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FOREWORD


When Oliver sent me a copy of his book, I thought about the title and did not really understand what ‘bootstrapping’ meant, so I looked it up in the dictionary and realised that, not only was Oliver an extremely successful bootstrapper, but also that it describes exactly what I have been for the whole fifty years of my business career. Bootstrapping is to get into or out of a situation using your own existing resources, with the emphasis on ‘your own’. I increasingly saw the similarities between Oliver and me: we were both working class boys who did not take the academic route, although I was lucky enough to have a Michelin tyre company apprenticeship and gain a HNC in mechanical engineering. Neither of us are pretentious; both of us are very down to earth. Oliver is extremely charitable and extremely successful and, like myself, has an enormous amount of wisdom to share with the world, and that is exactly what this book is all about. It is to inspire a new breed of entrepreneurs, who can benefit from his experiences and the hard-earned lessons he learned en route to his phenomenal success.


We have not known each other for a long time; in fact, only for five years. Oliver moved to Monaco and wanted to meet people and get involved with sport. His bank introduced him to my partner, Modesta, who was previously a top, world-class cyclist and an Olympian, both as a social contact but also for Modesta to train him as a cyclist, which at that time was one of her business ventures. As a result, Oliver became a friend of the family and he joined us on our boat for a holiday. It was clear to me from the outset that Oliver is a singularly determined individual, but until the manuscript for the book you hold in your hands landed on my desk, I didn’t quite realise the similarities in our paths to get to where we are today.


Entrepreneurship is vital for the growth of any economy. To be a successful entrepreneur requires a set of attributes and talents: ambition, drive, passion, resilience, commercial intellect and leadership. It is essential for anybody going into business to understand how much of each of these attributes they possess. You never get anywhere without ambition, but if you do have a huge ambition, you really better have an abundance of the other five attributes, especially drive and resilience. To grow something of real scale you will need leadership and commercial intellect. Of all the attributes, resilience might be considered to be the most important. When everything is collapsing around you, to be able to dig deep, work long hours, and for your health, both mental and physical, to fully hold up is vital.


Oliver and I both have an intimate knowledge of fitness and nutrition, but whereas Oliver turned that passion into a business idea that was to become a market leader, I never turned any of my many interests into any business benefit. I only ever looked for what I considered to be an exciting and scalable opportunity. In fact, I would go as far as to say that following your passion for your hobby or interest through into business could often be a big mistake, because it might not be a significant opportunity if you are analytical about it. Of course, in Oliver’s case, nothing could be further from the truth, since the amazing creation of his business and its subsequent sale created a personal wealth in excess of £350 million.


As I write this, Covid is causing more businesses than ever to bootstrap. They have to do everything in their power to survive, with limited income, and to innovate in ways they would previously have never dreamed of doing. Unfortunately, the pandemic has divided society even further. Many businesses that had a great online presence have profiteered massively, as a result of the enforced revolution to online trading. Those more traditional businesses have had and are still engaged in a real battle for survival.


Businesspeople will have learned a huge amount about bootstrapping in recent years. The ability to survive and prosper from your own wit, ingenuity and graft is vital at some point in the life of most businesspeople, but, in my case, it was vital almost every week of my business life as I was thrown into a succession of crises on an almost continual basis. Every crisis I tried to turn into an opportunity that would ultimately benefit the business. Of course, you cannot always achieve that, but the goal is still to ‘bust a gut’ trying.


One of the biggest challenges in any expanding business is cashflow, and it is here that your mettle can be really tested. As you grow the business it becomes ever more cash hungry, and trying to find ways of satisfying the appetite of the money-munching monster you are creating can be one of the greatest tests you can face. Many businesspeople end up diluting their own shareholding significantly as an undesirable, though in some cases, essential consequence.


Being at the very top of an organisation, no matter how small or large, can be extremely lonely. When the business’s prosperity, or even survival, rests solely on your shoulders, the pressures can be immense. It might even be that whatever team you have disagrees with you, and that makes it lonelier still. I found myself in that position many, many times. I had no mentor and every one of my key managers disagreed with me, and yet, in an act of full-blown dictatorship, I insisted on my namesake Frank Sinatra, and ‘did it my way’. I can think of many occasions when doing it my way transformed the business, and none where it did any real damage. As an example, a complete transformation took place the day I cycled from our head office to one of my Birmingham shops, a distance of forty-five miles.


I arrived at 8.30 a.m. It was closed. I waited with my bike and watched people walking past on their way to work, clocking the footfall in my head. At 9.30, I saw a guy in a suit – the manager – walking towards the shop.


‘Morning,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you open at 8 a.m.? I’ve seen lots of people walking past. They could be potential customers.’


He did a double-take. No doubt his heart sank when he realised it was me, John Caudwell, boss of the whole company, with his bike outside his shop.


‘There’s no trade,’ he said. ‘They are all on their way to work. It’s not worth it.’


I said nothing. I fully understand I may be very intimidating, and it makes me chuckle now to think of the poor guy being faced with me, unannounced in my cycling gear, on a cold but sunny Monday morning. All I was concerned about then was getting answers, observing my business on the ground and finding out information. We went into the shop. The interrogation continued.


‘How many mobile phones have you sold this month?’ I asked.


