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    There are three reasons why you might never have got the opportunity to read this book. The first is that maybe I wasn’t planned to be in this world, the second is that

    once I did arrive I was abandoned, and the third is that my mum – accidentally – nearly killed me! Being twelve years younger than my closest sibling twins, I often joke that I think

    (well, I’m sure) I was a ‘mistake’ – maybe the result of a good night out during the post-war euphoria.


  




  In the late forties, it was normal for babies to be left outside shops in their prams while the mothers went inside. That in itself gives you a picture of what times were like back then –

  parents were not worried about weirdoes abducting babies. One day, my mum (who hadn’t had a baby to think about for twelve years) went to Woolworths and parked me outside in my pram. She did

  her shopping, walked out and took the 106 bus from Stoke Newington back to Clapton. Only when she was halfway home did it dawn on her: ‘I’ve left Alan outside Woolworths!’




  Like all kids, I picked up various bugs and sniffles and occasionally had to be off school. My mum would tuck me up in her bed and nip down to the shops to buy me some comics – the

  Beano and the Dandy. I’d finish reading them in half an hour and be bored stiff. On one particular day, when I was about ten, I got up, went into the kitchen and sat at the

  table, watching her cooking.




  My mother had no sense of smell at all – an extraordinary phenomenon. I guess in those days medical science wasn’t sufficiently advanced to know the reason or

  come up with a cure. Anyway, as I sat in the kitchen, I started drifting off. I folded my arms on the table and laid my head down, unable to keep awake. I was lucky that around midday my sister

  Daphne came home from work for lunch. Mum had left one of the gas rings on, and because she couldn’t smell, she had no idea that the whole kitchen had filled with gas. It was so bad, Daphne

  swears she could even smell the gas from outside the front door. You can imagine her horror when she saw me, head down on the table. She rushed to pick me up and took me out on to the balcony for

  some fresh air.




  I sometimes wonder just how much gas was in the air that day. Mum was cooking on the other gas ring, which was lit, so I reckon it wouldn’t have taken too long for the whole room to blow

  up. So there you have it. I may have entered the world by mistake, been abandoned and nearly killed, but I am here to tell my story.




  This may have given you the wrong impression of my mum, Fay, who was the strong centre of the family. She was nearly forty when I was born on 24 March 1947 at Hackney Hospital and she had a

  difficult labour. To use her words, ‘They were very worried about me – I was on the gates.’ (On the gates of heaven, she meant.) In the end, I was born by Caesarean section, and

  was pulled out with a pair of tongs which grabbed me by my upper lip, according to Mum. Later in life, when I was at the swimming baths or at the seaside and came out of the water shivering with

  cold, two dark marks would appear on my upper lip. Mum would say, ‘Look at Alan’s upper lip. See those two blue marks? That’s where they schlapped him out.’ Is that an old

  wives’ tale or what?!




  My dad Nathan (Nat to everyone) was also nearly forty when I was born. My parents’ relatively advanced age endorses my theory that I wasn’t a planned arrival. I was always slightly

  embarrassed at school on parents’ day because they looked much older than the other mums and dads – more like grandparents.




  They were both born in the East End of London, my mum on 31 December 1907. She was one of twins, but sadly her twin sister died at birth. Mum was only fourteen when her mother died and, as the

  eldest of six children, she had the heavy task of running the home – cooking, cleaning and shopping for everyone. Her father, Aaron, had a horse and cart and his business

  was hauling stuff – I guess in modern-day terms he would be a man with a van. I never met my maternal grandfather, who died before I was born, but I was named after him, Alan being the

  anglicised version of the Hebrew name Aaron.




  My dad was born on 3 August 1907, and was also one of six children. I’m told that his father, Simon, was a cobbler, and I think the whole family, as with so many other Jewish families,

  derived their income from the garment industry one way or another. Anyway, it’s safe to say that my parents both came from ordinary, low-income, working-class families. Certainly there was no

  inheritance coming my way.




  Mum and Dad married on 1 March 1931 at Philpot Street Synagogue. My eldest sister, Shirley, was born on 10 January 1932, ten months after Mum and Dad got married – they didn’t hang

  about. The twins, Daphne and Derek, were born on 28 August 1934. In terms of appearance, Derek and Shirley take after Dad, and Daphne and I take after Mum.




  My mum was short, around 5 ft 3 in., and stocky – not fat but strongly built and fit. She got her exercise humping two full shopping bags on and off buses, walking the long distance from

  the bus stop to our block of flats and then climbing the three flights of stairs up to our flat – and that was when she was in her forties and fifties. It makes me laugh these days how most

  housewives have cars and, if they can afford it, go down to the gym to keep fit by walking on a treadmill! My build is just like hers and fortunately I am blessed with her fitness. Dad was also

  stockily built and quite short, around 5 ft 6 in. Although he wasn’t fat, he would go up and down in weight and have to cut back on what he ate from time to time and I inherited that tendency

  too.




  By the way, to correct some of the snipers in the media who have in the past used some colourful language to describe me, including ‘the short, stocky, 5 ft 6 in. midget’, my

  official height is 5 ft 8 in. and has been since I was sixteen.




  My parents’ first married home was in Stepney. They moved to 16 Woolmer House, Upper Clapton – in the borough of Hackney – on 7 June 1942. At that time, people were being moved

  out of Stepney and the docks area, as it was a prime target for German bombing.




  

    

  




  Woolmer House, where I was brought up, was part of a very large council estate on the main Upper Clapton Road. Our block was three storeys high, with no lift, and was situated in a cluster of

  about three other blocks, with what I called a playground in the middle which had some poles for the housewives to hang out their washing.




  Our corner flat was on the top floor, and it was unusual because it had two levels. It had a toilet and separate bathroom, with a bath that doubled up as a table (you lifted up the hinged top

  when you wanted a bath), a kitchen, a lounge and one large bedroom on the first level, which was where Mum and Dad slept, while upstairs there were two more bedrooms for the kids.




  I have no memories of my eldest sister Shirley when she lived at home, but I’m told that because I had a mop of curly blond hair she would call me Mopsy! I was a page boy at her wedding

  when I was five, and a day or so before the event I got hold of a pair of scissors and cut all my curls off. Everyone, including Shirley, went bananas. Why did they let a five-year-old near a pair

  of scissors, you may ask.




  I also have only a vague recollection of Daphne and Derek living at home. Derek did his National Service in Singapore, and when he came back he worked in a garment factory as a machinist. He was

  very bright and these days would have gone to university, but back then there was no chance my parents would have been able to support him. While working in the factory he studied for the

  Knowledge, to become a London taxi driver. I’d sometimes help him study – I’d call out, ‘Balls Pond Road to Piccadilly Circus’ and he’d have to tell me the

  route.




  As we lived at the top of a block of flats, I never had the chance to play with other kids of my age when I was very young. All I knew were teenagers and adults. It’s not so much that I

  lacked confidence, but it was a definite shock to the system when Mum dropped me off on my first day at Northwold Road Primary School, as I didn’t like the idea of going to school and not

  being with her. At breaktime, when they let us out into the playground, I saw my chance, escaped through the open gate and ran all the way home, crying my eyes out, with a member of staff chasing

  after me. When I got there, I was greeted by Daphne, who asked, ‘What are you doing?’ She could see I was upset and then she spotted an out-of-breath teacher, puffing and panting behind

  me. Between them they calmed me down, and I went back to school like a good boy. I guess this nervousness at the first day of school is quite typical and it can’t have

  taken me long to settle in, as the teachers were soon telling me to stop talking.




  I got on like a house on fire with the other kids, who were all from the local area. There were quite a few Jewish kids, but the majority were non-Jewish. At that time, 1953–9, there were

  only a couple of Asian and black kids, who obviously stood out. I mention this because all of us kids were totally unaware of anything to do with race or religion. We behaved like all children do

  – joking, larking around, sometimes spiteful to each other, as you would expect. But one thing that was definitely, and pleasantly, missing was racism. It’s wonderful to think back to,

  and I guess it’s proof that it is adults who poison the minds of youngsters.




  In my last year at Northwold Road Primary, when I was about eleven, we had an ‘open day’. The event took place in the grand hall where the whole school met for assembly each morning.

  The hall was decked out with pupils’ schoolwork, displayed for visiting dignitaries, parents and headteachers of secondary schools.




  Typically, a member of each class would take the visitors through his or her class’s work. I was chosen by my teacher to talk to the parents of the kids from our class. It came naturally

  to me, explaining in detail the work on show. Knowing me, I imagine I was offering too much detail and maybe repeating myself, especially if I thought the audience wasn’t grasping what

  I was saying. I recall explaining to one parent why a conker tree is called a horse chestnut tree: if you break a leaf off a branch, at the base of its stem you’ll see a series of dots in the

  shape of a horseshoe.




  While I was talking, I could see people smiling and whispering to each other and I had no idea why. I know now they were smiling at this little kid who was nevertheless a good presenter. I must

  have been, because a couple of days later, the headmaster, Mr Kershaw, chose me to give a presentation on behalf of the whole school to an audience which included the Lord Mayor and an array of

  visiting secondary school headteachers (one of whom was Mr Harris, my future headmaster at Joseph Priestley Secondary School). Clearly I was already set on the path to what

  I’ve been doing for the rest of my life: selling, presenting and marketing.




  I wasn’t one of the brainy ones at school. In those days, in your final year at primary school, everyone would sit the Eleven Plus exam. If you passed, you would get a place at a grammar

  school, somewhere like the prestigious Grocers in Hackney Downs. I got a ‘marginal pass’ in my Eleven Plus, a polite way of saying, ‘You failed, but only just.’ However, it

  did allow me to apply for one of the limited number of places the grammar schools would give at their discretion, known as ‘governors’ places’. You went along for interviews to

  see whether you could project yourself in such a manner that they would overlook the marginal failure of the Eleven Plus.




  I remember going on one such visit to a school in Cambridge Heath Road, Bethnal Green. Throughout the thirty-minute ride on the 653 trolleybus, I was wondering whether I wanted to make this

  journey for the next five years of my life. With my motor-mouth, I passed the interview with flying colours and was offered a place at the school, but by a stroke of luck I never went there. The

  stroke of luck was down to my soon-to-be headmaster Mr Harris who, unbeknown to me, had been soliciting Mr Kershaw to recommend to my mum and dad that I should attend his school, Joseph

  Priestley, in Morning Lane. It was soon going to merge with another school, Upton House, to form what was to be known as Brooke House School, a very advanced and modern comprehensive – one of

  the first, I believe, to come into existence. Saying yes was the best move my parents made.




  That school was a fantastic establishment, with such diversity – I performed in Shakespearian plays and learned bricklaying! There were science laboratories and handicraft

  workshops, and we were taught plumbing and metalwork, draftsmanship and technical drawing, the arts, economics – basically everything you could think of. I learned how to build a brick wall,

  operate a lathe, produce hydrogen in a laboratory, do calculus and to this day I can recite act one, scene one of Twelfth Night.




  

    *


  




   I can clearly remember the day I joined Joseph Priestley – 8 September 1958, the day after my brother Derek’s wedding to Brenda Press. I was

  very nervous and dreaded the prospect of having to meet a whole new bunch of people. Thankfully, there were a few kids from my class at Northwold Road joining at the same time, so at least there

  would be some people I knew.




  I remember my mum laying out the new school uniform for me and my arrival in the playground on the first day. I stood huddled together with my friends, observing the rather boisterous behaviour

  of the older pupils. Within minutes, I heard racial remarks about Jews.




  ‘Hey, Charlie, tell that bloody Jew to get out my way – he ain’t playing with us.’




  ‘The fucking Yids are using the goalposts – tell ’em to piss off.’




  While the comments weren’t directed at me, it was still a total shock. It was the first time I’d heard the expression ‘Yids’ and I couldn’t quite understand what

  was going on. When I went home that night, I described this to my mum and dad. I can’t remember whether they gave me any good counselling on the subject, but I was traumatised. For the

  first time ever, I realised that I was, apparently, different. How could that be? We’d never heard anything like this at Northwold Road Primary.




  The guys with whom I’d joined Joseph Priestley weren’t Jewish, but as time went on they started to recognise the fact that I was, and regrettably some of them became racists.

  The point I am illustrating is that you could see how the innocent minds of kids coming from a school like Northwold Road were poisoned by others. One incident that sticks in my mind happened soon

  after I joined the new school. The Jewish holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur fell in September and, excused by a letter from Mum and Dad, I was allowed to take two days off for Rosh Hashanah

  and a day off the following week for Yom Kippur. When I returned there was a completely different atmosphere. I used to sit with a variety of my old friends from Northwold Road, but when I went to

  take my place on this particular day, the two kids near me were cold and distant. My absence had highlighted to them that I was a Jew – a matter that had never come up before, perhaps because

  I spoke like any other Cockney kid from Clapton and didn’t look typically Jewish, being fair-haired and fair-skinned. Or perhaps these two mates did know I was

  Jewish but had thought I was just like them anyway.




  At first I couldn’t work out what was going on. I’d speak to them and get simple ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers, and at breaktime they distanced themselves from me.

  There was no sign of friendship any more. And then, one day, one of them said something like, ‘Well, you Jews are all the same.’ From that point on, we never spoke again and I was

  isolated as a ‘different’ person. It was quite amazing, considering that a month or so earlier we had been the best of pals.




  You have to understand that back then we kids from Northwold School, of all religions and races, knew nothing about the Holocaust or Nazis. Obviously we all knew about the Second World War.

  We’d learned how great Winston Churchill was and how Britain had won the war, but that’s all we were ever taught there. The non-Jewish kids at Northwold Road did not have the

  opportunity to understand what went on in the Holocaust or form opinions on it. Who knows, if they had been made aware of it, they might have agreed with the Nazis – I’m pretty sure

  some of the parents did. How else could some of the kids at the new school be racist? It must have come from the parents.




  

    *


  




  At Woolmer House there were a few Jewish families, but the majority were non-Jewish, and the kids played together in the same way I’d experienced in Northwold Road. Next

  door to us on the top floor lived the Moores. Percy and Ivy Moore had eleven children and they were a real salt-of-the-earth English family. There was mutual respect between the Sugars and the

  Moores.




  Life was hard in the late fifties – perhaps harder than I ever understood – but for some reason we had a telephone, which was deemed a luxury in those days. I suspect it was because

  my dad liked to place the odd bet with his bookmaker, though he kept this very close to his chest. He shouldn’t really have been betting, considering how he complained about every single

  penny that had to be spent. In fact, the thought of being without money and not being able to put food on the table used to worry the hell out of him.




  

    

  




  My father was also paranoid about running out of electricity. We’d feed the meter with shillings at the start of the week, but because the single-bar heater we had in the lounge consumed

  electricity at a rate of knots, the meter would sometimes run out by Thursday afternoon and there’d be no money to feed it. The Moores had the same problem. Often Ivy would pop in to borrow a

  shilling; sometimes Mum would borrow a shilling from her. The respective dads would come home with their pay-packets on Friday, so on Saturday morning the shillings would get thrown into the meter

  again.




