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			Foreword

			For many people, Rentokil means pest control. It is by far and away the strongest pest control brand in the world, enjoying an unrivalled global leadership position as the most international business of its kind – today operating across more than 60 countries.

			The story of Rentokil’s rise to pre-eminence is a compelling one. You don’t get to be top dog by plodding along. It takes bravery, purpose, originality, expertise and determination. These qualities shine through time and time again in the history of the Rentokil brand.

			More than anything it has been Rentokil’s exceptional people who have made the difference over the years, from the scientists who have delivered brilliant R&D breakthroughs, to frontline technicians and surveyors bending over backwards to provide outstanding customer service – often in challenging environments. All the more so in the early years, when there was not the technology that we can call upon today. They are highly-skilled pest detectives – searching for clues to how pests might be entering a building or where pests are living – looking at the evidence and acting to protect people.

			The evolution of Rentokil from those early days into a global powerhouse brand I hope makes for great reading. There are plenty of revelations along the way – some of which will surprise even Rentokil insiders.

			Rentokil unquestionably has a fascinating past. I can also say with confidence that a bright future lies ahead.

			Pest control is a very attractive industry, with annual worldwide revenues of around £10bn. Market growth is projected to top 5% per annum globally over the next few years. Future prospects look good across both developed markets and the emerging higher-growth regions of Asia, Latin and Central America, Africa and the Middle East.

			Rentokil’s expertise really comes into its own for those businesses and organisations where there is a zero tolerance towards pests, such as in food processing and pharmaceuticals. Today we offer the kind of pest control products and management information tools which often give organisations a licence to operate. I can only see the importance of the pest control industry growing in the face of climate change, urbanisation and the expanding middle class of emerging economies.

			Already there have been cases of dengue fever and West Nile virus in North America and southern Europe. And even in the temperate climes of the UK, NHS data reveals that every year over 5,000 people in England go to hospital due to insect bites and wasp stings.

			This book sets the stage for Rentokil’s next ten years, when the business will celebrate its centenary. Over the next decade I expect there to be significant changes in pest control as we ‘reinvent Rentokil’. But we mustn’t forget our past. Ours is a rich heritage – and it’s our people who made it happen and continue to go the extra mile for customers every day.

			They are the Rentokil brand.

			Andy Ransom

			Chief executive officer

			Rentokil Initial

			Supporting Malaria No More

			[image: ]

			James Whiting, Executive Director, Malaria No More UK with Maureen Odhiambo and her family in Kenya.

			For every copy of this book sold, Rentokil will donate £1 to Malaria No More, a young and ambitious charity with a mission as transparent as its name: to end one of the world’s oldest killer diseases; to make malaria no more. Malaria is a horrific disease but entirely preventable. And treatment is cheap. It costs less than £1 to save the life of a child with malaria.

			www.malarianomore.org.uk

		

	
		
			The Birth of a Pest Control Powerhouse

			What a year was 1925.

			F. Scott Fitzgerald published The Great Gatsby, Benito Mussolini seized dictatorial power in Italy and Kristiania became Oslo. The fez was outlawed in Turkey, water skis were patented, Louis Armstrong made his first record under his own name and the Nobel Prize in Literature was awarded to George Bernard Shaw.

			Walt Disney got married, and released the black-and-white short animated comedy Alice Rattled by Rats in which a group of boisterous rats play havoc with a cat (some things never change!), a full three years before Mickey Mouse took his debut bow. It was the year that saw the birth of Margaret Thatcher, Malcolm X, Richard Burton, Sammy Davis Jr, Peter Sellers, Bill Haley, Pierre Boulez and Paul Newman. And to top it all, it was the year in which the Rentokil brand came into being.

			In the pages that follow, we chart the many twists and turns in the development of this remarkable brand and share some entertaining stories from the people who have made Rentokil Initial a great place to work and an outstanding success. As this book celebrates the 90th anniversary of Rentokil – and the forthcoming 90th anniversary in 2017 of the formation of British Ratin, which bought Rentokil in the 1950s before rebranding itself under the Rentokil name – inevitably the main focus is on the Rentokil side of the business. But of course this is not in any way intended to downplay the significance of other businesses within today’s diverse multinational company. Initial, for example, has its own illustrious history and a name that pre-dates Rentokil, beginning life in 1903 as a supplier of monogrammed towels before expanding into other laundry and business services, eventually coming together with Rentokil in one of the major UK corporate mergers of the 1990s.