‘None,’ he answered, trying not to look uncomfortable. ‘I’m the manager. I manage the team. I don’t sell.’


I was genuinely confused. ‘How can you manage a team if you’re not selling? How are you going to understand any issues with customers, questions about tariffs? How on earth can you get any feedback, or know what to get your staff to focus on, if you are not selling yourself?’ To me, this was basic common sense. He looked blank. The veritable rabbit caught in the headlights.


‘You need to be one of the best sales people in the shop,’ I continued, genuinely horrified by what I was hearing. ‘You need to lead by example. Give the staff targets, show them how it’s done. These shops are here to sell mobile phones, not to manage staff.’ The poor guy was flushed in the face, but he gamely stood his ground and shook his head.


‘But what about all the emails I have to answer from head office?’ he stuttered, opening up his computer and showing me yards and yards of emails clogging up his inbox. ‘There’s four hours’ worth of emails to answer here. I have to go through all of them and answer the relevant ones. That’s what I do all day, unless there’s a problem in the shop.’


I stared at the computer, looking at the massive amount of names in the distribution box of each email. There were names of people from head office, area managers, regional managers, directors. Most of the emails were completely irrelevant to the manager of the Birmingham office who hadn’t had time to sell a single phone since he was given the job.


‘Thanks very much,’ I said. I shook his hand and left. He looked like he needed a stiff drink to get over the shock of that fifteen-minute meeting. But I’d had a bigger shock. And I had a revolutionary solution.


I cycled back to the head office in Newcastle-under-Lyme and, as I pounded the pedals on the forty-mile journey, what had happened was turning over in my head. I arrived in the office and immediately gathered my directors. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘From tomorrow I’m banning all-company emails. No one is to send emails from this office.’


They looked at me in horror. Possibly some of them believed I was still stuck in my ‘feigned madness’ routine from the previous year, but I was deadly serious.


‘Emails are the cancer of business,’ I announced. ‘You’re all sending out hundreds of huge group distribution emails. Most of them are completely irrelevant. I have managers who should be selling, but they’re spending every hour answering ‘yes’ and ‘no’ emails to head office, and people here are spending yet more hours sending yet more emails backwards and forwards. Wasted time is wasted money and wasted opportunity. This has to stop.’


There was immediate uproar, with everyone telling me that the business would be plunged into chaos and confusion. I eventually agreed to set up a night shift, where one bulletin would go out every night for managers, area managers and regional managers to read the following day.


All of the directors were shaking their heads in disbelief as they left my office that day. I knew that even my very top team was dead against me. Evidently they thought I was on a kamikaze mission. But I knew that I was right. I had absolute faith in my decision. I had looked at those emails, and approximately one in one hundred had any relevance whatsoever to the recipient. Think of the time wasted. We were in the telecommunications business – if there was a serious problem, just pick up the phone and call. Or, even better, go and check out the high street shops. At the same time, I put in targets for every shop manager, area manager, regional manager and sales director in the business to sell phones.


This in itself made a huge difference, but there were half a dozen other equally dramatic key actions that transformed the business over a short space of time.


Within a year, our profits had risen by £100 million. I later worked out that the email Bermuda Triangle had been costing about £20 million a year. Since they had been banned, sales were going through the roof, managers were given better targets and incentives to open shops earlier if they believed it would increase trade. Now the Phones 4u brand was shining like a real jewel.


Bootstrapping often flies in the face of convention. It is a talent that a full-blown entrepreneur has to do things differently and sometimes rather contentiously, in order to achieve a great result. We need this mindset in abundance over the next few years for post-Brexit Britain to reach its full potential and to show the world why we are Great Britain. Whatever your own personal goals are and whether or not you have the luxury of a mentor to turn to, there is always something to be learned from the success of others. Start with what you have inside you – your ambition, drive, passion, resilience, commercial intellect and leadership – even, and perhaps especially, if your resources are limited. You have this book in your hands, and that’s a good place to start.


John Caudwell









‘Give a man a fish, and you feed him for a day; teach
a man to fish, and you feed him for a lifetime’









INTRODUCTION


You may be wondering why someone who managed to take an idea and a £500 overdraft and turn it into a third of a billion pounds has decided to write a book. It’s certainly not for money, and I am anything but famous. Even if you are one of the millions of people who use the sports nutrition brand I founded, you probably will not have heard of me until now.


There are a few reasons I decided to share my journey with you. First of all, my account is a genuine rags-to-riches story, so if you haven’t found your way yet, perhaps this book will help you to figure it out.


In some ways, I am now at the beginning of a new journey. Business has always felt like a high-stakes game to me, and some would say that’s why I have been successful. Let me be clear though. I take business extremely seriously, but you don’t get to win in business by being afraid of taking calculated risks. We give it our best shot, and a lot of enjoyment comes from being focused on making the right decisions.


When it’s only a game, it’s easier to maintain a healthy perspective about winning and losing. In life, the consequences of our actions can have a long-term impact, so fear of getting it wrong can make us so risk-averse that we don’t seize the opportunities that are meant for us. You have to take chances to succeed, and if it goes wrong, you take it in your stride and move past it.