  Ted, the Co-op milkman, would come round daily. This poor sod used to climb the stairs in our block and deliver milk to every flat. He’d knock on the door at the end of the week to be

  paid. You’d have to give him your Co-op number (ours was 85 4 139 – how’s that for memory?) and he’d hand over a little receipt. You built up points and eventually you were

  able to redeem them for stuff in the Co-op shops.




  Then there was the rent man, who would come round monthly and pick up four weeks’ rent at 8s 6d (eight shillings and sixpence) per week – that’s around 42p in today’s

  money. The fact that the Sugars and the Moores made sure that the rent was always paid on time shows the kind of discipline and decency that existed in those days.




  My dad, who was a tailor, installed a sewing machine in my brother’s old bedroom upstairs and called it his ‘home workshop’. He wasn’t the best tailor in the world

  – I recall him going to evening classes to improve his tailoring and machinist skills, to try to command better pay in the garment factories, and he’d occasionally knock up coats for

  relatives and friends.




  It wasn’t just Dad who sharpened his tailoring skills in his makeshift workshop. I used to watch him and over the years he taught me how to do various things, such as how to shorten a pair

  of trousers. I became a dab hand at what’s known as cross-stitch. Later in life, I would buy a pair of trousers, bravely cut an inch or two off the legs, fold up the bottoms, execute my

  cross-stitching craft and press them into place. This ability is something which fascinates my wife Ann. I haven’t done it for years, but she’s always telling people how I can shorten

  trousers and even dresses. This skill was to play a part in a funny story you’ll read about later.




  

    

  




  I would also watch my mum cook. I was the talk of the flats when one day, around the age of eleven, for some mad reason, I decided I would make a ginger cake. I’d seen Mum make them many

  times and knew the ingredients off by heart. You can imagine my mum’s surprise when she got home and I presented her with a still-warm cake.




  ‘When did you make this?’ she said.




  ‘I’ve just taken it out of the oven.’




  So far, so good. She had a smile on her face and she was nodding her head in happy surprise. Then suddenly it dawned on her that she didn’t have any ginger or baking powder.




  ‘How did you make it?’ she asked.




  I explained that Mrs Clark, a few doors away, had lent me some baking powder and that Mrs Cohen, a floor below, had lent me some ginger powder. And by the way, while I was at it,

  ‘We’ve now run out of sugar, as I used the last lot.’




  She went mad. ‘You can’t go asking people for things – tell me again who you asked.’




  She ran off to Mrs Clark and Mrs Cohen to apologise, but came back with a smile on her face. It seems that Clarkie and Mrs Cohen were killing themselves laughing at my sheer cheek. They told Mum

  I’d explained to them I was making a ginger cake as a surprise for her and they just wanted to know if the cake had come out okay. In fact, it was perfect. I took them some when it had cooled

  down (best eaten a day after cooking). The ginger cake became a historic story in the family and a favourite amongst the neighbours for years after.




  I’ve often wondered where my entrepreneurial spirit came from. It certainly didn’t come from my father. He had a skill – making clothes – but he never exploited it.

  Employment wasn’t secure in those days and he was constantly in and out of work. It was normal to be told on Friday night, ‘Don’t bother to come in on Monday, as there’s no

  work.’




  Often the out-of-work tailors would congregate in a huddle outside Black Lion Yard in Whitechapel Road. Sometimes, during school holidays, I would join him, standing around while the men

  exchanged stories. The conversation usually revolved around which factories might be getting work that week.




  You would have thought that, having acquired the skill to make clothes, my father would have realised that by turning out one or two coats a week and selling them, he could

  make more than the pittance he was earning. He could even have taken it a stage further by advertising the fact that he was available to make coats. But my father was a cautious person, always

  careful to ensure nothing went so badly wrong that he’d be without money. I don’t know why he had this fear; maybe growing up without money had left a scar. My brother Derek once told

  me that, shortly after the war, the family had the opportunity of buying a house in Dagenham for what sounds a ridiculously small amount of money today – around £400 – although in

  those days (1946–7) £400 was a fortune. Dad didn’t have the foresight to do it. The story goes that he also had the opportunity of taking a small shop with a workshop at the back

  where he could make and sell clothes, but again he didn’t go for it.




  My mother’s side of the family was a slightly different story. Her brother, Uncle John, was the rich uncle – every family has one. My mum’s maiden name was Apple, so you can

  imagine the jokes when an Apple married a Sugar. Uncle John was a real character. He had a store, Apple’s Hardware, in Victoria. People used to go there just to see the price tickets on his

  wares, on which he’d write stupid little quips. For example, a price ticket on a broom would say, ‘This broom was used by a very tall girl by the name of Jean, so it’s very

  hygienic.’ Pathetic, I know, but if you can imagine the forecourt of his shop and the pavement lined with all these silly little jokes, you can see why he got himself quite a reputation.

  Apparently, he exploited the post-war boom and his hardware business enabled him to accumulate money and pick up some properties in the area.




  Back at home, lack of money was always the main item on the agenda. We made the most of what we could afford, but we didn’t have money for anything more than the basics one needed to live.

  Certainly there were no luxuries. This was brought into focus for me when I saw some of the more fortunate kids at school starting to amass possessions: a pair of football boots, a ball, a new

  Dinky toy car, roller skates. I couldn’t have these things unless the family clubbed together for my birthday. My parents did their best, but not being able to have what I wanted made me

  determined to do something for myself – to be self-sufficient.




  

    

  




  I had loads of enterprises on the go. Next to Woolmer House there was a rag-and-bone merchant who would go round collecting items such as old iron and other metal, clothing and material.

  He’d pay scrap value for the stuff. In his yard was a sign saying, ‘Wool 5s per lb [five shillings per pound of weight], cotton 1s 6d per lb [one shilling and sixpence], brass and

  copper 2d per lb [tuppence].’ Playing out in the street when I was eleven, I noticed people taking items in and getting money in exchange and I wondered if I could get hold of any stuff, so

  that I too could make some money. It was during one of my other ventures – car-cleaning – that I found something.




  In the back streets of Clapton, some of the big Victorian houses were converted into small garment factories with rooms full of machinists. These factories would sub-contract for bigger

  manufacturers using ‘outdoor workers’ (the old name for sub-contractors). One day, while cleaning the factory boss’s car, I saw in the front garden some open sacks of material

  trimmings, ready for the dustman to take away. When I went inside to collect my 1s 6d, I asked the boss what was in these sacks and he explained they were remnants of the material used to make the

  clothes. I asked him if I could take some and he said I could, but looked puzzled.




  ‘What are you going to do with them?’ he asked.




  ‘Don’t worry, leave it to me,’ I replied. The sacks were bigger than I was, so I went back to the flats and borrowed a pram. I loaded on two sacks and took them round to the

  rag-and-bone man.




  Here was my first experience of getting ‘legged over’. Unbeknown to me, the sacks contained gold dust as far as the scrap merchant was concerned, as the material was wool. This bloke

  took one look at this eleven-year-old and said, ‘What you’ve got in those sacks is rubbish.’ He weighed the stuff on his scales and said, ‘I’ll give you half a crown

  [2s 6d] for the lot.’ I took it. Naïve – stupid, you might say – but half a crown was a lot of money in those days.




  The next week, after cleaning the boss’s car, I asked him what kind of material was in those sacks. When he told me it was wool, I was furious – I should have got at least £1

  10s for two sacks of wool. I took a scrap of the material to the rag-and-bone man and confronted him. ‘I’ve just been told this is wool – you told me it was rubbish. I

  want some more money or I want the two sacks back,’ I yelled at him angrily. I won’t tell you what he said to me. He slung two shillings at me and told me to clear

  off.




  ‘I can get loads more of this stuff and I’m going to find another rag-and-bone man to sell it to!’




  He just laughed and virtually threw me out.




  Another side of me came out now. I was wound up and angry. I wasn’t frightened to speak up, but short of grabbing hold of him or kicking him, what could I do? He was a grown man and I was

  an eleven-year-old shnip. I went back home and told my mum and dad what had happened. They laughed, then my father asked, ‘How much did you get in the end?’




  ‘Four and six.’ A sudden look of fear came over his face at the realisation that his eleven-year-old son had made 4s 6d.




  ‘Where did you get this stuff from?’ he said.




  ‘I told you – from the factory down the road.’




  ‘They let you take it? You sure you didn’t take it without asking?’




  ‘No. The boss gave it to me. He wanted to get rid of it. Normally the dustman takes it away.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  I couldn’t believe it. Instead of being complimented, I was being interrogated as if I’d done something wrong! It was a strange attitude, but one I’d become increasingly

  familiar with in later years. Many’s the time I’d have to play down the success of my business activities because my father could not believe that someone so young could make so much

  money. To put things into perspective, his take-home pay at the time was £8 for working a forty-hour week. How could an eleven-year-old boy go out and make 4s 6d in just a couple of hours?

  Basically, I’d spotted some stuff in one place and seen another place to sell it. And what’s more, I really enjoyed doing it.




  At the numerous talks I give around the country these days, I often hear the term ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ bandied about. At these talks, there’ll be a Q&A session and it

  never fails to annoy me when somebody stands up and says, ‘Hello, I’m an entrepreneur . . .’ It really winds me up. An entrepreneur is not a word to be used lightly and it’s

  certainly not something you call yourself. It should be a term used by a person when describing another’s abilities. I refer to my entrepreneurial spirit

  as I have been branded an entrepreneur so many times by so many people that I feel I’ve earned the right, and I can see what it takes to be labelled as such. I often say that it doesn’t

  matter which business school you go to or what books you read, you can’t go into Boots and buy a bottle of entrepreneurial juice. Entrepreneurial spirit is something you are born with, just

  like a concert pianist’s talent. Stick me in a room with a piano teacher for a year and maybe I’ll end up being able to give you a rendition of ‘Roll Out the Barrel’, but

  would I ever be a concert pianist playing at the Royal Albert Hall? Not in a million years. In the same way, you’ve either got entrepreneurial spirit or you haven’t. It resides within

  you and it’s sparked off by ideas that come about through the various situations you find yourself in.




  One such story – where a situation sparked off an idea – started with the simple need to light a fire for warmth. In those days, before everyone had central heating, raw coal was

  used as fuel. In our case, it heated the boiler for the bath and we had a coal fireplace. There was also a fireplace in my bedroom, but it was never used and many a winter’s morning I would

  get up and find the windows iced over. Sometimes the glass of water by my bed would be frozen solid.




  The coalmen would arrive outside Woolmer House with their large flatbed lorry loaded with sacks of coal. These poor fellows would hump their sacks up three flights of stairs and empty them into

  the large coal box we had in the hall. They must have been very fit, but heaven knows what today’s Health and Safety brigade would have made of their working conditions, especially as they

  breathed in the clouds of coal dust that filled the air each time a sack was emptied.




  Lighting the fire was a specialised job. You could buy fire-lighter strips, but they were a waste of money. Instead, most people bought little bundles of wooden sticks which were packaged in

  rolls and sold by most general hardware shops, such as Uncle John’s. Many’s the time I was sent down to Mr Braham’s or Mr Morris’s shop to buy these sticks, which sold for

  sixpence a bundle. You would make a little wigwam out of them, put some paraffin on them and stuff a bit of newspaper inside. Then you’d arrange the coal around the sticks. To start the fire,

  you lit the paper, which in turn would set light to the sticks and then the coal. It took about ten minutes to get a fire going.




  Why have I told you all this? Well, it relates to another of my cheeky childhood schemes, which stemmed from, of all things, road construction. In the late fifties the roads in Clapton were

  being resurfaced. I used to look out of the window and watch the workers with all their machinery, fascinated by the sights and sounds of it all – the plumes of fire and the clattering of

  pneumatic drills as they loosened the surface and dug it up. Nowadays, roadworks are performed quite quickly, but back then they went on for months. Sometimes I’d go down to the street and

  watch them more closely. I’d chat with the workers and ask what they were doing and I even started running back and forth to the café for them, getting them tea and sandwiches.




  The removal of the old road surface uncovered a base layer of wooden blocks set into the ground in a herringbone pattern. New road construction techniques no longer required these blocks, so

  they were discarded. The workers showed me the blocks, which were impregnated with tar, and they chucked a couple onto their fire – they burned like a rocket. Bingo! It occurred to me that

  these discarded wooden blocks could be made into fire-lighting sticks. I could cut them up into bundles of sticks and flog them to Mr Braham and Mr Morris.




  It was an education going into Morris’s. This silver-haired little man, who spoke English with a high-pitched Polish accent, was renowned for his computer-like brain – he was a human

  checkout till. Customers would put their shopping on the counter, he would call out the items and their prices one by one, tot it all up in his head and declare the total. He was magic –

  faster than a calculator.




  Out came the old pram and, with the permission of the workers, I loaded it up with the wooden blocks and took them back to the flats, stacking them in a corner of the playground. I went

  backwards and forwards collecting these blocks, and by the evening I’d amassed a big pile. Using a small axe we used to have at home – don’t ask me why – I set to work

  chopping them up into sticks. The other kids in the flats thought this looked like fun and they too brought along various implements and helped me out, even though they didn’t know why I was

  doing it.




  

    

  




  My dad hoarded all manner of things, including old balls of string. I used some of it to tie the sticks into bundles and as soon as I had a few, I went round to Mr Braham and asked him if he

  wanted to buy some. He looked at me as if I were nuts. ‘I’ve got enough of this stuff out in my back yard – why would I want any more?’




  I knew he’d have a fire going in the back of his shop (as I once worked there on a Saturday before I jumped ship to the greengrocer’s down the road) so I chucked on one of the

  sticks, which burst into flames. He looked at me and smiled, as if to say, ‘You little sod – how did you do that?’




  Threepence a bundle was the price he said he’d pay, and within two days I’d converted all the stuff and taken it to his yard. The other kids were on to this like a shot, but they

  didn’t have my sales skills.




  I wanted to go further afield and deliver to other shops, but this was virtually impossible, as the stuff was heavy and the pram could only hold a limited amount. One of the kids’ dads had

  a van and I suggested to him that if he could get his dad to drive us around, we could widen the empire. I would, of course, share some of the proceeds with him. He got the green light and we made

  up a load of bundles and put them in the bike shed. Then we went on the road, so to speak.




  The following week, as word about my venture spread throughout the flats, admiring neighbours would say, ‘We heard about your sticks, Alan.’ And, of course, my mum and dad got wind

  of it too. By now, my schemes were like water off a duck’s back to my parents. The old man couldn’t accuse me of any wrongdoing, as he’d seen the road being dug up. All the same,

  I never saw any signs of pride or heard any congratulations from them for my enterprises. I’m going to give them the benefit of the doubt about that, as maybe I’ve just forgotten. All I

  do remember is my mum laughing or tutting or shrugging her shoulders, and my father shaking his head.




  There was, of course, a limit to how many of these blocks I could deal with. What I had stashed away was minute compared to what was available, so you can imagine my frustration when I saw my

  wooden gold being carted off in lorry-loads, just to be dumped somewhere.