			As with all great brands, people have clear opinions on what Rentokil stands for. Yes, for many it is a byword for market leadership in pest control. But of course there is far more to it than that – both in terms of the services delivered and the values that make Rentokil, the business and brand, utterly unique. Genuine concern for people and a passion for customer service run through the company’s DNA. These values have remained constant in a fast-changing world. Despite the passing of the decades, the appetite to be the best and go above and beyond in meeting customer needs has remained. Indeed, it is keener than ever. The Rentokil brand encapsulates all of that.

			Yet while staying true to its core values, Rentokil has evolved. After all, it’s impossible to keep ahead of the field by standing still. By and large the pests have remained the same, albeit some have developed immunity to what was once effective, necessitating new approaches. But the biggest driver of all behind transformation in the business is the degree to which the world has changed and continues to change. Customers are increasingly demanding; regulations have been tightened; business is more global; time frames get ever shorter.

			In an age of instant access to information and super-fast automated processes, customers now take it for granted that their business partners will respond swiftly to meet and surpass their expectations. Companies cannot afford for production plants to stand idle or wait an age for hotel bedrooms to be made fit for guests once again. Rentokil’s well-equipped and highly motivated employees take pride in ensuring that business-critical problems such as these are resolved with the minimum of fuss and maximum efficiency. Rentokil employees are the best ambassadors of all; the reason why the brand is so widely recognised and admired.

			That’s always been the case. It’s just even truer now than 90, 50 or even ten years ago. The way we work and live in the 21st century has raised the stakes, but also generated opportunities on an almost unimaginable scale. Today there are between 15 and 20 million hotel rooms globally and people criss-cross the world in enormous numbers on business and for pleasure. According to the International Air Transport Association, scheduled flights carry an astonishing 3.3 billion passengers per year on around 50,000 routes. They also transport around 50 million tonnes of freight. That’s a lot, although it’s only a tiny fraction of the goods and resources transported by sea. The world shipping fleet has the capacity to carry 1.7 billion tonnes – that’s at any one time, not over the course of a year – and is growing steadily, with global capacity 4% higher in 2014 than in the previous year. Demand for pest-controlled environments is ever expanding.

			The amount of food processed to be sold in supermarkets and convenience stores is also on the rise. Euromonitor research finds that 1.8 trillion units of food packaging are made every year. All of the food packaged in this way must be produced in hygienic, pest-free environments to meet exacting food standards. Through hard work, innovation and attention to detail, Rentokil makes that possible.

			Hotels, restaurants, ships, warehouses, offices, factories, retail units: operators of these and other types of facility all need Rentokil’s expertise. So, too, do homeowners.

			Through the decades, generations of householders have turned to the company to protect their cherished living spaces from the ravages of damp, dry rot and pests of all kinds, from the largest rodents to the smallest bed bugs. Rentokil has been a pioneer in this field since its early days, pushing the boundaries with scientific breakthroughs. The business set the bar high then and still does by employing talented people and training them to become experts in the essentials. In 2014, 66,000 courses were undertaken globally though the U+ in-house university, sharing technical knowledge, developing leadership skills and embedding best practice on health and safety. Rentokil’s reputation is based on the technical expertise and commitment of its people.

			Read on for the fascinating story of how the business got to this point. There follows an account of outstanding individuals – a few of them larger than life – shrewd deals, smart innovation, pragmatic solutions, international growth, ground-breaking assignments, marketing and PR flair, consistent values and occasional outbreaks of tragedy, comedy and the simply bizarre. This is a story that begins with a gifted Imperial Entomologist, an important scientific breakthrough in Denmark and a formidable entrepreneurial woman who strove to build a brand and deliver excellent service at a time when female business leaders were thin on the ground. This is a story that takes in the Palace of Westminster and royal residences, that stretches from the Sydney Opera House to the magnificent stave churches of Norway, from the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur to the sewers of Brussels, from desert sands to the capital of Iceland, from the Olympic Games in Atlanta and Beijing to the 2014 FIFA World Cup in Brazil, from a modern twist on the Pied Piper to the ancient art of snake-charming, from work on humble dwellings and ordinary business premises through to demanding assignments such as cathedral restoration and crucial roles in massive infrastructure projects, right the way through to the preservation of cultural artefacts, historic ships and works of art including many masterpieces. This is a story about solving problems, applying expertise, surpassing expectations and delivering unbeatable service.