Selling my business ended a huge chapter of my life, one that had forced me to learn many lessons ‘on the job’. Since then, I have enjoyed exploring new avenues and playing new hands. Writing this book has allowed me to reflect on how I have got to where I am today and the lessons I have learnt along the way. I am proud of what I have achieved, but my life is far from over, and self-reflection is a powerful tool for enabling personal growth. By looking back at my journey from a different perspective, I am gaining fresh insights that I had not consciously recognised the first time round, and I am happy to share these with you.


You will often hear people say that life is the best teacher. While I acknowledge that we learn a lot through experience, I believe we are our own greatest teachers. That means seeking out the most fruitful experiences to deliver the most valuable lessons for the path we have chosen to take. It is a little like preparing a specific reading list to match a degree course rather than going into a library and picking up books at random. When you live a purposeful life, nothing happens by accident.


We are all born with the tools to succeed, but you have to learn how to make them work to your advantage, playing to your strengths and your competitors’ weaknesses, and this is something I will be covering later in the book. Learning stems from being curious, resourceful and tenacious.


‘Learn to trust your instincts’ has become a bit of a cliché, especially in business books, but I always say if something’s a cliché, it’s a cliché for a reason. By the same premise, the law of averages also became a ‘law’ for a reason. Remember, a well-trodden path is often the right path, and there is nothing wrong with that, but you must stand out from the competition and seek continuous improvement if you want your business to grow. Just make sure you use your instincts, as well as metrics or research where possible, before you deviate from the beaten track in search of something original in your quest to be unique.


If you take anything away from this book, it should be that your gut feelings are there to help you. That’s not to say that if the thought of something makes you feel a little anxious, you should back away from it. That’s fear. Most of our fears are based on things that we imagine will happen but rarely do, which is why one of my favourite mottos is ‘Fear is a liar’, a phrase I picked up from one of my oldest and greatest friends, Carl Boon.


There is a difference between being afraid of stepping into a new environment and having a hard-to-ignore gut feeling that something isn’t right. I have always been poor at maths, and I strongly believe I may have dyslexia as well as dyscalculia, but that doesn’t mean I don’t recognise when an idea is clearly profitable. I can use a calculator to work out the specific figures, and it’s not as though I haven’t got a solid accountant to help me with the number crunching.


Our instincts and intuition work together to keep us out of danger. Somehow our mind absorbs the whole situation and assesses whether that path is going to benefit us or do us harm, and it is usually correct. Unfortunately, there is no calculator for working out how a situation will play out, so if you get it wrong, you learn the hard way – through experience – but, typically, these are the lessons you are most likely to remember.


I am sure there are other reasons for wanting to put pen to paper that I am not consciously aware of, so you could say I am being encouraged to write this book by instinct and intuition. It feels like the right thing to do and the right time to do it. Again, I know it sounds clichéd, but that is what’s happened. The book has almost come about by itself – naturally.


One question that people ask, and which I have often considered, is whether entrepreneurs are born or made, and given the story you are about to read, I believe it is worth considering.


Entrepreneurship has fascinated social scientists for decades. Typing the word ‘entrepreneur’ into any search engine will quickly reveal countless articles and white papers on whether these creative, money-making individuals are born or shaped. Loads of research has been carried out to get to the bottom of the subject, new studies are cropping up all the time, and the discussion will probably continue for decades to come.


Are there particular traits that entrepreneurs tend to share? Research suggests there are. They tend to be open-minded, curious and tenacious. I can certainly relate to these characteristics as I recognise them within myself. Entrepreneurs are good at understanding what people want and developing commercially viable solutions to problems, and this is how we evolve as a society. Problems arise, people solve them, and everyone benefits.


Entrepreneurs have the vision to see beyond the status quo and identify opportunities to provide new products and services or to improve on what is already available. They instinctively know what others are going to want and need in the future. Sometimes that is because they have asked themselves simple what-if questions – What if I coul d make this myself, and how would I improve it? However, there are plenty of would-be entrepreneurs who share these innate tendencies yet never become entrepreneurs or even attempt to start a business. Why is that?


I don’t believe I was born to be an entrepreneur, but I am confident I would have succeeded with any kind of online consumer business even though most businesses fail. That’s not meant to sound cocky in any way either. The method that I used – which evolved as I figured out how to make the best use of my natural abilities, developed skills and experience – would have worked whether I was selling white goods, fashion items or any other product that could be sold online. My circumstances drove me to find a way of succeeding on my own terms. But for those who are determined to make it, I believe the entrepreneurial mindset is something that can be cultivated.


Being from a working-class family and a broken home meant we didn’t have disposable income. I was given all the love I could have wished for, but we simply couldn’t afford all the latest things, and holidays were a rarity. There was very little stability, and as I was an only child until I was around sixteen years of age, I spent a lot of time alone.


The odds were stacked against me from a young age, and the education system didn’t provide me with any means for shifting things in my favour. I left school with just one GCSE, which I scraped. It was a ‘D’ in science – a subject that has always fascinated me.


I learnt many things at school, but I have never been academically strong, preferring a much more hands-on approach to learning. You could say I got my education by other means. For a start, I was so determined to make some money for myself that I found ways to do it while I was still at school. Well, studying the French Revolution was never going to help me buy the things I wanted, and even if I was the next great historian waiting to happen – I wasn’t – those history lessons weren’t going to bring rewards as quickly as I wanted them. At least, that’s how I saw it at the time.


