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iNSPiRiNG  
iNTERViEWS
Entrepreneurs share their inspiring  
stories to help you follow your dreams!
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WELCOME TO ‘GO FURTHER’ VOLUME 1:  
FOLLOWiNG YOUR DREAMS!

The individuals behind successful and innovative businesses have been at the very heart  

of what we do at UMi: taking the hard work out of finding and using the best information, 

expertise and finance to help them go further.

Often times, those very individuals have been the greatest source of inspiration for our 

community and since 2007 we have been looking at ways to showcase and celebrate their 

stories to inspire entrepreneurship across England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales.

Over the years, the team at UMi has published and shared those stories through printed 

magazines, business festivals, news websites, daily ebulletins and now a dedicated  

eBook series.

It has been a privilege and an uplifting experience to spend time with these remarkable 

entrepreneurs and we are thrilled to be able to look back at the interviews and share them  

in this new format.

We look forward to adding to this series and work has begun on researching and planning 

volume 2 of the ‘Go Further’ eBooks. 

For now, we would like to take this opportunity to salute and express our sincere thanks to  

our colleagues who started this journey so many years ago.

To you the reader, we hope that the stories we have selected will inspire to follow your  

own dreams. And take it from us, reaching for the stars is the best way to surprise yourself  

and others.

We are UMi.

Cover Photo by Matheus Bertelli from Pexels
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The name ‘UMi’ comes from the abbreviated form of Ursa 

Minor – a constellation explorers and pioneershave been 

using for navigation since the dawn of time.

The Pole Star, which is the Alpha star of the constellation, 

is a constant in the night sky. It’s always there to guide 

people. Just like us.

DID YOU KNOW:



TOGETHER
Starting and running your own business isn’t an 
easy road to travel. Having a good support network 
around you is vital, with friends and family backing 
you on your journey. The entrepreneurs in this 
chapter decided to take this idea one step further by 
involving their friends or family in the business itself, 
running it together. We found out what made them 
so successful…

GO
1
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MiLKING iT
Mac Mackie, Karin Hayhow and Kirstin McNutt have taken diversification to a whole 
new level, expanding their Mackie’s of Scotland ice cream brand to include crisps and 
chocolate, with this autumn marking their move into retail. Peter Ranscombe heads 

down to the farm to find out more.

here aren’t many farms that have 

their own machines for making plastic tubs. 

But, then again, there aren’t many farms 

like Westertown, the home of Mackie’s of 

Scotland, a dairy business that’s successfully 

diversified into ice cream, ice, crisps and now 

chocolate.

The company is run by managing director 

Maitland “Mac” Mackie, marketing director 

Karin Hayhow and development director 

Kirstin McNutt, three siblings who form the 

fourth generation of the family to own the 

business, which now employs around 60 

people and turns over about £11m a year. 

This autumn, the company will take its first 

steps into retail when it opens an ice cream 

parlour in Aberdeen’s flagship Marischal 

Square development, which could become a 

T beachhead for expansion into other cities.

Tucked away in the rolling farmland 

surrounding Inverurie in Aberdeenshire, the 

1,500 acres at Westertown not only house 

the family’s 330 milking cows, but also an 

ice cream factory, a chocolate manufacturing 

facility and a renewable energy powerhouse 

consisting of four wind turbines and a 

7,000-panel solar array. Soon bees may be 

buzzing between the panels to make honey, 

while a field of mint is sprouting with the 

intention of being added to the chocolate, all 

part of the family’s strategy of growing and 

making as much as it can on the one site.

And that’s exactly where those machines 

for making ice cream tubs fit into the story. 

Previously, Mackie’s imported its plastic 

containers from Sweden, before deciding to 

invest £1m to buy its own injection moulding 

equipment, cutting its supply chain’s carbon 

footprint by 50,000 miles a year.

Each of the two machines applies two-and-

a-half tonnes of pressure and 250C of heat to 

turn plastic granules, a touch of colouring and 

a pre-printed label into the familiar one- and 

two-litre tubs that grace supermarket freezers 

throughout the country. It’s not what you’d 

expect to find in a former barn on a farm.

Mackie’s passion for innovation doesn’t 

end there though. Step through another 

doorway and members of staff are making 

honeycomb, with the bigger pieces going 

into the ice cream and the smaller pieces 

going into the chocolate.

“We haven’t found a way of using the 

honeycomb dust yet,” chuckles Karin.  
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“We wanted to develop new products that would give customers 
an exciting reason to come and visit us then keep coming back.”“
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“At the moment, it goes to a local piggery.”

There must be some happy pigs on that 

farm. And the cows at Westertown look pretty 

content too, with a robotic milking system that 

lets the ladies choose when they want to be 

milked while also monitoring their output and 

their health, and another robot that trundles 

along the byre’s floor, sorting out the food 

when it’s needed.

Inside the new product development or 

“NPD” kitchen, members of staff are busy 

creating the ice cream flavours that will form 

the backbone of the offering at “Mackie’s 

19.2”, the name given to the parlour at 

Marischal Square that will remind visitors 

of the short distance in miles between the 

farm and the shop. Plans include around 20 

new flavours, alongside some of the brand’s 

existing best-sellers, as well as crepes, 

waffles and “ice cream lollies coated in 

Mackie’s chocolate”.

“We couldn’t simply sell our existing ice 

cream flavours at our flagship store,” explains 

Karin. “Instead, we wanted to develop new 

products that would give customers an 

exciting reason to come and visit us then 

keep coming back.”

The company’s innovations also involve 

working with partners. Mackie’s has a 

knowledge transfer partnership (KTP) with 

Abertay University in Dundee focused 

on its chocolate development, which has 

involved a study on the size and dispersion 

of particles at the micron or micro-metre level 

and how that affects the taste and texture 

of its chocolates, while it’s also working with 

Edinburgh Napier University to recover heat 

from its equipment, making the site even 

more energy-efficient.

Chocolate making also takes place in a 

factory built in a converted tractor shed on 

the farm. New flavours and different sizes 

of bars are in the pipeline, along with gift 

boxes containing a new range of fresh cream 

ganache-filled chocolates that will feature at 

Mackie’s 19.2.

For all the technology on the farm, the 

Mackie’s business started from very humble 

origins. The company began producing ice 

cream in 1986 in response to changing milk 

trends.

“At that point, we had a milk retail business, 

supplying bottles to supermarkets and 

customers on about 60 milk rounds,” Mac 

explains. “During the 1980s, semi-skimmed 

milk started to become popular and so we 

were left with lots of cream that needed to 

be used.

“An ice cream company in Aberdeen 

had recently folded and one of its workers 

approached Dad and asked if he’d be 

interested in making ice cream. He saw the 

potential and so bought the equipment.”

The sibling’s father, Maitland, was chairman 

of the company until he died in 2014, just 

months after the death of his Norwegian-

born wife, Halldis. Maitland was born at 

Westertown and worked all his life on the 

farm, and is buried in the arboretum that 

Halldis planted after retiring, with 147 trees 

of 112 species adding to the 150 acres of the 

farm given over to woodland.

During the early days, managing director 

Brian Pack – another of the North-East’s best-

known business and farming faces, who went 

on to become chief executive of Aberdeen & 

Northern Marts and chair the Rowett Institute 

– was also instrumental in developing the ice 

cream brand, along with sales director Denis 

Emslie, who signed the company’s first supply 

contract with supermarket chain William Low 

and after whom the fourth of the family’s wind 

turbines is named in tribute.

Today, ice cream remains at the heart 

of the business. Mackie’s traditional cream 

flavour still accounts for 67% of sales, but 

has been joined by a host of permanent and 

limited-edition tubs, including this summer’s 

“St Clement’s Ripple”, which featured orange 

and lemon-flavoured ice cream with an 

orange ripple.

As well as producing frozen treats under 

its own brand, the company also makes 

some own-label dairy ice cream for upmarket 

grocery chain Waitrose. The farm has its own 

water source and so making ice seemed like 

a natural extension, with the cubes packaged 

“During the 1980s, semi-skimmed milk started to 
become popular and so we were left with lots of 
cream that needed to be used.”

“
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under both the Mackie’s brand and the Co-

op’s own label.

While the transition from dairy business 

to ice cream maker – and the subsequent 

sale of the retail milk business to Wiseman 

Dairies – was Maitland’s great contribution to 

the family’s legacy, the further diversification 

has been down to his impressive children. 