			Above all else, and like all fascinating tales, this is a story about people: the people who made Rentokil great, and those whose work is making Rentokil greater still.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter One: 
Dangerous Experiments

			Entomology – n. The scientific study of insects

			The Rentokil story begins with a brilliant life cut tragically short.

			Harold Maxwell-Lefroy was born on 20 January 1877 in the Hampshire village of Crondall, the middle child of seven. His father, Charles, was a country squire who served as an officer in the 14th King’s Hussars, one of the most esteemed cavalry regiments of the time, and the family could trace its ancestry back to the Huguenots. With a long tradition of military service and respectability, the Lefroys resembled the kind of characters found in the novels of Hampshire writer Jane Austen, the famously perceptive observer of manners and morality.

			That they did was no mere coincidence. Harold’s great-great-grandmother Anne, wife of Reverend Isaac Peter George Lefroy, was a neighbour and mentor to the youthful Jane Austen, encouraging her early endeavours as a writer and sharing a love of literature. But there was also love of the romantic kind between the Austens and Lefroys. When Anne and Isaac’s nephew, Thomas Langlois Lefroy, came to visit them at Ashe House in the winter of 1795–96, having recently graduated from Trinity College, Dublin, he soon became the object of 20-year-old Jane’s attentions.

			The romantic attachment ended when Tom departed Ashe early in 1796, but there has been plenty of speculation through the years that he inspired some of the author’s greatest literary creations, including Mr Darcy in Pride and Prejudice, which Austen began writing soon after the dalliance ended. A ‘sexed up’ version of the relationship provided the basis for the 2007 biopic Becoming Jane, in which James McAvoy played the part of Tom Lefroy opposite Anne Hathaway. In real life, Tom went on to become an MP and eventually Lord Chief Justice of Ireland. But it was by no means an end to the ties between the families. In 1814, Jane Austen’s niece, Anna Austen, married Tom’s cousin, Benjamin Lefroy.

			Considering his colourful and accomplished background, young Harold Maxwell-Lefroy had a lot to live up to. Educated at Marlborough College, today still one of the UK’s most prestigious public schools, he was admitted to King’s College, Cambridge, in 1895 to study Natural Sciences. At Cambridge, a lifelong passion for insects was nurtured and he excelled academically. After achieving a first-class degree, he went on to complete his masters. Maxwell-Lefroy’s avid curiosity and fast-growing expertise quickly led him to exotic outposts of the British Empire, where he was able to conduct field research and offer practical advice on dealing with pest problems.

			First he spent four years in the Caribbean, lecturing on economic entomology in Barbados in 1899 before assuming the role of Entomologist at the Imperial Department of Agriculture in the West Indies. A devastating hurricane had brought death and destruction to large areas of the Caribbean in autumn 1898, and as part of the economic reconstruction efforts landowners were diversifying their crops and needed advice on how best to protect them from pests. Maxwell-Lefroy travelled extensively across the islands, studying pests such as the sugarcane moth borer, and while in the Caribbean met his future wife, Kathleen. Then in 1903 he took the opportunity to move to the other side of the world, swapping West Indies for East Indies as Entomologist to the government of India.

			[image: ]

			Professor Harold Maxwell-Lefroy.

		

	
		
			Imperial Entomologist

			During the best part of a decade in the subcontinent, Maxwell-Lefroy’s standing in the scientific community grew in leaps and bounds. In 1905, he played a significant role in the foundation of the Indian Agricultural Research Institute (IARI) at Pusa, in the state of Bihar, overseeing the creation of a large entomology department. The IARI came into being at the behest of Viceroy and Governor General of India, Lord Curzon, and thanks to a £30,000 grant from American philanthropist, Henry Phipps. In the 21st century, now headquartered in New Delhi, it remains India’s premier institute for agricultural research, development and education, employing over 3,500 people. Unfortunately the original buildings and most of the early records were destroyed by a devastating earthquake on 15 January 1934.

			While still in his 20s, Maxwell-Lefroy followed in the footsteps of Charles Darwin in becoming a fellow of both the Entomological Society and the Zoological Society of London. Before long, his diligence and eminence in his field were recognised when he became the first person to be given the job title of Imperial Entomologist. His reputation was further cemented by the publication of ground-breaking books Indian Insect Pests (1906) and Indian Insect Life (1909), the latter an exhaustive, monumental work weighing in at just under 800 pages.