As I have grown older, I have gained more of an appreciation of history, and now it interests me a lot. In recent years, I have come to recognise that many of the things we take for granted in the Western world are only possible because of the discoveries made by our ancestors. And I am extremely grateful for the fact that with the twist of a tap, I have access to fresh, clean water. Far too many people around the globe still don’t. I have learnt to appreciate the small things and not to assume everyone else can enjoy the same privilege.


If I could speak to my ancestors directly, I am sure I would find their stories fascinating. But life runs in cycles. We sow seeds, watch them grow, reap what we have sown, and then we restart the cycle by planting again. Just as we are benefitting from the hard work and discoveries of our ancestors, it is time for us to give back in whatever way we can and leave a rich legacy for the generations to come. We are the ancestors of tomorrow’s people. I want them to benefit from what I have learnt, and if I can do that, my time on this planet will have been even more worthwhile. I have prospered, so I want to help the next generation of entrepreneurs to prosper, and that is another reason why I feel compelled to write this book.


While I was growing up, getting stuck into the business of using my own initiative to generate cash taught me valuable lessons. I discovered my passions at quite a young age and threw myself into them, often losing all sense of time for long periods as I became immersed in my own projects. That was energy well spent. The stuff I learnt while in the zone later proved to be essential for building what would become the number-one sports nutrition brand in the world.


When I look back, especially to the early days, I still feel that I created my own destiny through hard work, determination and a strong sense of purpose. That is not to say I never received any support or guidance from others. The most important people in my life were those who knew me long before I started my sports nutrition brand. They were the ones I hung around with when I was mostly partying and wasting time instead of focusing on the future, and I don’t regret a single moment of any of that – they were some of the best times of my life. They were the most important people to me then, and they still are today. In fact, I’d say 80 per cent of my closest friends are those whom I’ve known for at least twenty years – some for as long as thirty-five years or more. They are like family to me, and there will always be a very special place in my heart for them. You know who you are!


Having converted a £500 overdraft into £350 million, most would consider me a relatively successful entrepreneur, but my friends assure me I am the same Oliver they’ve known for decades. I want to share a warts-and-all account of my childhood, the key events that shaped me, insights into how I tick, and how I built a world-class brand from scratch. You can decide whether I am a natural-born entrepreneur, or my environment made me this way.


Whichever conclusion you draw, I hope my account helps you with your journey, not only in the business sense but in everyday life. My business was bootstrapped, but so was my life. We are all far more resourceful than we think. If you want to learn how to make the most of your resources and embark on the most rewarding journey you could ever experience, this book is for you.


It’s time to bootstrap your life.









CHAPTER ONE


‘MY FUTURE’


‘I hope one day I become a great businessman, with control over many people. I like the idea of being my own boss. I also like the idea of creating jobs for others. I would make a good boss and would look after the staff well.’


These are the words of an eight-year-old schoolboy, sharing his thoughts in a letter for a teacher. They weren’t penned by Steve Jobs, Alan Sugar or any other well-known rags-to-riches entrepreneur you will have heard of. I wrote those words when I was at primary school. Does that mean I am a natural-born entrepreneur?


How many eight-year-olds do you know who would come out with a phrase such as ‘creating jobs for others’? Not many, in my opinion. I’d argue it’s not natural for a child of such a young age to be thinking that way – especially an ordinary, working-class lad from inner-city Manchester. And that’s not to suggest there is anything wrong with having those aspirations; it’s just not what we expect from children.


Typically, children are expected to be concerned with themselves and their own happiness, and we nurture them to be thoughtful, considerate and kind to others. They are still finding their feet and exploring the world. They have an open-minded perspective on life, but this is often hammered out of them by the time they become adults. Anything is possible to a child. Of course, even eight-year-old children can be bossy, and some will admit to wanting to control other people. You can see that in any playground anywhere in the world. But creating jobs for others? That’s a different matter.


For a child to talk about creating jobs suggests one who has absorbed the world around them, seeing how it all works and sussing what makes society tick. Those words could easily have come out of the mouth of a politician today. Pick your party, visit their website and you will probably find some would-be prime minister or president talking about creating jobs for the future. I believe a child who wants to create jobs for others is made, not born. The difference is not the circumstances we are born into but how we respond to them.


HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


The circumstances I was born into were not great. I was born in Withington Community Hospital, in inner-city Manchester, on 17 February 1979. My parents were living in a bedsit in Stretford, just outside Manchester city centre. Stretford was one of the city’s more deprived areas at that time, but it might have improved since then. Dad was a used car dealer. He used to buy cars from BCA car auctions in Belle Vue, Manchester, and sell them from home. Mum worked as a secretary in the city centre.


We moved to Bury, in North Manchester, around six months after I was born. I didn’t go to nursery and was an only child, so at a time when I should have been mixing with other children, I only had adults for company. Another move to a place called Heald Green, when I was around four years old, meant more upheaval. A feeling of isolation, instability and a boatload of dreams sum up the first few years of my life quite accurately.


I would not describe my early life as miserable. It is hard to say whether it is how I am wired, or a case of needs must, but I was well suited to my situation. Like any other young child, I wanted things – toys, sweets, experiences and other treats – and as I evolved, so did my desires, and I became interested in gaming, consoles and technology.


