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Miranda Roberts is one half of the team that set up Shrimpy, the seafood-based street-food stall. After seven years of running Shrimpy successfully, and sometimes not so successfully, she’s learned a thing or two about what can make an idea work and what can make it fail. Prior to setting up Shrimpy she developed valuable skills for street food while in restaurant management. Before that, her professional love affair with food began while working on Nigella Lawson’s Christmas show.


You can usually find her in the back of her van eating street food and claiming that it’s the best meal she’s ever had. She makes that claim a lot.
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To Stefan,
thanks for riding the bus with me.
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Introduction


On the street with Shrimpy


Street food is the most accessible way to set up your own food business, be your own boss and make your own money. You don’t need £50,000 to sink into setting up a restaurant which, let’s be honest, you wouldn’t know how to run, or the inclination to sign ten years of your life away on an idea that you’ve been thinking about in the bath.


All you need is a decent recipe and willingness to put the hours in; the rest you can learn on the job. The sheer amount of stuff you’ll learn after a few months is ridiculous. You’ll feel like a superhero (you’re not a superhero).




‘I’ve learnt more in the last ten years than I had done in my whole previous lifetime. That’s the best part: you learn everything, from how to change a tyre on a Transit in the middle of the night, how corporation tax works, cooking equipment, and how to deal with someone’s emotional issue at work, to team building, and to presentation being everything. You learn how to deal with personal issues because there are so many problems at work that you know how to deal with them. I used to be panicked and now I’m very chilled, and I know that there’s always a way through and when anything shit happens something good always comes out of it.’


Anna and Tony, ANNA MAE’S





Don’t let the repetition of problems put you off. You are, after all:




a) Setting this up from scratch, and


b) Probably going to encounter all sorts of people and have to deal with uncomfortable situations.





Both these things will present their own problems: people can be a bit shit and you will be a bit shit at the start, so the earlier you understand that, the easier it will be to get on and do a better job.


Street food enables people to show off skills that just ten years ago they might not have been able to because it’s pretty simple and relatively cheap to just give it a go. And that’s it: just give it a go. You don’t have to throw your whole life away; you can do it alongside your real job and see how it feels. Will it be hard work? Of course, but it’ll be so exciting! Stop wasting away your weekends being hungover and watching Netflix. Get out there and give it a go! Who knows what may happen!


What do we do? How do we do it?


I spend a lot of my life on markets and at events with my partner and our staff. People often ask us for advice.


‘I’m sick of the rat race.’ ‘I’ve got an idea that will actually change people’s lives.’ ‘I really love crumpets/kimchi/hot dogs! I want to share this love with the world. How do I do it? Where do I start?’ We’ve heard it all.


The people who ask this are on the right track, going to an actual market and looking around, seeing the footfall and talking to traders. Some of them will have inferred from Instagram that this market is the place to be with the best people and the busiest traders, but Instagram is a picture book of lies. They see the busy market, the amazing colours, the cool festivals and the epic shots of food porn. They believe what you, the trader, want to believe: that this street gig is the centre of the universe and berate themselves, ‘God, if I’m not down there every week what am I doing with myself?’


What they’re not seeing is the rubbish spot you slog it out in for six months before you get a chance at the busy main street. They don’t see the dodgy festival electricity that keeps tripping out and closing you down. They don’t wait for the failed delivery that sends you half the portions you need to make enough money to pay your rent.


What they do see is the joy, and there’s some of that too. It’s great to spend time in fields dressed up to the nines drinking beers with your mates after a crazy day trading at a festival. The other part is an absolute nightmare. That’s when your gazebo blows away in the same storm you set up in, everything’s covered in mud, you’re sitting on £1,500 worth of rotting stock and your world is falling apart around you. The field: great. The beer: great. But the storm is shit. You need to be aware of the good and the bad.




‘When street food is working and successful it’s the best job in the world; it’s the greatest buzz because all my decisions have resulted in this working well. I’m outside, I’m talking to people, everyone’s happy, it’s wonderful. But when it doesn’t work it’s absolutely horrible.’


Dave, TACO DAVE





Street food can make you a living, but it’s not an easy way to get rich. You might make silly money one week, but that has to keep you going while you’re losing money stood in the rain the next. It’s hard work, great fun, hand-to-mouth, well-paid, heart-breaking, a creative outlet, heavy manual labour, soul-destroying, life-affirming, a chance to be your own boss and a chance to develop a real obsession with the weather forecast. And all that in an average day.