			[image: ]     [image: ]

			Maxwell-Lefroy’s Indian Insect Life is a scientific tour de force, weighing in at just under 800 pages.

			All of this took place at the time of the British Raj, a couple of generations before the birth of an independent India, and it’s tempting to picture the gifted young Cambridge scientist discussing the weighty issues of the day with his imperial contemporaries beneath the big fans of a well-appointed colonial club, while the monsoon rains lashed down outside. Or sitting on a veranda observing a glorious tropical sunset, gin and tonic in hand. In his line of work, Maxwell-Lefroy would have understood better than anyone the anti-malarial properties of the quinine in his tonic water!

			[image: ]

			The rice skipper, a beautifully illustrated plate from Indian Insect Life.

			The reality, however, was harsh, as a profile of Maxwell-Lefroy that appeared in the December 1988 edition of Hampshire magazine makes abundantly clear: “In 1910 Lefroy reluctantly decided that he must leave India. Two of his children had died from fly-borne diseases. He did not want to risk the life of his surviving son.”

			Thankfully, despite the death of his elder son Denis and daughter Gladys, his remaining son, Cecil, was to be spared – enjoying a successful career as the General Manager of Burmah Oil and living until the age of almost 90.

		

	
		
			Return to England

			Shortly after the death of Denis at the age of four in November 1910, a devastated Maxwell-Lefroy applied for home leave for the first time since his arrival in India. Early in January 1911, the professor, his wife and Cecil set sail for England, where they moved into a house on the Thames at Strawberry Hill, Twickenham.

			Maxwell-Lefroy was initially granted ‘privilege leave’ for three months, to which 18 months’ furlough was added. Although it had boosted his career, India had taken a severe toll on his family. However, the professor’s reputation and prodigious knowledge of insects presented him with opportunities in academia back in his homeland. He began lecturing at Imperial College in South Kensington, where his inaugural lecture caused quite a stir.

			In it, Maxwell-Lefroy set out a compelling case for the importance of applied entomology – studying the effects insects have on man. He explained:

			“It is only lately that the significance of the insect world has become apparent… The opening up to agriculture of new tropical countries, the increasing competition in the cultivation of tropical products, the discovery of the part played by insects in disseminating human disease, have brought entomology to the front and have shown that, far from being a science concerned solely with the minute classification of interminable varieties and species, it is a science which has great significance for man, and one which requires to be developed in serious earnest if we are to be in a position to harvest our crops, to cope with disease, and to populate tropical areas successfully.”

			His lecture also cited the role of the mosquito in causing malaria epidemics and the rat flea in spreading bubonic plague.

			This and subsequent lectures added to Maxwell-Lefroy’s already considerable standing in the scientific community and gave impetus to the argument that the status of entomology as a field of study should be enhanced. In 1912 he was appointed the first Professor of Entomology at Imperial College. At the time Imperial enjoyed a high profile, having been created just five years earlier after the Board of Education recommended the amalgamation of the Royal College of Science, the Royal School of Mines and the City & Guilds College into a single institution that would act as a world-class hotbed of scientific excellence. When construction began on a new university building in 1909, the foundation stone was laid by King Edward VII.

			An enthusiastic and mercurial educator, Maxwell-Lefroy was popular with his students. Evelyn Cheesman, who went on to become a renowned butterfly expert, wrote in her 1957 autobiography, Things Worth While: “Lefroy was an erratic teacher, but his lectures had the merit of being unusually interesting.”

			By 1913, the energetic academic was combining his position at the university with honorary positions as curator of the new insect house at London Zoo and Entomologist to the Royal Horticultural Society at Wisley. Given his renown as an expert on pests and Imperial College’s burgeoning reputation for scientific breakthroughs, it was no great surprise that the government should seek him out when one of the country’s most splendid buildings was found to be at risk.

		

	
		
			Westminster Hall in peril

			The structure in question was Westminster Hall, the oldest building on the parliamentary estate, dating back to 1097. Its beautiful hammer-beam roof, commissioned by Richard II in 1393, is the largest medieval timber roof in northern Europe and is generally considered a masterpiece of design and engineering. This great building has also been the setting for numerous momentous events in English history. Here Henry VIII granted clemency to the Evil May Day rioters; it was the location for the trial of Guy Fawkes and the other Gunpowder Plot conspirators; and for the trial of King Charles I.