Mac, Karin and Kirstin teamed up with George 

Taylor at Taypack in 2009 to launch Mackie’s 

at Taypack, a joint venture that produces the 

Mackie’s of Scotland-branded crisps and turns 

over about £5m a year.

Founded as a 50-50 partnership, the joint 

venture is now 75-25 in Taypack’s favour, with 

Taylor growing the potatoes and producing 

the crisps, with a joint focus on marketing and 

a continued license to use the Mackie’s of 

Scotland brand. “The crisps have opened a 

lot of doors when it comes to exports,” says 

Mac.

“They’re exported to around 25 countries, 

with the Philippines and Ukraine being the 

latest places to be added to the list. We also 

export our ice cream to a number of markets 

in the Middle East and Asia – Costco takes 

around £500,000 of ice cream each year for 

its stores in South Korea and Taiwan.”

Chocolate followed in 2014, marking a 

natural progression from ice cream and 

allowing the family to manufacture another 

product on site. The chocolate is made using 

raw ingredients of cocoa liquor and cocoa 

butter, meaning Mackie’s has the equipment 

to refine, “conche” – kneading or grinding 

the chocolate to remove some bitter tastes 

and aromas and create the desired chocolate 

taste – and “temper” – perfecting the crystal 

structure that gives good chocolate its “snap” 

and gloss – the ingredients before adding 

flavours to the final mix.

“The chocolate and the crisps could work 

well together in export markets,” Mac adds. 

“For example, we can now offer a mixed 

chocolate and crisps shipment – a container 

full of chocolate would be too high in cost for 

some of our customers.

“The other benefit is that we can partially 

insulate the chocolate from excess heat with 

the crisp boxes. The customers benefit from a 

wider brand selection and a higher margin on 

the total container.”

Mac’s son, Maitland Mike Mackie, is the fifth 

generation of the family to be given Maitland 

as his first name. So, has the fifth generation 

of the family shown any interest in joining the 

business yet?

“Well, we have nine children between us, 

so we’ll have to grow the company if they all 

want to get involved,” laughs Mac. “Mike has 

just left school, so it’s early days yet.”

It’s not just the family that’s dedicated to the 

business though. In the ice cream factory, one 

of the walls is decorated with plaques that 

salute members of staff who have served with 

the business for 20 years and more.

The hard graft of those workers and 

their colleagues is also now celebrated on 

the company’s website, which features a 

“Faces of Mackie’s” page, containing photos 

of everyone who works for the firm. From 

operations director Rhona Wight playing her 

drum kit through to sales support executive 

Sadie Barrie pictured with a foal, the images 

tell the story of the staff behind the brand.

Judging by the smiles on their faces, 

the firm is well on the way to delivering its 

mission statement, which hangs on the wall 

of its boardroom: “to be a global brand from 

the greenest company in Britain created by 

people having fun”. ●
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Sarah Tremellen’s ‘big bra’ business idea came after her boobs 
ballooned during pregnancy. Ros Dodd reports on the £50m 

business – and gets fitted for an E cup herself.

FROM BUST 
TO BOOM

he last 21 years have been a “steep 

learning curve”, says Sarah Tremellen. 

Bearing in mind her line of business, the 

words ‘curvy’ or even ‘super curvy’ would be 

more apt. For Tremellen owns Bravissimo, 

the lingerie retailer for bigger-busted women. 

The company recently opened its first shop in 

Birmingham, selling bras in D to L cup sizes, 

as well as swimwear, nightwear and strappy 

tops. But it’s been based in the West Midlands 

since 2001.

Bravissimo – the name is the superlative of 

‘bravo’ in Italian – is an uplifting (sorry about 

that!) success story. It has grown from a tiny 

mail order company that Tremellen started 

in her living room into a company with a 

£50m turnover, 26 shops, 750 employees 

and customers across the world. And it’s all 

been achieved without the help of venture 

capitalists or shareholders: Bravissimo has 

grown steadily but organically and remains 

wholly owned by Tremellen and her husband, 

Mike. 

In the meantime, the couple have also 

raised three children, now aged between 

nine and 21, juggling the baby duties and 

school runs between them. 

In fact, it was while she was pregnant with 

their first child that Tremellen came up with 

the idea for Bravissimo. Almost overnight, 

she recalls, her boobs went up from a C to 

a DD cup – but she couldn’t find a pretty, 

fashionable bra to fit her. After her son, Will, 

was born, they blossomed again, to a G cup.

Back then, in 1995, well-endowed 

girls weren’t well catered for in the bra 

department. An E cup was considered 

huge, and most manufacturers didn’t make 

bras bigger than a D cup. Those that did 

gave scant attention to how they looked. 

Functional, yes; sexy, most definitely not.

So Tremellen, an Oxford-born Cambridge 

graduate who was working as a BBC 

researcher and living in Twickenham, sat 

down with a friend, Hannah Griffiths, who was 

also struggling to find the right bra for her 

curvier figure, and decided to do something 

about it.

They put themselves on an eight-week 

business course before making a successful 

pitch to a high street bank for a £10,000 loan. 

“We’d done some research, which included 

speaking to manufacturers, and we decided 

to get every make of bra in a large size we 

could find and put them under one roof, so 

that people could see what they liked best,” 

Tremellen recalls.

The two women designed a catalogue and 

set up a database, with most of the 75 names 

on it being friends and family. Yet it soon 

became clear that bra-makers had boobed 

(that’s the last pun, honest!) by failing to make 

lacy, feminine lingerie for the larger-chested 

lady. After a slow start, the friends managed to 

get an article in a national newspaper, and the 

phone started ringing off the hook.

“Over the next three days, we had about 

1,300 phone calls from women who were 

desperate to buy our bras.”

Two years after Bravissimo started, 

Tremellen bought Griffiths out of the business.  

“Back then, in 
1995, well-endowed 
girls weren’t well 
catered for in the bra 
department. An E 
cup was considered 
huge, and most 
manufacturers didn’t 
make bras bigger than 
a D cup”

“

T
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Three years after that the company went 

online and opened its first store – in Ealing – 

and in 2000, husband Mike left his job at tea 

giant Tetley to become business operations 

director.  

In 2001 the company moved its headquarters  

to Leamington Spa, Warwickshire, where it’s 

been ever since. From here, staff run a phone 

and online fitting service, allowing customers 

to buy direct from the website. 

Although it hasn’t been all plain sailing, 

the company has weathered the storms of 

recession and grown steadily to become the 

household name it is today. “We have been 

quite fortunate that we’ve been able to grow 

the business by financing it ourselves,” says 

Tremellen. “Maybe we could have grown 

faster if we’d had more investment, but we 

were happy with the way we chose to do it, 

which was focusing on the long-term without 

the pressure to deliver short-term profits.” 

In the UK, there is now a clothing range in 

standard 8-18 sizes, but with different boob 

size options: ‘curvy’, ‘really curvy’ and ‘super 

curvy’. And Tremellen says there are plans 

to expand overseas. “We would really like to 

take it international. At the moment we sell in 

sterling, so although we can ship all over the 

world, customers have to buy from the UK 

website. What we want to do now is to have 

international websites.”

So what’s the secret of the company’s 

continued success, especially now there is 

stiffer competition out there?

“It’s partly the relationship we have with 

our customers,” says 50-year-old Tremellen. 

“We are absolutely customer-centred; it’s 

something I am passionate about. Right 

from the start we have asked our customers 

what they want – and we’ve listened to what 

they’ve said. So we can really say that we 

know what customers want.

“Also, we offer women a really good choice 

– we stock bras in about 90 different sizes. 

Although there are other retailers that now 

offer big sizes, their range is limited. 

“One of the things we’ve always tried to do 

is to ensure that customers leave our stores 

with a smile on their face and want to come 

back. That is much more of a focus for me 

than worrying about jumping through hoops 

to stay ahead of the competition.”

Another reason for Bravissimo’s success 

is that because it started out as a mail order 

company, it naturally morphed into an online 

operation that has remained an integral part 

of the business. 

The Birmingham store, which has 18 fitting 

consultants, opened in Cannon Street in 

August, and there are other West Midlands 

shops in Leamington and Solihull. But why did 

it take so long to open an outlet in Britain’s 

second city?