But don’t despair. If you want it, don’t doubt yourself. You’ve had the idea and that’s pretty much all you need. Every business you see, no matter how small or mundane, was set up by someone thinking, ‘Hey, I could do that better than them’, or ‘Why’s no one doing this? I can give the people what they want!’ Set it up, give it a go and see where it takes you. If there’s no one else doing it, then you’re automatically the best person for the job, you’re already one step ahead of the crowd. And believe me, there are people with far less intelligence or experience than you out there doing it already. Go ahead, dream big.


Why do we do it?


People sometimes say to me, ‘You’re doing my dream job’, which can be an odd thing to hear when you’ve been up since 4 a.m. and have oil down your jeans. Other times friends ask me, ‘Why do you bother?’, after hearing me moan about every single aspect of the business over too many bottles of wine. And the reason is delicious freedom.


The freedom is amazing. You can do what the hell you like. When we chucked in our jobs to start Shrimpy I kept expecting someone to stop me and say, ‘Excuse me, stop this. What are you doing? Who told you you could do this?’ I’d been through school, sixth form, university, an internship and several jobs, so even the thought that I’d leave the pre-destined map of ‘what you need to do next’ was mad. It took me ages to shake the feeling that someone was going to tell us, ‘Enough now, get back to work’. But once you’re rid of that, the freedom is fantastic. Yes, you’ll work longer and harder than you ever have for anyone else. Yes, you will have sleepless nights and stress about things that you never knew it was possible to stress about. But you get to choose it all. Every single event or market you can choose to do or not. You can choose what your branding is, choose who you are as a business, choose who you work with. If you don’t like something, you can just get rid of it or not do it again. It’s like paying off a mortgage on a house – every piece of work you do improves your business. And it could also literally pay off your mortgage. Everything is working towards ‘the bigger picture’, whatever that may be for you.


You will be surrounded by top-notch, delicious food all the time, which is a huge perk. Those soggy lunchtime sandwiches are a thing of the past; you’ll be able to eat around the world every damn day. You end up taking this for granted and assume that everyone eats this well all the time. It can completely ruin going out for a nice meal with your mates as you probably had something better for your lunch, sitting in the back of your van. You are surrounded by people who are at the top of their game, most of whom are just focusing on one recipe, so you know it’s really good. The best pad thai I’ve ever eaten was made in a gazebo and I’ve eaten things while knee-deep in mud at festivals that have blown my mind. Some of the best places to eat across the country are in glorified market halls, which would have been a completely mad thing to say ten years ago. Street food has enabled people to give it a go, people who, perhaps due to lack of money or experience, wouldn’t have had the chance to get into food any other way. And in doing so they have spruced up our car parks, market halls and manky street corners. They have improved our communities.


The financial crash in 2007–2008 led to the birth of British street food. People were looking for ways to be independent, make their own money and get started with relatively low capital. Who knows what the world will look like after Covid-19, but it’s not that much of a stretch to imagine that there will be another resurgence. Street-food businesses are well placed to survive tough times compared to restaurants. If a street-food business has to close for a period, it has fewer regular overheads than a restaurant and so there is less money going out of the account. If we can weather the storm, then once it’s all over we can just set up our gazebos and start again.


Not all restaurants succeed, leaving a lot of skilled chefs, waiters and managers looking for work. Having been burnt too many times working for others, they might be considering going out on their own, to take charge of their own destiny. You might be one of them, or perhaps you have spent countless hours testing and improving your signature dish to such a point that you think that it’s worth a shot. Being stuck indoors, as we were during lockdown in 2020, will have made it clear to a lot of people what they think is important in life and what they truly enjoy doing. Maybe you’ve had a sudden realisation about just how precious life is and you’ve come out of your front door screaming, ‘You only live once, guys – live your dreams!’ Whatever the reason you’ve decided to pick up this book, you are welcome here.


One and a half billion people across the world eat street food every day. It encompasses many things, and can be done just about anywhere. The great thing about selling food is that people need to eat. It is a necessity. There are lots of hurdles to tackle with food businesses, and they can be difficult to run, but always remember that people do need to eat. They don’t need to buy a candle every day, they don’t need a manicure every day, but they do need to eat three meals a day, so why not have one of them be with you?