			Fortunately, Westminster Hall escaped destruction during the devastating fire of 1834 that destroyed much of the rest of the Palace of Westminster. Lord Melbourne, the Prime Minister of the time, personally directed the fire engines to douse the roof with water in a frantic effort to preserve the structure for the nation. By this point, the medieval Palace of Westminster housing the Lords and Commons, had already burnt to the ground (construction of the famous replacement building by architect Charles Barry, with its tower housing Big Ben, began in 1840).

			The loss of so much historical heritage meant the preservation of Westminster Hall assumed enormous importance. When it came to light in a report by architect Frank Baines, Director of the Office of Works, that the roof beams of this fine building had suffered significant damage due to a deathwatch beetle infestation, resolving the problem became a matter of urgency. In 1914, Baines contacted Maxwell-Lefroy for assistance. The professor set to work formulating the first chemical fluids specifically designed to control wood-boring insects. In a letter about the restoration published in The Times on 22 May 1914, Baines wrote appreciatively:

			“All other methods of exterminating Xestobium tessellatum [deathwatch beetle] having failed, I called in the assistance of Professor Maxwell-Lefroy and he invented a spray which is constituted thus – 50 per cent tetrachloroethane, 6 per cent cedarwood oil, 2 per cent solvent soap, 2 per cent paraffin wax and 40 per cent trichloroethylene. The first is a perfect insecticide and is so dangerous that those who handle it must use gas masks – this was done on Saturday and Sunday. The cedarwood oil protects the wood against future attacks and the scent impregnates the timber and keeps the beetle away.”

			[image: ]

			Westminster Hall’s magnificent hammer-beam roof was threatened by deathwatch beetle.

			Courtesy of Adam Wolfitt/Robert Harding Picture Library.

			The formula was refined as work on the beams progressed and proved to be highly effective. Success in treating Westminster Hall brought Maxwell-Lefroy a good deal of favourable publicity and he began thinking of the commercial potential of his new fluid. We can therefore tentatively trace the first inklings of the business that was to become Rentokil to this point in time.

		

	
		
			The first world war

			Yet this being 1914, darker events were unfolding, forcing Maxwell-Lefroy to put his entrepreneurial aspirations on hold. Following the outbreak of the first world war, the Entomology Department at Imperial College focused its work on insecticides as part of the war effort to keep troops healthy and safeguard food supplies. The British Government sent Maxwell-Lefroy back to India to assess the viability of reviving the country’s silk industry. But simultaneously he applied himself to alleviating the misery of British troops. In a letter to the British Medical Journal (published 13 February 1915), Maxwell-Lefroy lamented the “pitiful situation” of many soldiers affected by pests such as lice and revealed he had received an “unexpected flood” of 1,100 letters requesting details of remedies he had referred to in his pre-conflict books.

			Having completed his three-volume report on the silk industry, Maxwell-Lefroy continued his family’s military tradition when given the rank of acting lieutenant colonel in the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force. There was a desperate need for his pest control expertise in the searing heat and terrible conditions of the Middle East and the professor journeyed there from India to throw himself into improving hygiene, particularly for the wounded, by poisoning flies and vermin. His valuable practical and scientific work in the theatre of war in what is now Iraq formed the basis for a book, published in 1917, on fly poisons for outdoor and hospital use. He was then sent all the way to Australia due to concerns over weevil infestation of the huge stores of bagged wheat in Sydney awaiting shipment to the UK.

			“Within a few weeks of his arrival in Sydney he had discovered that the temporary warehouses were not sufficiently protected from rain blown in from the sea. Ideal conditions were thus created for weevils to flourish in damp softened grain, in bags too closely stacked.”

			– Hampshire (The County Magazine), December 1988

			Before embarking on the epic sea voyage home, the intrepid entomologist gave his recommendations for improving storage and devised a method for ‘cleansing’ contaminated grain.

			After the war, Maxwell-Lefroy was able to return to Imperial College and resume his lecturing and experiments with gusto. He also contributed to several early black-and-white documentary films on insects that were part of a pioneering science and wildlife series called Secrets of Nature. The series made ground-breaking use of techniques such as time-lapse and microscopic cinematography that have become so familiar to viewers of David Attenborough programmes and other nature documentaries. Maxwell-Lefroy is known to have been directly involved with at least two Secrets of Nature documentaries: The Wasp and The Tiger Beetle. It’s unclear whether any copies of these films survive, however the BFI has released a compilation DVD featuring several of the other films in this trailblazing series.