“It’s really hard for us to find shops that are 

the right size and shape,” says Tremellen. 

“We need more fitting and stockroom space 

than shop floor – and in the right location. 

But we’re really pleased with the Birmingham 

store.”

On the walls of the shop – as in the other 

stores – there are printed messages from 

satisfied customers. One reads: “I found an 

oasis in a barren desert.” Outside the fitting 

rooms there’s a comfy waiting area with 

cushions and magazines. It’s these sorts of 

touches that make Bravissimo feel different 

– more like a private members’ club than 

a shop. One can imagine that women who 

hitherto have felt uncomfortable about their 

bigger boobs feel not only accepted but very 

much at home. 

“From the beginning, Bravissimo was 

all about celebrating its customers,” says 

Tremellen, who stresses the company is 

about big bra sizes, not plus-size clothes. “We 

wanted it to be a positive thing, and that’s why 

we called it Bravissimo. A lot of our customers 

have felt very isolated, although it’s not as bad 

as it used to be because having big boobs is 

really normal now. But by coming into one of 

our shops or buying online they are part of a 

shared experience.

“Not everyone who comes to us feels 

positive about their figures – but that’s how 

we want them to feel when they leave.  

“A lot of our customers have felt very isolated, 
although it’s not as bad as it used to be because 
having big boobs is really normal now”

“
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So while we are a retailer that sells bras, 

it’s a bit more than that – it’s about inspiring 

our customers to feel amazing and special. 

It’s a business, of course, but for me – and 

everyone who works here – it’s about being 

proud of the fact we are making a difference 

to people’s lives and the way they feel about 

themselves.”

Tremellen, who was awarded an MBE for 

her services to entrepreneurship and is an 

enterprise fellow for the Prince’s Trust, has as 

much drive and spirit now as she did 21 years 

ago – and that’s because she loves what she 

does.

“Growing up I was always a bit of a non-

conformist; I didn’t know what I wanted to do 

as a career. After university I did two or three 

different jobs, including waitressing, but I felt 

frustrated – nothing I did felt right. It was only 

when I was sitting in my front room selling 

bras that I felt ‘this is me’. It was like suddenly 

being a round peg in a round hole. 

“That said, it’s been a steep learning 

curve: I’ve had to learn as I’ve gone along, 

and there was a lot to learn. But I just grew 

in confidence. And of course my husband 

has helped a lot with certain aspects of the 

business. But I feel very lucky that I found 

something I am passionate about and that I 

really enjoy.

“At the beginning, I didn’t of course know 

the end of the story – and this isn’t the end 

now; we’re only halfway on the journey.” ●

An uplifting experience
I walked into Bravissimo’s plush fitting room a 36C – and 

emerged half an hour later a 34E, writes Ros Dodd. I can’t 

remember the last time I was measured or fitted for a bra, but I do 

know that over the years – particularly since becoming a mother 

– my bust shape has changed. So I’ve kind of guessed my size 

and bought bras accordingly. They’ve felt and looked okay and I’ve been content with 

that. Until now, that is.

When Bravissimo offered me a fitting, I was a tad reluctant: these days I don’t relish 

the thought of taking my top off so a stranger can run a tape measure up and over 

my boobs. But here’s the thing – there was no tape measure in sight. Instead, fitter 

Emily simply cast her expert eye over me and was able to see straightaway that I was 

wearing an ill-fitting bra (as are up to 80% of women, Bravissimo estimates, with about 

40% needing a D cup or above). She sized up that the back of my bra wasn’t close-

fitting enough, which meant my boobs weren’t being lifted and supported properly. It’s 

the back of the bra – not the straps – that should be doing this important job. If it’s too 

loose, the back will ride up and the front will sag. There was also a tell-tale bulge out of 

the sides of my bra: well-fitting cups will fully encase your boobs. It was then that Emily 

declared me to be a 34-inch, maybe even a 32-inch, back. As for my cup size, well, I 

could forget about being a C – I was an E or an F.

Without more ado, Emily headed to the stockroom, returning a few minutes later with 

a few bras in several slightly different cups and sizes. As she explained, even when you 

know your size, every bra is different, and every make of bra – as with every make of 

other types of clothing – can be slightly different too. 

I loved each of the bras I tried on – from an ivory satin number to a ‘wild blush’-

coloured moulded bra with a leopard print. Crucially, I could now appreciate how much 

better they fitted than my own bra. Eventually, with advice from Emily, I plumped for the 

Curvy Kate moulded ‘Smoothie’ bra in 34E. As I stood in front of the mirror, even I liked 

what I saw! I’ll be upfront – it was a very pleasant experience.
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“ ...iT’S BEEN A STEEP LEARNiNG 
CURVE: i’VE HAD TO LEARN AS i’VE 
GONE ALONG, AND THERE WAS A 
LOT TO LEARN. BUT i JUST GREW 
iN CONFiDENCE...BUT i FEEL VERY 
LUCKY THAT i FOUND SOMETHiNG i 
AM PASSiONATE ABOUT AND THAT 
i REALLY ENJOY.
Sarah Tremellen, owner of Bravissimo
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Sir John Timpson shares some of the secrets 
of his success with Maria McGeoghan as he 
explains how his £160m shoe repair and key 

cutting business has expanded into fixing iPads 
and printing customised photographs.

here’s something a bit different about 

Timpson. Not just the big smiley face painted 

on the ground as you enter the car park at 

the company’s head office in Manchester or 

the “Reserved for colleague of the month” 

parking space right by the front door.

It’s not the reception area that doubles 

as a key cutting shop, Duke the dog who 

lives there playing with his toys, or the many 

noticeboards groaning with “thank you” cards. 

It’s not even the 10-foot tall red sparkly 

stiletto shoe that adorns one of the open-

plan office landings or the lifestyle model of a 

camel resting in a corner. It’s that everyone I 

encounter is smiling and cheerful and seems 

happy to be there.

“Oh, I don’t know if the camel has a name, 

but I always thought it would be a good place 

to have a nativity scene at Christmas,” says 

Christine, who has been at Timpson for 35 

years and is now personal assistant to Sir 

John Timpson, the chairman. “We’re very 

lucky to have such a lovely office.”

We go past the boardroom, glass on one 

wall and what looks like flock wallpaper on 

the other. “We call that Cobbler’s Cottage,” 

says Christine, as we pass two original red 

phone boxes. “Really handy if you need to 

make a personal call,” she adds, as we go on 

to the gym and a quick chat with the in-house 

manicure and massage lady who is waiting 

for her next appointment. It’s a remarkable 

environment. 

Timpson was established in 1865 and is still 

family-owned and run by Sir John Timpson as 

chairman and his son James Timpson as  

“Due diligence? Due diligence? We do it all ourselves. 
You should know what you are buying. You should know 
the people.”

THE K   Y TO
SUCCESS

“

T
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chief executive.

Something of a legend in the world of business, 74-year-

old Sir John is a prolific writer on management style and 

has been the Daily Telegraph’s business agony uncle for 

nine years. He’s also renowned for his philanthropy and was 

knighted in the Queen’s birthday honours list for his services 

to business and fostering; he and his late wife, Alex, who 

died in January 2016, fostered 90 children over 31 years.   

You can tell straight away that he loves what he does 

and is proud of how the business has grown over the years. 

The group continues to expand by opening stores – mostly 

concessions or pods in supermarkets – and growing its 

photo business, which now includes high street names like 

Max Spielman, Tesco Photo and Snappy Snaps. 

Timpson is also expanding its national locksmiths’ 

business and introducing services such as mobile phone and 

iPad repairs.

“So, what do you want to know?” says Sir John, cutting 

straight to the chase. We start at the very beginning.

“The business was started by my grandfather in the 1860s. 

In 1949, we were making £600,000-£700,000 profit, which is 

the equivalent of £20m now. 

“We were the best shoe retailer in the North. It was a very, 

very good business. Everyone got their shoes from us. We 

were in the main industrial areas but they were the ones that 

were going to suffer first.

“In 2003, we were making a £5.4m profit. We’ve now got 

5,000 colleagues, 1,900 outlets, a turnover of £300m and 

£25m profit. And that’s with no borrowing.”

He lets that sink in for a minute. A knack for spotting when 

a trend is on the up or down plays a big part in this success.

Who would have thought that photo shops would still be 

doing a roaring trade in this digital age? “Personalisation is a 

big thing,” says John. 