  Anyway, in the end, the bigger boys in the flats got in on the action. They started doing the same thing and sort of muscled me out. ‘That’s it, mate,

  it’s over for you. Get out of the way, we’re taking over.’ You couldn’t argue, as you felt you might get beaten up or something. I wasn’t too sorry though, as it was a

  lot of hard and dirty work to make a relatively small amount of money.




  Nevertheless, I learned an important lesson. I think it was Karl Marx who said, ‘Catch a man a fish, you can sell it to him. Teach a man to fish, you ruin a wonderful business

  opportunity.’ I’d discovered that as soon as any new business idea is born, up springs the competition. This truism would rear its head time and time again throughout my business

  life.




  

    *


  




  Not all my early enterprises made money or got me a pat on the back. At Brooke House, the English teacher, Mr Jones, decided the school should have its own monthly

  magazine. My brother-in-law Harold Regal (married to Shirley) was a printer, and sometimes in the school holidays I’d go along to the small printing company he owned in Clerkenwell. I’d

  play around with the printing equipment and watch the compositors line up lead letters in a block and put it on the printing press. As a result, I had the brainwave that the school should buy its

  own printing machine and, together with one of the other pupils, I would be responsible for producing the school magazine. This idea was put to the deputy headmaster and funds were made

  available.




  I purchased a second-hand Adana printing machine on behalf of the school but, unfortunately, I had bitten off more than I could chew. Anyone in the business who can remember that far back will

  know it was a ridiculous venture. The Adana was good for printing business cards or invitations, but not a multi-page job like a magazine. The reality hit home when we attempted to do it – it

  took us about an hour to set one sentence! Despite this setback, the school magazine went ahead using the old-fashioned duplicator, and to compensate the school for their disappointment over the

  printing-machine investment, I took on the role of selling the magazine externally.




  The council estate where I lived housed many of my fellow pupils and, like most kids, they never told their mums and dads what went on at school so I took it upon myself to knock on the doors of

  the kids’ parents. My sales patter was that I was representing the school and would they like to buy the magazine for a shilling? After a couple of days’ work, I

  had sold over a hundred copies!




  I turned up at Mr Jones’s English lesson with the news that I’d earned the school £5 from sales of the magazine, but that I’d run out of copies and needed some more. You

  would have thought he’d just won the lottery. The man was flabbergasted. He asked me how I’d done it and I told him, ‘I just visited the parents of the kids in our

  flats.’




  The story spread to the headmaster, the deputy head and the teaching staff. From that day on, I was known as the school’s enterprise star, an accolade the headmaster never failed to bring

  up at open days.




  The deputy head called me into the staffroom a few weeks later (I used to make the tea for the staff from time to time). He told me that while he was pleased with the school magazine enterprise,

  I had lumbered him with the Adana machine and it was up to me to sell it. I explained that to sell it I would need to advertise it in the Exchange & Mart, so if could he give me ten bob,

  I’d get the job done.




  He turned to the other staff and said, ‘Did you hear that? This boy has landed me with a fifteen-pound printing machine and now wants ten shillings to get rid of it for me!’ He was

  seriously angry.




  I shrugged my shoulders and politely suggested that if he had any other ideas, perhaps he should try to sell it himself. He told me to get on with it and I sold it for about £17, so he had

  nothing to complain about.




  

    *


  




  There is a perverse kind of cruelty that can be put upon children, unwittingly, by parents who are meaning to do so well for them. Like all secondary school kids, I was growing

  every year and at twelve I needed a new school uniform. A new uniform represented a significant financial outlay to a poor family like ours. What’s more, by now the school had become Brooke

  House Comprehensive and the new regime was very hot on uniform compliance. The local school outfitters, of course, had a field day. All the boys’ parents took them there and kitted them out

  in grey short trousers (for the junior school), black jackets with the statutory school badge affixed to the breast pocket and, of course, the school tie.




  I don’t know what was going through my father’s mind at the time – perhaps he really was that skint – but he decided he would make me my school uniform.

  Unfortunately, in doing so, he made me stand out from the other kids – quite unintentionally, of course.




  Bless him, he had this worry about money falling out of my pockets – I think this may have happened to me once when I went to the cinema with my cousin Denise – so, in his

  mind, I needed deep pockets. He made me a pair of short trousers with very deep pockets. So deep, in fact, that in order to accommodate them, the overall length of the trousers had to be somewhat

  longer than normal. Now picture the scene: me arriving at school wearing a pair of short trousers that were much longer than everybody else’s. They looked like they were falling down, and

  this tempted the older lads to come up to me and try to pull them down.




  As if that wasn’t bad enough, in making the jacket, Dad decided to add some leather elbow patches, the sort you sometimes see on posh riding clothes. He reckoned that I, being a young lad,

  would lean on my elbows a lot and wear the material out. So the elbow patches were another object of ridicule. Thinking about it now, if felt-tip pens had been available in those days, he might

  have taken his old white wedding tie and tried to replicate the stripes of the official school tie. It must have killed him to actually have to pay for a real one.




  Then there was the school badge. Instead of buying one and sewing it on, my Auntie Gertie, out of the kindness of her heart, embroidered one for me. This turned out to be slightly smaller than

  the official one. Luckily, to the untrained eyes of the other kids, it wasn’t noticeable.




  The point illustrated by this episode is that even with the best intentions in the world, some parents’ actions can end up subjecting their children to ridicule. It also serves to

  highlight how kids innately want to conform, and how they will torment a child who is not in ‘standard issue’, making them feel inadequate. I complained about this to my father several

  times, but it just fell upon deaf ears.




  Fortunately, the following year I went into long trousers, plus I needed a bigger jacket. I must have kicked up enough of a fuss that a standard uniform was purchased. Come

  to think of it, I may well have paid for it myself from the proceeds of one of my enterprises.




  

    *


  




  The necessity of supplementing my pocket money was of prime importance to me. Looking back, I now realise that none of the other kids I knew, at school or in the flats, had the

  sort of motivation I did. Some of the Moores’ kids would have a paper round or milk round, but nothing beyond that. Naturally, I did those things too – for two shillings a day. And on

  Saturdays I had jobs at the baker’s and greengrocer’s – for half a crown a day. All of these were, to use a good old-fashioned East End expression, ‘two bob jobs’, but

  considering I was eleven or twelve years old, one couldn’t complain.




  It was at the greengrocer’s, Charlton’s in Clapton, where my famous beetroot-boiling story originated. On Saturday mornings I would get up early and turn up at Charlton’s for a

  seven o’clock start and part of my job was to help set out the display of veg at the front.




  Beetroot was rarely purchased in its raw form; customers wanted it ready-boiled and we would provide this service. My first duty on arrival on Saturday morning was to get a small metal bath and

  place it on the gas ring, half fill the bath with water and chuck in a sack of raw beetroot. I would then light the gas and get on with my next task, which was humping sacks of potatoes from the

  basement up the stairs.




  After an hour or so, I had to call two sturdy men to lift the boiling bath of beetroot off the burner, walk it out to the yard, chuck out the water and then take the piping hot beetroots and put

  them out on display at the front of the shop. For some reason, the press, when covering my business career, have latched on to the beetroot story and repeat it endlessly and inaccurately. ‘He

  used to sell beetroot from the back of his minivan’ or ‘He sold beetroot on a market stall’ are a couple of variations. Well, you’ve just read the official beetroot

  story. Never let it be distorted again!




  Ginger beer manufacture was another of my ventures, after talking to a lady in our flats who said she had a ginger beer plant, although to me it looked like a load of sand or sediment in some

  water. She offered to give me some of it and told me that if I continued to feed it with two teaspoons of sugar a day, plus some ginger and this and that, it would continue to

  grow. More importantly, the pint of liquid it resided in would turn into concentrated ginger beer which, by adding more water, some lemon juice and sugar, could produce ten pints of ginger

  beer to drink. My entrepreneurial mind sprung into action again – after all, a large bottle of Tizer or R. Whites lemonade used to cost about 1s 3d in the shops.




  In those days, there was no such thing as the disposable plastic bottle. Drinks bottles were made of glass and were quite valuable – they had a return value of a penny each. In one of my

  earlier ventures, I would scour the streets around our flats looking for empty bottles and I even asked some of the people living in the flats if they had any. I’d take any empties I

  collected round to the sweet shop and redeem them for cash to buy sweets. Now I had a dilemma: instead of returning the bottles for cash, I needed to use them for my own ginger beer production.




  I used the fold-down table that went over the bath as my production bench, a plastic bucket to make the mass production quantity of mix and my mum’s small funnel to pour it into the empty

  bottles. Then I started knocking on the neighbours’ doors trying to flog them stuff again. They may have been thinking, ‘Oh no, not him again,’ but I’d have to say that

  there was always a smile on their faces.




  I even tried to sell some ginger beer to the sweet shop downstairs. The owner agreed to take a few bottles on a sale-or-return basis and he did quite a good job trying to sell some, but with

  limited success. He explained to me that the presentation wasn’t very professional, as the bottles didn’t have labels.




  Not one of my better ventures then. My mother, to say the least, was not happy with me using two teaspoons of sugar a day, not to mention the half a teaspoon of ginger. But, mothers being

  mothers, she never complained or charged me.




  On reflection, I don’t know how I fitted all this stuff in. On top of my more unusual activities, I always had time for the annual late-October tradition of making a Guy Fawkes out of my

  old clothes padded out with a load of newspapers. Armed with my Guy, I stood outside the flats on the main Upper Clapton Road asking passers-by for a ‘penny for the

  Guy’. I’d use my takings to buy some fireworks for the various bonfire night parties on 5 November, mostly held on an old bombsite within the council estate.




  There was no point asking my mum and dad for money to buy fireworks. To the old man it would have been like holding up a red rag to a bull – spending money on things that go up in flames.

  I recall comments like, ‘Why do you want to waste your money on them? Why don’t you just go and watch the other people letting off their fireworks?’ I guess it was a good

  point, but you can’t tell kids. Besides, there was a special excitement in lighting your own fireworks. In fact, if I remember rightly, my dad came down and took charge of letting off some of

  my rockets, launching them from an empty milk bottle.




  

    *


  




  Even with my money-making schemes, I couldn’t afford to buy the kind of bicycle I wanted – a Pat Hanlon Special or a Condor Special. So when I was about thirteen I

  decided I would make one instead! It was amazing how people would throw away old frames, wheels, handlebars and so on, which I’d collect. My pals in the flats would teach me things like how

  to straighten spokes on wheels, how to assemble a chain and put the gears on – basically how to build bikes.




  That knowledge hasn’t left me, even today. I was in my local bike shop in Chigwell a while ago, having taken in my brand-new Italian Pinarello bike (sold to me by some American smoothie

  for the grand sum of $9,000). The bike was attracting a lot of attention from everyone in the shop. One of the customers, who must have been about my age, looked a bit sheepish as he recognised me

  as the bloke on the telly. He started speaking to me and I could see that he thought I was just one of those rich people who, now that biking was fashionable, had jumped on the bandwagon and bought

  the best bike available. Then I spotted an antique Pat Hanlon and mentioned that I used to go to her shop in Tottenham, and I reminisced about Condor, when it was situated in Balls Pond Road. Well,

  I’ve never seen an attitude change so quickly. You would have thought he’d met a long-lost friend from fifty years ago.




  

    

  




  I still retain my bike-building skills, to the surprise of some of my friends, my wife and even my children. One of them would ask, ‘Who fixed that puncture?’




  ‘I did,’ I’d say.




  They’d look at me quizzically. ‘How do you know how to fix punctures?’




  ‘It’s easy,’ I’d shrug.




  Not being aware of my childhood exploits, they’d be amazed that I was an expert at puncture repairs. In my youth, I used the back of a fork as a tyre lever, plus a bit of orange glue and

  some sandpaper.




  

    *


  




  In the flats opposite ours lived Manny Phillips, one of my brother Derek’s pals. Manny’s family was more well-to-do; they had quite a good business selling things in

  the markets. During the summer holidays I’d go with Manny to Oxford market and Chelmsford market, as well as Ridley Road, Dalston. Manny sold foam rubber bits and pieces which people would

  buy to make cushions. I’d help him load up the stall with the stuff, wrap it up for the customers and generally run back and forth to the café for him during the day. It was at

  Chelmsford where I first experienced the amazing salesmanship of some of these stall holders. The man on the stall next to Manny’s sold towels and bedding and he attracted a crowd of people

  by piling his items one on top of another, creating a perception of value-for-money. He’d start his patter by letting the crowd know the high prices of these items in the shops.




  I was fascinated by his spiel. ‘There you are, two big bath towels, three hand towels, four flannels, five pillow cases, three sets of sheets. I’ll throw in two pillows and, wait for

  it, a wonderful full-size blanket. Now, the lady over there – put your hand down, love – I don’t want twenty-five pounds, forget twenty pounds, forget fifteen, don’t even

  think about ten. The lady over there – put your money away, dear. Now, I want five – hands up – five pounds the lot.’




  One day he was making his pitch, he had the audience all teed up, and just as he reached the crescendo and was about to announce the final punchline – I don’t know what possessed me

  – suddenly I blurted it out.




  

    

  




  If looks could kill, I’d have been stone dead there and then.




  When the crowd dispersed he got hold of Manny and started shouting at him. ‘What is this kid doing? Is he mad? Is he crazy? Tell him to shut up.’




  I really got it in the neck from the guy and Manny. Mind you, Manny should have known I couldn’t be relied on to keep quiet. When my brother and sisters came over on Friday nights for

  dinner, they’d inevitably end up playing cards and Manny would sometimes be in the card school. They’d play for pennies or shillings, but took it very seriously. I used to sit there

  watching studiously and sometimes I’d say something that disclosed one of the player’s tactics. I’d quickly be told to keep my mouth shut.




  Around Christmas time I worked with Manny and his father in Ridley Road market. At that time of year they changed their wares. They put their foam rubber into storage and decked out the stall

  with toys: dolls, Meccano sets, children’s cars and prams, and so on.




  Mr Phillips, Manny’s father, was quite a tough person. I recall one day watching him sell a very large doll which came in a presentation box. I don’t remember the exact price, but

  let’s say it was £3. Shortly after he sold it, a lady came up to the stall and asked me how much the same doll was.




  ‘Three pounds,’ I said immediately.




  Sharp as a needle, Mr Phillips jumped in. ‘What are you talking about, you idiot – it’s much more than three pounds.’




  He then turned to the lady. ‘I’m sorry, dear, he’s made a terrible mistake – it’s not three pounds, it’s much more than that. I’m sorry,

  love.’




  I was dumbfounded. Had I made a giant error? I didn’t think so.




  Mr Phillips continued: ‘Okay, dear – look, we’re honest traders down here. This stupid boy offered it to you for three pounds – what can I do? I’m gonna have to

  stick to it. Okay, love, you can have it for three quid if you want.’




  The lady obviously felt she had a bargain. Meanwhile, I was still standing there gobsmacked.