			Work also recommenced on the restoration of Westminster Hall – which was eventually reopened by King George V and Queen Mary amid much fanfare in 1923. In his excellent 2015 biography of Maxwell-Lefroy, The Entokil Man, Laurence Fleming writes: “A magnificent building, of great historical importance and enormous architectural value, had been saved, with all its unique, irreplaceable carvings. A beetle had been studied, its grubs in all probability already present in the original timbers, and a liquid invented which sealed its death warrant. For his work at Westminster Hall, Mr Frank Baines was offered, and accepted, a knighthood. If Professor Maxwell-Lefroy was offered one at the same time – there is a legend in the family to this effect … he politely refused it.”

		

	
		
			Early timber fluid marketing

			The publicity around his involvement with the restoration meant custodians of other threatened old buildings began beating a path to Maxwell-Lefroy’s door. Fully aware of the commercial possibilities of his timber fluid, he began targeting a market of architects, builders, furniture makers and antique dealers. With business taking off, it became clear that the combined demands of academia and commerce were too much for one person. Consequently, Maxwell-Lefroy brought in a young woman from London called Elizabeth ‘Bessie’ Eades, initially on a freelance basis, to help out with billing clients and bookkeeping. Eades took to the role like a duck to water and before long was running the commercial side of the business.

			As demand for the product grew, Maxwell-Lefroy set about establishing a company to better exploit the business possibilities of his timber fluid. On 29 September 1924, Disinfectants and General Products Ltd came into being, described as a disinfectant manufacturer. The generic nature of the name had some advantages but brevity, originality and memorability were not among them. To help with the marketing of the insecticide fluids, what was called for was a brand name that stuck in the mind.

			Maxwell-Lefroy and Eades were keen on the name Entokil – from the Greek word for insect, entomon. Unfortunately, there was an objection to the use of that trademark. The pair didn’t want a name too far removed from their original intention and played around with the word by adding various letters. It’s safe to assume that Sentokil or Wentokil would have been quickly dismissed as being too brutal so soon after the horrific war. Rentokil, on the other hand, had a catchy ring to it and tripped easily off the tongue. So it was that in 1925 a great, highly versatile brand name made its quiet entrance. Nowadays we might say it came in under the radar, but this was a time more than a decade before the acronym RADAR had even been coined. And more than 80 years before Rentokil would launch a hi-tech mousetrap bearing the RADAR name.

		

	
		
			An untimely end

			Sadly, Maxwell-Lefroy was not to see either his business or the new brand name grow and prosper. He was dead before the year was out, the victim of one of his own insecticide experiments gone terribly wrong. It was certainly not the case that the scientist was unaware of the risks he was taking with his research. In March the previous year there was a narrow escape when testing an insecticide on flies. While the flies were apparently unharmed by the toxin, Maxwell-Lefroy inadvertently breathed in the poisonous fumes and began choking. Unable to wrench his laboratory window open, he was almost overcome. Luckily, in this instance he was able to stagger into a nearby room and alert some colleagues, who saved his life by promptly administering oxygen for an hour.

			But on Saturday 11 October 1925, the professor’s luck ran out. Due to the inherent dangers of his work, Maxwell-Lefroy generally took the precaution of conducting his experiments alone. Once again he was testing an insecticide gas, this time on house fly larvae. When he failed to come home for dinner, his concerned wife Kathleen went to Imperial College to discover the professor lying unconscious on the floor. He died four days later in St George’s Hospital, without regaining consciousness.

			The accident and subsequent death of such a prominent scientist made headlines across the United Kingdom and further afield. Newspapers including The Times paid tribute to his knowledge, courage and public service.

			“The achievements of his comparatively short life were great. He was the true heroic enthusiast. While apparently reckless, in spite of more than one serious warning, of the dangers to which he exposed himself in his experiments with deadly poisons, he had in fact a juster knowledge of them than anyone else, as was proved by the care he took that no one except himself should be exposed to them.”