“It’s growing all the time. Pictures on canvas, picture gifts, 

customers still get their pictures printed out. And we’ve 

got people there that can help you and that makes all the 

difference.

“You can’t park in a town centre and when you get there, 

there’s no atmosphere so you go out of town. Supermarkets 

are very, very busy. We’re opening three outlets a week out 

of town.”

Over the years, businesses have been bought and sold, 

but when I suggest that he must know a thing or two about 

due diligence, he laughs and disagrees, vigorously.

“Due diligence? Due diligence? We do it all ourselves. 

You should know what you are buying. You should know the 

people. I once did a deal to buy some shops over dinner at 

St Andrews.”

He admits he is a business maverick and believes his own 

“upside-down management” is one of the keys to business 

success. “The secret is to let people do what they want, 

manage the way they want,” says Sir John.

“There’s no point doing all sorts of training if they haven’t 

got the right personality to deal with anything the customer 

14 WEAREUMi.CO.UK



throws at them. 

“We are proud of our customer service but 

it only works with the right people. They need 

great personalities. I don’t care what they 

have done. The only useful thing on a CV is 

your name and address. It’s all about what 

you are like and how you behave. We like 

buzzy people.”

He recounts a recent graduation ceremony 

where he was joined on the stage by his son 

James.

“We were the nearest to the graduands 

as they came on stage. We watched them 

all come up and we agreed none of them 

seemed to be right for us. It’s their expression, 

it’s how they walk and talk. 

“We have 51 managers with a team of six 

each. They are the engine room. We don’t 

hang on to anyone who we think is no good. 

We say, nicely, that your best isn’t ever going 

to be good enough but we’d like you to be 

happy somewhere else.”

And here’s a top-flight business executive 

who doesn’t believe in holding many 

meetings. 

“We don’t do things because we think we 

ought to. It’s all about common sense. We 

don’t do many meetings here. They can stifle 

a business.”

To prove the point, he looks through his 

diary. “There, look. A pensions meeting today, 

nothing in August and then nothing until 28 

September.” 

When I ask about more of his secrets of 

success, Sir John gets me his book “Keys 

to Success” and we go though some of the 

chapter headings together.

Perfect day: “No shop can be tidy all the 

time so we have one ‘Perfect Day’ a year, 

when everything is just that – perfect. Some 

of the staff dress up. We’re also planning an 

‘Amaze Me’ week where we will have one 

random act of kindness a day. 

Buy poor performers: “There’s no point in 

buying a company that’s doing well. You need 

to improve it.” 

Never make decisions at a meeting: “The 

best decisions are made in private and 

confirmed at a meeting.”

Be wary of outsiders: “Plenty of people 

think they know how to improve your 

business. Most of the people who work here 

started out as apprentices.” 

Sit down with an A4 pad: “In the bath or  

“We are proud of our customer 
service but it only works with the right 
people. They need great personalities. 
I don’t care what they have done. The 
only useful thing on a CV is your name 
and address. It’s all about what you are 
like and how you behave.”

“
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“My mentor was my wife but sadly no more. Mentors don’t tell you what to do 
but their support helps you make the right choices.”

on the beach – great ideas appear as a flash 

of  

the obvious.”

Have a mentor: “My mentor was my wife 

but sadly no more. Mentors don’t tell you 

what to do but their support helps you make 

the right choices.”

No head office: “Don’t let people who 

seldom go near a shop tell front-line troops 

what to do. We banned answering machines. 

The nearest person picks up the phone and 

does what they can to help.” 

“We’ve only got two rules in the shops. 

Look the part and put the money in the till. 

We don’t have a marketing or public relations 

department but most people have heard 

of Timpson. We don’t even have human 

resources – we call it colleague support. We 

like to break the rules.”

We turn to Brexit. “I thought it was a good 

thing not to be run by Europe but we are 

finding that it’s not going to be easy to get 

out. We could finish up in a worse position 

than when we started. I don’t think anyone is 

going to be better off.

“I sort of despair now. It’s like going in to 

bat in a game where you don’t know the 

rules, how to play or how to know if you are 

winning or not. And then I think does it matter 

to me? I don’t think it’s going to have much 

influence on our business.  

“I think we should have an upside-down 

government. Let people get on with it. Help 

them to do things better, not tell them what to 

do. But then I always was a rebel.”

And with that I say goodbye and head 

out to the car park to find that I’ve been the 

recipient of a random act of kindness.

The cheery man at reception who took my 

car keys has turned it around so I can drive 

straight out instead of reversing. Now that’s 

what I call service. ●

“
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“I think we should 
have an upside-
down government. 
Let people get on 
with it.”

“

WEAREUMi.CO.UK 17



Rachael Dunseath only needed to look around her own home for the  
inspiration to start her new business, as she tells editor Mike Hughes.

THE NEW FACE 
OF SKiNCARE

here can be few stronger emotions 

than seeing your own child struggling. 

Whether it is school work, personal life or 

growing pains, mum and dad’s instincts will 

kick in and they will want to help make things 

better.

And that, in an allergy-free nutshell, is how 

Rachael Dunseath became an entrepreneur – 

because her kids needed her help.

She has gone from heading a team of 

marketing managers for the HBOS banking 

and insurance company to setting up Myroo 

(her husband’s nickname for her is Roo) in her 

kitchen, then expanding to her garage and 

now appearing on the shelves of John Lewis.

“I went off on maternity leave with Amelia 

(now aged nine) and was ‘displaced’ while I 

was away,” she tells me at the Entrepreneurial 

Spark business accelerator in Leeds.

“They couldn’t make me redundant 

because I was on maternity so my role 

went instead and then the banking crash 

happened, but I became pregnant again quite 

quickly, so was actually out of the workplace 

on back-to-back leave.”

Her own entrepreneurial spark had started 

to ignite, and Rachael recalls her sister Sarah 

telling her that she had discussed around 

50 ideas over the years, including running a 

nursery, jewellery and stained glass and had 

even made her own greetings cards for work 

colleagues at one stage.

“Being entrepreneurial is not really in the 

family - I think it’s just me,” she says.

“I wouldn’t change my time in corporate 

land at all because it gave me the discipline 

that is serving me well, and the conversations 

about margins and forecasting and my 

marketing background all stand me in good 

stead.

“I am naturally a creative person and 

corporate land is often not the place to be 

for personal creativity and ideas. Financial 

services is so regulated, with risk and 

compliance being such a big part of it, that an 

entrepreneurial spirit doesn’t get much of a 

chance to manifest itself very often.

“My daughter Freya (now aged seven) 

then developed childhood eczema at the 

same time as I had sensitive skin and I just 

saw a gap in the market for truly natural, 

gentle skincare. I had been offered the 

chance of voluntary redundancy and had a 

business idea that - at last - seemed to have 

legs. Some ‘back of an envelope’ number 

crunching showed that it had some scope so 

I started planning.”

“I am a massive foodie and a very keen 

cook, so the idea of making natural products 

is very similar because you are learning about 

ingredients and how they work together. I 

was Googling, getting books out of the library 

and making some really basic products like a 

bath fizz that didn’t have any harsh chemicals 

in it.

“I went to a shop and got some coconut oil, 

essential oils, sea salts, Epsom salt and other 

bits and pieces and started mixing. It didn’t 

always work out – my children remember the 

infamous ‘bath porridge’ I managed to make 

one time with ground-up oats. They are a 

great ingredient, but needed to be used in a 

slightly different way!

“I was experimenting and playing and 

came up with a few products using plants 

butters and oils that my willing guineapigs 

said they would use. I then number-crunched 

the product prices, but discovered all the 

legislation required.

“But perhaps that was the making of me 

because otherwise I would have gone and 

done a few farmers’ markets and it might still 

have felt like a hobby, but instead I had to 

get all the recipes signed off by a cosmetic 

pharmacist and have safety assessments in 

place. I still did the farmers’ markets and craft 

fairs but with the feeling that I was doing it all 

properly and professionally right from the start 

and there was more to come. “There were 

T
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THE NEW FACE 
OF SKiNCARE

“I am naturally a creative 
person and corporate land is 
often not the place to be for 
personal creativity and ideas”
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a lot of people out there doing the kitchen-

table operation, but not many doing it as a 

100% natural product, which is a market that is 

growing massively.”