By my middle to late teens, I’d been introduced to motocross by my cousin Lee, whom I really looked up to. I used to love spending time with Lee and my other cousins – his three younger sisters – and it was only a matter of time before I really got into the motocross. But nothing comes for free, and my passion for scrambling under Barton Bridge in Trafford, and other off-road locations, soon became another reason to succeed and make money. No sooner had I warmed the seat of one bike, I’d be looking to buy a better one.


When I reflect on my earliest memories, it is only now that I can see clearly and understand why my eight-year-old self would aspire to become a great businessman, employing people, and why he would like the idea of being his own boss. I was a product of my environment – one that could crush me or that I could learn to adapt to and thrive within.


We had to move again, after my parents split up, when I was around nine years old. Mum and I went to live in Stockport, in a block of flats in the middle of a council estate. My family was broken, and I had lost easy access to all my friends again. Clearly there was no point depending on friendships as a source of happiness, and life was proving to be anything but settled.


DEVELOP A MINDSET FOR SUCCESS


Certain traits were already coming to the fore, and they were working for me. I guess you could say a mindset was being formed, and I believe it was one that would help me to succeed in business later in life. From an emotional perspective, I had learnt not to count on having other children as friends and that it was better to be strong, independent and confident in my own space, with or without anybody else’s support.


Only children have a few options. Either they are desperate to be with other children, in which case they learn how to make friends quickly, or they find peace on their own terms whether there are other children to play with or not. It is not unusual to find only children doing everything they can to gain friends, including splashing the cash. Being the only child in the house sometimes means their parents dote on them and ensure they have whatever material items they want. That wasn’t the case for me. I found happiness by immersing myself into whatever I was doing.


Being surrounded by adults all the time can influence a child in other ways. Just as a pet dog might think it’s human, a child who spends too much time with adults can become more serious-minded. I am willing to accept that might have been the case with me.


An emotionally independent mindset is extremely useful for anyone, regardless of whether they are aspiring to be entrepreneurs or not. It empowers you to be able to focus on achieving goals rather than spending mental energy on emotional needs. I am not saying there’s anything wrong with you if you care about having a partner and loads of friends. Humans are a highly sociable species, but if you can learn how to become emotionally self-sufficient, you will have fewer distractions.


I must stress the difference between being emotionally independent and being cold-hearted. Success in business has allowed me to give more to the people I love than I could have imagined when I was working in a typical nine-to-five job in my early twenties. And it’s not just about money either. Now, I can focus my attention on the things that matter, such as spending quality time with the people who count, experiencing things I could only dream of before, and helping the less fortunate through charitable acts.


Being emotionally independent meant I could spend long periods in solitude, which is something that I still enjoy. I was always well suited to spending time alone because of my natural tendency towards self-sufficiency, a trait that permeates almost every aspect of my life. I’m a firm believer in the ‘if you want to get something done, do it yourself’ philosophy!


You need to be determined if you want to be self-sufficient. You can’t run for help at the first sign of a problem. Don’t forget, life had taught me that I couldn’t count on anyone else. If I encountered an obstacle, I had to figure it out for myself. Once I’d entered my teens, I discovered that between the hours of 9 p.m. and 1 a.m. I was able to hyperfocus and enter a zone where the three main aspects of my mindset – self-sufficiency, focus and determination – came together most powerfully. I felt I could do anything if it interested me and I put my mind to it. This is the kind of approach that many elite performance coaches try to instil in their clients, but I believe many people can figure it out for themselves as long as they recognise the conditions that enable them to operate better. Some people are early birds, but I was never a member of the ‘5 a.m. club’. You have to find what works for you.


Another feature of being self-sufficient is not having to rely on others to offer reassurance or validation. In a way, long before I owned any real business, I was my own boss. I was bootstrapping my life, relying on myself for company, entertainment and education. And I had my own vision for how my future was going to turn out. It wasn’t included in the letter I wrote as an eight-year-old, but I used to tell myself and others that I would be a millionaire before reaching the age of thirty – not in an arrogant way, but just as part of one of those conversations about how things might turn out in the future. It wasn’t a case of me trying to convince myself with my own inner voice. It was a conviction. I just knew. Of course, other people told me it wasn’t going to happen, but it did. In fact, on reflection, it happened on paper by the time I was around twenty-six, but I distinctly remember writing myself a dividend cheque for one million pounds when I was around twenty-eight. I had probably banked at least that amount before then, in smaller tranches, but actually writing ‘One million pounds’ on a cheque was a profound moment.


There are many books, and people, that discuss the power of visualisation, the ‘Law of Attraction’ and similar concepts, so I am not going to add to that. Action, and a strong plan, are what get results. You need to know where you are going, and it is your determination to get there that will motivate you to find solutions to the toughest challenges.


I have always been naturally curious. Had I not been, I think it is unlikely my life would have unfolded in the way that it has. Curiosity is a key part of my story. Had I not been curious about how my then go-to whey protein product was made, how would any of this have happened? This is something I will be delving into in much more detail in a later chapter, but, for now, I will say this much: you look at what is, and you imagine what could be. You have to ask questions:




•‘Is there a better way of doing this?’