			– Obituary, The Spectator, 25 October 1925

			Maxwell-Lefroy’s friend, Francis MacLean Scott, told the inquest into his death how he had seen the entomologist staggering around on the Saturday of the incident and complaining of having inhaled the vapour. “The little beggars have got the best of me,” he had been heard to remark. Although clearly feeling unwell, Maxwell-Lefroy was determined to return to his laboratory, where he succumbed.

			As the Aberdeen Journal reported, “The post-mortem showed that the professor’s condition was compatible with the continual inhalation of gases. The coroner, in returning a verdict of ‘death through misadventure’, said the professor was a brilliant research worker who lost his life in trying to benefit the human race.”

			Tributes to the man and his achievements flooded in. Writing in The Times, Professor Edward Stebbing, an eminent expert on forests who worked with Maxwell-Lefroy in India, said: “Without exception he was the keenest and most enthusiastic man I have ever met. In his nine years in India he revolutionised all previous methods of studying the insect pests of agricultural crops… there was none abler or more of a ‘live wire’ than Lefroy.”

			A separate obituary in The Times bearing the headline ‘A Great Economic Entomologist’, celebrated the professor’s pre-eminence and tremendous success in dealing with insect pests at both administrative and practical levels. It included a passage written by an old friend which was very revealing about Maxwell-Lefroy’s impatient character and obsession with scientific research. Accepting a lift with this “ardent and dangerous” motorist was not for the faint-hearted:

			“It was an experience to be driven by him in a car whose battered wings gave little confidence, as fast as the car could go, through London traffic, in company of a biscuit box of noxious living insects, a few glass bottles of poisons, and a cylinder of some lethal gas. In revenge for such a trip, I once took him from Regent’s Park to St Paul’s and back in a very fast car with quick acceleration, intending to ‘show off’ a little. Lefroy took not the slightest notice of the risks but continued to describe a new method of cooking the goose of the red boll weevil, drawing diagrams on the back of an envelope and thrusting them on the driver’s attention. Lefroy was not only a great investigator, but a wholly delightful personality.”

			As a mark of respect, the College of Pestology introduced a commemorative gold medal in Maxwell-Lefroy’s name to be awarded annually for the best essay on a pest-related theme.

			The talented professor was dead at the relatively young age of 48. Yet 90 years later, the brand he created is stronger than ever.

			[image: ]

			The College of Pestology – an entomological society at its height in the 1920s – introduced a commemorative gold medal in honour of Maxwell-Lefroy.

			Books by Harold Maxwell-Lefroy in the Royal Entomological Society library

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, Indian Insect Pests, 1906

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, The Bombay Locust (Acridium Succinctum): A report on the investigation of 1903–1904, Memoirs of the Department of Agriculture in India, Entomology Series Volume 1 (1), 1906

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, and Howlett, F.M., Indian Insect Life: A Manual of the Insects of the Plains (Tropical India), 1909

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, Mulberry silk rearing in the United Provinces, 1910

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, and Ansorge, E.C., Report on an inquiry into the Silk Industry in India, vols I–III. 1916–7

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, and Jackson, A.C., Some fly poisons for outdoor and hospital use, Bull. ent. Res. 7: 327–335, 1917

			Maxwell-Lefroy, Harold, Manual of Entomology with Special Reference to Economic Entomology, 1923

			The essentials

			1877 – Harold Maxwell-Lefroy is born in Hampshire.

			1895 – Maxwell-Lefroy is admitted to King’s College, Cambridge, where he studies natural sciences.

			1899 – Travels to the West Indies.

			1906 – Publication of Maxwell-Lefroy’s highly regarded book, Indian Insect Pests.

			1912 – Becomes first ever Professor of Entomology at Imperial College.

			1914 – Office of Public Works invites Maxwell-Lefroy to help preserve the magnificent wooden hammer-beam roof of Westminster Hall, which had suffered deathwatch beetle damage.

			1917 – Deals with pests in arduous conditions near the frontline in the Middle East during the first world war.

			1923 – Reopening of Westminster Hall by the King and Queen.

			1925 – Creation of the Rentokil name… and the untimely death of Maxwell-Lefroy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: 
The Early Years of Rentokil

			The nascent Rentokil could very easily have died with Harold Maxwell-Lefroy but the formidable Bessie Eades had other ideas. She took control of the trading company she had formed with the late professor and bought the rights to the timber fluid from his widow Kathleen – it is said she paid £90 (around £5,000 in today’s money). The first world war had triggered far-reaching change in British society and brought about new opportunities for women in the workplace, but commerce was still an overwhelmingly masculine preserve. It’s worth remembering that the act giving women the same voting rights as men only came into law in July 1928, by which point the trailblazing Eades had been calling the shots as a businesswoman for nearly three years.

