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  THE SO-CALLED TALENT




  Landing myself a job on telly




  If anyone would have told me ten years ago I would be a TV star and featured on the cover of the Radio Times, I’d have said they were nuts. Throughout the course

  of my life there have been a number of milestone experiences. The first was when I built up my electronics business Amstrad – a rags-to-riches story where a young man from the East End of

  London became the blue-eyed boy of the stock market, building Europe’s largest computer manufacturing company and starting Sky TV with Rupert Murdoch. It brought me to the attention of the

  financial media, as well as the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. In the 1980s Britain was just coming out of recession and she was delighted to hail me as an example of the ordinary

  man-in-the-street from Hackney who can do well. This helped break the public perception that only the posh and privileged were able to succeed in business.




  When this thirty-four-year-old cockney floated his company on the stock market, the demand for newspaper and radio interviews was tremendous. This was what gave me my first experience in

  television. The meteoric growth of Amstrad in the eighties attracted so much attention that I was invited on to the famous Terry Wogan Show a number of times, and very nervous I was too.

  When I look back now – knowing what I know about television and TV production – it makes me laugh to think I was at all worried about it.




  At the time, Nick Hewer was acting as my PR consultant, and he had organised my appearance on the Wogan show just after a stock-market crash which resulted in the

  market capitalisation (or, in layman’s terms, the value) of Amstrad dropping from its dizzy heights of £1.4bn down to something like £600m. This was reflected in my personal

  wealth as an overnight paper loss of £400m. As you can imagine, this was quite an interesting point of discussion for Terry Wogan and was the reason, as I recall, that I was dragged on to the

  show that particular week.




  Terry asked me how I felt on the morning the stock market crashed and my personal wealth had dropped by £400m. I replied that it didn’t make any difference to me. I still got out of

  the same side of the bed, because what you don’t have, you don’t miss, and that I viewed it as a paper fortune.




  Then I changed the mood by saying, ‘But in the meantime, if you could help me out and give me two bob for the coffee machine in the BBC cafeteria I would be very grateful.’




  That little bit of wit came about instinctively. I can be a little bit witty at times, and it went down quite well with the audience. Actually, it left poor old Terry rather stuck as to what to

  say next.




  Continuing the journey through my life, people will know that I made what I consider a fatal error: getting involved in a football club – Tottenham Hotspur. They were on the verge of

  bankruptcy, and as the family and I were lifelong supporters of our local team, I saw it as a community gesture to go in and sort out this great institution. I thought it would be a tremendous

  challenge but it turned into a nightmare. I don’t intend to go through all the mountains and valleys of that experience – which included my bitter court battle with the Daily

  Mail – let’s just say it was not a nice time. Having said that, by the time I got out of Spurs I had cleaned up the finances, rescued the club and put it on a firm financial

  standing. Additionally, as one would expect of me, I made about £40m for my ten years of grief when I sold my shares to ENIC, the current owners.




  One of the side effects of being involved with football was that I was required to do lots of television interviews, most of the time protecting the position of the club and protecting my own

  position as chairman against criticism from the pundits and fans. My wife, family and friends all say that this era in my life changed me from a reasonably happy, jokey character into a defensive

  and mildly aggressive person. That came over very clearly in TV interviews during the football days, which is an interesting point, because it was perhaps this aggressiveness, and the fact I was

  able to answer questions on the fly in live interviews, that brought me to the attention of a certain Mr Peter Moore, the man who recommended me to embark on the next major journey in my life

  – a television programme called The Apprentice.




  One day, in March 2004, my secretary Frances informed me there was a young lady on the phone from the BBC who wished to come and speak to me about a possible television

  programme. I just assumed this was another invitation to participate in The Money Programme, then a very popular show on BBC2 covering business matters. They often asked me to comment

  about the electronics industry or the performance of my company. I’d also been invited on to talk about the football industry, Sky TV and that kind of stuff.




  I agreed that this young lady, Sophie Leonard, could come and see me, but it turned out to be nothing to do with The Money Programme. She explained to me that the BBC were considering

  acquiring the rights for a programme called The Apprentice. The long and short of it was that The Apprentice was a business programme where a group of applicants came along and

  were divided into two teams to perform certain business tasks; and the CEO – which might be me – would judge which team was most successful and then fire someone

  from the losing team. This would go on for a series of weeks until eventually a winner emerged. Sophie asked me whether I would be interested in doing this programme.




  My immediate reaction was one of surprise. I said that I would possibly consider it, and she went away saying that she would be talking to a few other top business people. For now, they just

  wanted to know whether I’d be interested if offered the role. Basically, she was sounding me out.




  To be honest, I forgot all about it until approximately two weeks later when I got a message from Sophie, who wanted to set up a meeting with me on behalf of a company called Talkback Thames.

  Before that, however, she came and talked to me again. This time she explained that the BBC was not actually the owner of The Apprentice format in the UK; it was owned by an

  Englishman named Mark Burnett and he had agreed to license the rights of the format for the transmission of this programme in the UK to Fremantle Media, the owner of Talkback Thames. Fremantle

  Media had bought the rights to produce this programme not only in the UK but also, I believe, in other European countries.




  By this time I was totally confused and frankly not interested in all the technicalities. However, it became quite clear after the event that the BBC had in fact been gazumped. I found out

  afterwards that while they were pontificating about doing a direct deal with Mark Burnett Productions, Fremantle Media had come in and pulled the rug from under their feet. Interestingly, though,

  another deal must have been done whereby Fremantle Media, although having the exclusive licence for the format, were going to produce the programme for broadcast on the BBC.




  As a layman in television, this all meant nothing to me. I asked Sophie who she was representing now. She said she was representing Talkback Thames whose remit was that they were going to

  actually make the programme. More to the point, their search to find the CEO or host of the show had now become very important. And so, once again, she was here to ask

  me whether I would be interested in doing it.




  My interest was raised when I explained to my wife, Ann, what was being proposed. She told me she’d heard from her friends in America that The Apprentice, hosted by Donald Trump,

  was the biggest hit on American television at the time. My ears pricked up at that stage. I called Nick Hewer immediately, saying, ‘Nick, this is a must. I have to get this gig. Please get on

  the case and find out who’s really making the decisions.’




  My very loyal and good friend Nick, who had worked for many years as my PR consultant, had decided to retire from the general PR practice. He spent a lot of his spare time in a lovely little

  town in the middle of France, though he did continue to do a bit of PR work for me personally. As ever, Nick beavered away and confirmed that Talkback Thames did indeed have the rights to produce

  The Apprentice and they were going to make the decision as to who the host would be. BBC Entertainment boss Jane Lush was the person who had agreed to commission the programme, and she had

  her favourites, one of whom was Philip Green and another was possibly Stelios, the owner of EasyJet. I was down the pecking order on her list – something she would totally deny now,

  preferring to accept the plaudits for her brilliance in spotting Sir Alan Sugar.




  To be fair, Jane Lush’s idea of Philip Green was a good one because he was a great British businessman, although not perhaps as famous or popular in the eyes of the public as I was. This

  was partly due to the fact that I was the boss of Amstrad, but mainly due to my years as Tottenham boss. I knew Philip reasonably well and had a gut feeling that he wouldn’t really be

  interested, partly because of the time this thing would take up, but more because he wouldn’t have considered himself as proficient in front of the TV cameras as I had

  become after dealing with the football media for years.




  The simplest thing for me to do was to give Philip a call. In some respects Philip is just like me, a very straightforward man. He said he wasn’t cut out for the role and, as I suspected,

  he couldn’t afford the time to do it so he’d turned it down. He added that if there was anything he could do to help my cause, he would certainly recommend me as the man for the

  job.




  Philip, being someone who followed football, knew that I was more than capable of holding my own in front of TV cameras. I really appreciated what he said to me at the time and I believe he did

  indeed put in a good word for me with the powers that be.




  Meanwhile, Nick’s investigations revealed that one of the decision-makers on the search for the CEO was a fellow by the name of Peter Moore.




  Funnily enough, Peter was a Tottenham fan and no doubt knew of my ability to talk on television. He told Nick that he would go in to bat for me, and I sincerely believe he did just that. He

  fought very hard to bring my name to the attention of Jane Lush and to another gentleman by the name of Roly Keating, who was Controller of BBC2 at the time.




  There was a series of frantic phone calls between Nick and me over the course of a couple of weeks.




  ‘How’s it going, Nick? Do you reckon we’ve got the gig or not? What do you think?’




  Nick said, ‘Look, I have spoken to Peter again. He seems to be really up for it. I’ll get you a meeting with him and we’ll see how it goes from there.’