  When the lady had parted with her money and taken the doll, I said to Mr Phillips, ‘I’m sorry I made a mistake.’




  

    

  




  You would have thought he’d say, ‘Don’t worry, kid, I didn’t mean it – I know you didn’t make a mistake. I was just using a bit of

  salesmanship.’




  But instead, he said, ‘Well, you’re not getting paid today – forget it.’




  ‘What are you talking about?’ I complained. ‘I saw you sell that doll for three pounds no more than an hour ago. I thought I was doing the right thing.’




  ‘No, you didn’t. No, you didn’t.’ And he smiled and walked away.




  Being only twelve, I genuinely believed I wasn’t going to get paid that day. On the way home in the van, Manny and his father continued the charade and I was nearly in tears.




  When we arrived back at the flats, they said, ‘Here’s your money – we were only joking.’ Bastards.




  This was one of life’s lessons. The joke was cruel, of course, but at the same time I understood how astute Mr Phillips had been, making that customer feel she’d got a bargain.




  Back to the man in Chelmsford market. Let me tell you, he is no different from the suited and booted executive with a fancy PowerPoint presentation, trying to sell Rolls-Royce engines to Boeing.

  The commodity may be different, the environment may be different, but the presentation and selling skills are exactly the same – and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Just as the

  suited and booted chap is fully conversant with the technicalities of his engines, the stallholder in Chelmsford market knows all about the cotton content of his towels and sheets. And at the end

  of the day, both people present their specifications and prices to the end customer.




  

    *


  




  During my schooldays, in spite of my sidelines and ventures, I still had time for recreation. This mainly centred around the local youth clubs, predominantly the Jewish ones.

  There was a club in Lea Bridge Road where I’d go with some of my friends from Northwold Road School and get up to all the usual shenanigans you’d expect at these places. The youth club

  also encouraged us to get involved in charitable work.




  There is often talk of ‘the school of hard knocks’ – a way of toughening you up. In those days, people said that sending young men into the army to give

  them some backbone was a way of making the man. I don’t want to undermine the tremendous devotion and bravery shown by our soldiers, both male and female, in all the campaigns they have

  served in for this country, but I will say, with the greatest respect, that the army doesn’t hold the monopoly on toughening people up.




  Some childhood incidents, which I can now laugh about, have stuck in my mind. I volunteered to do some work for Meals on Wheels, a charity service providing food to old people. I would assist

  the adult who drove the van, running up and down stairs to deliver the food.




  In one particular case, I had to deliver to an old lady who lived on the sixth floor of a block of flats. The flats had a lift, but it smelt like Battersea Dogs’ Home, so I used the

  stairs. Having climbed the six floors, I knocked on the door and this eighty-year-old Jewish lady opened it. She had grey hair, some whiskers growing from her chin and bloomers hanging down around

  her knees. Frightened enough by this sight, I handed over the meal. She ripped the top off and shouted at me, ‘You call this meatballs?!’




  When I think of this now, bloody hell, I could have been scarred for life – never mind being up to your neck in muck and bullets in the trenches. You don’t want to know what she did

  with the milk-free icecream dessert.




  My involvement with the Lea Bridge Road youth club had another, less amusing outcome after my Bar Mitzvah. In order to be Bar Mitzvah’d, at the age of thirteen, one has to learn all the

  Jewish laws and rules. It was a nightmare, but it was a way Jewish families conformed and was a strict discipline that my mother and father insisted upon.




  From this, you might get the impression that my parents were fanatically religious Jews. In fact, the complete opposite is true. My mum had some very funny ways. Despite knowing the full monty

  about kashrus (Jewish dietary laws), she would buy all her meat from the kosher butcher’s, but then serve it up followed by a dessert containing milk – a forbidden combination, as one

  of the rules of kashrus states that meat and milk may not be served in the same meal.




  In my opinion, these crazy dietary laws were crafted by hypocrites. Anyway, because of Mum’s odd ways, we didn’t conform, although my mum would delight

  in shutting down the kitchen on Yom Kippur – no one was allowed to eat, so she had a day off. When it came to observing the Jewish holidays, my dad would take me to the synagogue but we

  certainly weren’t regular visitors. The only tradition Mum and Dad kept was to invite all our immediate family round every Friday night for dinner.




  After my Bar Mitzvah, the many friends I had at the Lea Bridge Road youth club became distant for some reason. I can remember being rejected by one particular individual, a boy called Harvey,

  who made it plain I was no longer his friend. Before that, Harvey and I had been close pals, seeing each other as much as we could. He would come to my flat and I would go to his house. He came

  from a better background than mine. His mother once said to me, ‘You don’t speak very nicely.’ I guess that was due to the people I mixed with in my flats or at school. I was a

  Cockney.




  Certain people in the Jewish community wanted to elevate themselves. They sent their children to schools which had special elocution classes. This segregation created Jews who didn’t want

  to be associated with normal Jews, which I think is strange. On reflection, I suppose that Harvey’s mum leant on him and told him not to hang around with me any more. I often wondered what I

  might have done wrong, but, in all honesty, the only explanation I can find for Harvey’s behaviour was that his family became aware I was from a much poorer background than theirs.




  He wasn’t the only friend I lost. Traditionally, Bar Mitzvah boys are thrown a lavish party to which all family and friends are invited. This was not the case with me, as my mother and

  father could not afford such an affair. Instead we had a small get-together at home. The boys at the youth club, however, thought that they’d not been invited to some glamorous Bar Mitzvah

  party. One prick by the name of Elkham Miller and his sidekick Michael Marsham actually spelled this out to me shortly afterwards. They said the reason they didn’t talk to me any more was

  that they weren’t invited to my Bar Mitzvah party. When I told them I hadn’t had a party, they simply didn’t believe it. It’s strange how thirteen-year-olds can be damaged

  by the reactions of those who they thought were their friends.




  

    

  




  Possibly the British Psychological Society will use extracts of this book as a new case study in their journals, explaining how this is a classic textbook case, how the inner damage caused gave

  rise to hidden personality swings that are exposed when certain events spark off memories. What a load of bollocks! Do you know, there’s a whole industry in this! And some people pay

  for it! Have I missed out on that particular enterprise? Amspsych Ltd. No, it doesn’t have a nice ring to it.




  By the way, this is not an invitation for Disturbed Weekly to call me up for an in-depth interview, put me to sleep and take me back to when I was thirteen. Forget it! But cop the next

  chapter – any budding psych reading this will think they’ve won the lottery, because from that moment on I became a recluse. For about two years, I didn’t want to socialise with

  anybody.
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  School Days – ‘Sugar’s Got Rolls of Film for Three Bob’




  

    1960–3


  




  While my social life was non-existent, I still kept busy with work and my hobbies. Sometimes they combined, as with the Saturday job I took in a chemist’s in Walthamstow

  High Street market. Having found that I enjoyed science and engineering at school (in contrast to some of the more boring subjects such as history and the arts), I thought pharmacy might be the way

  to go, and naïvely I figured I would learn about it on the job. The shop was owned by a very nice man called Michael Allen. When I told him I aspired to be a pharmacist, he taught me as much

  as he possibly could about drugs and that sort of stuff.




  I spent most of my time in the front of the shop selling cough syrups and lozenges. Here I was, a young kid, being asked by punters what cough syrup they should take. Mr Allen taught me to ask

  if it was a chesty cough or a dry cough. For chesty, you got a bottle of Benylin; for dry, you got a bottle of Pholcodine Linctus.




  Mr Allen was a bit of a boffin who knew all the technical pharmaceutical stuff, but in my opinion lacked a bit of business savvy. I introduced one of my marketing ideas to him and his staff.

  When asked by the customer for a bottle of, say, Milk of Magnesia, if you were to reply, ‘Small or large?’ most punters would say, ‘Small.’ Much better to ask, ‘Do you

  want the small 1s 6d one or the extra-value 2s 6d one?’ I applied this to lots of things in the shop, ranging from Old Spice aftershave to cough syrup, and it worked nine times out of

  ten.




  There were exceptions to this rule. Packets of Durex, for example, came in both economy and bulk packs, but I wasn’t going to ask a strapping six-foot-tall punter if

  he wanted the small pack – it could have been taken the wrong way.




  Now, here’s a bit of trivia you may find as surprising as I did: a large number of married women would buy contraceptives as part of their weekly shop, on behalf of their lazy husbands. At

  first, as a young lad of fifteen, I was a bit embarrassed when a woman asked me for them, but after a while it was like water off a duck’s back. However, when it came to Tampax or sanitary

  towels, I certainly wasn’t going to try my ‘small or extra-value’ scam. Instead, it was a case of: ‘They’re over there, madam, help yourself.’ That was where I

  drew the line. After all, there was a limit on how far you’d go for the boss!




  It was at Mr Allen’s shop that I also developed my interest in photography, which was sparked by the cameras, film and developing paper he sold. I couldn’t afford a good camera, but

  I soon picked up tips on which model was the most economic to buy. This information was going to be useful because another sideline I had in mind was to become a photographer. While I scraped

  together the money to buy a Halina camera, I was already working out what to say to my parents. I had visions of my father shaking his head in disapproval when I brought it home. ‘Another

  waste of money,’ he’d say, while my mother would shrug her shoulders and ask, ‘How much was that?’ All this despite the fact that I was paying for it myself!




  It was difficult for me to justify laying out £12 for a camera when the old man got £8 for doing a week’s work, so I tried to save his pride with answers such as,

  ‘I’m paying off for it to Mr Allen,’ which, to be fair, I did do when it came to my next camera – the Yashica, a poor man’s Rolleiflex.




  Not only did I buy the camera, but I also invested in an enlarger, a lens and developing equipment. Mum and Dad couldn’t understand how I’d managed to buy them and the situation

  wasn’t helped by my brother-in-law, Harold Regal, who said, ‘This is very expensive stuff, Alan. How have you managed to afford all this?’ I didn’t need him winding the old

  man up.




  My father was such a worrier. I swear he thought that one day there’d be a policeman knocking at our door – I don’t know why. He just couldn’t accept what this young lad

  was up to. My only criticism of him would be that he didn’t support me in any of these activities and always seemed to think there was something wrong. I wouldn’t

  say the same about my mother though; she was quite supportive.




  Once I’d got the equipment and converted my dad’s workshop (the spare bedroom) into a darkroom by putting a blanket across the window and shutting the door, I set about finding

  customers. It struck me that many of our neighbours had kids and grandchildren, so I decided to knock on people’s doors and ask them if they’d like me to photograph the children on a

  ‘no obligation’ basis – a no-brainer, as you can imagine. ‘Sure,’ they invariably replied. I took the precaution of writing ‘PROOF’ on the corner of the

  photos in biro and presented them to the parents and grandparents who, of course, loved them.




  ‘What’s this word “proof”?’ they would say. ‘Can’t I have one without that on it?’




  ‘Well, that’s a rough example. If you want a final, good-quality one, I’ll print you off a large one for half a crown.’




  That was it! I was at the races. It was pictures of children and grandchildren for the next few months.




  At school, photography was becoming a fashionable hobby and we had a photographic society whose members included one of the more financially fortunate pupils, a posh kid who used to hold court.

  His dad owned a shop and everybody looked up to him as if his shit didn’t stink.




  When I showed my photographs, he’d sneer at them and look down on me as a second-class photographer. On one occasion, I showed him some negatives I’d developed myself. He observed

  some smear marks on them and announced haughtily, in front of the society, ‘Oh, Sugar, it seems that you dry your negatives by farting on them.’ You can imagine the laughter.




  My next scheme wiped the smile off his face, in more ways than one. At that time, he used to be the supplier of photographic materials to the kids and the teachers. Now, at the rear of Mr

  Allen’s shop there was a small film-processing factory. I’d occasionally go and see how the developing process worked and noticed that they discarded the empty 35mm cartridge cases. I

  wondered what could be done with these seemingly useless items, but at the time nothing came to mind. Until one day I went into the ex-army shop on Chatsworth Road in Hackney.

  Ex-army stores originally sold second-hand uniforms, boots and other surplus army supplies, but the availability of this stuff diminished in the post-war years, so they extended their stock to

  anything surplus. I went to buy a pair of army boots (a fashion statement at that time) and noticed some large, round cans that looked like something you would store film in – the type

  of film you’d see on a cinema projector. I asked the fellow what was in the cans and he told me he’d bought a job lot of unexposed Ilford FP3 film, as used by film studios for the

  making of black-and-white movies. FP3 was also sold in photographic stores as black-and-white transparency film for around 5s 1d for a 20-exposure roll and 6s 10d for a 36-exposure roll. Now here I

  was in the ex-army store, with reels and reels of this stuff, each reel with hundreds of yards of film on it, the very same film you could buy in the photographic shops, but in bulk. The vision of

  the empty 35mm cartridges came out of my memory bank and I asked the man how much he wanted for a reel.




  ‘What are you going to do with it?’ he asked. ‘Who do you think you are – Hitchcock?’




  ‘Never mind that, mate, how much for a reel?’ I persisted.




  He was bright, because before he gave a price, he wanted to know what I had in mind for it, in case he was missing a trick. There must have been fifty cans there, so who knows how much he paid

  for them. I bet he bought them for the scrap value of the metal cans.




  ‘How much do you want to pay?’ he said.




  I looked at the can. The label indicated 500 yards of film inside. I knew from watching the process at the development factory that a 36-exposure film, out of its cartridge, was about two yards

  long. If I sold the film to the punters and undercut the shops by, say, 50 per cent, it would mean that I’d have to charge about three bob for a 36-exposure film. I quickly worked out that

  250 x 3s came to £37 10s.




  ‘I’ll give you five quid for one can,’ I said. After a bit of haggling, the bloke accepted. He was intrigued about what I was going to do with it. Now I had to set up a

  production line. Although I’d converted my dad’s workshop into a darkroom, there was still light coming around the edges of the blanket over the window and around the door frame. This was good enough for developing prints on photographic paper, but not good enough for playing with unexposed film.




  My second darkroom was my bed. Under the bedcovers, I measured off and cut the film into two-yard lengths from the bulk reel. The whole operation was risky because if any light got in, I could

  expose the whole spool and that’d be a fiver down the drain. Once cut, I loaded the film into one of the discarded empty 35mm cartridges. I tried to be selective and take only those that had

  an original Ilford FP3 label on them, but I had to accept what was available. If I loaded the film into a cartridge with an FP3 label, it would be an easier sell; if I had to use an empty Kodak

  cartridge, you can imagine it would take a bit of explaining as to why the film inside was FP3.




  In those days there were no inkjet printers or photocopiers to run off labels. Instead, I got some kid at school to use the library typewriter to type out ‘ILFORD FP3 36 EXP’ over

  and over on a sheet of A4 paper, cut the words out and glue them on to the non-Ilford cartridges using LePages glue. In exchange, I gave him some film, so he was happy as Larry.