For the uninitiated (your editor), the 

‘natural’ line means it is all plant-based, not 

plant-derived which means it goes through 

a synthetic process in a lab to turn it into 

something the ingredient did not do on its 

own. So you can get emulsifiers which are 

coconut-derived, but Rachael uses only pure 

coconut oil where the function and chemical 

composition of the product stays the same.

There is an honesty and transparency 

here that the market appreciates and that 

customers with long-standing conditions are 

reassured by.

“There are a lot of big brands that have 

gone through ‘greenwashing’ where you 

see Camomile extract on the label, but when 

you look closely it is the last on the list of 

ingredients,” says Rachael.

“There was an opportunity here, firstly 

selling to family and friends and then on those 

markets and fairs which were really important 

to me and I know I would have struggled to 

do what I do now without that early work.

“But it was still a lifestyle business, in that I 

had two very small children and my husband 

Phil was still working long hours in corporate 

land. The day I registered as self-employed 

Freya decided to give up her daytime nap so 

I did the work around her and Amelia and did 

the fairs at the weekend.”

That meant working in the family kitchen so 

she could be around for the children. Trading 

Standards came out and approved the set-up 

and as soon as Peppa Pig came on the TV 

there was half an hour to make something 

before one of the girls wandered in for some 

cheese on toast.

“It wasn’t without its challenges, but it grew 

slowly and steadily and at that time I just 

didn’t have the capacity for it to be anything 

more. After three or four years, I had a small 

customer base who kept coming back to me 

and grew the product range a little. Also, the 

pharmacist who had approved my recipes 

contacted me and asked me if I would do 

some freelance consultancy work for him 

around the process of getting products 

assessed.

“When I decided it was the right time to 

step it up, I stopped doing all the little craft 

fairs, did a rebrand with a local graphic 

designer and started doing bigger shows – 

with help from my Bank of Dad, who happens 

to be a PhD Chemist as well.

“As far as fitting in the extra work was 

concerned, I just did. It was hairy, but Sarah 

came down and helped me and we made 

the jump and converted the garage to a 

dedicated space, so I wasn’t taking up the 

kitchen where cheese on toast might still be 

needed!”

Rachael’s own health problems – “I seem 

to have made a habit of collecting allergies” 

– then prompted the next big change, 

which was another unforeseen driver for the 

business, but one she was in a good position 

to deal with.

“Two years ago I developed a nut allergy 

overnight – they apparently go and return 

on a seven-year cycle. I felt really quite 

dreadful and it was only the next day that 

a GP friend of mine said I should really 

have called an ambulance. But it gave me 

a lightbulb moment that no one was doing 

skincare products for people with allergies, 

so I went off to investigate whether there 

was any competition, and there was no one 

else doing it in its entirety so I came to the 

Entrepreneurial Spark offices with the idea.

“I found that there was a market, so I 

reformulated, repackaged and rebranded 

the entire range and felt like I was a start-up 

“There were a lot 
of people out there 
doing the kitchen-
table operation, but 
not many doing it 
as a 100% natural 
product, which is 
a market that is 
growing massively.”

“
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again, but with six years of knowledge and 

experience behind me.”

The whole Myroo range is now formulated 

for a series of allergies so a suffererer from 

any of them can buy any product. That ‘one-

stop shop’ approach addresses the dilemma 

of so many mums and dads who have to 

scour the labels on supermarket shelves to 

make sure what they are buying won’t put 

their child at risk.

“It is a minefield, so I wanted people to 

know that if they have an allergy they can 

buy any  

of my products and have peace of mind,”  

said Rachael.

“There are so many allergies out there 

that I cannot say that the brand is suitable 

for every one, but to the best of our ability 

we have covered off the most common 

ones. We are certainly nut-free, gluten-free 

and dairy-free, but are actually free from all 

14 food allergens and there is a fragrance-

free version of every product, which is free 

from all 26 cosmetic allergens. We are 

completely committed to this now. I went 

full-time two months ago for the first time and 

Phil is starting to get involved after getting a 

redundancy payout and his background is 

e-commerce, which is quite handy to have 

around – and he’s a 100% increase in our 

staff!”

The business is still based in what was the 

garage, and there is still plenty of room there 

although Rachael has had to be out with the 

tape measure to make sure her boxes are 

the right size to fit as many as possible on 

the shelves. There are investors interested 

and a business growth plan is already in 

place – possibly including a standalone unit 

somewhere close by to allow Myroo to scale 

up again, and new products like an eye balm 

with fennel, a post-exercise massage oil and 

some bath and body oils.

The £10,000 she won as ‘Entrepreneur of 

the Moment’ at Entrepreneurial Spark is a 

huge boost and Bank of Dad has returned to 

invest again to reinforce the foundations for 

growth.

“We now have a little chunk of cash so the 

need for investment is not quite so urgent 

and we can focus on getting sales up. Our 

market is people with allergies, and problem 

or sensitive skin. There are no figures for that 

market, but the market for goods that are 

both natural and organic grew 20% last year, 

so it is the right space to be in.

“We are a small-batch manufacturer using 

bain maries and hobs and people like that 

idea of a light touch and that each product 

hasn’t been through a great big factory line.”

Rachael knows that keeping that balance 

between homemade and scalability will be a 

big challenge, but she is now a ‘been there, 

done that’ entrepreneur who can make 50 

to 100 facial serums in an hour, which sell for 

£30 each.

The price is high-end but competitive, 

reflecting the quality and percentage quantity 

of each ingredient, which she sources as 

locally as possible, including plant oils and 

unheard of (to your editor...) things like 

broccoli seeds, which are bright orange and 

are an emollient, helping the product glide 

over the skin.

The success and commitment she has 

shown has not gone unnoticed. Working 

with distributor Great British Exchange in 

Harrogate led to a surprise chance to get the 

Myroo range in front of retail giant John Lewis, 

which is launching a ‘Made Locally’ initiative 

at its new flagship store at Victoria Gate in 

Leeds.

“There was quite a lot of noise around our 

free-from launch, and I went to see Great 

British Exchange and the MD loved it and said 

to me ‘you’re going to need to bring stock 

in by Friday – I’m going to pitch you to John 

Lewis’.

“If I had walked into that room a week 

later, I would have missed the opportunity, so 

someone was watching out for me on that 

day. 

“John Lewis has taken about 15 of each 

product, and they have already given me 

a ‘runway’ for their British Brands concept 

and are quite clear about how it might work 

with regards to scalability, so they will have a 

tiered build-up and won’t just turn round in a 

week and say they have sold out and need 

another thousand.

“The challenge will come if we get three or 

four large retailers and it does start to build 

quite quickly and we start to think about a unit 

and a team of staff doing the making to the 

Myroo recipe. I would love to build a flexible 

model where I could give the jobs to mums 

and dads or carers who really want to get 

back into the workplace but have a young 

family and responsibilities to work around.

“Our core brand value is kindness – so 

we are kind to our skin, kind to ourselves by 

taking time for your family and eating well and 

exercising and we are kind to each other and 

the planet. It is exciting and really feels like we 

are on the cusp of something.”

That excitement will soon be spreading to 

her own young start-ups, Freya and Amelia. 

“There is no set path, and I feel quite excited 

for my kids’ generation because the ‘job for 

life’ thing is gone and the empowerment 

comes from not being tied to a job just 

because the next bonus is due. Instead, I 

want them to understand that success is not 

just money, it is about fulfilment and balance.

“I have never worked harder in my life, but 

some days I feel I haven’t done any actual 

work because it has all been such fun. I would 

tell Amelia and Freya to go for it – if you 

have a great idea then follow it, get yourself 

a mentor and pick up the business skills as 

you go.

“The poor millennials seem to be caught 

in the middle of all this change and perhaps 

are a bit lost and don’t quite know what they 

are, but for my kids’ generation the waters are 

becoming a bit less muddy.” 

Those girls are blessed with a future that 

is a little less muddy and a lot more mummy, 

providing the dream combination for any 

entrepreneur – a happy family and a growing 

business. ●

“If I had walked 
into that room a 
week later, I would 
have missed the 
opportunity, so 
someone was 
watching out for me 
on that day”

“

WEAREUMi.CO.UK 21



Maria McGeoghan meets Rebecca Jeffery,  
the contestant who thinks she was fired  
from BBC One’s The Apprentice for not  

being ‘enough of a tw*t’.

pprentice candidates come and go – but you’ll remember Rebecca 

Jeffery. As she departed Lord Sugar’s HQ in a taxi after being fired in week six of 

the BBC reality show, her musings on why her adventure was at an end were frank 

and funny.