  When I met Peter for the first time, he was not what I expected to see. Mind you, what was I expecting to see? What did I think a TV production person looked like? Anyway, Peter was a thin chap,

  about my height, with long scruffy silver-grey hair. He was dressed like a left-wing hippy but had a very eloquent speaking voice, no doubt cultured from his days at Cambridge

  University. He must have been chosen by Talkback Thames because of his past experience making shows like Cutting Edge and Jamie’s Kitchen. What came over very quickly was

  his dry wit, so we were going to get on well. There’s nothing better than the banter between two people with the same dry sense of humour. What I didn’t know was that he also had a

  fiery temper. You’ll read more about that soon.




  Back to the meeting, I remember thinking that I really wanted to get this gig because I knew how successful the programme was in the US. On top of that, over the previous years, at the

  invitation of the then chancellor Gordon Brown, I ran a programme, sponsored by Lloyds Bank, of visiting schools and universities with the aim of teaching young people the value of business, and

  how to start one’s own business – basically demystifying that world. The Apprentice would be an opportunity to spread that message on television in a very big way – a way

  to say, ‘You can do it too.’




  In the past there had been some business programmes on TV, in particular the one hosted by Sir John Harvey Jones. They were interesting but quite stuffy and not very entertaining –

  certainly not the type of programme that would attract the young budding entrepreneurial viewer.




  By now I had seen some tapes of the American version of The Apprentice that someone had sent me, and it was a great format. I knew deep down I could do this with my eyes closed and,

  more to the point, I knew this show would attract a great following of young people, with its serious business message woven together with the entertainment value of the characters in it.




  It finally boiled down to Peter Moore recommending me to his then boss, Daisy Goodwin, the editorial director of Talkback Thames. She came onside and recommended me to Jane Lush and Roly Keating

  at the BBC. This resulted in a meeting at the Dorchester hotel, which coincidentally I was able to attend because I was there for a charity function that night anyway. I bought them all a drink at the bar and at the end of the meeting Roly Keating said, ‘Well, you’re fine by me. Peter’s the one who’s got to make the programme.’ Jane

  Lush knew by now that Philip Green wasn’t going to do it, and so it was agreed that night that I’d got the job.




  Interestingly, as I was finishing writing this book, Richard Desmond, the so-called media mogul, published his autobiography in which he claimed he was first choice to host The

  Apprentice with Philip Green as number two and me as a last-resort third place. Those who were in charge of the programme at the BBC and Talkback at the time have no recollection of this. I

  know, from talking to Peter Moore and Jane Lush in those early days, who was in the mix and his name was certainly not on their list.




  I can only think that Mr Desmond’s memory failed him when exploring his memoirs. He may for example have confused an approach from his own production company, Portland TV, who might have

  been looking for a host to fire some of the bimbos used on his soft-porn channels Red Hot TV and Television X. Having said that, I have personally found his autobiography quite useful. I’ve

  got an antique table with one leg shorter than the others and his book is a perfect fit.




  It is only recently, having spoken to Peter eleven years later (telling him I was about to write this book), that he disclosed to me the document that spelt out, in simple terms, the format of

  the programme. It reads:




  

    

      Prospectus for Potential CEOs




      1. Talkback has been commissioned to make a 12 x 1-hour series based on the highly successful American format show – The Apprentice. The BBC2 adaptation will

      retain the core attributes of the NBC version, although there will be subtle differences.




      2. A knockout competition – with a charismatic business figure (effectively ‘the CEO’) offering the winner the prize of a significant

      job – remains unchanged. The contestants will live together during the competition and each week they will divide into teams and compete to make the most profit in a business task. The

      winning team will share a reward; the losing team will appear in the boardroom to face the music. Judged on their performance, one contestant will be eliminated by ‘the CEO’.




      3. We will have fewer candidates (14 not 16) and fewer episodes (12 not 14). Having eliminated one candidate each week from 1 to 10 there will be 4 candidates remaining for

      the final 2 episodes. In week 11, 2 candidates will be eliminated almost at the outset. Then the 2 finalists will be asked to choose from the six runners-up, teams of 3 each, for them to lead

      into the final competitive tasks. The twelfth and final episode sees the resolution of these tasks and the announcement of the winner.




      4. Because there is no one quite like Donald Trump, one characteristic difference with the American version will be the personality of the central business figure (CEO).

      Trump’s name is a brand in America and he is synonymous with fabulous wealth and glamorous living. Our first job is therefore to find someone with charisma, wealth and acknowledged

      business success who can be the ‘star’ of our show.




      5. The ideal ‘CEO’ will have to be in a position to offer the winner a year’s contract doing a serious job, because that’s the prize that motivates

      the series.




      6. This inevitably involves a short but intense time commitment: approximately two months.




      7. The CEO’s on-screen role is to introduce each episode, set the task for the contestants and preside over the boardroom dénouement.

      That person has to eliminate one contestant each week with the immortal words ‘You’re Fired’. The decision about which contestant is eliminated will be the presenter’s

      alone.




      8. In keeping with the Trump version, our ideal ‘presenter’ CEO will have two close business associates who also appear on-screen to monitor the tasks and

      advise in the boardroom. The CEO’s company will also contribute to the shaping of the weekly tasks for the competition, in collaboration with the production team. And finally the CEO

      needs to help in the provision of ‘treats’ for the weekly winners – such as rides in the CEO’s personal plane etc.




      9. The presenter will have a considerable stake in his or her own portrayal and we acknowledge that.




      Peter Moore




      Talkback Productions


    


  




  From that moment on, the whole thing started to escalate. Around May 2004 things started happening very rapidly. The BBC put out the following press release, which was a

  really big thing for me and my family:




  

    

      Sir Alan Sugar confirmed for BBC2’s The Apprentice




      The Apprentice, the series that gives a unique insight into the competitive world of business, is coming to BBC TWO with Sir Alan Sugar at its helm. Sir Alan, one

      of Britain’s most successful entrepreneurs, guides 14 candidates as they vie for his approval, and the knowledge that they can make it in the world of business.




      Made by Talkback, the series will see the 14 contenders face the longest and most gruelling interview of their lives. They will carry out weekly

      assignments to test out their business acumen and entrepreneurial skills. Each week, Sir Alan will fire one of them, leaving the rest to go on to another equally challenging task. The one

      candidate who proves their worth and capability will secure a year-long job with one of his companies and a six-figure salary.




      Sir Alan, an ‘East End boy made good’, has worked hard to get where he is today. Brought up in a council flat in London’s East End, Sugar is Chairman of

      Amstrad plc, the largest individual shareholder in Tottenham Hotspur, owner of Viglen the computer company and owner of one of the largest private property companies in Britain. He has long

      been a major champion of promoting enterprise in the UK.




      Sir Alan says: ‘My philosophy has always been to work hard, be honest, be frank, be credible and always learn from your mistakes. My good news/bad news approach to

      business has earned me a reputation for being blunt but you’ve got to have what it takes to make it in business.




      ‘I was delighted to be approached for this role. It sits perfectly with my long-held belief in the importance of promoting enterprise. What a great

      platform.’




      Jane Lush, Controller Entertainment Commissioning, added: ‘The Apprentice is a breathtaking and original way of using entertainment to bring business to

      those who might not have thought it was for them.’




      Daisy Goodwin, Editorial Director at Talkback Productions, will co-exec produce the series with Peter Moore (Cutting Edge, Jamie’s

      Kitchen), and Tanya Shaw (Lads’ Army, I’m A Celebrity . . . , Pop Idol) as series producer. Patrick Uden will be involved as a senior programme

      consultant.




      Daisy Goodwin says: ‘I’m very excited to be making The Apprentice, the first entertainment show to have a real point – to show what it really

      takes to get ahead in business.’




      Peter Moore says: ‘This is a series that tests entrepreneurial skills and rewards the winner with a fantastic job, at the same time acknowledging the British

      sensibility towards naked ambition and the accumulation of wealth.’




      The Apprentice is based on the hit US series of the same name and was created by Mark Burnett and produced for NBC by Mark Burnett Productions. Mark Burnett is

      British and a former member of the parachute regiment that served in the Falklands. The series was a huge hit for NBC achieving 28 million viewers for the finale in April 2004. The American

      show will air on BBC2 later this year.




      Anyone wishing to take part in the show should go to www.bbc. co.uk/apprentice to apply.




      For further info contact:




      Communications Manager, Talkback Thames




      Publicity Manager, BBC Entertainment


    


  




  At Talkback’s offices in Newman Street, Soho, in the heart of TV production land, I was introduced to what I was told was the production team. This was made up of Peter

  Moore, the boss of the team, and Tanya Shaw, his series producer (who had been hired due to her experience in the making of Lads’ Army, I’m A

  Celebrity . . . Get Me Out Of Here and Pop Idol), plus Dan Adamson, Patrick Uden, Beth Dicks and a load of other people whom I have since learned were executive producers, series

  directors, task teams, house teams . . . I had no idea what everyone did.