  Word spread like wildfire at school: ‘Hey, Sugar’s got 36 EXP FP3 for three bob!’ At first, I had to overcome the suspicion that they’d fallen off the back of a lorry, a

  rumour put about by the posh tosser. That was easy to dispel because when you looked at the end product you could see it wasn’t packaged in the same way as retail film. I was soon getting

  orders from the kids, the kids’ parents and the teachers. Like all products, it was accepted with scepticism at first, but eventually they realised it was okay. In fact, my generous length of

  two yards gave them forty-odd exposures.




  The posh tosser didn’t give up. After his suggestion that the stuff was nicked had backfired, he then said the film was out-of-date and thus inferior. I killed that one off by offering a

  money-back guarantee.




  This exercise had a twofold benefit. Firstly, I made some money and saw how cutting prices generates sales. But I also learned a valuable lesson about what happens when someone encroaches upon

  the territory of the so-called elite, be it disturbing their business or upsetting what they perceive to be their special rights. They go into arsehole mode and use rather sneaky and spiteful

  tactics.




  

    

  




  I don’t know what happened to this prat in later life. He’s probably a Daily Mail journalist. From what I recall, he fits the criteria exactly: a pathetic loser who does

  nothing in life other than engage in spiteful sniping to cover up his own lack of achievement.




  Having ruined the tosser’s film business, I decided to rub it in a bit more by showing the photographic society how to get – in photographic terms – a real scoop. One sports

  day, I took pictures of the guys running around the track at Eton Manor Sports Centre at Hackney Marshes. I developed the photos overnight and delivered them next morning – something no one

  thought possible. Of course, nowadays, we can take pictures with a digital camera and print them instantly; in those days you took your film to a developer, it went away for processing and maybe a

  week to ten days later you’d get your pictures. Well, here’s me: Eton Manor, three o’clock in the afternoon, snapping one of our champion runners, pictures on the desk next

  morning – scoop!




  The tosser and his hangers-on assembled quickly at the notice-board where I’d displayed the pictures. There were a few where the runners’ arms were blurred, as I hadn’t used a

  fast enough shutter speed, and the tosser was holding court, criticising. ‘I say, Sugar, about time you got yourself a camera with a two-thousandth of a second shutter speed.’




  His snipe was squashed when Mr Pollard, my form tutor and chemistry teacher, came up behind the assembled crowd and expressed his admiration for the blurred pictures from an artistic point of

  view – the way they portrayed a feeling of speed. He was so impressed he called over Mr Cannon, my housemaster. Instead of complimenting me, Mr Cannon said, ‘You must have been up all

  night, Sugar – this must have taken you ages. You were supposed to be doing your homework. How are you going to pass your GCEs?’




  ‘Screw him,’ I thought to myself.




  While on the subject of photography, one of the young lads I’d seen around was soon to be Bar Mitzvah’d and, as his mum and dad couldn’t afford much, I offered to take the Bar

  Mitzvah photographs.




  Bloody hell, what a risk that was! When I got to the venue, I found myself taking pictures of adults and doing group photos. Only then did it dawn on me: these people are

  expecting memorable photographs, pictures they’ll frame and treasure for the rest of their lives. I thought to myself, ‘What have I done? What am I doing here?’ Thankfully, it

  came off quite well in the end. I can’t remember what I charged but I certainly undercut the professional photographer.




  Based on that event, I decided to professionalise myself. I went to a local printer’s, Austin Press, who made me a rubber stamp: ‘Photographed by ALAN SUGAR – Phone: UPP

  7875’. Even as I tell this story, I can see my mum smiling and shrugging her shoulders and my dad still shaking his head.




  

    *


  




  Along with photography I was fascinated by electronics. In Dalston Lane, Hackney, there was a shop called Tiny’s Radio where we kids would go to buy things such as diodes,

  coils, resistors and variable capacitors. With these components, we could cobble together a ‘crystal set’ which could pick up radio stations. Having acquired a soldering iron and

  conferred with a few of the school boffs, I assembled my crystal set and plugged it into my tape recorder. Suddenly the sound of radio blasted out. My dad ran up the stairs and said,

  ‘Where’s the music coming from? How have you managed to do that?’ I showed him this little crystal set and tried to explain what was going on. He seemed quite impressed, for once,

  with how I had managed to do it.




  As I mentioned earlier, I became a recluse during this period. Because of this, my mum and dad allowed me to get involved in any kind of hobby I wanted, in order to keep me occupied. When I

  think back to those days, I never went anywhere other than to Dalston Lane or Tottenham Court Road – to buy electronic components – then back home again. My mum and dad were really

  worried – no question about it. So were my brother and sisters. It was a topic of much debate within the family. As we all know, the worst thing you can ever do in this situation is to try

  and fix someone up with a friend. My mother would ‘find’ me friends and force me to go round and visit them, but to no avail.




  In the summer, my mum and dad went on holiday to Cliftonville in Kent and they dragged me along. To keep the cost down, the three of us shared one room in a small hotel.

  There were quite a few young people staying there and I got very friendly with them that week. My mum and dad were delighted, but of course the holiday came to an end, we all went back home, and

  the people I’d met didn’t live in my vicinity – so back I went into my shell again.




  I remember my dad saying to me, ‘What’s the matter with you? You enjoyed yourself while you were on holiday – why can’t you go back to the youth clubs and find yourself

  friends again?’




  And I remember thinking, ‘Leave me alone – stop pushing,’ and I just carried on in a very quiet way.




  Monday to Friday there was no problem – school took up most of my time. But the highlight of the weekends was taking the 653 bus to Tottenham Court Road to buy a reel of solder.




  Eventually, Daphne and my sister-in-law Brenda cornered me one Friday evening and tried, in a more caring manner, to address what was going on. They wanted to understand what the problem was and

  why I wouldn’t socialise with other kids. Was it perhaps that I was mixing too much with adults and not getting the opportunity to meet youngsters? That, of course, was wrong because

  previously I had enjoyed a social life – with the ratbags who gave me the elbow.




  In one of the pep talks that Daphne and Brenda gave me, Brenda said that her brother, Adrian Press, would gladly play host and take me around the youth clubs that he went to. ‘You know

  Adrian,’ Brenda said. ‘You’ve played with him when you’ve been round my mum and dad’s house. You were page boys together at our wedding. It’s not like he’s

  a stranger. Why don’t you agree to meet up with him and let him introduce you to a bunch of pals?’




  Reluctantly, I went along with this, simply on the basis that at least I knew Adrian as we’d met on a few occasions. First, Adrian took me to Brady Club, off the Mile End Road, where he

  introduced me to a bunch of guys. I was painfully shy. After the initial niceties and hellos, I ended up feeling like a wallflower as the evening went on.




  This pattern continued for several weeks, if not months, either at Brady Club or Stamford Hill Club, up the road from me. When I think back, I feel a bit sorry for Adrian because I was like

  baggage he had to drag around with him. Eventually, he sat me down in the cafeteria of Brady Club and told me very nicely that all he could do was introduce me to

  people. It was up to me if I wanted to take it further and do something about it – he couldn’t keep trying to get me involved if I didn’t want to participate. He wasn’t

  being an arsehole; he was actually a really nice guy, as he still is to this day. Despite Adrian’s pep talk, my social skills didn’t improve. It was getting to the stage where I’d

  be making feeble excuses about why I couldn’t meet up with him.




  Inside me was this feeling of wanting to talk to people, wanting to join in with all the joking and larking around, but something was holding me back. I have no idea what it was

  – I can only put it down to shyness.




  Among the group of friends that Adrian introduced me to were a couple of the boys he went to school with, Tony Kaye and Steve Pomeroy, as well as their friends Malcolm Cross and Geoff Salt.

  I’d met them quite a few times during various trips to Brady Club or Stamford Hill Club, but had not really taken it any further than the initial ‘Hello, how are you?’




  Then came an amazing breakthrough. We were at Stamford Hill Club when it started to rain and a load of us were invited back to somebody’s flat nearby. They decided to play a game –

  it was something like imitating TV adverts or making up your own ones. And there I was, stuck, because they were going round, one by one, asking each person to come up with a funny TV advert. The

  only options for me at that moment were either to get up and run out of the room or finally talk.




  It was soon my turn. There was silence while everyone looked at me in anticipation of what I was going to say – most of them had never heard me speak. The silence seemed to last an hour.

  Imagine standing on the end of the high diving-board at the swimming-pool when all your mates had jumped off – and now it was your turn.




  Suddenly I spurted out some funny thing I came up with, associated with the advert for Surf washing powder that was running at the time, where housewives were asked what they thought of Surf. My

  comment was, ‘I don’t like it – it makes my face all scurfy.’




  There was a moment of stunned silence – the kind where you think you’ve just dropped the biggest lead balloon of your life – then, a second later, the

  whole lot of them just rolled about in hysterics. They looked at me as if to say, ‘Where did you come from? Where have you been?’




  This gave me some encouragement and I continued to tell some funny stories. If I didn’t know better, I would have said that my mum and dad had paid these people to laugh. It was

  very much a break-the-ice moment and though I couldn’t see why I was so popular all of a sudden, I was.




  I guess that in kids’ circles it goes like that. Suddenly there’s a new kid on the block who’s quite funny and streetwise. There was no stopping me from then on, and I went

  from this quiet recluse to someone who never stopped talking and larking around.




  Adrian knew something had changed. He said, ‘Wow, what’s happened to you? You seemed to really enjoy yourself there today.’ I’m obviously grateful to him for persevering

  with me and introducing me to this bunch of friends. From that moment on, Steve Pomeroy, Tony Kaye, Geoff Salt and Malcolm Cross became my pals. They are still my good friends to this very day.




  Steve Pomeroy’s parents ran a lemonade factory in Hackney. It was a fascinating place, specialising in producing lemonade for pubs and for the kosher wedding market. The Pomeroys lived in

  a grand house in Osbaldeston Road in Clapton. I never really got to know Mr Pomeroy, as unfortunately he died shortly after Steve and I became friends. Steve’s mother was a real character and

  later in life we had a lot of banter together at her factory.




  Tony Kaye, and I’m sure he won’t mind me saying this, was regarded as being from a rather well-to-do family. His father was an importer/trader in fancy goods. They lived in Dunsmure

  Road, Stamford Hill, considered to be a more opulent part of the neighbourhood.




  Whenever Geoff and I were together, no one would believe his name was Salt and my name was Sugar. People would think we were taking the piss. Geoff lived at Finsbury Park. His father worked in

  the fashion industry and his mother was a rather lovely, dignified, serious lady. Geoff was considered a bit of a renegade by his parents, whereas his elder brother Steven was far more of a

  conformist. Geoff’s father would often be giving him a load of stick and moaning at him.




  

    

  




  Malcolm Cross lived in Hackney with his mum and dad and four brothers. I would say that his family was most like ours financially. Malcolm was a bit older than the rest of us and was the first

  to get his driving licence. Naturally, he became the chauffeur for the group.




  The friendship blossomed amongst the five of us, and we spent most of our time at Stamford Hill Club and one another’s houses. Tony Kaye’s mum and dad used to have frequent holidays,

  thus freeing up their home for us to invade. We spent many a weekend there, playing cards and frolicking around.




  This era, when I was in my mid-teens, seemed to last a lifetime. It was only a couple of years, but quite a lot was happening. I was growing at a fast rate of knots, not just physically, but

  also socially. I progressed from messing around at the youth club to going to nightclubs such as the Scene and Le Kilt, as well as various other establishments scattered around the West End. We

  weren’t really into the mod scene – we all wore sharp suits and listened to the latest music, but we didn’t take it as seriously as some who considered themselves to be the

  bee’s knees in fashion and entertainment. There were ‘tier one’ people, the likes of whom used to hang around with characters such as Marc Bolan, who also came from our area. And

  then there was us – second division – who were not quite the top scene, if you get my drift. Nevertheless, we didn’t do too badly.




  

    *


  




  While all this growing up was going on, I started studying for my GCE O Levels. English was my worst subject. Sure I could bunny off of scratch and was always called to host

  debates or enter into discussions, but when it came to the written word, my spelling was atrocious. I have no idea why; I still have this mental block as far as spelling is concerned. All I can say

  is, thank goodness for the spellchecker.




  My father had a theory that my spelling was bad because I didn’t read enough. But I have another theory: there’s something in this brain of mine that will just not sign on to

  spelling or remembering a person’s name. If you introduce me to a new person and say, ‘This is Fred,’ within five seconds I can’t tell you their name. I have to meet a

  person and call them by their name loads of times before it sinks in.




  

    

  




  Because of my poor spelling, any exam I took was immediately marked down, so I never excelled at English. By the fifth form, I was in the top stream (5-1) for maths, chemistry, physics, etc.,

  but when it came to English I was relegated to 5-2. However, the bottom stream curriculum seemed to be a bit more interesting – less grammar and more practical lessons. One of the topics

  discussed was advertising, and for once I stopped looking out of the window and paid attention. We were asked to analyse the launch of a moisturiser called Cream of Cactus: why pick this name? What

  was the advertiser getting at in the copy?




  It seemed obvious to me. The cactus is known to exist in the hot desert and remain moist inside. I explained the analogy and what the advertiser was up to and got full marks on my essay, albeit

  with the caveat ‘Shame about the spelling, Sugar.’




  The subjects I enjoyed most were science and engineering. Sometimes I would bump into Mr Harris, the headmaster, walking through the corridor. He would look up and say something like,

  ‘Hello, Sugar. How are you doing in the commerce and economics division?’




  ‘No, sir, I’m in science and engineering 5-1,’ I’d say.




  ‘No, no, no, surely you’re in commerce and economics.’




  ‘No, sir, science and engineering 5-1.’




  ‘No, no, no, no, no . . .’ And he would wander off, shaking his head.




  It seemed that Mr Harris had it in his brain that that’s where I should be, despite my passion for chemistry, physics, metalwork and technical drawing.




  Mathematics, on the other hand, was not one of my greatest talents. It is now, but back then I wasn’t interested. I used to muck about in class. We had a weirdo teacher we called Theta

  Grant because of the strange way he would say and write the Greek symbol theta on the blackboard. This made us all laugh, but this fellow was a bit of a nutter – he had a violent temper

  – so we made sure he didn’t see us laugh at him. We only called him Theta behind his back.




  He pulled no punches, this chap. If he thought you were a dunce, he’d sit you at the back of the class, while the bright kids sat in the front row. Needless to say, I was at the back,

  right by the window, watching the football outside. A total waste, when I think back.




  Nowadays, I try to explain to young people that when you’re at school, you may think you have the weight of the world on your shoulders, but you don’t. Your

  biggest problem is whether you’re going to get those new trainers or that your mobile or iPod needs charging. The reality is that you have no worries, nothing to concern yourself with. And

  one day, when you get into the real world of work and marriage and life in general, you might look back and remember the words of this old fart.




  I then go on to say, ‘The fact of the matter is, the law says you have to go to school. Well, while you’re there, you might as well suck in every bit of information the

  teachers want to give you, as it’s all free. Don’t mess around like I did.’