			Coincidentally, summer 1928 also saw the first statutory meeting of a new company, Rentokil (Sales) Ltd, which Eades set up with Elsie May Lanstein in Hatton Garden, London. The latter was appointed to the position of General Manager, Sales Manager and Organiser at an annual salary of £250 (equivalent to £14,000 today), allowing Eades to devote more time to research and development. By far the most important strategic decision Eades made in this period was to start selling directly to members of the public. Rentokil fluids had previously been sold in drums of one gallon or larger, with trade customers to the fore. Switching to smaller containers and putting marketing emphasis on the long-lasting nature of the timber fluids allowed Rentokil to target the consumer market.

			[image: ]

			Bessie Eades, the formidable entrepreneur who ran Rentokil for 30 years.

			A 1930s promotional leaflet titled Will it Break Out Again? promised to protect wood against attack from furniture beetle and deathwatch beetle because it had been compounded and used by the greatest entomologist of his time, namely Maxwell-Lefroy. “Not one case of re-infestation since it was discovered 10 years ago,” trumpeted the leaflet. Product packaging also referred to the fact that the timber fluid followed the original formula developed by the late professor. An advertisement for a newly developed beetle powder from the same decade, headlined Death Comes in the Night to all Kitchen and Bakehouse Pests, encouraged product trialling beneath an image of a large arrow-of-death smiting a bug. “It’s so simple,” read the copy. “Just sprinkle around overnight and next morning bodies of beetles, cockroaches and crickets are lying around ready to be swept up. Try it yourself by sending 4½d for TRIAL TIN.”

			[image: ]

			A pre-war Rentokil advertisement.

			The company moved to new premises at 171 Bermondsey Street, London, SE1 in 1933 and Eades was proving herself an adept businesswoman, expanding the product range and building sales through advertising. Eades was certainly no slouch when it came to closing a deal. Whenever a salesman came to call, if time allowed she would invite them in and listen to their pitch before turning the tables to plug the wonders of her pest control products. On more than one occasion it would be the visiting salesman who made a purchase rather than her, leaving the Bermondsey building content but a little bemused that a Rentokil product or two was in their hands.

			[image: ]

			Early Rentokil timber fluid packaging, bearing the slogan “Destroys the Destroyers of your Furniture”. Text on the side of the can includes the claim that the product is made “From the original formula of the late Professor H. M. Lefroy”.

			Eades also proved adept at generating publicity on a shoestring. She penned an article for Musical Opinion magazine in response to concerns among its readership about woodworm infestation in pianos. Inspiration on how to open the piece came on a visit to St Mary-le-Bow church, which in the early 1930s was undergoing extensive renovation, including to beams ravaged by deathwatch beetle. Incidentally, the centrepiece of the project – the restoration of its famous bells – was paid for by brash retail magnate Harry Gordon Selfridge. But Eades’ motif was wood borers and her piece began by evoking thousands of “Cockney” deathwatch beetles, all born within the sound of Bow Bells.

			In the decade of the Great Depression, it was far from plain sailing for Rentokil. Growth was slow and there were times when the figures made miserable reading. In the year ending 31 August 1934, Rentokil made a net loss of £64 (the equivalent of £4,000 today). The outbreak of the second world war in 1939 inevitably brought more challenges, not least during the Blitz, when the company premises in Brixton were destroyed following a direct hit from a Luftwaffe land mine. “That was one of the hardest blows – to see all our work destroyed,” Eades was to recall over a decade later in an interview with furniture trade magazine The Cabinet Maker. Yet there was nothing for it but to carry on. “We set up our office in the ruins,” Eades continued. “Sometimes we worked in the snow. People loaned us typewriters. One of our typists worked her own machine from her home. We took the mail from the postman in the street. Then we got a lock-up shop in Stockwell Road, and then another lock-up shop and then a house, and we carried on.” 

			In the tough environs of bomb-damaged Stockwell Road, opposite a tatty used car dealership, the indefatigable Eades overcame one hurdle after another, determined to keep her aspirations for Rentokil alive.
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