  ‘This is Dan Adamson, the production team leader,’ someone would say, or, ‘This is Andy Devonshire, the producer/director.’ Now, I can’t even remember

  people’s names two minutes after I’ve been told, let alone their titles; let alone understand what those titles mean in terms of what they are responsible for! I

  suggested that a good place for a face-to-face meeting with this whole team would be at my house in Marbella where we could sit down in a relaxed atmosphere and go through all the things that

  needed to happen before we started the filming process. Sure enough, the invitation was accepted – it could have had something to do with the fact that I sent my private jet to pick them up.

  Nick came too and we had a nice day or two in Spain.




  We spoke about what needed to be done. First of all, we had to determine who my sidekicks were going to be. Peter Moore, who could see the relationship I had with Nick Hewer, said straight away

  that Nick was the obvious choice.




  ‘Oh, absolutely not, I couldn’t do that,’ Nick immediately said. ‘No, I don’t do television, no, no, no, this is not for me; I don’t have the capability,

  etc., etc.’




  ‘Shut up, Nick,’ I said. ‘It’s a very good idea. Please do it.’ But I told Nick it would be on one basis which I needed to sort out with Peter.




  Up until then we hadn’t discussed money. As far as I was concerned I was quite happy, as I told Peter at the time, to do this thing for no fee. But I couldn’t ask Nick to work for

  nothing. (Mind you, if you were to ask Nick at the time he would have jokingly said that he always thought he was working for nothing for me – he did moan from

  time to time that I didn’t pay him enough! Sorry about that, Nick.)




  This time I went in to bat for Nick and arranged a very good fee for him to do it. Peter was slightly shocked that I had made such a demand, but afterwards they recognised they

  would have to pay my sidekicks. And so it was agreed, subject to all the financial terms being ironed out, that Nick would be my left-hand man. This left me with the task of finding my right-hand

  woman.




  Peter had never met Margaret Mountford but Nick had, and as soon as I blurted her name out Nick said, ‘Perfect.’ He could see immediately how all three of us would work together as

  indeed we had in our business lives.




  Margaret, a senior corporate lawyer at Herbert Smith for many years, had done a lot of business deals for me. At the time, she had left Herbert Smith to do a doctorate in papyrology, studying

  ancient Egyptian manuscripts. She had also taken on some nonexecutive director roles in various companies, one of which was Amstrad. My task now was to convince a very prim and proper Margaret to

  take on this new adventure, which would be totally alien to her.




  I agreed to work on that and come back to them, subject of course to Peter Moore and the production team meeting Margaret and approving her themselves.




  During that meeting in Marbella we discussed in very broad terms the kind of tasks we would be setting the candidates and how the whole thing would work. Patrick Uden, who attended the meeting,

  was a very experienced person in television production. He was put in charge of organising the structure of the tasks – making them work as business lessons that could be judged. It was also

  part of Patrick’s job to liaise with the logistics people at Talkback so they could arrange for the tasks to be filmed in certain locations and obtain the necessary agreements. For example,

  if you are filming in the London Borough of Islington, you can’t just bowl up with your camera crew and a bunch of candidates who start running around. You have to get

  permission from the Borough. And some Boroughs do not give permission.




  I think it fair to say that for Nick and me it was a very exciting time. It was a new journey for us; something to re-energise our batteries having been through the rise of Amstrad and its

  temporary decline, through the football era and court cases, and through other great events like launching satellite TV with Rupert Murdoch. And now here we were about to go on another voyage into

  uncharted waters, so to speak. Actually, exciting times is an understatement!




  I still had to land Margaret though. A few days later at an Amstrad board meeting I took her to one side and said, ‘Margaret, here’s a videotape which I’d like you to go home

  and watch,’ to which she said, ‘I don’t have a video and I hardly ever watch television.’ Silly me – if you knew Margaret as I do, you’d understand why she

  didn’t have a VCR.




  ‘Right,’ I said, refusing to be put off, ‘well, we certainly have lots of TVs and VCRs here at Amstrad, so if you like, you can watch it here, then I’ll tell you what I

  want to speak to you about.’




  She said, ‘Okay, but tell me what you want to talk about first, and we’ll work out when I can watch the video.’




  ‘Well, Margaret,’ I said, ‘I’ve been asked to do a television programme. It is in fact a replication of a TV programme that’s already running very successfully in

  the US, headed by a gentleman by the name of Donald Trump. And to make a long story short, what happens is: there are fourteen individuals who are trying to win a job with me for a

  £100,000-a-year salary. They form two separate teams and every week we send the teams out to perform a task. One team will win; the other will lose and in the losing team, one of them gets

  fired – and I require you and Nick, whom you know very well, to tell me what has gone on while you’ve been out following these people around in the street monitoring how they execute

  the task.’




  Now Margaret is very bright; one of the brightest people I know. I could see she got it straight away but she didn’t want to drop her guard and show her excitement

  – which would be a Halley’s Comet event in itself – so she merely said, ‘Yes, I could be interested. Give me the video, a friend of mine has a VCR. I’ll watch the tape

  and I’ll let you know tomorrow.’




  The rest, of course, is history. And what a great duo I chose there. Nick on one side, the very suave, calm, cool gentleman; Margaret on the other side, the very serious, sharp-thinking, rather

  posh lady; and me, the geezer in the middle, the rough diamond.




  When one looks back, if I say so myself, in TV terms it was a stroke of genius that these three people were so well matched for the job. I will explain later how, to the outside world, those who

  produce television programmes take the plaudits for this type of masterstroke – but only after it’s worked and the programme has become a hit. They conveniently forget that it had

  anything at all to do with me. In front of their peers it was their ‘creative brilliance’ and ‘wealth of experience’ in recognising that this trio would be a hit on

  television that was applauded. For the avoidance of doubt and to clear up any stories told in the pub by those involved in the early days of the production of The Apprentice, it was down

  to me and no one else. While the three of us did have to be approved by the BBC and the production company, all they did basically was satisfy themselves that we didn’t have criminal records

  or murky pasts, or that we weren’t dodgy drunken characters. Nothing to do with spotting a successful trio, I can assure you. But I would’ve loved to have been a fly on the wall in some

  of the BBC meetings two to three years later, listening to the BS of those who claimed it was them.




  So my team was set up and ready to go. Now we were just waiting for the production people to let us know the starting dates and what we needed to do as far as filming was concerned.




  Peter told me there would be quite a significant gap until we got to the next stage of physically doing the work. In the meantime, he and his production team kept me fully

  informed on the most important thing, which was the development of the tasks. Over the ten years of The Apprentice that followed, my input into the tasks would be an essential aspect of

  the programme.




  Shortly after Margaret came on board I was asked to attend a meeting to thrash out the terms of a contract for me. This meeting was attended by Peter Moore, Dan Adamson, myself and a female

  lawyer from Talkback Thames (this was before the days of Jacqueline Moreton, a very professional senior lawyer at Talkback whom I dealt with in later years, and well before the days of Christine

  Hall, the current lawyer I deal with at Fremantle).




  Usually, a new person being offered a serious role opportunity like this in television would be represented by an agent, but would nevertheless be so desperate to get the gig that they would

  agree to virtually anything that was in the contract – in other words, a real wannabe. However, this did not apply to me, and my business instincts were such that I said, ‘I don’t

  need an agent, but I’m not just going to sign the contract; I would like to read it first if you don’t mind.’




  ‘Well, actually, it’s pretty standard stuff as far as Talkback’s concerned,’ said the lawyer. ‘It’s just a case of getting the formalities dealt with and

  signed.’




  I said, ‘Not really, love. I think I’ll have a read of it if you don’t mind. It won’t take me long, so if you go and have a cup of tea, we’ll have a little

  discussion afterwards, shall we?’




  ‘Well, if you insist, but, you know, there should be no problems, we are not tricksters here. We don’t try and pull the wool over people’s eyes. We don’t normally have

  this problem with the talent.’




  ‘Talent? Sorry, what? You’re calling me “the talent”? Okay, that’s a new word on me. I’m “the talent”, am I?’




  ‘Well, that is the terminology we use – the talent, yes.’




  ‘Oh really?’ said I.