“At the end, I think I went because I’m not a tw*t,” she told the camera in the taxi. 

“I think that’s my downfall. Haven’t been enough of a tw*t.”

“I don’t even remember saying it,” admits Jeffery, 32, one half of Fi & Becs, a 

successful copywriting and design company she runs with her sister, Fiona. “It was 

just one of those throwaway remarks that I never, ever thought would be used.” 

Warm, friendly and fizzing with energy, Jeffery applied for one of the toughest 

TV challenges on a whim. “I always used to shout at the telly when 

‘I’M NOT 
A TW   T’*
A
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“I think when they 
asked me about my 
party piece, I said I 
could put my whole 
fist in my mouth.”

“
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“What am I doing here? I felt like I didn’t want to 
play anymore but I would never, ever quit.”

The Apprentice was on – I love it,” she 

explains.

“My brother-in-law is a brain surgeon and 

one New Year’s Eve we were egging each 

other on to apply – ‘You do it’, ‘No, you do it’. 

“The application was relatively easy and 

then I went to the first lot of auditions in 

Manchester with around 3,000 other people. 

It was fun but exhausting. You have one 

minute to sell yourself and I think I said nice 

people get on in business.

“I think when they asked me about my 

party piece, I said I could put my whole fist in 

my mouth. Then you do screen tests. I think 

that first day was about 10 hours long.

“Amazingly I then got through to the 

auditions in London. It’s a real investment with 

the cost of trains and hotels, which you have 

to pay yourself. 

“I didn’t think I was the standard Apprentice 

sort of person. I realised I kept getting 

through and getting through. It was exciting.”

Then came crunch time last March and 

Jeffery was told to wait for a make or break 

call from the BBC. “The phone went and I put 

my son on the sofa with an apple and a DVD 

and said ‘Don’t talk’. They told me I was in. I 

got it. I danced around the room.”

Then the GCHQ-style secrecy that 

surrounds each series of The Apprentice 

kicked in. “I could only tell my sister, my 

husband and my dad,” she says. “I had to tell 

everyone else that I was going to be away 

in China with no access to phones, texts or 

emails.” 

The hoops Apprentice candidates have 

to jump through to ensure absolute secrecy 

are surprisingly tough, with no access to 

phones or the internet apart from a precious 

10-minute Skype call with your family once a 

week. The toll this took on Jeffery is still plain 

to see and she gets a little bit teary recalling 

a particularly tough moment with her three-

year-old son.

“One week on the call he wouldn’t look 

at me and my husband said that he always 

got upset when he looked at me,” she 

remembers. “It was hurting my heart. I thought 

‘What am I doing here?’ I felt like I didn’t want 

to play anymore but I would never, ever quit.”

And what was life like in the luxury London 

mansion shared by the candidates? “I’m 

one of four kids, so I’m used to a lot going 

on around me,” she explains. “I took a lot of 

books and was always reading.

“When the cameras weren’t rolling, we had 

to sit in a room and not talk about the task. 

The cameras couldn’t miss a key point. I just 

read my book instead of staring into space.

“You can be good at business and not 

good at The Apprentice process. Your normal 

skills can’t be used.

“It’s a completely different relationship. You 

haven’t chosen to work with these people, 

but I liked them all. It’s difficult to work out 

how to be.”

After a particularly entertaining episode 

where the candidates have to collect a list of 

items with only the Yellow Pages as research, 

and a mix-up over soup and soap, Jeffery was 

fired and sent on her way back to her family.

“They had to film me leaving the 

boardroom a few times because I was 

grinning so much,” she reveals. “The whole 

boardroom thing takes about five hours to 

film but I really enjoyed it. 

“I enjoyed being with Lord Sugar. He’s the 

voice of reason. I just wish I had impressed 

him more. I was sad that I didn’t have a 

brilliant moment. I lost every week, which is 

quite a record. Watching it back is like seeing 

your memories from another angle.”

Without realising it, Jeffery’s brilliant 

moment was that rare bit of honesty in the 

cab on the way home – sometimes referred 

to as ‘Tw*tgate’.

“I was doing my hair in the house one 

morning and I thought: ‘Do I have to be a 

tw*t?’,” she says. “That’s just not me and it’s 
“
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“I decided to see how far I could get by just being me. 
That’s the best thing I could do for my business.”

not my business. I’m not playing. I decided 

to see how far I could get by just being 

me. That’s the best thing I could do for my 

business.

“You need to know who you are. You can’t 

have a facade. You can’t keep it up. Everyone 

talks about your personal brand after The 

Apprentice, but mine already existed. It’s just 

being a human.”

And that stance has paid off, with hundreds 

of new contacts and clients she would never 

have dreamed of pre-Apprentice. Jeffery has 

come a long way since she took the leap to 

set up her business.

One of four kids, she was born and brought 

up in Cumbria, went to Keswick School and 

then on to the University of Nottingham to do 

American and Canadian studies.

“I loved it but I wondered how this was 

going to translate into a job,” she says. “I did a 

lot of research and writing and realised that I 

just loved writing.”

She worked in human resources for 18 

months for a telecoms company, running 

recruitment assessment centres and was then 

seconded to the marketing team, which she 

loved. Then in 2008 she applied for the Co-

operative’s graduate scheme in Manchester 

and worked in food and legal services before 

settling in the funeral service division. 

“It’s a really good company,” she says. 

“They do 100,000 funerals a year and a lot of 

them have been funeral directors and you just 

won’t find nicer people.

“I got involved in copywriting and 

looking at new trends and niche areas in 

funerals. I loved the writing and the website 

development.

“I suppose people remembered this 

blonde nerdy girl who loved this role. It just 

suited me.”

Jeffery worked in Co-op funerals for 

five years and then got pregnant in 2013, 

surprising friends with a christening that was 

also a secret wedding.

When the time came to go back to work, 

she decided to join forces with her sister Fi 

– a product designer working in the nursery 

industry – and launch their own business 

offering branding, design, copywriting and 

websites for businesses of all sizes. 

“We thought we’d give it six months to 

try it out,” says Jeffery. “My husband said if 

we could cover the costs of childcare and 

another £600 a month then it might work. So 

off we went.”

It was a good decision. They built a 

website, set up Twitter and Instagram 

accounts and started to grow, Jeffery working 

from her home at Altrincham in Greater 

Manchester and her sister from Halifax in 

West Yorkshire.

“We got some lovely, interesting clients 

straight away and we now have over 120 

clients from bookshops to farm shops,” Jeffery 

says.

Clients range from start-ups to medium-

sized companies and what Jeffery calls “crazy 

big brands” like Matalan.

“I like to think we can create magic out of 

nothing,” she says proudly. 

She loves the power of words and 

demonstrated this beautifully in the final 

Apprentice episode when she was brought 

back to help eventual winner Alana launch 

her bakery business.

“I just listened to her talking about the 

things she made and loved it when she said 

‘ridiculously rich’,” explains Jeffery.  And a 

brand was born. 

“I’m quite proud of that,” she says. “They 

were Alana’s words but they just sounded 

right.”

Flexibility in her business is key. She always 

collects her son at 3pm and then continues 

work in the evening from 7.30pm to 10pm. 

“We’ve found that clients really like being able 

to contact us later,” she says.

The business plan she would have 

presented to Lord Sugar if she had got to 

the final was to expand her business with 

completely flexible working. Undaunted, she 

is ploughing on with her plan and recently 

recruited an account manager. 

The job description on Twitter stated: “We 

don’t give a monkey’s where you work”. 

And her advice to anyone setting up a 

business?  “Don’t think about it for six months 

– just do it. Don’t use all your energy up on 

planning. Start it and see what happens.” ●

“
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A DiFFERENT 
PATH
Life would be boring if we were all the same, 
wouldn’t it? Individuals thrive when they find their 
own niche and are innovative in what they offer to 
customers or how they do business. We caught up 
with some entrepreneurs who chose to focus their 
business on a social aim or came up with a unique 
new concept to make their venture a success…

GO
2
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Mike Hughes meets Michelin-starred Michael O’Hare, one of the country’s  
most innovative chefs, who is rewriting the rules from his Leeds restaurant

THE MAN BEHiND 
THE PHENOMENON

ave you ever met a genius – and how 

can you tell??