There are big, exciting opportunities out there for people who have the drive and determination to make it work. You don’t need much experience; as long as you’re relatively sensible, then you can make it work. The beauty of street food is that, if you’re clever, you can couple the decent profit margins with the low overheads and make a decent life for yourself.


And, of course, why the hell not? Life is exciting, don’t spend all of it on a shitty commute to a strip-lit office. If there’s something you’re passionate about, go and do it. It gets harder as you get older, as you tend to have more responsibilities, but there are always possibilities out there. You don’t have to go hard or go home; you can give things a go carefully. Don’t be miserable and just think What if?; go and do it. In the end, as long as you’re relatively sensible, then the worst that can happen is that it goes tits up and you have to go back to your old job. The beauty of street food is that if a location doesn’t work, then you just pack up and try somewhere else. You’re not tied to a five- or ten-year lease. Life is strange: priorities can dramatically change within just a few years, in which case you can pack up and go, but you’ll have given it a good shot.




‘I haven’t worked for anyone now for eight years. I’ve been to loads of amazing places, met loads of amazing people, had loads of amazing experiences and it’s all been off my own bat. I’ve been able to decide what I want to do.’


Beth and Jim, SEADOG





Read this


This guide gives you an insight into the world of street food so that you’ve got a better chance of making the right choice when you chuck in your secure job. I’m offering you advice and stories from my experience as a trader and from other traders. I’m not perfect and I’m certainly not a millionaire, but I’ve got some hindsight and loads of experience. You can always go it alone and live and learn, but I’d like to try to help you not to lose £10,000 while you’re learning.


Read the advice. It might not make your life easier, but it should save you time and money.


How we’re going to make your idea better


I was told many stories while researching this book about how crap everyone’s first set-up was. These are all great stories and give everything a lovely rose-tinted view of the past, but they’re not particularly helpful now. Due to the massive boom in street food in the last ten years there are now fewer places you can actually mess up at and start from scratch. We started with a £15-a-day food stall, a tiny teppanyaki plate, a few bowls and a chalkboard, and, honestly, that wouldn’t get us anywhere now. Lots of sites are competitively priced with long waiting lists. However, there’s no need to panic and start selling the family jewels; you don’t need to spend thousands of pounds, but you do need to have thought about certain aspects of the business before you start, and this is where this book comes in. I’ll guide you through the different aspects of the street-food game so that when you do get a chance at a pitch you are in the best possible shape to make a good impression.


One of the many great things about street food is that it has a low-cost entry point, but it’s also that very thing which can bring the quality down: everyone can give it a go, but statistically not everyone will be good at it. Not everyone will be using the best ingredients, will have thought about branding, will really care that much about health and safety or be organised enough to make it the best it’s going to be. This book’s aim is not to make everyone the same, but to help elevate your idea, to get you to think about every part of your business and make it, hopefully, more of a success.


People tend to avoid business plans because they sound like homework. They’re requested by banks and landlords for a reason: it shows that you’ve thought about every aspect of the business and figured out how to make it work. This book is just that. I’m going to go through all the key factors in a business plan, so that when you come to doing your own it feels easy because you’ll have already thought about it.


After reading this book you should write out a basic plan. We spent a year floundering because we had NO IDEA what we were doing. We just thought it would all be an instant success (for some mad reason) and that it’d be fine, but (surprisingly) trying to sell fish sandwiches in Camden Market wasn’t quite as much of a hit as we’d hoped. If we had written a business plan, it would have made us think about our customer base so much earlier than we did. Just start with the bits you know and go from there. Do it backwards for all I care, just don’t feel overwhelmed by it. Stop banging on about it to your nice friends; they really don’t care. See the business plan as a friend who you can discuss every aspect of the business with. Don’t worry that you’re not sure about some aspects or that others are wrong. What you write isn’t set in stone. You can change it all down the line – think of it as market research. You’re thinking about this business anyway, so you might as well think about it in a productive way – and you’ve bought this book, so you’re clearly keen for it to be a success.




