first people I turned to for well considered and valuable advice.


In the early 1970s there was a lot of deal making in the City of London. A new breed of entrepreneurs was buying up industrial companies to create corporate conglomerates. The acquirers of these businesses weren’t interested in growing these companies organically. They were making money by selling off the assets which were worth more than the company was capitalised on the stock market. They were called asset strippers. One of the most notorious of these was James Slater of Slater Walker Securities who built a sizable empire aggressively buying up undervalued companies. Many of these asset strippers branched out into secondary banking. Lending to businesses that often couldn’t get credit from the main banks because they didn’t have the collateral to support the loan. Slater Walker and many of these companies came to a sticky end as the economy worsened and credit became tight. Several had to be bailed out by the Bank of England and others went bust.


In 1974, I joined a new bank called London & Continental Bankers as a corporate finance executive. It was set up by Warburg’s, one of the most prestigious and successful merchant banks at that time, and the shareholders were all cooperative banks in Europe. The aim was to support these banks and their clients with corporate finance expertise in areas such as mergers and acquisitions, risk capital and general corporate advice. It sounded like a good opportunity to get more experience in advising companies rather than just doing their audit. The only assignment I remember was a visit to the brewer, Kronenbourg, in Alsace in France. I don’t remember much about the work, but I do remember I had an amazing choucroute garnie washed down with Kronenbourg 1664 beer and a spicy Gewürztraminer wine.


The work at the bank was uninspiring so I started looking for something more challenging. I read an advert in the Financial Times for a commercial finance director. An entrepreneur, Paul, had recently acquired a demolition company called Goodman Price which had been one of the main contractors involved in demolishing buildings in the City of London as part of its rapid redevelopment in the 1970s. The company, which was owned by the Price family, and which dated back to 1850, had been very profitable during this period. Coincidentally its head office was in Hackney, round the corner from where my grandparents owned a restaurant and where my mother had worked as a waitress and met my father during the war.


The plan was to use Goodman Price as a vehicle to buy into other successful trading companies. My role, apart from being a conventional finance director, was to review potential acquisition targets, investigate their finances and come up with a proposal that was compelling and made commercial sense. It sounded like a perfect opportunity to work closely with an expansion-minded entrepreneur and get involved in the more interesting aspects of finance. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out as planned. Paul seemed to me to be more interested in buying the first Jaguar XJS sold in the UK and going on an extended holiday in Martinique than devoting his energies to building an industrial conglomerate. Meanwhile there were worrying legal problems with the acquisition of Goodman Price. The Price family had used the sale of the company to take money out of the company and this had fallen foul of the Companies Act which led to a prolonged legal battle. In the end the sale had to be reversed. I had received a valuable lesson in doing detailed due diligence before committing to a job or for that matter making any financial commitment.


My role changed from looking for new acquisitions to getting involved in the day-to-day activities of the company. Demolition companies make a proportion of the profit from the fees charged for the actual demolition work. However, a large profit could be made from salvaging and selling scrap materials from the demolished buildings. Goodman Price had great connections with architects and contractors in the City and a combination of getting some major lucrative contracts and astutely handling the sale of the scrap had resulted in the company making substantial profits. The challenge was to sustain this growth which, given the more difficult economic climate, was proving more difficult, especially with the distractions of the legal action.


A German company finally bought Goodman Price. It had developed a new, more efficient way of demolishing buildings, using special machinery rather than the more traditional method of demolishing by hand. It proposed that I become managing director, which was surprising and flattering, but I didn’t see my future in demolition. It was 1976 and I was approaching my 30th birthday. I had to decide about the future.
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