  Of course, this lecture falls on deaf ears. I’ve lost count of the number of times I have made this little speech during my various visits to schools and other institutions. But it is so

  true. I wasted my school days messing about, being uninterested, being a bit of a joker in class, only to cop on later in life. This was particularly true in French. I didn’t bother with it

  at school, only to find myself, years later, sitting like a dummy in business meetings.




  I wasn’t considered a contender for a GCE pass in maths, but I knew I had to pass it to go forward to the next level of education – maths GCE was mandatory. To make matters

  worse, at mid-term we were going to have to step up a gear and move on to calculus, a very tough area of mathematics. I knew I would have absolutely no chance of passing the maths GCE unless I

  understood calculus.




  Here’s an annoying thing: to cut a long story short, I set my mind to it and, trust me when I tell you that this maths dummkopf, who’d been sitting at the back of the class for

  years, suddenly became the guru of calculus. Some of the boffs sitting in the front row couldn’t keep up with me and, would you believe, would ask me, ‘Sugar, can you tell me how

  to differentiate this quadratic equation? I’m getting a bit confused on the integral of this, that or the other.’




  When I finally sat the GCE O Level, I passed! Not with a high grade, but a pass nonetheless. Theta Grant could not understand what had happened to me. When I returned to school the next term, he

  was over the moon. ‘Congratulations, Mister Sugar,’ he said. ‘I cannot believe it. Wonderful.’




  

    

  




  What’s annoying about this is that I had had it in me all along, but had wasted years at school because I couldn’t be bothered. Try telling this story to youngsters these days. The

  following term I went on to do applied maths. I sailed through that and got a good grade.




  In trying to compensate for my shortcomings in English, there was a suggestion that taking English literature as one of my GCEs would be a good move. We had to study Twelfth Night and the

  school put on a production of the play, for which I auditioned. Stupidly, I applied for the part of Orsino – effectively the leading role. On reflection, I’m pleased I never got it.




  I learned act one, scene one for the audition, but was upstaged by a budding Sir John Gielgud. As a consolation, I was given the part of Curio, assistant to the king. From what I remember, we

  performed in front of a load of visiting dignitaries in the school’s grand hall, and it went down very well – not that my few lines had anything to do with that.




  I also joined the school’s Senior Science Society as the lower-sixth representative. The purpose of the society was to inform pupils throughout the school about the latest scientific

  innovations and developments. Unfortunately, the society’s chairman was a pompous twit who turned out not to be the brightest star in the sky. He was clutching on to low grades in GCE

  chemistry and physics, trying to go on to achieve his A Levels, but if you listened to all his bullshit, you would think you were taking part in the Manhattan Project.




  I found myself arguing with this chairman all the time, basically because he was a prat. Sorry, but there’s no other way to explain it. You’ve probably got the impression that

  anybody whom I don’t agree with I automatically call a tosser or a prat – I know that’s how it may come across at the moment – but trust me, he was a

  double-barrelled prat. I could not take any more of him, so I duly resigned and left him to find a new recruit. Was this the first of many boardroom conflicts? Well, maybe.




  

    *


  




  My education took place twelve years after Daphne’s and Derek’s, so my parents were in a twelve-year time warp. They expected their children to

  start contributing financially to the running of the home when they reached an age suitable for employment. Just as soon as Shirley, Derek and Daphne were earning money, they had to part with some

  of it to go towards housekeeping. This was quite normal in those days.




  Then I came along and was earning more money on the side with my various ventures than I would have done if I’d left school at fifteen and worked in a factory. I was deemed to be an

  investment by my parents. Nevertheless, there needed to be a justification for why I was staying on at school.




  They’d ask, ‘What are you going to be? What are you going to do? What do all these exams make you into? A doctor? A lawyer? An accountant?’




  My answer was that I wanted to do something in the science professions. As far as my mother and father were concerned, that meant maybe a chemist or a pharmacist. They wouldn’t have even

  thought about the job of a researcher (who doesn’t actually work in a shop dispensing pills) or somebody inventing something in a high-technology industry.




  You have to sympathise with their outlook on life and employment. Understandably, it came as a great disappointment to them when I told them, halfway through studying for A Levels, that I was

  going to jack it in. I made the decision shortly after my return from the summer holidays, a week or so into the upper-sixth. They wanted to know: ‘Why did you bother to get these GCEs? What

  are you going to do now?’




  This was further aggravated by Shirley’s husband Harold, who had a weird sense of humour and would try to capitalise on the dilemma facing me and my parents over choosing a career. He

  famously interjected once by saying, ‘Why are you bothering? Become a dustman – they pay them loads of money these days.’ This little chant of Harold’s was one he would

  repeat at certain milestones in my life – not in a nasty way, I hasten to add, but to remind himself of what he’d said so many years earlier.




  My reason for leaving school was that my best friends were taking on jobs. Malcolm was working in a radio and TV store as a television engineer. Funnily enough this store

  was opposite Mr Allen’s, and we’d often meet each other on Saturdays and discuss what we were getting up to that night. Geoff was trying to pursue a career in the fashion industry on

  the administration and sales side. Steve was working for his parents’ firm, making lemonade. And Tony – well, sorry, but he was just a rich man’s son. He was talking about going

  to Africa to do some goody-goody work, but if you ask me, it was to bunk off getting a real job. They all had cars except me. So, in summary, the reason for me leaving school was to get a job with

  wheels.




  I went to see the headmaster to tell him about my decision. Mr Harris wasn’t happy at all. He felt I had the potential to stay on and complete the A Level courses. Nevertheless, he

  accepted my decision and pointed me in the direction of the careers officer who informed me of the opportunities available in technology. Apparently, being a computer programmer was becoming very

  popular and he arranged for me to take IBM’s aptitude test – a way of evaluating if a candidate had what it takes to be a programmer. Thinking of this now puts a smile on my face,

  having employed hundreds of computer programmers in my lifetime and watched them sitting around in their sandals and jeans flicking elastic bands at each other.




  I went along to IBM’s offices in Wigmore Street where the staff were very polite. Once we’d finished our exam papers, they sent us off to have lunch in the canteen while they marked

  them. They let the people who were clearly of no interest to them go and I was one of those people.




  I also sat a similar exam at ICL in Putney. Once again, I got the Dear John letter. Obviously I wasn’t cut out for computer programming.




  Funny how things work out. Twenty-four years later I entered into a Licensing Agreement with IBM which resulted in me taking 30 per cent of the European personal computer market away from them.

  And, please excuse my boast, I now own IBM’s European headquarters building on London’s South Bank, which I bought for £112 million. Anyway, moving on . . .




  News of my failure at both IBM and ICL filtered back to the school and I was summoned to Mr Harris’s office. Again he told me that I should stay and pursue my A

  Levels in subjects more suitable to me, such as economics. I reminded him again that I was not in the economics division but in science and engineering, but he simply could not accept it.

  There was no moving him. I was equally adamant that I was going to leave school.




  I didn’t tell my mother and father about the IBM and ICL episodes, but intent on finding a job, I started to look in the vacancies columns of the national newspapers. I spotted an advert

  from the Ministry of Education and Science who required applicants with GCE passes to join their statistics division. Naïvely, the word ‘science’ attracted me. I had visions of

  being involved in scientific experiments – missiles, rockets and the like.




  I went to the Ministry’s Curzon Street building and was interviewed by a very high-ranking civil servant, Miss Mayer, HEO (Higher Executive Officer), a middle-aged lady with silver hair

  and a very posh accent. I’ll never forget that interview because while we were talking she was fiddling around with a large pearl necklace. It broke, and suddenly all the pearls fell to the

  floor. She was terribly embarrassed, as was I. We scrambled around picking up pearls all over the place.




  During the interview I’d thrown in a few buzzwords like ‘digits’ and ‘data’, which made me look like I knew what I was talking about, and I got the job. And because

  I had six GCE passes, I was given the level of CO (Clerical Officer) – one up on the pecking order from the ordinary plebs in the department.




  The job paid £32 per month – £8 a week in East End terms – and they wanted to pay it directly into my bank account. We’d never had bank accounts in my family, but

  my sister Shirley explained to me what I needed to do. So, shortly after joining the Ministry, I walked out of Curzon Street into Berkeley Square and looked for a bank. There was one on the

  right-hand side – Lloyds. In I walked, armed with a letter confirming my employment at the Ministry, and asked to open a bank account. I’ve been with Lloyds ever since that day in

  1963.




  Remember the famous advert with Maureen Lipman as a Jewish grandmother on the phone to her grandson, telling him how clever he was with his ‘ology’? Well, having reported to my

  mother and father that I was now working at the Ministry of Education and Science as a clerical officer, I was hailed as the first person in the family to have what was deemed

  a professional job. ‘My son, the clerical officer in the Ministry.’




  If they only knew!
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  The Man at the Ministry




  And Leaving To Be ‘A Bloody Salesman’




  

    1963–6


  




  Even though I was only sixteen, I wasn’t at all nervous turning up on the first day. I was all suited and booted and raring to go. The Curzon Street office was in the

  heart of Mayfair. It was a very large and ugly block of grey concrete – exactly what you’d expect a government building to look like. I entered the building, stepped into the lift and

  the operator greeted me with ‘Good morning, sir,’ and took me up to my floor. I reported to an EO (Executive Officer), a woman in her thirties who showed me to my desk in a large

  open-plan office while the other people glanced up for a moment to suss out the new boy.




  In a weak moment, I reported the lift operator calling me ‘sir’ to my family one Friday night. They were so proud. ‘Sir, they call him! Can you believe that?’




  Anyway, this job turned out to be double brain damage. On the first day, a pile of papers was plonked in front of me and I was informed by my EO that I was working on something called the

  Plowden Report on Junior Education.




  In case you care, Lord Plowden had promised to come up with a report on primary school education and the pile of papers was the result of manual surveys on individual pupils across a whole

  section of the country. My job was to go through each form and code the answers to enable the data to be entered into an IBM punch-card computer system. This would result in a print-out telling you

  how many little Johnnies drank their quarter-pints of milk every day at school. If that wasn’t bad enough, many of the people surrounding me were a breed of robot, the

  likes of which I’d never come across before. To say they were boring would be too kind. The highlight of their day came during the tea break, when they’d debate the virtues of using

  Marvel powdered milk as opposed to conventional milk that might go off if you kept it for two or three days. Scintillating stuff, as you can imagine.




  At first, I would sit quietly on my own. Like all new people joining an organisation, I had to go through that period when people stare at you and try to get the measure of what you’re

  like. The employees around me weren’t my cup of tea, so there wasn’t much dialogue when I first started. Thankfully, after a few weeks, I found that some of the younger staff,

  particularly the girls doing the typing and clerical tasks, were more my kind of people. I struck up a working relationship with them, and a couple of the fellows, and we secretly laughed and joked

  about some of the weirdoes working in the organisation, as you do.




  At the age of sixteen, I was eligible to pass a motorbike driving test and I decided to get a Lambretta scooter, a rather fashionable machine at that time of mods and rockers. It cost me fifty

  quid from some bloke in Edgware. I justified it to my mother and father by saying it would save me a lot of money on the bus fare to Curzon Street. Well, at least I had some wheels.




  I did what everybody else did with their bikes: stripped it down and had the side panels chromium-plated and the main body sprayed – in my case, a luminescent mauve. I would proudly park

  this motorbike outside the offices in Curzon Street where its gleaming side panels were much admired by the younger members of staff in the department.




  As a learner driver, you had to display L-plates, which wasn’t very cool. I decided it would look better if I cut out the letter L from the white background and stuck it on the front and

  rear of the bike, only to be stopped one day by a copper who pulled me over and asked, ‘What’s that L for? L for love? L for luck? Get off that bike and go and buy yourself some proper

  L-plates.’




  This was all rather embarrassing, considering I was in Oxford Street, suited and booted, on a Saturday night. I was in somewhat of a fix with the copper standing next to me. Where was I supposed

  to go at eight o’clock at night to get L-plates? I asked for dispensation so that I could at least drive the bike to another location where I could park it. After a bit

  of negotiation, the copper reluctantly agreed, but told me I wasn’t allowed to ride it back home until I had proper L-plates. Fortunately, he didn’t hang around and after that

  evening’s ventures I naughtily broke the law and drove the bike back to Clapton. I replaced the L-plates the following Monday. I passed my motorbike driving test in Walthamstow. My current

  licence still says I can ride a motorbike, although I haven’t been on one since.




  Back at the Ministry, for once there was a bit of excitement. Miss Mayer came storming into the department and asked me to step into her office. She was having a high-level meeting with a load

  of top-ranking officials. From what I could glean, the Plowden Report had gone tits-up and they wanted me to explain a few things. That’s how bad it was there – they had to get a

  sixteen-year-old kid to explain to them what was going wrong.




  It transpired that a bunch of punch-card operators had entered the data incorrectly, so they asked me to review the print-out and compare it with some of the forms that I had coded. There were

  thousands of these forms. I said if they gave me a couple of these clerks to sit with, I’d help them read the data, so they could input the whole lot again.




  They agreed and, believe it or not, they put me in charge of five or six people, some of them my seniors by ten years or more. They’d be asking me, ‘What’s this, Alan?

  What’s wrong with that? What shall I do with this? What does that mean?’




  I got on really well with them and they soon started taking the mickey out of me. ‘You’re Miss Mayer’s favourite,’ they’d say. ‘Miss Mayer’s son.’

  But they respected the fact that I was one of them. I hadn’t snitched or dropped them in it for the big cock-up first time around. Within a couple of days, I had them sorted out, and I was

  sitting at my desk with my feet up.




  After about two weeks, we’d done the whole lot again. I guess the print-outs must have made some sense this time because Miss Mayer told me that I’d done a good job – I suppose

  the data suited what they wanted to see. However, there were no tips or bonuses going – let’s face it, this was the government.




  

    *


  




  

    

  




  Eight quid a week was all well and good, but it wasn’t enough for me to keep up with my mates. I saw the job at the Ministry as something of an investment, so that one day

  I would end up not having to worry about income. In the meantime, I needed to supplement my earnings. I’d kept my job at the chemist’s shop plus a few other ventures, and it was a

  rather weird situation – I was earning less from my career than I was from my sidelines!




  It was working with Mr Allen that once again prompted a new business venture. I’d become something of an expert in cosmetics and toiletries, as a result of selling them. Some of the girls

  at the youth club I went to in Stamford Hill were very impressed at my knowledge of Rimmel Coty, Yardley, Lancôme, Helena Rubinstein and Chanel, not to mention the full colour range of

  L’Oréal hair dyes. Yes, it was Walthamstow, but believe it or not they had the clientele for that stuff.




  Thinking about the Cream of Cactus advertising campaign at school had sparked my interest in the cosmetics industry. I must have driven Mr Allen nuts, I was so inquisitive. At that time, a

  ‘Flaming Red’ Rimmel lipstick would sell for 1s 6d, but the Lancôme equivalent was 4s 6d – three times the price!




  ‘Tell me, Mr Allen, these look the same to me – why is one 1s 6d and the other 4s 6d?’




  ‘Advertising,’ he said. ‘They’re both made of the same stuff. There is no technical justification, apart from a flasher wind-up case.’