Mine works on the third floor of a men’s 

outfitters and had his silver-booted feet up on 

a window ledge, leaning out of the window 

wafting away a quick smoke when I turned up.

But trust me, Michael O’Hare is a genius. 

The thousands of people who will agree 

mean that if you want to eat on a Saturday at 

The Man Behind The Curtain on Vicar Lane 

in Leeds you’re looking at March or April next 

year.

He uses the very best ingredients to 

create his dishes, but it is the combination 

and presentation that are his highly-valued 

signature. When he was competing on Great 

British Menu on BBC2 (he will be back as a 

judge for the next series) he served a starter 

called Everyone I Ever Ate With, which was 

langoustine, lavender puree, salted cucumber, 

compressed melon and gin sour served 

in a huge upright eggshell covered with 

scrapbook images of... everyone he had ever 

eaten with.

In a recent Masterchef, the 34-year-old 

challenged contestants to work on a dish 

which required the diner to squeeze prawn 

heads until the brains oozed out and provided 

the sauce.

But even with that astonishing level of 

presentation and imagination, it is flavour that 

has won the plaudits, which is what every chef 

wants to hear.

The fact that he had a natural talent waiting 

to be revealed is underlined by his start-up 

story.

“I ate out a lot with family and friends but 

didn’t start cooking until I was 19”, he tells me 

in the empty restaurant (it is noon and there is 

only an evening sitting).

“At that stage I was going to be a pilot 

or an aeronautical engineer, so I went to 

university and ended up studying aerospace 

engineering. That was the first time I had had 

to fend for myself - I think I was probably a 

bit of a mummy’s boy – and I really got into it 

and found that I liked shopping for food. It was 

nothing glamorous, maybe just a nice piece 

of fish, because when you are on your own 

for the first time you eat what you want when 

you want.

“I was afforded that luxury at university in 

Kingston-upon-Thames and it was a nice thing 

to be able to do. I certainly enjoyed it a lot 

more than the course lectures because I think 

I chose the wrong course - it was a bit too 

maths-heavy and it kind of did me in, so I took 

solace in cooking at home.”

If he had chosen aeronautical instead of 

aerospace (the latter can be more advanced 

because it includes space flight as well as 

planes and helicopters), he might have been 

more satisfied with university life and not been 

distracted by the kitchen.

But then I have written many times about 

the inevitability that some people will become 

entrepreneurs because there is something in 

their DNA that demands that weird mixture of 

control and freedom. I worry about how things 

might have turned out for Michael (and us, his 

potential customers), so I am going to blank it 

all out by believing he was always going to be 

a chef – no matter what.

“A friend of mine was a chef and it 

seemed like a fairly nice life, enjoyable if not 

particularly social. This was almost 20 years 

ago and I thought it was cool because it was 

almost underground back then – a bit piratey.

“So I looked around for the best restaurant 

I knew locally – which was Judges in Yarm 

which already had three rosettes - and asked 

the chef if I could get involved. He gave 

me the option of going to college again or 

learning training on the job. So I chose the 

training and have still never spent a day in 

catering college.

“Here I have four members of staff who 

have degrees, but they are in things like 

psychology and fine art, which shows you can 

definitely still do it the way I did – learn your 

trade as you progress rather than on a course 

– but I think it should definitely be at the age I 

did it, not at 16. “You need to be smart or  

H
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learn to be smart, with life experience and 

a bit of knowledge. Unfortunately you can’t 

do that straight out of school at 16 by just 

dropping into a local catering college and 

hoping for the best.

“I tried then to stay at restaurants that were 

‘top end’ for the area and from there worked 

my way further down south and ended up with  

John Burton-Race at The Landmark in London, 

which went bankrupt. So I moved back up 

north to work at Seaham Hall and then sort of 

floated on from there, job after job.”

The distinctive ‘it can only be O’Hare’ style 

had still not developed. He was cooking high 

class meals for people who knew about food, 

so there was certainly no hiding place, but 

it was the establishment of The Man Behind 

The Curtain that signalled the arrival of a new 

brand.

“Even when we had opened, the first menu 

was stylistically miles away from where we are 

now. It is something that has rocketed.

“I think wanting to be different is quite a 

dangerous thing to say. I don’t really know 

where it comes from. No-one wants to be shit, 

so we were constantly trying to be better and 

I guess when you look at the landscape of 

fine dining, there are certain avenues you fall 

into. I love to eat classical fine dining, but it just 

didn’t seem right for here.”

His instructions for another of the Great 

British Menu dishes shows the distance his 

style has travelled to earn his Michelin star – 

and the gulf between his and any other style 

of cooking.

Called My Mum Is Single And Looking For A 

Well-Dressed Man, it included pork skin which 

needed to be steamed for two hours (three 

if you were using a bamboo steamer over 

boiling water), then dehydrated for 24hrs in a 

dehydrator or in the oven for 48 hours. Then 

fried at 100ºC in vegetable oil...while pulling 

and stretching the skin with tweezers.

“The style developed here in Leeds based 

on what I and the staff felt was needed,” says 

Michael.

“We moved here from York because back 

then it seemed to be just chain after chain 

after chain there, with hardly any businesses 

that weren’t leisure-led, which meant that 

everyone who worked there earned a leisure-

sector wage.

“So there was not a huge amount of 

disposable income, which is what you need 

when you are pitching high-end dining 

because the cost of produce and ingredients 

is so high that to make a profit you need to 

charge a higher whack. If you haven’t got £150 

a head to blow on dinner, then you are in the 

wrong city.

“Leeds was the obvious natural progression 

from that – it was only 22 miles down the 

road, and six months prior to us finding this 

spot Anthony’s – run by Anthony Flinn – 

closed down which meant there was a gap in 

the market for a fine dining restaurant in the 

city.

“Anthony’s might even have been a little 

bit before its time, and I guess we took 

“I think wanting to be different is quite a dangerous 
thing to say. I don’t really know where it comes from.  
I love to eat classical fine dining, but it just didn’t 
seem right for here.”

“
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advantage of that, but the move here was 

also for very cost-effective reasons.”

Apart from the name on the windows of the 

third floor, there is no signage on the outside. 

You have to know it is there.

“It’s not a secret, there’s no sense in that,”  

he says.

“There are no walk-ins so why do we need 

advertising or a sign? If you have booked 

online you can look at the windows and see 

that we are here. It’s not as if it’s a speakeasy 

that’s difficult to find.

“I certainly want to tell people ‘here I am’ 

but  

to do that with signs would be a bit chavvy. 

If you look at the great brands like Krug 

Champagne or Louis Vuitton, they don’t 

have bright pink labels or neon shining at 

you like Sports Direct. With Man Behind The 

Curtain, I always wanted it to be exciting, but 

understated at the same time.

“I didn’t want it to look like a chain or 

even like any other restaurant. It was always 

supposed to be about the food and the 

experience, and this site was perfect for a 

first-time business because it already existed 

as a restaurant so there was a kitchen, toilets 

and tables and chairs, even though we ripped 

all those out.

“So it wasn’t just a box where you would 

have to do all the plumbing, but somewhere 

where we could just make everything a 

little bit nicer. Plus the rent was effectively 

subsidised because we are part of the shop 

rather than just out on the high street.

“It was low enough that we knew we could 

make a profit without having to fill it with a 

million people because you never know 

when you are starting a restaurant whether 

anyone will come. You can throw a guess at it, 

but I don’t think anyone would have foreseen 

our level of success.”

The Michelin inspectors said: “A unique, 

very individually styled restaurant with a 

minimalist interior and bold graffiti artwork, set 

on the top floor of a privately owned fashion 

store. Accomplished, highly skilled cooking 

uses very original, creative combinations - 

and the artful presentation is equally striking.”

The Guardian added: “If a chef can put a 

silky foam of potato laced with puffed wild 

rice on top of an elaborate chocolate dessert 

and have you laughing out loud as you fight 

over it (turns out it’s scented like a salt and 

vinegar crisp),  

he’s doing something very right.”