  ‘Yes, it normally means that you’re a singer, dancer, comedian, ventriloquist, actor—’




  ‘I’m not an actor, love; I’m a businessman. This is a business programme and there will be no acting on this programme. I’m Sir Alan Sugar, but if you wish to call me

  “the talent”, that’s fine. In fact, it’s rather complimentary I suppose. I am talented, yes, but not perhaps in the manner you’ve just described. Anyway, may I suggest

  you go off and have a cup of tea – or as you’re a media person, go and sit in Starbucks with your laptop and have a frappy latte shrappy crappolino – and I’ll speak to you

  in an hour or so’s time.’




  Well, needless to say, inside this contract there were a few things I was not happy with. For example, if I hadn’t been careful I would have been effectively signing my life away as being

  an exclusive talent to Talkback Thames – which many TV production companies want as part of their contracts. I don’t blame them, but as one can imagine, the whole kitchen sink was in

  that contract.




  Interestingly enough, The X Factor is produced in partnership with Simon Cowell’s company and a division of Fremantle Media. I have to wonder what those wannabees sign when

  they’re desperately trying to get in front of Simon. I feel pretty confident that some of the people who turn up for that show – the green-haired blokes with torn jeans and a bone

  through their nose – do not consult Clifford Chance the City lawyers, and even if they did, I am pretty sure most would agree anything for a chance at fame.




  So when the media lawyer came back from Starbucks I said to her, ‘You know, I think we need to have a little discussion here. I have red-lined what I’m not going to sign.’




  At this point she became a bit flustered. I think this was due to her lack of knowledge of the background events leading up to this meeting. She said, ‘Well, if you are not prepared to

  sign it, the production people may have to go and choose someone else.’




  I said, ‘No, no, no, dear, we’ve been down that road already, and I have been selected. I’ve been signed off by the BBC, by Jane Lush, by Uncle Tom Cobley

  and all, so that’s not going to happen. Now, there are the red lines – that’s what I will accept. You go take it into consideration and get some instructions – I

  have plenty of time. And, by the way, you do realise I don’t want paying for this thing?’




  I didn’t want paying as I wanted to get this gig in order to continue my enterprise work promoting business to the young. I was self-confident enough to know I would be a success at it,

  and having shown what I was capable of after The Apprentice became a hit (which I knew it would), I would then have the opportunity to discuss money matters if there were another

  series.




  Interestingly enough, for some reason or other, the BBC (or somebody) insisted that I had to be paid, and they threw a figure of £20,000 down on the table.




  ‘I don’t really want it,’ I told them. ‘I’m happy to do this thing for no fee at all. However, if you insist that I have to be paid for some reason, what I’ll

  do is give the money to charity.’




  They said, ‘We don’t care what you do with it, but you have to accept it.’




  As is the case in the world of television, the producers are one hundred per cent focused on making the show, so they tend to overlook or not think about the legal technicalities. We were months

  and months down the line before someone at Talkback Thames or the BBC realised that Sir Alan Sugar hadn’t actually signed anything officially! So here they were – Talkback and the BBC

  – about to sign a deal between themselves for, I guess, a seven-figure sum to produce the programme, when they realised their so-called talent didn’t have a contract. So there was a bit

  of a panic. And that panic was illustrated by how quickly the meeting was called and how quickly they wanted to get the contract signed. Under normal circumstances, someone would present me with a

  contract and give me at least a week to think about it; then there would be another week of toing and froing with drafts and redrafts going backwards and forwards. But no,

  they wanted it done that day because, I believe, the first tranche of money from the BBC to the production company was due, but they wouldn’t pay it until they’d secured me as

  the talent. I’m liking that word more and more as I go along.




  Peter Moore gave me the honest truth about it. He pulled me to one side and said he was in the shit. He explained the cock-up described above, and asked me whether I would kindly be reasonable

  in my contractual demands to get this thing sorted. His honesty and the fact that he had gone in to bat for me persuaded me to ease up a bit. Not a lot, but a bit. I won’t go into any further

  detail on this, save to say that a lot of my red lines worked and a new contract was mutually agreed that day and signed a few hours after the meeting started, thanks to a bit of quick work on a

  word processor.




  I’m not quite sure what went on with Nick’s and Margaret’s contracts, but you’d have to be a very brave person to try and pull the wool over Margaret’s eyes.

  I’m sure her contract was precise and watertight. I had arranged a fee for Nick and I insisted that the same fee had to be paid to Margaret. Nick was delighted with the fee. In fact, Nick

  being Nick, he told me at great length how grateful he was.




  I said, ‘Nick, it’s not me paying it; it’s them. It’s a done deal. And you don’t even know what you’re letting yourself in for because, from what I

  understand, this is going to be bloody hard work.’




  ‘Well, I don’t know if I can carry it off, but it’s certainly exciting and I am looking forward to it, albeit nervously.’




  Daisy Goodwin was Peter Moore’s immediate boss at Talkback Thames. Her boss was a gentleman by the name of Peter Fincham, whom, I didn’t realise, was allegedly in charge of

  the production of The Apprentice. I think he might have been one of the many people who came along to those meetings and introduced themselves. As I said, when I meet

  a load of people at once, I simply don’t take in their names or positions, so Peter Fincham didn’t register with me at the time. I hadn’t seen Daisy since the Dorchester meeting

  but she called me one day and said, ‘You do realise that you have to give the winner of this contest a job for £100,000, don’t you?’




  ‘Yes, Daisy, I do realise that.’




  ‘No, no, okay, I just wanted to tell you that this is for real – you’ve actually got to offer the person a year’s contract for £100,000. I just want to be a hundred

  per cent sure that you fully understand that’s what you’ve agreed to?’




  ‘Yes, Daisy, I fully understand, and I can understand why it’s attractive to the applicants.’




  ‘Good,’ she said, ‘I’m so pleased.’




  Clearly that was another panic they hadn’t ironed out initially and she needed to get it confirmed. I can imagine she might have lost a couple of nights’ sleep over that, thinking

  that as she hadn’t sorted it out, there might be some kind of disaster. As a final note on fees, Talkback Thames and the BBC were very fair and paid all reasonable expenses for people like

  Nick and me, covering various transport costs, driving us around, hotels and other stuff.




  Having seen the Trump television programme, I realised that the thing had to be filmed somewhere in a boardroom. Naively, I offered the boardroom of my company Amstrad at

  Brentwood House. Tanya from the production company came along to view it, but it turned out to be far too small. She advised me that they would have to set up a new boardroom for me. At the time I

  didn’t understand why our room was too small, but the penny soon dropped when I saw the finished boardroom we filmed in, which was way bigger.




  The reason the pictures and the production of the programme are so brilliant is because, believe it or not, there are up to eight cameras at any one time in the boardroom

  viewing all the people and the candidates from every conceivable angle, plus all the associated lighting and sound rigs set up in there. What’s more, outside the boardroom is the reception

  area where all the candidates sit waiting to go in. This area has become famous as the place where the young lady says, ‘Lord Sugar will see you now.’ Off the reception area there are

  further rooms; some where the production people view what’s going on in the boardroom, others where the candidates have to wait, sometimes individually, sometimes in teams.




  Seeing this amazing set-up and how the programme is actually made is a fascinating, eye-opening experience, even for someone with a semi-technical mind like mine. When you see it, you realise it

  has to be done this way.




  Behind the scenes there was a lady who got the nickname ‘Mummy’, who was in charge of the money. Her real name was Sandy Fone and she was constantly having terrible rows with Peter

  Moore, no doubt over costs going outside the budget. She would allocate the money for paying for the location, paying for the camera crew, paying for the cars to take the candidates around,

  organising the house for the candidates to live in, and so on. Despite this being a huge logistical task, it is taken care of by just one or two people. The arrangements start several weeks prior

  to filming and go on even after filming has ended. It’s like a mini-company within a company. And Mummy was under strict instructions not to go over budget.




  Budget is a word we would hear a lot about over the course of the next ten years, and the person in Mummy’s position was key to the production company not going over budget. In simple

  terms, the BBC pay x amount to the production company to deliver twelve episodes of the series, which includes the fees paid to the talent appearing in it, and that’s it. The

  production company has to make the series within the amount of money allocated by the BBC and hopefully end up making a production fee after paying everybody. There would be

  fun and games in the future, in this area.










  2





  I AM NOT AN ACTOR




  Getting ready for the first-ever episode




  Making the first series was an exciting time not only for myself, Nick and Margaret, but also for Peter Moore and his production team. Peter’s team were all TV

  professionals, so of course they knew the ropes. However, as we were going to make a brand-new programme, none of us really knew what to expect.




  One thing they did know was that it had to be different from the US version. I was told that American TV often relies on interviews with people after the event talking about how they

  felt at the time, whereas on British TV we tend to want to follow the action as it happens. That’s what Peter and his team wanted to achieve in The Apprentice. And

  that’s exactly what they accomplished in this first series.