‘Do a business plan, write it down. If it doesn’t make sense on paper, then it’s not going to work out in reality. Writing it all down gives you the answers to the things you’ve been worrying about in your head. It’s like putting together a puzzle – you don’t have to have all the answers at the start and you can start in the middle if you like, but once you start it, you’ll figure out the answers along the way. And if it doesn’t make financial sense on paper, then it’s not going to work in real life.’


Carol, DEENEY’S





You need to be aware of every aspect of your business in order to make it work. That’s why it’s so annoying when you see chefs swaggering around markets telling people how authentic their food is but it’s just that people don’t ‘understand’ it so they have to ‘dumb it down’. Dear Lord, give me strength. Don’t patronise your customers. It’s true that some will get it and others won’t, but give yourself the best possible shot by doing your research and making it accessible. Think about the location you are in and whether the food suits the location. It’s not rocket science. Leave your ego at the door, do a business plan and visit some street-food events. See what works and find out why.


Just because the scene is better than it was ten years ago, don’t worry about being perfect from the get-go. If we all waited until we were perfect to do anything, then we’d still be sitting at home. Don’t be put off by the seemingly brilliant people out there. Some of them are of course great, but don’t think it was all plain sailing for them. If they say they’ve never done a duff event, they’re just lying. Supposedly perfect people are annoying to be around, there’s no fun in brilliance. The most interesting people are those who have done stuff, got it wrong and given it another go. No great anecdote has ever come out of someone being an instant success. You need to relish the process rather than the rewards. If you don’t enjoy cooking or chatting to people, then this probably isn’t the game for you.


Disclaimer: I didn’t go to business school. I didn’t even do business GCSE. This is all stuff I’ve learnt along the way. If you’re looking for a book about in-depth business techniques or management styles, please go elsewhere. This is for those of you who know barely anything about business and are in this for the independence, creativity, fun and the street-food life. We’re all making it up as we go along. I just wrote it down. Welcome aboard and enjoy it.









Chapter 1


Welcome to street food


Anyone can do it


Street food can encompass so many things. Depending on who you speak to, street food can be painfully cool venues with beers and neon lights, or it can be wholesome, salt-of-the-earth products on a farmers’ market, or someone selling bacon butties outside your office. It is essentially just selling food on the street but it’s the who, what, how, where and why that make it interesting and varied. There’s a spot for anyone.


Who?


• Who are you? You could be anyone; you don’t have to have fifty grand to spend on a vintage van (and it’s probably better if you don’t do that straight away anyway).


• Who are you going to work with? What does this mean for your brand? Are you using only locally sourced ingredients or are you bringing something you can’t get where you are? Who your suppliers are says a lot about your business.


What?


• What are you selling?


• What are you passionate about? Is there something you want to teach people?


• What’s missing from your neighbourhood?


• What is your USP? Start-up costs are minimal, so there’s plenty of competition out there. You need to stand out from the crowd and be the very best you can be.


• What are your skills? How do they elevate your business? There are a lot of hats to wear at the start and for quite a while after that too, so you need to be an all-rounder. You need to be able to cook, clean, chat and balance the books at the end of the day. Some of this will come naturally, other parts less so, but you’ve got to put the work in; there’s no point sticking your head in the sand because these things won’t go away.


How?


• How are you going to make money? Will you do all weekly markets? All the festivals? Are you going to do it full time or just Saturdays?


• How are you going to operate? Will you use a gazebo? A van? A trailer?


Where?


• There are myriad options: amazing food markets with flashy neon lights and loud music, farmers’ markets across the country every Saturday morning; there’s Glastonbury, the Chelsea Flower Show, weddings, train stations, churchyards, car parks, school fêtes and birthday parties in back gardens.


• Are you city-based or out in the country? If city-based you may think travelling further than ten miles is a stretch, but in the countryside you’ll be willing to go across counties in search of decent spots.


Why?


• Why are you doing this? What do you want out of it? Do you want to grow into a restaurant and set up an empire? Do you want more control over your time? Do you just love the market around the corner from your house and want to be part of it?


You can make thousands of different businesses by choosing different criteria from these lists, and all are valid. It would not do for us all to be the same. There’s absolutely no point in having all new street-food businesses decide they need to buy the same van, get a neon sign and some branded caps and rock up at the same market. It’d be boring and actually only one of you would get a spot.
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