•‘Is there a quicker way of doing this?’


•‘Is there a less expensive way of doing this?’


•‘What can I do to make this better?’





Questioning doesn’t just open the door to improvement. It presents you with more possibilities when you need the solution to a problem. The less imaginative you are, the fewer options you will have. Curiosity broadens your mind. It broadened mine without any doubt.


I believe you learn to become more intuitive when you spend a lot of time alone, especially as a child. Whenever I met a new child, I had to decide whether they were friend or foe, trustworthy or disloyal, good people to be around or troublesome. All children have to do that, but I think that sense might have been heightened in my case as I was an only child. I’ve always chosen my friends and associates carefully, and I believe I am an excellent judge of character. I trust my gut.


Intuition is a kind of magic that combines various other skills. It involves internalising the world, extrapolating various possibilities and identifying the most likely outcomes, and assessing their impact. The result of that equation is a feeling of knowing – this direction will bear fruit, proceed with care, avoid at all costs, etc.


Entrepreneurs take calculated risks. They are decisive. Deciding to take a risk, whether it is a calculated one or not, takes courage. Nothing is certain. It could go wrong. I am very grateful to Carl Boon for sharing his ‘Fear is a liar’ principle with me. This became one of my mantras, because a lot of the time, the things we worry about don’t happen. They are figments of the imagination – what-ifs gone wrong. It is good to keep a handle on what can go wrong but only so you can better prepare for every outcome. ‘Fail to plan, plan to fail’ is another much-used phrase in business books, but no plan is complete unless you have considered the worst possible scenario. That is usually my starting point when building a plan, and I build out the rest from there.


Risk is a fact of life for everyone, but in business often the stakes are especially high because if we mess up, it can impact on the people we employ. The difference is that we have the chance to take control of our destiny. Given the choice between being in a full-time job, where I could be laid off at any time through no fault of my own, or running my own business, I’d

take the latter every day of the week. The risk-to-reward benefit is a no-brainer. If I am going to have to take risk, I want the rewards to be worth it.


When you are self-employed or you are running a business that employs others, the risk is in your face – including the possibility of losing a lot of money and still having to pay your staff. It is your dream, your vision, your time, your money and your hard work. Sometimes it doesn’t pay off. You learn how to move on when it doesn’t. That’s where resilience comes into play.


Over the next few chapters, I am going to talk in more detail about my formative years and how I started to gravitate towards becoming a businessman. As I do so, I will highlight how some of the traits I have talked about came in handy. I want to show how bootstrapping doesn’t just apply to growing a business. Every person is unique, with their own set of traits and talents. If you can learn how to make the most of your strengths and dampen the impact of your weaknesses, your dreams can become reality.









CHAPTER TWO


MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR
INNER RESOURCES


You have to make the most of what life gives you and learn how to turn weaknesses into strengths. I realised very early on that school was not working for me in the way it was for others. Although I have never been formally diagnosed with a learning disability, I strongly suspect that I suffer from some form of dyslexia, especially where mathematics is concerned.


Dyslexia sometimes goes hand in hand with a condition called dyscalculia, otherwise known as ‘number blindness’. Being afflicted with dyscalculia bears no relationship whatsoever to a person’s age or their ability in other areas. No matter how smart someone is in every other respect, if they have this condition, they will struggle with figures. That’s me all over – arithmetic can baffle me.


Even now, many teachers are unaware of conditions such as dyscalculia, and children with dyslexia often fall under the radar as well. Don’t forget that I was educated in the eighties and nineties, when teachers had less experience or knowledge of these conditions, so they could have been forgiven for thinking I wasn’t interested, wasn’t very intelligent or both. Perhaps they were as confused about me as I am with mathematics!


This end-of-year report from The Kingsway comprehensive school in 1996 sums up my memories of school quite accurately:




Oliver is a pleasant and reliable student who is usually willing to offer help in the form periods and he is well liked by his peer group. Whilst he is ready for a chat at any time he does not always show the same approach in actual lessons.


H e is full of energy and enthusiasm, but needs to have it channelled in the right directions. He requires more self discipline to succeed in unfamiliar situations. In Expressive Arts he has matured greatly, but still requires to do more about his control. He is a very practical person who has little time for the paperwork aspect of life.


He is able to co-operate with others top [sic] get things done, and no doubt has benefitted from his work experiences both in school and out of school as a catering assistant at Manchester City Football Club. He plays five-a-side football out of school and this is his main sporting activity.


In school P.E. he has shown determination to succeed and in the practical areas of Art and Design he has made steady progress through his approach to the subject and his resourcefulness. He has also demonstrated ability in Electronics on his short course and has a flair for computer [sic] and I.T.


I have no doubt he will be successful in life wherever [sic] he does due to his personality and lively approach to anything he attempts.





My form teacher managed to capture quite a few of the key features that helped me to succeed later while highlighting some of the challenges I was up against. They acknowledged that I was neither an unhappy nor disruptive student and was able to fit in well with others. One of the things I find most notable about the report is the reference to my determination to succeed and resourcefulness. These traits have served me well.