  I don’t intend to describe, in microscopic detail, everything that happened or every single candidate I’ve come across over the past ten years. However, for this first series I will

  go into some detail on the basis that a thorough explanation of the first series provides an excellent template for the series that followed.




  Peter explained to me that series director Beth Dicks would be assigned to me. She would be by my side following me around throughout the filming of the whole series. This would start off with

  something called the ‘Titles’. For those who don’t know about TV (which included me at the time), the Titles are the build-up to the programme. It would

  start, ‘Who is Sir Alan Sugar? Where did he come from? What did he do? Why is he the boss on this programme? What’s so special about him?’ etc., etc.




  Making the Titles involved me having to spend a couple of days filming around the streets in various locations such as outside the premises where I started my very first business, next to the

  famous Ridley Road market. They filmed me in front of the flats where I was born in Hackney and walking around in the City of London. All of this made no sense to me at the time, but of course when

  it was finally edited and put together with music, it was very impressive. They added footage of me riding around in my Rolls-Royce, sitting in the back reading the Financial Times, all

  that type of stuff.




  By now I had told the family about the show. They were very supportive and, I guess, also quite excited. They were asking me for a blow-by-blow account. ‘What’s happening now? When

  are you filming? Have you seen the candidates? When will it be on TV?’




  The first thing I showed them was a small compilation tape containing all the filming Beth had done. It wasn’t really impressive at that stage because it was just shots of me walking

  around, standing in front of places and all that. But one thing did emerge from this Titles business very quickly – I am not an actor! I’m fine at speaking off the cuff, but

  there were occasions where Beth tried to give me a script and I was totally useless – I just could not do a script. I often marvel at how professional actors remember each line they have to

  say and put it across so brilliantly, because I can’t do that at all.




  In the end, after many tries and retries at certain points, for example when I was standing by my aeroplane at Stansted airport, I asked Beth, ‘Is it absolutely imperative for me to say

  exactly what you want me to say, word for word? Or can I say it my own way?’




  This was, in fact, my first encroachment into the territory of the creative geniuses. One could see that she wanted me to say the exact words, so she persevered.




  Very quickly the Sugar loss-of-patience and short temper started to kick in and it soon became a case of, ‘Beth, I’m not doing this – take it or leave it.

  I’ve got the general gist of what you want me to say – now this is what I’m going to say, and that’s it.’




  And, of course, it was perfectly okay. The reason I labour this point will become clear later, but some production people tend to think of the main person (or the talent) – me in

  this case – as the stooge. The talent is told where to go, what to do, where to stand, what to say. So I decided at an early stage, when I got back from this filming session, to politely

  explain to Peter that this was not going to happen. ‘And if for one moment they think they’re going to tell me what to say in the boardroom, then I’m telling them right now that

  all bets are completely and utterly off.’




  To be fair, Peter not only agreed but made it clear there was never any plan to script the boardroom scenes. ‘Absolutely not,’ he said. ‘You’re completely spot on, Sir

  Alan. No way are we going to tell you what to say. No way. What comes out of your mouth is what’s going to be shown. That’s going to be the beauty of this programme. We are not making a

  scripted programme at all.’




  Despite this fact, as the years have gone by, because the programme and some of the sequences have been so brilliant, there have been sceptical people in the media who talk about ‘scripted

  boardrooms’. That is absolute total rubbish and something I’d like to clear up. There is no script for the main programme. There cannot be a script. I mean, just think about

  it: if you’ve ever been in a meeting somewhere with six or seven people, once the meeting starts you have no idea what they are going to say and how they are going to interact; therefore, you

  cannot possibly know how you are going to respond. I didn’t realise it myself at the time, but it’s the same when I get in the boardroom with fourteen candidates – I’m as

  surprised as anyone else by what comes out of their mouths and therefore can’t plan what I’m going to say back to them.




  So it was a good thing that Beth walked around with me for a couple of days filming the Titles, because what came out of it was that we cleared the air: there would be no

  script – they would take what I had to say and use it in their editing.




  A couple of weeks went by while the production team beavered away making preparations. We had established that the filming would start at the end of August 2004 and it would run right the way

  through to late October or early November.




  That summer I was on my boat in the South of France and it suddenly occurred to me that if the production company wanted some more great Titles, what better than to show me sailing into

  Monaco’s harbour on a yacht? I called up Peter and said to him, ‘Peter, I’m learning the ropes here and I’m starting to understand what you clever people do. If you want

  some great Titles shots, well, instead of me walking past St Paul’s Cathedral or the Gherkin in the City, I’ve got something much better for you. Get down here and film me on a big

  white yacht pulling in and out of Monaco harbour.’




  His first reaction was, ‘It’s going to cost us money. We’re going to have to fly the people out there,’ etc., etc.




  ‘Well, Peter, that’s your problem, but I’m just telling you, if you want some great pictures, if you want an image of the high life, you couldn’t get anything better than

  this, and this is a one-time opportunity.’




  Of course, they agreed in the end. Beth was delighted that she and the camera crew were going on a two-day jolly down to the South of France, and they did indeed capture some brilliant footage

  of the boat manoeuvring in Monaco which was used in the Titles. Actually, it might have looked a little misleading, as if I was steering the boat in myself. I wouldn’t have a clue how to do

  it!




  When the final programme went to air and I saw the Titles, it was an eye-opener to me to realise that a lot of stuff they film never gets used. A rule of thumb I have picked up over the years is

  that one hour of filming can sometimes produce as little as ten to fifteen minutes’ usable footage. It really is all down to the editors or, dare I use the phrase again,

  the ‘creative geniuses’ to decide what will be included. So as a novice, you can imagine that when I saw the first cuts of the things we filmed, I said, ‘Why did we waste half a

  day filming the boat going here or there?’ or, ‘Why did we waste two hours filming me walking past the Gherkin or up and down the factory floor if you didn’t use it?’




  They would respond with a blank expression and, ‘It just didn’t work, Sir Alan.’




  This term – It just didn’t work – would be something I would hear for the next ten years. What it means? I don’t know – it’s just something in the

  minds of these creative geniuses.




  The next thing I was asked to do was a dummy run. In other words, because the production company and I had never done this before, we did a dry run in the boardroom before we

  did it for real. The production team recruited about fourteen people from their relatives and friends, and set them a small task: selling something to a hardware store. They explained to me what

  they had done and asked me to interrogate them when they came back.




  This, I think, was the most significant moment in Peter Moore’s and Tanya’s time on The Apprentice. This was going to show whether I had got the plot or not. If this thing

  went down like a lead balloon they would be scratching their heads saying, ‘Bloody hell, we’ve got a real schtummer here. He doesn’t know what to do or how to talk. How are we

  going to make a bloody programme?’




  Bear in mind that I had no clue as to what these people were doing, other than a few pictures and a brief synopsis of where they went and what they were trying to sell; and also bear in mind

  that I didn’t see them or see any film of what they did. At the end of the day they came back into the boardroom, got into their two teams and I started to talk to them.




  If I say so myself, I took to it like a duck to water. It went very, very well and it resulted in me firing one of Tanya’s relatives. When it was all over I asked,

  ‘Has the filming stopped?’




  ‘Yeah, yeah, very good, very good,’ they said.




  I turned to the fellow I’d fired and said, ‘Sorry, no hard feelings. You looked very upset and disappointed; you looked as if I really was giving you a bollocking. I

  didn’t mean it, honestly. You know this is just a dummy run?’ The fellow kind of half accepted my apology.




  At the end of the day I had made Peter Moore and Tanya Shaw two happy people. When they’d embarked upon this project on behalf of Talkback and the BBC, they took a tremendous risk in

  assuming I was capable of doing it, but in this case the proof of the pudding was clearly in the eating. We were at the races and off to a very good start.




  I was obviously a bit of an unknown to the production people and it’s quite clear to me now that there were certain things they kept close to their chests and away from

  me. It hadn’t occurred to me that I should have some input into the selection of the fourteen candidates. It eventually dawned on me one day, when we were getting close to filming, and Tanya

  said, ‘Right, I’d better show you these pictures of the candidates and their brief CVs.’ This was about a week before I was due to meet them for the first time.




  It didn’t strike me as a bit off at the time, but I did begin to think later that I should have had a little bit of involvement in the selection process. However, they felt that they were

  the organ-grinders here and I was the proverbial talent/monkey. I would be given whoever they chose and they didn’t need my input thank you. But more to the point, I think there was a certain

  distrust of me at the time, being an unknown entity, a fear that I might go blabbing my mouth off, telling the media and other people about who the candidates were and all

  that kind of stuff. Of course, there has to be a certain amount of confidentiality that goes on in the making of these programmes; however, the team did not share this confidential information with

  me in the early days.