  As well as absorbing how people would buy stuff based on the prestige of the brand and the advertising, I was fascinated by what the cosmetic products were actually made of. Take hair lacquer,

  for example. It was effectively industrial alcohol with something called shellac dissolved into it, the theory being that as soon as it was sprayed onto a warmish surface, the alcohol would

  evaporate, leaving the shellac to hold the hair in place – quite simple, when you think about it.




  A bit of trivia. Ladies may sometimes wonder why they get that cold sensation when the hair lacquer touches their neck. This is because the heat from the body evaporates the alcohol, giving the

  cooling effect. The same principle applies in an old army trick I once heard about: apparently, in Africa during the war, soldiers put their bottles of beer in a bowl of petrol and left it exposed

  in the baking sun. As the petrol evaporated, the effect was to take the heat out of the beer. Earth-shattering stuff, right?




  I called a meeting with my friends Steve Pomeroy and Geoff Salt and told them that cosmetics was a bit of a mug’s game, and that perhaps we should start a little business making shampoo

  and hair lacquer. Steve’s family’s business was lemonade, so they knew where to buy bottles and labels. I could source the ingredients to make the hair lacquer and the shampoo – a

  soap detergent with a little bit of perfume in it.




  Having convinced the two lads we should enter into business, we slung fifty quid each into the pot and formed a brand name – Galsté – made up of our three names: Geoff, Alan

  and Steve.




  I found a fellow by the name of Sidney Summers in Tottenham who was a wholesale supplier to hairdressing salons. From him, we bought gallon drums of shampoo, hair lacquer and some green, gooey

  setting lotion. Then we designed a small label that Steve had printed and we set up a bottling plant in the basement of Steve’s house in Clapton.




  Unfortunately, the bottle openings were rather small, so I had to make a sort of pipette to fill them up. On top of that, the setting lotion was so thick and gooey that we had a lot of trouble

  getting it into the bottles. I got lumbered with sorting out the technical problems, but after hours of sweating and cursing, I eventually succeeded.




  Armed with three products in our range, the next task was to go off and sell them. Geoff, who claimed to be a good salesman, had the task of calling on chemist’s shops and other general

  stores to see if he could get any orders. Steve was considered the expert on supplies and manufacture, but I was the one who had to sort out the filling of the bottles, so come to think of it, he

  wasn’t really tasked with anything!




  I asked Mr Allen to stock some of the bottles on a sale-or-return basis. He always chuckled when he heard about my ventures and was happy to agree. Naturally, when people came into the shop, I

  would recommend my shampoo and hair lacquer, and managed to persuade a few punters to part with their cash. Unfortunately, Geoff and Steve weren’t as enterprising as I was, and after a

  couple of weeks or so they had zero sales.




  

    

  




  One Saturday night when we were out, we discussed the project and decided we would try to sell the stuff in East Street market, off Walworth Road in south London. The next morning, Steve took

  his firm’s van and we drove to the market, laden with all this gear. We found the market inspector – affectionately known by market traders as ‘The Toby’ – and asked

  him if we could take a stall on a casual basis, as we weren’t licensed.




  Eventually he found us a spot at the end of the market strip, as one of the traders hadn’t bothered to turn up. I can picture it now: a large stall with just three products on it! It

  didn’t look very inviting and was made worse by the fact that all three of us were manning such a sparsely populated stall. We didn’t sell much that Sunday, and when the market closed

  just after lunchtime, we went home with our tails between our legs.




  I persevered for two or three more weeks with little success. I decided to spruce the stall up a bit by selling other products. We turned to Steve’s uncle, who used to make household

  cleaning materials such as bleach and pine disinfectant – similar to Dettol. We laid out the stall nicely, with all the products lined up beautifully, including the bottles of pine

  disinfectant, bleach and toilet cleaner. However, as these were not well-known brands, the move wasn’t that successful.




  One day, out of sheer frustration and laziness, I decided I wasn’t going to bother spending time setting the stall up neatly, so we just chucked the whole lot on in one big pile. This

  created some excitement amongst the shoppers, who thought that there were bargains to be had. People delved in looking for buried treasure and the stuff started to sell like wildfire.




  Messrs Salt and Pomeroy lost interest in getting up at six o’clock on Sunday mornings, so I ended up being the only one to go to the market. Having passed my car driving test by then,

  I’d borrow Malcolm Cross’s van and take his brother Ronald along with me as a stall boy.




  We’d chuck all the stuff on the stall and a crowd would gather round as usual. One lady stepped up and asked for six bottles of the shampoo. This was like manna from heaven to me.




  ‘There you go, ladies and gentlemen,’ I said. ‘There’s a lady who’s bought our shampoo and now she’s back. Look at that – you

  can’t get a better testimony than that. Good stuff, isn’t it, dear?’




  ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it’s not for me – I use it to wash my dog!’




  You’ve never seen so many people disperse so quickly. Ronald was in hysterics.




  In the end, we dissolved the business because of the lack of interest of my two partners. I was left with a pile of unsold stock, which I kept in the bicycle shed I had at the flats.




  Back at the Department of Science and Education, one of the topics of conversation was the impending death of Winston Churchill, who’d had a stroke. It had been dragging on for days, if

  not weeks, and we were hearing regular updates on the news. To liven up the office one day, I popped into the typing pool and, with a look of surprise on my face, said to the girls, ‘Have you

  heard the latest news about Churchill?’




  ‘No,’ they said. ‘What is it? Has he died?’




  ‘No,’ I said with a deadpan face. ‘He’s all right, but his doctor’s dead.’ I cracked up laughing at this and they all joined in. It was most likely the

  highlight of their week – that’s how boring it was there.




  Sadly, Winston Churchill did die a few days later. I believe his funeral was a national holiday – any excuse for a day off at the Civil Service, right?




  We also had a couple of days off when the department moved from Curzon Street to a new location at Richmond Terrace, roughly opposite Downing Street. While helping to settle in after the move, I

  decided to explore the new building. In certain areas, I found drawings pinned up on the wall which looked remarkably like aeroplanes or missiles. I’m not suggesting it was some Secret

  Service type of place, but it looked rather interesting to me. I asked Miss Mayer whether we were merging with the science part of the Department of Education and Science and, more to the point,

  whether I could get myself into a department where I could do something more interesting than compile educational statistics. ‘Mind your own business,’ was the reply. ‘And get on

  and do what you’re told to do.’




  That was the final straw. I realised this place really wasn’t for me. I looked around at some of the people there, particularly the older ones, and thought to myself

  that I didn’t want to end up like these robots, pushing a load of boring paper around.




  I started looking for another job and saw a promising newspaper advert for a trainee cost accountant with a statistics background. The firm was Richard Thomas & Baldwins, an iron and steel

  manufacturer located on the corner of Gower Street and Euston Road.




  The first obstacle I had to overcome was telling my father I was leaving my Civil Service job. His mentality was that you didn’t leave your job. You worked for a company and you got

  ‘grandfathered in’ – for ever. He wasn’t happy that I was flipping jobs so quickly, but I brought him round by explaining that I’d now attained experience in

  statistics which, if I got this new job, would eventually allow me to become a qualified cost accountant.




  I did get the job and the pay was a bit more, about £10 or £11 a week. I was planted in a small office with ten much older men, all of whom were either qualified or trying to qualify

  as cost accountants. These guys ended up doing me the biggest favour of my life, as I’ll explain shortly.




  The function of this department was to produce a weekly report on the output of the factory in Wales for the directors. My job was to get the daily output figures from the blast furnace and put

  this information into a format which would become part of the directors’ report. Each day, a chap called Alun, who had a strong Welsh accent, used to phone me from the factory and read me the

  output figures.




  The lads in the department warmed to me because I was forever messing around and telling a few jokes here and there. One of the things I did was put on a Welsh accent whenever I spoke to Alun at

  the plant. One day he called up and said, ‘Hello, is that you, Alan?’




  I replied in a Welsh accent, ‘Yes, it is me, Alun – this is also Alan.’




  ‘Where has that Welsh accent come from?’ he asked.




  I explained to him that when in Rome, you do as the Romans. I said it was to show my devotion to the firm, and that having dealt with so many Welsh people within the company, a bit of the accent

  had rubbed off on me. Anyway, I told him not to let it bother him and to carry on giving me the daily figures.




  

    

  




  He was obviously a bit thick. ‘Righto, Alan,’ he said. ‘Are you ready?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Pig iron, 17.4 tons.’




  ‘Righto, Alun. Pig iron, 17.4 tons.’




  ‘Sinter, 2.6 tons.’




  ‘Righto, 2.6 tons, sinter. Thank you, Alun,’ I said. ‘I’ll speak to you tomorrow.’




  ‘Hang on, don’t you want to hear about the slag?’




  I waited a moment, raised my voice and said, ‘Alun, I’m fed up listening to you moan about your wife.’




  As the words came out of my mouth, I knew I was in trouble.




  He went bloody mad. ‘How dare you talk about my wife like that? I’ll have you know I’ve been married to Glynis for eight years. She’s a wonderful lady. You have no right

  to call her that. Admittedly, we have no children at the moment . . .’ and he carried on ranting and raving. ‘I’m going to complain about you, speaking in a Welsh accent and

  insulting my wife . . .’




  ‘It’s a joke, it’s a joke . . .’




  ‘You London spivs, you’re all the bloody same. You don’t know what life is like down here in Wales . . .’




  ‘Okay, son, okay, don’t worry, speak to you tomorrow, see you.’




  My little joke flew around the office. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for word to get back to the powers that be and I was bang in trouble. I was told that the chief accountant had

  received a complaint and I was to report to his office the next morning.




  I prepared a little speech overnight explaining that it was just a joke and that we East End boys, well, we make jokes like this. It wasn’t meant in any nasty way; it’s just what we

  chirpy chappies do.




  I knocked on the boss’s door at nine o’clock and he told me to come in. It was a bit like standing in front of your dad and knowing he’s going to tell you off for doing

  something naughty, but realising that he’s struggling not to laugh. Such was the demeanour of Mr Jones, the chief accountant, and I suppose I must have picked up on this. The nervous feeling

  in my stomach subsided and I felt a bit more relaxed.




  He said to me, ‘Mr Sugar, I’ve had a complaint from the plant.’




  

    

  




  Blow me down, I did it again. In the corner of his room was a large rubber plant. I pointed to it and said, ‘Haven’t you been watering it, sir?’




  He was not amused and launched into a tirade. ‘To get on in this firm, you have to stop being a joker. This is a serious business. You’ve upset one of the people down in the plant.

  You’ve got to understand that these people are different from Londoners. They take things very seriously down there and you’ve insulted the gentleman and his wife.’




  ‘I’m very sorry,’ I answered. ‘What would you like me to do? All I can do is apologise. I’ll write him a note; I’ll do anything you want me to do.’




  ‘Well, if you write him a note, we’ll call the matter closed. But I don’t want to hear any more complaints about you.’




  The other guys in the office were eager to know what had happened. When I told them about the plant joke, they all put their heads in their hands. ‘You didn’t! You didn’t say

  that, did you? You’re a bloody nutter!’




  Some of these fellows were in their thirties, already married with children, and there was a senior manager, Glen, who was in his forties. They all took a liking to me and when we chatted during

  the moments of boredom, they would often tell me that I was wasting my life in this job, doing what they’re doing.




  In a nice sort of way, they said, ‘Look at us – we’ve got houses and mortgages and children, so we need the job. But you’re young – you’re at the time of your

  life when you have no responsibilities. You should be getting out there and doing other things. If we had our time over again, we’d be in sales.’




  I think the management had concluded that I wasn’t really cut out for the job, but as they liked me, rather than fire me, they kind of diplomatically suggested I look elsewhere. They said

  I was clearly a born salesman and should find myself a job in sales because this job was not for me. They were right. I could tell that my temperament was not the same as theirs. I was never going

  to be a bookworm, dealing in boring figures. In hindsight, it was a nice way of getting rid of me.




  I noticed an advert in the Evening Standard for a travelling salesman. The firm was called Robuck Electrical, manufacturers of tape recorders and record-players.

  What with my interest in electronics as a kid, I thought this looked quite promising.




  I went for an interview in Holloway Road and met a tall chap by the name of S. J. Robinson. He was the sales manager and, with his military moustache and tough demeanour, he was not the type

  you’d want to mess with. He explained to me that the owner, Sam Korobuck, wanted him to build a new sales team and that there were positions available for all parts of the country, including

  London.




  I was seventeen years old, so one of the attractions of this job was that it came with a minivan. Well, beggars can’t be choosers. I would need the van because I’d be carting around

  sample tape recorders and record-players.




  I flew through the interview. Robinson was very impressed with me, although he was concerned that I was only seventeen and lacked experience. I think he sussed that I had the instinct for

  selling. He wrote to me the next day, offering me the job and telling me to turn up in three weeks’ time, when I would meet all the other recruits.




  Problem: I’ve got to tell my father that I’m leaving Richard Thomas & Baldwins.




  Bigger problem: I’ve got to explain that I’m leaving the job that was going to help me become a professional to become a salesman.




  I could predict the flak I’d get. ‘All those years of studying, all those years of going to school, all that investment in wanting to become something like a scientist, then a

  statistician, then an accountant, and now you’re going to be a bloody salesman? You could have been a salesman two years ago and worked in a shop.’




  I was spot on in my assessment of what he would say. However, I pointed out to him that the two jobs I’d had were deadly boring. Also, I reminded him that Mr Harris, my headmaster, had

  continually told him at school meetings that commerce was in my blood.




  ‘Besides,’ I said, ‘you should know that I get up to loads of shenanigans with all my schemes. I’ve already got two other jobs: one on a Saturday, one on a Sunday. And

  I’m making loads of money. Plus, I’m paying my way at home. So that’s it.’ And that was it.




  

    *


  




  

    

  




  I have to say, my persuasive powers applied exclusively to marketing and selling – I never had the gift of the gab when it came to the girls. This was in stark contrast to

  my friend Geoff Salt, for whom sweet-talking the girls was his finest attribute.




  Steve Pomeroy was the best-looking boy in our group. He was tall and looked like Michael Caine, and the girls would flock around him at the clubs. But he was also a bit like me – not very

  forward when it came to chatting up the birds. I remember one occasion when my lack of charm lost him an opportunity with some rich bird from north-west London. We were in the Coronet club, near St

  John’s Wood station, when two rather posh young ladies came up to him. I was by his side and they were chit-chatting about where they’d been on their summer holidays. They mentioned

  that they’d just come back from Cannes. Little did they know that Steve and I had just come back from Margate.




  ‘Do you know Cannes?’ one of them said to me.




  I took an immediate dislike to this snooty cow and said, ‘No, love, the only cans I know have baked beans in,’ at which point they turned and walked away in disgust.




  Steve gave me a bollocking. ‘What are you doing, you schmock?!’




  ‘Never mind, Steve, you don’t need those people. They’re not for you, son, they’re not for you.’