Paperwork was not my thing and still isn’t to a certain degree. I have always been a more hands-on person, so that is where I focus my energy. This explains how I only managed to obtain a U-grade for my GCSE in IT despite being able to demonstrate ‘ability in Electronics’ and ‘a flair for computer [sic] and I.T.’


All things considered, my teacher’s assessment of me was pretty fair, and while the school failed to identify any kind of learning issue such as dyslexia, they had little doubt that I’d succeed in whatever activity I focused on.


LEARN TO READ THE ENVIRONMENT


While I might not have stood out as a star pupil on paper, I made up for it in other ways. School can be a difficult environment for any child who does not learn to adapt and fit in with other students quickly. Children can be cruel and insensitive, and anything that makes a child stand out can leave them open to being marginalised or attacked. Things could have turned out differently for someone like me who couldn’t always add up that well and lacked confidence. Sometimes, my shyness made me feel a little awkward when I was around people, whereas I always felt comfortable in my own space, so I tended to be a bit of a loner during my earlier years in secondary school. I used to be known by my full name, Oliver Nobahar-Cookson, when I was at school, which made me a target for would-be bullies. But regardless of how much I found having to go to school boring and tedious, I always knew how to get on with everyone else.


I developed an instinct for the social dynamics of whatever environment I was in. You don’t need a degree in psychology to recognise how people around you are feeling, but I appreciate that some people are better at this than others. It is only in hindsight that I can see the importance of my school years in shaping my view of friendships, people and social skills. That period of my life provided me with a strong foundation to build on in terms of understanding myself and others – a strength that set me in good stead for working with and leading people later in life.


Primary school taught me the basics in terms of being able to read and write, and I was able to fit in with others even though I was quite shy. I guess I lacked confidence as I was not used to being with other children at home. The most significant event from my early childhood was the break-up of my parents’ relationship, without a shadow of a doubt. While it didn’t mean me having to move schools, we had to move to a new address about three miles away, so I couldn’t just pop round to my friends’ houses any more after school.


At the end of each school day, I used to stay with childminders until my mum could pick me up after work. They were lovely people, and they had a couple of children of their own – Michelle, who is a year younger than me, and Jeff (Junior), who sadly passed away in an accident a number of years ago. Rest in peace, Jeff. I still bump into Michelle now and again, and she is a lovely woman.


I got on well with Michelle and Jeff and their parents, but not being able to play with my mates in my year was frustrating. While my friends were spending time together after school, sharing experiences, learning and growing together, I was out on a limb. It was only a matter of time before my relationship with them became weaker, and that knocked my confidence even more.


Things hadn’t changed much by the time I went to secondary school. On my first day, I remember being very upset because I didn’t know how to do my tie. The school caretaker noticed how distressed I was, came to the rescue and showed me what to do. This incident demonstrates just how vulnerable I was as a boy.


A NEW FRIEND AND A NEW OLIVER


During what we used to call ‘Fourth Year’, or ‘Year 10’ in today’s terms, I went on work experience at an IT training company in Stockport. That’s where I met Carl Boon, who was everything I wasn’t at the time – oozing with confidence, one of the cocks of the school* and the cool kid who everyone else wanted to be like and who all the girls fancied. His charisma was contagious.


Carl and I got on great from the get-go. Some have said I was led astray a little and my friendship with Carl marked the period of my life when I started to go off the rails. But truthfully, it was being around someone as free-spirited and confident as Carl that encouraged me to be myself and to find my own way, and I made my own mistakes from there. He was the catalyst I needed to come out of my shell and grow. It was the beginning of a new process of learning my strengths and weaknesses in social situations and finding out who I was. I wouldn’t change anything about those years for the world. Carl and I really could write a book about our early years alone.


Those days on work experience with Carl were the best days of my school life, and they were also pretty wild. I can’t remember how it happened, but somehow or other, we ended up coming across a bottle of amyl nitrite and overindulging in sniffing that during work experience. God knows how many brain cells we killed, but the laughs we had made it seem worthwhile to my mind back then. The most profound change that came about from my friendship with Carl was my new-found confidence, which had an enormous impact on all aspects of my life in and out of school.


Following my stint in work experience, I returned to school as a new person, and I was much more willing to engage, take chances and join in with my peers than I had ever been before. A more confident, daring and adventurous Oliver was coming to the fore, and he was determined to take his place in the group. This led to some unintended consequences.


The worst day of school came when I was suspended for attempting to steal three hot dogs, which I hid up my sleeve and in my inside pocket, from the school canteen. Not the best move I’ve ever made. I can only put it down to the peer pressure I felt at the time. Retrospectively, I think that while all adolescents feel pressure to do things that are not very smart, something about my mindset enabled me to take things a step further. I have always been more of a doer than a talker. If something is worth doing, it’s worth doing right now. Fortunately, as I matured, I made much wiser decisions – but not before I made plenty o f other mistakes along the way.


A very dear friend of mine, Natalka, was chatting to me recently about the good old days when we were teens. She said she remembers that I was usually planning some stunt or other – often something mischievous – and when I said I was going to do something, I would always follow through. Although I had no idea of it at the time, my determination to see things through to the end was clearly making an impression on my friend, who remains one of my closest mates today. If I’ve achieved anything by being so open with you, I have demonstrated how accurate my teacher’s assessment was when they said I needed to channel my energy and enthusiasm in the right directions. The self-discipline was probably there, to be honest, but I was applying it to the wrong things. There was a lack of focus on what I should have been doing. I was young, and I didn’t always think about the consequences. The young Oliver would decide on a goal and set his heart on scoring it, and that’s what Natalka and others clearly noticed.