  As you can imagine, being presented with a bunch of papers with pictures of people and their so-called claims to fame didn’t really do much for me at all. I just accepted what they gave

  me. I may have commented, ‘How do I know these people are any good?’ and they said, ‘Leave it to us – we are the experts.’




  The reality, as I was soon to find out, is that while they were very good at selecting interesting characters and geeky people, quite frankly, as we will see later, they didn’t have a good

  understanding of business. But then why should they? Let’s face it, they are creative people who make TV programmes. They might be experts in choosing good characters for television, but in

  the end I would be the judge of who had a good business brain. Fortunately, there were some credible candidates.




  We started to talk about the tasks, and what the first task would be. To be fair to Peter and his team, they did discuss this with me and ask for my input. They told me they

  didn’t have much time and so the first task had to be done and dusted in a day. I’m not sure who thought of it, but the first task was a simple one – selling flowers.




  Here’s where the production people are clever. Selling flowers was very easy for the viewing audience to get their heads round. Secondly, because half the candidates were boys and half

  were girls, the first task pitted the boys against the girls. Again, this was a deliberate move by the production people to make things easy for the viewer to follow.




  We decided that for the setting of the task – the point where I tell the candidates what the task is all about – we had to think of some sort of analogy. Flowers are items that only

  have a short lifespan; they have to be bought early in the morning and sold very quickly so I came up with the comparison of a newspaper. After all, what is a newspaper good

  for the next day (apart from wrapping your chips in)? So you get some goods which are saleable for just one day and you have to get rid of them that same day and you can’t have any left over.

  We all loved that idea and the production company arranged for the setting of the task to take place at the printworks of the Financial Times.




  But before that, it was time to meet the candidates in the boardroom for the first time. Up till then I had only seen their pictures and their brief CVs. For this initial meeting, the producers

  wanted to create an atmosphere of uncertainty and, I guess, fear and nervousness. From the boardroom, I picked up the phone and asked the secretary outside to send the candidates in. As they

  entered, I saw the faces of the candidates for the very first time. I glared at them and moved my head along the line as they filed in and sat down. There was silence for about ten or fifteen

  seconds as I stared at each of them, peering into their eyes. I can’t imagine what was going through their minds, but it looked very good on telly.




  And then came my opening speech. I told them first of all that I had in front of me what I believed were Britain’s best business prospects and that they were about to embark upon a

  twelve-week journey of business tasks. They would be arranged in teams, and the team that won would end up getting a treat, while in the losing team at least one person would be fired. After

  explaining the general principles to them, I then broke into my famous statement: ‘This is not a game. This is a twelve-week job interview. I’m the one who’s going to decide who

  gets fired, so you can forget about flicking your hair back and flashing your eyes and having a handsome attack, because it ain’t going to make any difference. And here’s a bit of a

  warning – never, ever, ever underestimate me because you will be making a fatal error. I know everything in my business. I can tell you where every screw and every nut and every bolt is in my

  company. I don’t like liars. I don’t like cheats. I don’t like bullshitters. I don’t like schmoozers. I don’t like arse-lickers.’ This

  little statement was to be used many times afterwards by the BBC and the production company in what they call ‘trails’ to promote the programme.




  After I finished my tirade, the stunned expression on their faces was a picture to behold – it was a fantastic moment. It did come across to a certain extent on the programme, but it was

  one of those moments that was much better live.




  I told them I’d got them a nice house somewhere in London and that they’d be living there throughout the process. I also told them they would have to come up with a team name which

  we would refer to during the series. The way the teams went about choosing team names would turn out to be a fiasco, not only in this series but in later ones. However, I have to admit it did make

  very good telly. The scenes of candidates arguing over team names and the rationales behind their thinking were quite astonishing, not to say entertaining. The boys came up with the name Impact

  while the girls’ team name was First Forte.




  It had been explained to the candidates previously that they could be away from home for many weeks and they would not be able to talk to the outside world. This is something that a lot of

  applicants for The Apprentice don’t really understand – the candidates genuinely have to stay within the confines of the house we provide and they are allowed maybe one phone

  call per week to speak to their loved ones. They can, of course, leave the house if they want to give up, but otherwise they are cut off from the rest of the world and they are chaperoned –

  no mobiles, no money, no internet. Having said that, the production people do have contact numbers from the candidates in case of emergency. The point of all this is they are not allowed to consult

  externally with anybody once a task has been set. If you think about it, for the competition to be fair they have to be cut off from the rest of the world. Otherwise, for

  example, they could call up Daddy or their boss for help and gain an unfair advantage on the task. It’s amazing how some people who applied for The Apprentice, and got through the

  audition stages, pulled out later in the series when reality set in.




  In this first series, after my very sharp and brusque introduction, I told them they would be taken to the house I’d provided for them, and that I would be calling them some time in the

  near future for a meeting where I would explain what their first business task was about.




  Just before the candidates went on their merry way to the house, the BBC and PR people needed a photograph of me with all of the candidates and Nick and Margaret to use for promotional purposes.

  The reason the photo session was done after the first boardroom is obvious. We wanted to capture the first moment I laid eyes on the candidates in the boardroom and vice versa.




  The candidates arrived at the house and settled in, thinking they were just going to relax for the rest of the day. Later that night, they got a phone call telling them to get ready straight

  away – they were going to be taken to a printworks in Wapping.




  I don’t know how the production team managed it, but they got the Financial Times to agree to allow us into their printworks. Nick, Margaret and I stood beside the printing

  presses when they started to roll and you could actually see the newspapers being printed. But here was our first taste of how things can go wrong.




  The Financial Times were excellent in agreeing for us to come into their premises, but they were not going to ‘hold the front page’ for us while we got everything in place.

  We were given exact timings for when things had to happen because they had to press the button to start the presses rolling. Unfortunately, the candidates had not turned up by the time the

  FT had to go ahead and run the paper.




  Although I say I’m not an actor, we filmed Nick, Margaret and myself standing high on a steel balcony in front of the printing presses and I was talking to an

  imaginary group of candidates that hadn’t even arrived yet! A few of the camera crew stood in their place to give me what they call an eyeline, and I rattled through my introductory speech

  explaining what the task was about – to no one!




  The candidates finally turned up. After they were divided into two teams, one person from each team was invited to put themselves forward as the project manager for this task. Tim Campbell, the

  eventual winner of the first series, put himself forward as project manager for the boys, while Saira Khan, the eventual runner-up, put herself forward as the girls’ project manager.




  However, by now the noise inside the printworks was horrendous, and it was impossible to film anything and get clean audio. Nevertheless, they lined up the boys’ and girls’ teams

  below the balcony in front of me and ran the cameras, and later they patched it in with my previous speech. It came out brilliantly in the film, and we’d managed to overcome this hiccup that

  was caused by traffic jams and having to adhere to the FT’s print deadline.




  Considering the cost of arranging everything for the next day – the camera crews, the sound team, the flowers for the candidates to sell – it would have been impossible to cancel the

  thing and do it again. However, let me make it clear – anything you see in the boardroom and out on the streets is one hundred per cent as it happened.




  The candidates were taken back to the house, and Nick, Margaret and I were left standing like three lemons, thinking, ‘What do we do now?’ Basically, nothing! Go home. I would

  reconvene with them all at 6 p.m. the next day in the boardroom where the interrogations would take place over who sold what and which team won.




  It was at this point that one could start to appreciate what Nick and Margaret do, apart from sit next to me in the boardroom. The next day Nick followed the girls’ team while Margaret

  followed the boys, literally shadowing them throughout the course of the day. It was about then that Nick and Margaret twigged that Alan had a cushy number – just

  turning up, setting the task and being there in the boardroom afterwards. Meanwhile, they were going to have to graft; getting up early in the morning to follow the candidates around in the flower

  market and then onto the streets, all the while making sure they were in the right places to be filmed. I think it was the first time Margaret realised she needed to get herself a pair of trainers

  because her feet were starting to ache.




  I will take this moment to say that my knowledge of what actually goes on during tasks is limited, obviously, by the fact that I’m not there. And so I sincerely say that my eyes and ears

  are indeed Nick and Margaret (and in later years, of course, Karren Brady). They have to explain to me what is going on, who in their opinion is not doing much, and who in their opinion is the

  champion on the task. Otherwise, how would it be possible for me to judge things?