  A few weeks later, Geoff used his charm to persuade an old schoolfriend called Maureen to invite us all to her birthday party at her house in Highgate. The usual suspects were there, and that

  evening Steve met a beautiful young lady called Sandra. After many twists and turns over several years, she became his wife, but that’s another story.




  Sandra worked in a hairdresser’s in Liverpool Street with a bunch of other girls, one of whom was a young lady called Ann Simons. Sandra told Ann that her boyfriend Steve had a mate called

  Alan who was . . . ‘Yeah, quite a nice bloke. He’s all right.’ And she talked about the possibility of us going out as a foursome.




  Unbeknown to me, Sandra arranged for Ann to have a pre-inspection of me at the Whisky A Go Go club in Wardour Street one night when I was there with Steve. We must have mingled – certainly

  Sandra wouldn’t have ignored Steve, so there must have been some small talk amongst the four of us – but I have no real memory of it.




  

    

  




  A couple of days later, Steve told me I was going out in a foursome with this girl Ann whom I’d bumped into at the Whisky the week before. Though I didn’t know it, I’d been

  inspected and approved. I had no idea what to expect, but we met up at St Anne’s Club off Shaftesbury Avenue and, as you do as a young man, I kind of gave her the once-over and decided pretty

  quickly she was really nice. We didn’t have too much to say to each other that night – I don’t know who was more shy, her or me. Funnily enough, the foursome wasn’t with

  Steve and Sandra, but with Malcolm and Maureen, who had become boyfriend and girlfriend since meeting at her birthday party in Highgate. This was the first time I officially met my wife. Amazingly,

  the destiny of three couples was determined at that birthday party. Had it not been for the party, Malcolm wouldn’t have met Maureen, Steve wouldn’t have met Sandra, and Sandra

  wouldn’t have put me forward for inspection by Ann. We still jokingly call it ‘that fatal day’ and blame Geoff Salt for this travesty.




  Forty-odd years on, we still meet up as a group. And each and every time some funny stories from the past come out. On one occasion not so long ago, Maureen, like a bolt out of the blue,

  exclaimed, ‘Here, Alan, do you know that Rod Stewart fellow?’




  ‘No, not really. I might have bumped into him a few times at football, but I’ve never spoken to him. Why?’




  ‘Well, you tell him, he owes me sixpence.’




  ‘What are you banging on about, Maureen?’




  ‘Well, Rod Stewart used to hang out at my house forty-odd years ago with my brother Steve,’ she said. ‘He was always in and out. My mum used to make him tea

  sometimes.’




  ‘Okay, but what’s that got to do with anything?’ said I.




  She continued: ‘One night I was at the Marquee Club in Wardour Street and he asked me for sixpence so he could get a bus home.’




  ‘Right, so?’




  ‘Well, he still owes it to me!’




  ‘Shut up, will you? You sound like an old groupie who claims to know someone famous. So what you’re asking is that if I ever bump into Rod Stewart, I should tell him that a certain

  young lady named Maureen Gavril lent him sixpence forty years ago for his bus fare, and that she wants it back with interest? Okay, I’ll make it a priority . . . If I

  ever did meet him and said that to him, he’d think I was nuts.’




  ‘It’s true. I’m not making it up. I swear it’s the truth.’




  Malcolm was shrugging his shoulders with a wry smile, as if to say, ‘You’re right, she’s nuts.’




  At this point, Tony Kaye jumped into life with his handheld equivalent of an IBM System 400 and calculated that, with interest compounded at say 10 per cent per annum for the past forty years,

  the grand sum owing would be £18.50.




  ‘No chance, love,’ I said. ‘Even if it is true, he is Scottish after all.’




  

    *


  




  After our date at St Anne’s Club, Ann and I started going out regularly. Because of who I am today, people often ask her what she saw in me. All I’ve ever heard her

  reply is, ‘He was different.’ Maybe it’s her polite way of saying that I wasn’t a schmoozer, meaning that other boys would come and pick her up from home with a box of

  chocolates and a bunch of flowers, whereas I would say, ‘I’ll see you at St Anne’s Club,’ or ‘I’ll meet you at Bethnal Green tube station – you can get a

  Central Line train there from Gants Hill.’




  To be perfectly honest, I don’t know what she did see in me. As a journalist once put it, ‘Sugar seems to have had a charisma bypass.’ A bit harsh perhaps – maybe

  a charm bypass.




  I am what I am. Unfortunately, the niceties weren’t instilled in me by my mother and father. They were very direct and didn’t engage in small talk. I was never taught any social

  graces, not even simple things like saying, ‘Hello, how are you?’ to people or showing interest in their lives or situations. We never used to exchange birthday cards or Christmas cards

  or anything like that at home. Consequently, the idea of sending someone flowers, chocolates or a card was alien to me. This was to come back and bite me on the nose later in my relationship with

  Ann, particularly when it came to her family.




  I guess if you’re not trained as a kid to do the decent things in life, you simply don’t think to do them. However, I can assure you that whatever I lack in that direction, my wife

  makes up for a hundred times over.




  

    

  




  I guess this lack of charm has followed me throughout the course of my business life. Whenever I enter a meeting and a bunch of fellows are sitting there talking about yesterday’s cricket,

  or about Chelsea beating Arsenal, or the weather, or some other topic, I think, ‘What a waste of bloody time.’




  I’m straight in – bang! ‘Hello, right we’re here to talk about this, that and the other . . .’




  I’ve shocked a few people in my time with my blunt entrances and lack of small talk. I have no patience at all. I know it’s wrong, but I feel like it’s cheating to be talking a

  load of rubbish, particularly when you’re going into a meeting where everybody knows what has to be resolved and what you’re there for.




  

    *


  




  I was now going for my third job in less than two years since leaving school. I duly turned up for my first sales training session, part of a week-long course at the Holloway

  head office of Robuck Electrical. S. J. Robinson started by telling everybody about the products and what was so special about their tape recorders. We then moved on to a series of fake

  presentations, to learn how to present and sell the product to a retailer. We were asked to pitch to our colleagues, all of whom were much older than me. There I was, a seventeen-year-old who had

  to make his first trade presentation, albeit fake, to Robinson – with all the others looking on too. It reminded me of being back in that party when I was fifteen and having to make up a joke

  about Surf.




  I was very nervous. Suddenly the chirpy chappy had drained out of me. I was useless, absolutely useless. Robinson had a stony look on his face, as if to say, ‘What the hell have I done

  here?’




  ‘That’s no good,’ he said. ‘Sugar, you’d better go away and think about that again. You haven’t told me about this feature and that feature. You’re

  stumbling on your words, you’re looking down at the floor, you’re not looking me in the eye. What’s the matter with you? You’re not the same man who came here for the

  interview three weeks ago.’




  ‘Sorry about that, Mr Robinson,’ I said. ‘Give me a few moments, let someone else have a go, and I’ll definitely do better.’




  

    

  




  Another four guys did their pitches. Watching them, I picked up a few tips. Later in the day, I pitched again, and this time, I put a smile on his face.




  ‘Well done,’ he said. ‘Very good, young man. If you do it like that, you’re going to do well.’




  The next Monday was D-Day, so on Friday I picked up my sample tape recorder and record-player and put them in the van. That weekend, it was no longer a case of getting the bus to Bethnal Green

  to pick up Ann. I proudly rolled up to meet her in my new minivan, with ‘Robuck’ printed on the side. After exchanging a few niceties, Ann said to me, ‘Why are you talking

  funny?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  She said, ‘You’re talking with an accent. You sound like a northerner.’




  I’d spent the whole of the previous week with guys from Birmingham and up north, and it made my accent change. This strange phenomenon stuck with me later in life. When in the Far East, I

  developed a new way of speaking based on the way my Asian suppliers talked to me. I branded it ‘Export English’ – a very slow way of pronouncing every word clearly and leaving

  gaps between them, and it was much appreciated. The Japanese would say, ‘Sugar-san speaks the best English.’ If they but knew! I’m sure that would make the elitist journalists

  chuckle a bit.




  I picked up my first order from a shop in Wood Green. Nervously, I walked into the shop and presented the products to the owner. After a short demonstration, he gave me an order for one

  record-player. That was my first trade sale, on the first day I was out on the road. But as far as tape recorders were concerned, I don’t think I sold a single one all week.




  In those days, although there were some multi-retailers, the radio and TV industry was fragmented into hundreds of individual retailers who owned one or two shops. One thing I quickly discovered

  on visiting these retailers was that Robuck was not a new company. It had once reached dizzy heights as a leading supplier of tape recorders, but had then lost the market. This latest recruitment

  was a new initiative to relaunch the company.




  

    

  




  The retailers told me, ‘Yeah, we know about Robuck all right. They ended up flogging off loads of these machines in Gamages at low prices and screwed us all.’




  Gamages was a large department store in Holborn that was known for bargains and often flogged off discontinued lines. This was before the abolition of retail price maintenance (RPM), so in those

  days retail prices were adhered to very strictly – there were no such things as discount warehouses. Therefore, one can understand the response I was getting, which was ‘Bugger off, why

  should we buy from Robuck again?’




  Later, when I questioned Robinson about this, he told me that the tape recorder was actually a new product, but in reality they’d only changed the colour of the plastic material

  used to cover the wooden cabinet. The tape deck mechanism was exactly the same and was instantly recognisable as the old model – not an easy sale.




  When I think of it now, the territory I had – Greater London – was massive. It was the biggest commercially intensive area in the country, and it had been given to this

  seventeen-year-old.




  Anyway, I got stuck in and as the weeks went by, I started to pick up orders. I called a few of the boys up north to find out how they were doing. Some of them were experienced salespeople

  who’d previously worked for companies like Philips or Ferguson, and they were just picking up a few orders here and there – so I was doing quite well.




  I visited one particular customer in Hounslow, a very large, busy and prosperous shop, and managed to see the boss, a lady. She told me they would never deal with Robuck again, as they’d

  been let down badly by the Gamages fiasco. In my weekly report, I deliberately wrote this down in a way that would, I hoped, spur Robinson into action. He took the bait, got on the phone to this

  woman as he knew she had buying power, and smoothed matters over with explanations and apologies. He managed to sell them six machines on my behalf.




  This technique of getting Robinson on the case worked for me several times. I’d come into the office with a tale of woe and persuade him to get people on the phone. He was a super salesman

  in his own right.




  It was around this time that one of the most important realisations in my business life dawned on me, and it led to a big breakthrough. Here I was, spending all my time visiting individual

  retailers who owned one or two shops. The decision-making process of the individual in charge was an important one – I had to put in a lot of effort to sell to them, and

  in the end they might buy one or two tape recorders. On the other hand, it occurred to me that Currys had about 150 shops in the London area alone. It would require the same amount of effort to

  persuade the boss there to buy from me, and if I did persuade them, the order would be huge. So I decided to make contact with the head office of Currys and, eventually, managed to get

  through to Michael Curry, one of the bosses.




  I reported this back to Robinson who gave me a real bollocking, telling me that I shouldn’t have contacted such a big retailer. He told me it was out of my league, and that things like

  that were his domain. Then he said, ‘You actually got through to Michael Curry?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How did you manage that?’




  ‘Persistence. I phoned about ten times and kept leaving him messages. Maybe he was intrigued to hear from someone with the name Sugar, I don’t know, but I got him on the phone. He

  said that he wouldn’t buy bulk lots.’




  But he had also mentioned to me that some of his individual managers at store-level did have a certain autonomy to buy goods locally if they wanted to. I managed to get a verbal okay from

  Michael Curry that I could offer them hardware like tape recorders. My eyes lit up as if I’d won the jackpot. There’s nothing better than investing buying power in the bloke who

  normally has to rely on head office to send him stock. Most shop managers relish the chance of picking products to sell other than those foisted upon them by some buyer sitting in his ivory tower

  at head office.




  Once given permission by Michael Curry, my boat had come in. The easiest sell in the world was to go and see a Currys manager and tell him that he now had the power to buy. I gave up

  dealing with the other retailers for a while and concentrated solely on Currys branches. I must have sold at least fifty or sixty machines to the various branch managers and I was looking forward

  to receiving my pay slip showing my commission at the end of the month.




  

    *


  




  

    

  




  By now I’d decided to give up my Saturday job at Mr Allen’s chemist’s, mainly for financial reasons. As nice a guy as he was, what he could afford to pay

  wasn’t worth my while any more. On top of that, the photographic side of his business was going down the pan, migrating to Dixons, who were expanding rapidly. He had taught me a lot and I

  remained in contact with him for many years.




  My brother-in-law, Harold Mazin, who was a salesman in Silver’s menswear shop in Tottenham Court Road, told me that Silver’s had a big demand for Saturday salespeople, particularly

  in their two Islington branches, and that they would pay £5 plus commission for a Saturday. He got me an interview with Mr Silver and I took a job in the smaller of the two Islington

  shops.




  There I met a man by the name of Mr Shuster – not shyster, Shuster. He was the greatest salesman I’ve ever seen, and he could talk the hind legs off a donkey. He would stand outside

  the front door of the shop with his arms folded and accost anyone who looked at the window.




  ‘Can I help you, sir?’




  ‘No, I’m just looking.’




  ‘Well, come inside. Let me see if I can help you out.’




  ‘No, really, I’m just looking.’




  ‘No, no, come on, sir. There’s no obligation, please come in. Let me see if I can help you out with something.’ The amount of times Shuster did this and persuaded some poor,

  innocent punter to buy something was incredible.




  Sometimes we worked in the larger shop. There, Shuster really came into his own. It was like watching an artist at work. Having sold someone a suit, he would then move on to their need for a

  shirt.




  ‘No, I’m okay for a shirt, mate, thank you very much.’




  ‘No, no, no, let me show you a couple of shirts to match the suit.’




  And before the customer could refuse, Shuster would have two or three shirts tucked into the jacket. Then, without even mentioning it, he would bring out six or seven different ties. ‘Look

  at that – a wonderful match.’




  Normally the customer would be with his wife or girlfriend. ‘Yes, it is nice, it’s beautiful,’ she would say.




  

    

  




  ‘Absolutely. Which one would you like, sir? The pink shirt? The white shirt? Or both?’




  He didn’t stop there. ‘Good, now how about some socks? Socks we sell at one pound ten shillings for half a dozen pairs.’




  Instead of saying the socks were 5s a pair, and selling only one pair, he would present six pairs. He would also do this with handkerchiefs, which he’d offer at £2 a dozen. By the

  time the poor sod had walked out the door, laden with bags, he’d spent a fortune. And many times the fellow had just been casually looking at the window.




  When I was back in the smaller shop with another manager, I couldn’t resist emulating Mr Shuster and started to adopt his techniques. It was obviously successful, as a week or two later,

  Mr Silver asked me to work for him full-time, but I wasn’t interested in a long-term job as a menswear salesman.




  One day, my antics had my colleagues rolling up. I had a customer who wanted a suit to go to a wedding party that night. As ever, the suit needed alteration and it was a case of getting it

  altered quickly or losing the sale. To the amazement of the other salesmen, I said to the guy, ‘No problem, it’ll be ready by six o’clock tonight. Leave it to me.’
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