While my approach to life might have lacked direction as a teen, and I often focused on the wrong things, there was one passion of mine that paid real dividends. When I was around seven years old and Mum and Dad were still together, we lived next door to the Gill family, which included a boy called David. He was around five years older than me, but I think we were both similar people in the sense that he was also a very self-contained, self-sufficient person.


David had suffered from ill health from birth. Physically, he was disadvantaged, but mentally, he held a trump card. David was an extremely smart individual with a natural talent for computers and computer programming. He enjoyed showing me the ropes and sharing his knowledge and experience with me, and I lapped it up. I have since found out that he went on to become one of the top computer programmers in the country, specialising in gaming.


Unfortunately, after my parents split up when I was nine and I had to move away, I didn’t see as much of David. I’d spend around two or three hours with him on a weekend when I visited Dad, but it wasn’t enough, and we drifted apart. All my memories of David are very fond ones.


DISCOVERING MY ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT


Another consequence of Mum and Dad’s split was the financial impact it had on my mum. Money was tight, but I still wanted things, especially as I was emerging from puberty. Learning about computers from David had added fuel to my passion for computer games, but with the money situation, I couldn’t afford to buy anything fancy. I’d buy a second-hand, low-spec Windows-based PC and use the skills I had learnt from David (and had discovered for myself by trial and error) to upcycle it – buy a new processor, add memory, install an improved graphics card, etc. This was a far less expensive and more interesting way of acquiring a superb computer that would give me the performance I wanted.


It was never my intention to flip PCs for money, but that’s how the situation evolved. My friends at school got to know that I was handy with computers, so it was only a matter of time before I started helping people out. I didn’t always charge my mates for repairs, but I had realised the opportunity to make money. Even then, my initial motivation had been to make enough money to buy the latest, off-the-shelf, brand-new, highest-spec computer. I signed up for a free account with Loot, which was effectively like Gumtree but in a printed format that came out every week as a free-ads newspaper.


Things went better than I expected. It was so easy. One sale turned into ten sales, which turned into a hundred. I was buying several second-hand computers at once, doing whatever I could to improve them, re-advertising them on Loot and making a healthy profit with every sale. Business was booming until …


Loot pulled the plug on my activities. They weren’t happy with the fact that was I running a business on a free account, so I was banned from the platform, and I couldn’t register as a business account as I was only around fourteen. I did set up alternate accounts, but there were only so many phone numbers I could use at that age. I’d learnt a valuable lesson: if you can take a product and add value, you can make money.


PART OF THE IN-CROWD


During my later school years, I got into the habit of smoking. I wasn’t a real smoker though. It was something I did to be part of the crowd, so I would only smoke five or so a day, if that many. I never felt addicted to the nicotine. It’s a terrible habit, and I am not encouraging anyone to smoke, but when you see smokers in any situation, it is easy to spot the sense of solidarity between them. Whether you remember the days when smokers would gather in a ‘smoke room’ at work or you observe them standing under an outdoor smoking shelter, you can see how the common urge binds them together. That bond is no stronger than at school where adolescents have the added excitement of knowing they are doing something that’s a bit rebellious. Things were no different when I was at school. Everyone used to go to the bottom of the playing field at breaks for a ‘cig’.


Back in the day, most of us smoked cigarettes that included a ‘special’ filter marking, so we’d refer to someone saving a little on their cigarette as ‘double spesh’. But given that none of us were old enough to buy them, those of us who looked older than sixteen, as I did, would be asked to go into the shop to buy for everyone else. My dad’s Persian, so by the time I was fifteen I was growing a healthy amount of facial hair and already looked like a young man. I can still hear what they used to say as though it were yesterday: ‘Oli, get us a pack of cigs, will ya, mate?’


Cigarettes have always been expensive, especially for school-kids who mostly rely on their parents for any money they have, so most of us couldn’t afford to buy them. Those of us who did might only be able to buy a packet of ten, and these would soon run out if the others needed us to hand them out. I recognised an opportunity to help others out while making sure I had enough cigarettes left for me.


You could only buy cigarettes from the shop as packets of ten or twenty. That was fine for adults but too pricey for most of my friends. I spotted a new minimum viable product – the single cigarette. When one of my mates wanted a smoke, what they really wanted was one cigarette. That was all they needed to feel a part of the group, and if everyone had another smoke later,

they could buy another single one then. By selling cigarettes instead of giving them away, all of us could afford to smoke and I got mine for free. The fact that my status in the group became elevated – because people saw me as the one who always had the solution – was an added bonus.


Now, you may be thinking that buying and selling computers and being the one-stop cigarette solution at school demonstrated some entrepreneurial spirit. Maybe there was a little of that going on, but, at the time, I was just solving problems – funding my hunger for gaming and making sure I could be useful to my friends.


There was one venture I got involved in that grew so big, I was serving customers throughout the UK. But by the time I was twenty-one, it had all come crashing down, and I was in the national newspapers for all the wrong reasons.
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