  So at the end of the task it was absolutely imperative for me to sit down with Nick and Margaret and go through what happened throughout the course of the day. Who said what? Who did what? All

  that type of stuff. Nick and Margaret were assisted by some of the production people who came into that same meeting because each team of seven boys and seven girls sometimes split into sub-teams

  and Nick and Margaret couldn’t be everywhere at once. So I got my feedback mainly from Nick and Margaret, but also got supplementary information from the production people who followed the

  sub-teams around. Armed with all this information, I was able to interrogate the candidates.




  I always enjoyed seeing the surprise on a candidate’s face when he or she started to realise that Sir Alan Sugar was no schmuck. And I didn’t shoot my bolt straight away in revealing

  that I knew what went on. I allowed the candidate to start waffling, and at certain points I might suggest that maybe they’d had a slight memory lapse, referring to the

  information given to me by Nick or Margaret. The expressions on their faces at those times were priceless.




  Sometimes Margaret or Nick would interject. ‘I don’t think that’s exactly what went on,’ as Margaret would put it. ‘Perhaps you’d like to tell Sir Alan what

  really happened?’ And, of course, as we know, when some of the candidates were talking, Margaret’s eyebrows and Nick’s expressions were TV gold. They said much more than

  words.




  The boardroom was the first opportunity for me to speak face to face with the candidates at length, and therefore start to know them. A couple of people began to stand out quite quickly. Paul

  Torrisi, for example – ratchet-jaws or rent-a-mouth as I would call him eventually – would not stop talking. Saira Khan could also bunny off a scratch. Not only could she talk non-stop

  but she had this amazing way of speaking: very exact but also very fast. One could also start to detect amongst the candidates those who would not allow any person to say anything against them, so

  arguments arose without me having to stimulate them. During some of those arguments, I would just sit back and let them knock themselves out.




  As I mentioned earlier, not everything that’s filmed can be included as it’s only a one-hour show. It should be noted at this stage that in order to make one episode of The

  Apprentice, believe it or not over one hundred and fifty hours of filming is done in all the various locations, and this has to be condensed into a one-hour programme.




  The boardroom session on this first task went on for at least two and a half hours. However, as you may know, the boardroom session of each finished episode takes up approximately twenty-five

  minutes, so that gives you an example of how much it has to be condensed by editing while ensuring that the important, factual stuff is included. In that first-ever episode, the boys won. Actually,

  it wasn’t until much later that I watched the episode myself, so I’ll park that for one moment.




  I then had to deal with the losing team. Saira Khan, who was the girls’ project manager, was obviously in the firing line. However, thanks to input from Nick, it became quite clear that

  even though the girls had lost, she was definitely the hero of their team, selling more than anyone else and getting people motivated. In the end, the candidate Adenike Ogundoyin was fired, but not

  before a tremendous verbal battle between the ladies. Having assessed the situation and consulted with Nick, I concluded that Adenike had to go. She made one serious error that I can recall. I

  asked her a simple question, ‘How many bunches of flowers do you think you sold?’ She said, ‘Lots.’ In other words, she didn’t know.




  I told her, and this is where the programme is so authentic, ‘I have been a salesman all my life, and one thing a salesman always knows is what they’ve sold, every minute of every

  day. They know their first sale of the day and they know what they’ve sold throughout the course of the day. And you’re telling me you don’t know what you sold. Well, the truth of

  the matter is, according to Nick and your teammates, you sold nothing.’




  The moment of theatre was great. The firing was brilliant. The whole atmosphere was electric. But as she walked out the door, I felt sorry for her. I really did feel sorry for her because no one

  can understand the pressure that people are under in that boardroom environment; not just with me talking to them and firing questions at them, but the glare of the lights, the physical heat in the

  room and the fact there are about eight cameramen filming you with profile shots and full-face shots, all at the same time.




  If I recall correctly, there was a tear in the eye of Adenike when I eventually fired her in what we call ‘Boardroom Three’, the final boardroom scene with just the last three

  candidates. So while I knew it would go on to make brilliant television, I felt a little upset and went out of the boardroom to meet up with Adenike afterwards, just to say

  words to the effect, ‘Look, no hard feelings, someone has to go,’ etc., etc. I tried to make her feel a bit better, but to be perfectly honest it was probably to make me feel a little

  bit better, to show her I’m not the tyrant she might have thought I was across the boardroom table.




  When I look back on my ten years in television, I have really enjoyed the whole journey, but let me say that the first series of The Apprentice was something special.

  Even the build-up to making the first episode was truly memorable – like having your first child and, in my case, launching my first Amstrad product. It is something that will always remain

  very firmly in my mind; and I’m sure I speak for Nick and Margaret when I say that it’s something they’ll never forget either.




  Despite the fact that I went on to do another nine series of the main programme and three series of the junior version – which meant setting a total of 138 tasks to 192 candidates –

  that first series will always be unique for me. My wife often says it was the best series and very hard to replicate.




  That said, in TV terms it clearly wasn’t the best series, but it was the ongoing template for a great programme. And I have to take my hat off to Peter Moore and his team who, even though

  they were experienced in making television programmes, put their trust in me, in uncharted territory, and made a brilliant show.










  3





  WE’RE OFF AND RUNNING




  Series one gets underway




  The fourteen candidates taking part in series one of The Apprentice had no idea what they were letting themselves in for. As I mentioned previously, I had no idea who

  they were, and they had no idea what to expect when they met me. Over the years, there has been so much media speculation about this that I would like to put the record straight. In every

  new series of The Apprentice I have been involved with, the very first time I meet the candidates – face to face – is when they walk into the boardroom for the first time. This

  is what we call ‘Boardroom Zero’.




  For reference, throughout this book: Boardroom Zero is the first time we meet; Boardroom One is when the candidates come back from the task and we go through what happened and reveal which team

  won; Boardroom Two is when I interrogate the losing team and the project manager chooses which two candidates they’re going to bring back in; and Boardroom Three is when those three

  candidates plead their case as to why they should stay in the process, and one or more of them is fired.




  Another thing I would like to reiterate is that I have very little idea – apart from what Nick and Margaret tell me – of what goes on when the candidates are out and about on the

  tasks or in the house. It is not until several months later that all the footage of them is available for me to view, and of course by then it’s a case of ‘after

  the horse has bolted’. It’s fair to say that sometimes, had I seen the footage of what actually went on, some of my comments in the boardroom would have been different. All this serves

  to further endorse the importance of Nick and Margaret, and later, Karren Brady.




  While we’re on the subject of rumours, there has been a lot of speculation by media snipers about how the boardroom works. Over the years I’ve heard every sort of nonsense about what

  goes on. People have said I have an earpiece and get told what to say – that is double-barrelled rubbish. They say my boardroom chair is on an elevated box to make me look taller – also

  absolute rubbish. I sit on a high-class office chair which can be adjusted up and down to suit, so why would it need to be on a box? I recall the PR people were so pissed off with this rumour that

  they took a photo of the boardroom set-up from behind to show the media they were talking bollocks.




  There are some interesting things that happen before the candidates get to see me. There are some practical aspects to the filming that, if one thinks about it, have to be done to make the

  series work. These efficient TV practices are very well known and in the public domain, as many members of the public are watching when filming takes place; indeed, these things have been reported

  many times in the newspapers.




  Anyone who watches The Apprentice will remember that the first time they see the candidates is when they are walking over the Millennium Bridge in London. This takes place very early in

  the morning with special permission from the City of London. As one can imagine, the candidates are pretty clueless as far as TV filming is concerned, so there are several attempts at filming this

  scene until the camera crew get it right. This may involve them having to go back onto the bridge and do it several times over. What the viewer actually sees looks natural and seamless, with

  changes of shots and close-ups of the candidates. This is because at least four cameras are filming them from all angles walking over the bridge, and that footage is then

  taken into the editing suite where it is mixed and matched to create those great pictures of the candidates seemingly bouncing over the bridge with a great swagger in their step.




  The programme shows the candidates leaving my offices and getting into a taxi after being fired. The way this is done is fascinating, and again, hats off to the experts. Consider, no one knows

  when each candidate will be fired, but what we do know is that, with the exception of the winner, they will all be fired. So at the very start of the series, just after the bridge filming,

  the candidates are asked to come to my office building with an overcoat and a scarf. Then, one by one, they are filmed leaving my office, getting into a taxi and being driven off. To complicate

  matters further, we film it once for every candidate during the day and once at night. The reason for this is that sometimes it is clear to the viewer that the boardroom session is taking place at

  night, so after firing someone you can’t have them coming out into broad daylight. So by now, as they say in television, they have pictures ‘in the can’ of the candidates leaving

  the office in a taxi by day and by night.




  On the day a candidate actually gets fired, we have no idea what they will be wearing in the boardroom – for example, the colour of their shirt and tie. Therefore, every time the

  candidates come to a boardroom session after completing a task, they must bring with them the same coat and scarf they wore when we filmed them several weeks earlier. The reason for this is

  continuity, so that when they are filmed inside the taxi after they’ve been fired, they look the same as they did when they walked out of the office and into the taxi (which was

  filmed some weeks earlier). The coat and scarf neatly cover up what they were wearing in the boardroom when they were fired. Sitting in their coat and scarf in the back of the cab, the loser can

  waffle and moan as much as they like about their dismissal. Clever stuff by those production people. One of the things that could come back and bite us on the nose was if, for

  example, one of the ladies decided to have a change of hair colour or style. When they stay in the house they do have a hairdresser come in, but changing their hair colour or style is a no-no.




  As I’ve mentioned, I was consulted on all the tasks; indeed, the second task – to devise some kind of toy targeted at children – was one which I was actually

  instrumental in devising, along with the production team. Having built my reputation on products and manufacturing, one of the things I wanted to find out was how good the candidates were at coming

  up with a product. Not only would it show me how creative they were, but also how switched on they were at assessing what the market wanted, and then pitching it back to experts – so it was

  testing a few different things. The task was supposed to replicate designing a product from scratch and presenting it to me. I had taken advice from a retail expert in this particular field and my

  remit was that the toy had to be innovative and not seen before.




  One of the issues that came up was that we needed prototypes of the designed products to be ready in just a few days so they could be presented to the retail shops’ buyers or to me.

  Fortunately, the production company had found a prototyping house that was used to working very quickly in producing what I call ‘mock-up’ samples, more or less overnight.




  These prototypers would go on to be a very useful contact over the following years as there would be many product design tasks I would set. In the first series, the candidates got off pretty

  lightly because judging which team’s product was best was simply down to my opinion. In later years we asked the candidates to go and pitch their products to experts and buyers in the

  relevant industries, and the winning product was based on the number of potential orders received.




  Over the years I have seen project managers get carried away with their own ideas, refusing to listen to what the market actually wants or the rest of their team says. In

  the first series, Lindsay Bogaard decided to be project manager for the girls and they went off and brainstormed their ideas. From what I learned in the boardroom afterwards, she became very

  autocratic and turned down the other ideas her team had come up with. Indeed, they made two products – one was a kind of small robot you could assemble; the other, the idea she finally went

  with, was a set of semaphore cards for use in the school playground. She claimed in the boardroom that this product would stop kids shouting – instead the children would signal to each other

  by holding up cards to convey certain messages. What a load of rubbish! I told her, ‘If you can stop children shouting, then you don’t need to worry about getting a job with

  me.’




  In fact, had they gone with the robot idea, I would have chosen it as the winning product of the day. The boys, under project manager Raj Dhonota, came up with some communication gadget that

  looked like a walkie-talkie set, but it wasn’t very innovative.




  Again, the production people showed me they were no fools. Once they found out which products the teams had designed, they went out and looked around the shops to see if they could find any

  similar products already on sale. When they found these communication devices, they provided me with one of them and said words to the effect, ‘Sir Alan, you might want to keep this tucked

  away under the desk, and when you talk to the boys about their great, innovative product, you can whip it out and say, “This does the same thing, doesn’t it?”’ When I did

  this, it was a great boardroom moment. Their faces were a picture to behold.




  Lindsay was the first example of a project manager taking no notice whatsoever of her team. She broke all the rules of common sense and insisted upon her idea in the face of objections from

  everyone else, and that was what cost her. After I fired her, she shot off back to Holland and complained that she was unfairly treated in the edit. In fact, she’s one

  of the only candidates ever to make such a complaint.




  In dreaming up the various tasks, we had a look at what the Americans did in the Donald Trump version; however, I don’t think there was one task of theirs that met the

  very high standards set by myself and Peter Moore’s team. Generically, of course, there were some similarities – for instance, there’s always an advertising task, which is one of

  my favourites – but in general we had to rely on our own ingenuity. I don’t propose to go through every single task in the first series, save to say they were designed to try and test

  the candidates’ abilities and characters. How they dealt with each task’s difficulties and pressures helped me decide which of them I should dispose of.




  So while Lindsay was fired because she didn’t listen to her team, Miranda Rose was fired the following week because she was totally disrespectful to her project manager.




  On week four, Adele Lock, who claimed to be a retail manager, just couldn’t hack it. On this particular task – to sell items in a concession area within Harrods – which I set

  up with the famous Mr Al-Fayed, she really fell apart. It resulted in the losing team ganging up on her in the boardroom, saying that she never contributed. Adele tried to swing it round to save

  face by telling me she had never been so undermined in all her life and that she found the process completely demeaning, and that the people around her were useless. She then started to rant on

  about this not being a real business situation such as those she was experienced with, and that she had some ‘personal and emotional problems’ she needed to deal with. Regrettably, this

  was the first example of someone not taking into account that they would be stuck in the house for many weeks if they were going to succeed in this process. I sensed at the

  time that she’d sussed she was going and was trying to get in before I fired her.




  ‘I’ll make your job easier for you, Sir Alan – I’m leaving today,’ she said.




  Clearly she thought she was being smart in avoiding being fired. However, I jumped in quickly and said to her, in effect, ‘Don’t give me all that flannel. Thanks for the speech

  – you read it right: you knew you were going. I’m sorry about problems you may have in your family, your emotions and stuff. If you can’t hack it, that’s fair enough, but

  don’t make excuses, because despite what Tim [who was project manager] might be saying about the other members of the team, you were going.’ In other words, I got in before she

  did.




  Then there was Matthew Palmer – a mature student is how he described himself. He was very confrontational. In fact, his USP was to annoy everybody and disagree with everything that was

  said. On one occasion he blamed his poor sales on being too tall, to which I replied, ‘I’ve heard some excuses in my time, I’ve got to tell you, son, but that ranks high on the

  excuse list. You are doing some of my old football managers out of some of the best excuses I’ve heard in my life.’




  Matthew’s most memorable moment was when he tried to open the boardroom door by pulling rather than pushing, and banged his head while doing so. He didn’t last too long in the

  process.




  One of the stand-out moments for me was the advertising task. This was something I was very much looking forward to. The task was based around the candidates coming up with an

  advertising campaign for use on television as well as in the printed media.




  Something the BBC was very conscious of was that The Apprentice must not be used in any way, shape or form to promote any of my businesses. I signed on and agreed

  to this immediately. I understand, of course, that the BBC is funded by the licence-fee payers and it is obvious that one cannot use the opportunity of a television programme for anyone involved to

  promote their own products. This I agreed with one hundred per cent.




  However, as I was in the electronics business, I said that it would be fair and reasonable for me to build the advertising task around something I would likely be manufacturing. This made

  perfect sense and I was certain the viewers would understand because the product would be within my field of expertise. There was a big debate over this and clarification was sought from the BBC.

  Fortunately, there was a product, a CD player, which we were designing for the American market exclusively. As this product would never be available in the UK it was agreed that it could be the

  subject of the advertising campaign, on the basis that no one would be able to go out to the shops the day after the programme and buy it.




  This is just one example of the complexities one must take account of in order to comply with the very stringent but very fair and sensible BBC rules. The task went ahead and it turned out to be

  brilliant television. One of the candidates, Paul Torrisi, a property developer, had started to rise to the top of the pile as a very fiery, excitable character. After the first task selling

  flowers, Margaret told me, ‘By God, does that boy have the gift of the gab!’ He had obviously decided that the way to win was a full-on charm offensive and, boy, did he go for it! He

  was charming kids, grandmothers, builders, you name it.




  Paul went quite far in the process; all the way to the interviews episode the week before the final. He actually reminded me of a younger me in a lot of ways, but he had a volatile temper he

  couldn’t seem to keep the lid on, despite me warning him a number of times. At one point he tried to blame his confrontational nature on his Italian blood. Margaret was having none of it.

  ‘That’s no excuse,’ she told him.




  Paul often locked horns with sales manager Saira Khan. It became a real feud. On the advertising task, Paul was leading the filming sub-team and the whole thing was a bit

  of a mess, with the presentation being a total embarrassment. When they got to the boardroom I asked Paul if the reason he’d brought Saira back in was because of the argy-bargy they’d

  had the previous week rather than because of her performance on the task. Paul swore blind that they’d made up after the last boardroom, which Saira denied. Paul was desperate to prove to me

  that he’d behaved well. Having heard Saira deny at least three times that they had made up, Paul said, ‘I am a Roman Catholic and as God is my witness I shook her hand,’ to which

  I replied, ‘Well, I’m Jewish and I couldn’t care less!’ That shut him up. After that, I had to split the two of them up and put them on different teams.
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