So it is working – and attracting attention 

“Each restaurant 
should have its own 
style no matter 
what it is, and that 
doesn’t just go for 
presentation”

like no other restaurant in the country at the 

moment. “I had a bit of a name by then, but 

not huge. There was an interest in seeing 

what I would do next but, I’ll be honest, the 

clientele for the most part that I had built up 

in York (at the much-applauded Blind Swine) 

didn’t follow to Leeds. We almost started 

again and the style developed from here.

“The thing that I am surprised at the most 

– and I don’t mean any disrespect by this – is 

that I have been cooking a long time, as most 

chefs of my age have, and it is pretty easy.

“Cooking food nice is a standard. I think 

I have an ability to make food look new 

and interesting and original, but it is not 

unbelievably different, just food on a plate.

“I think we can stand on our own in this 

country, but internationally..... we definitely 

have our style, but it is food on a plate that we 

try to make look as if it belongs here.

“I went to Gordon Ramsay’s in London the 

other day and it was phenomenal. But we 

couldn’t take a single thing from that apart 

from the fact that we enjoyed it. Nothing at all 

would fit here...because theirs is perfect and 

ours isn’t,” he laughs.

“I think we have our own style that is 

relevant to here. Each restaurant should have 

its own style no matter what it is, and that 

doesn’t just go for presentation, but the ‘the’ 

of it, how staff are with you – and that doesn’t 

always mean nice, it can mean firm or just 

being normal.

“We try to be a restaurant that serves good 

food that is visually intriguing, that tasted 

great and used top ingredients, but moreover 

it would be somewhere you would go and 

have a great time. There is a big focus for us 

on the experience of dinner, like the music 

we play, the temperature, the lighting the 

beverages we serve, and the gaps between 

the tables.”

The Michelin star came in his first year 

at Leeds. As always, the inspectors arrived 

unannounced. You can’t request an 

inspection and they won’t tell you you’re 

having one, so you have to be very, very 

good every time. One night where you are 

feeling a bit out of sorts can cost you the 

chance of international recognition. So it 

means a lot when you officially become a star.

“The Michelin guide has its critics, without 

a doubt, and nothing is perfect, but I think it 

is the best barometer for any restaurant, fine 

dining or not. It is the only guide book that 

has stayed current and has a level of class 

that is timeless and when I got that star it 

justified what we were doing, telling people 

we weren’t just being weird for the sake of it. 

This is a legitimate restaurant and if the food 

looked any different, we would still get that 

star.

“Our food costs are huge because our 

ingredients are world class, which means 

we can plan our menus far ahead. There are 

dishes I serve now which have been on the 

menu for

18 months and we won’t put a new dish on 

unless we are sure it is better than an old one.

“One of the things we have that is very 

fortunate is that because our bookings are so 

far in advance, we are not a neighbourhood 

venue that people come to each month. We 

are an international restaurant with a clientele 

that have waited ‘x’ amount of months and 

they want to see that cod dish on or that pork 

dish on because they have seen the pictures. 

You can’t change those - they are the staples.

“So there is a menu we serve that will be 

the same this week as next. Occasionally 

“

WEAREUMi.CO.UK 31



we will change a dish, perhaps if someone 

doesn’t eat pork or fish, but it is pretty much 

a set menu and I would say 50% are what we 

have become  

known for. Even if you only come once a year, 

you would be able to have that dish again.”

For the lunch at Gordon Ramsay’s three-star 

restaurant in London Michael opted for the 

ravioli, because it was so good the last time 

he had it – 12 years previously. He compares 

the decision to going to your local takeaway 

and almost always having the same one or 

two dishes because you know what you enjoy 

and you trust it will be served in the same way 

each time.

The other staple at The Man Behind The 

Curtain is how O’Hare the chef’s transition into 

O’Hare the businessman and boss means the 

restaurant is a good place to work – not one 

dominated by an ego, but led by a genuinely 

caring personality with a strong philosophy of 

looking after his staff.

“For this business to work it needed to be 

an environment I wanted to be in – which was 

a happy one and a content one, that can’t be 

micro-managed. The best thing about this 

place is that on our worst day we are still a 

Michelin-starred restaurant. And that is a great 

experience.

“Among our 20 staff I have three guys in the 

kitchen who are head chefs in their own right 

and in the next couple of years I think they will 

have their own restaurants with their own star 

above it.

“There isn’t really a hierarchy here, 

everyone just knows what they are doing 

and enjoys it. That’s quite unusual, because 

often you will have some star at the front and 

everyone bowing down before him or her. It’s 

not that way here.

“Honestly, if I hadn’t been in the building 

for the last three months it would have been 

exactly the same. The only thing about that is 

that there is an expectation of customers to 

see me there.”

Those 40 customers each night (there is 

only one sitting over the five hours) share a 

very generous 3,000 square feet of restaurant 

space, adorned with huge graffiti-style panels 

of art by Schoph Schophield and sculptures 

by Gareth Griffiths. 

It has undoubtedly brought him fame. Some 

of it of the TV star variety where you can catch 

him on Saturday Kitchen, Masterchef or Great 

British Menu. Some from the people lucky 

enough to eat here and some from within the 

industry. So does he enjoy that level of  

recognition?

“Yes and no. I’m a perfectionist and 

because of that everything you do becomes 

a reflection of yourself and in your own 

restaurant you have complete control over 

how the restaurant looks and feels, what the 

food is like. But I am not a TV producer, so 

sometimes you have to give up that control to 

other people.

“I was happy on Masterchef and Great 

British Menu and the restaurant benefits 

enormously, but they are produced for their 

audience and how they wish for you to be 

seen. Sometimes you have to say to someone 

‘that isn’t really me’, but as well as wanting to 

be seen and have our voices heard we want 

to fill our restaurants.

“There are good and bad things that come 

off it and when you do those sorts of things 

you tee yourself up and for all the niceities 

you get there will be one that cuts you to the 

core – and you remember that one. It’s almost 

as if you become removed from society a 

little bit and lose a little of your life and give a 

scaled-down version of yourself.”

Like any successful Yorkshire entrepreneur 

who has launched a new product, the 

question now is what comes next. Do you 

do more of the same to satisfy your market 

or do you have the confidence in your brand 

to believe you can recreate the success in 

another place?

“As a restaurant, The Man Behind The 

Curtain (he pauses) I don’t want to say it has 

peaked, but it has found its place and has 

its own identity. It will evolve and change as 

everything does over time, but it is almost 

fixed to what it is going to be.

“Personally, I have other projects on the 

go, including GG Hospitality set up by Gary 

Neville and Ryan Giggs, who are opening a 

hotel in Manchester and I will set up a fine 

dining restaurant there called The Man Who 

Fell To Earth. I have been given free rein with 

that, which is good because I never, ever, 

wanted to wheel out this place as a chain.

“It needs to be recognisable, but different. 

It’s not that hard. The new place will be a la 

carte and we’ll do away with tasting menus. 

I’m not chasing Michelin Stars, but we got 

one in our first year here and I don’t think one 

is my limit at all. But even if we don’t get the 

accolades I still want to be at that level.”

To stay at that level, the supporting structure 

needs to be strong and as well as the 20 staff 

led by ever-efficient manager and sommelier 

Charlotte Rasburn, York solicitor Stephen 

Baylis remains as the business partner of the 

operation.

Michael lives an hour away in Prestbury and 

away from the kitchen, fiancée Amanda Gilby 

provides the essential work/life balance. But it 

is not that easy now to escape that kitchen. As 

a chef it is possible, but he is now much more 

than a chef and that makes it trickier.

“You almost become a 24/7 chef and I 

suppose that is the sacrifice,” he says.

“The simple reason for my success now is 

that what I do, I am good at. I was in awe when 

I first met Gary Neville, but he is just a guy like 

me. I have been fortunate to be in touch with 

a lot of amazing people I wouldn’t normally 

get the chance to meet. I get the reaction to 

me, but it is unusual, because it is still me, 

nothing’s changed.”

His mix of humility and acceptance of the 

breathtaking level of skill he has are what 

marks him out. His food is assembled and 

presented uniquely, which is an over-used 

word, but in its right place here in the heart of 

Yorkshire. ●

“For this business 
to work it needed to 
be an environment 
I wanted to be in – 
which was a happy 
one and a content 
one, that can’t be 
micro-managed”

“
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“THE SiMPLE REASON FOR MY 
SUCCESS NOW iS THAT WHAT i 
DO, i AM GOOD AT...i HAVE BEEN 
FORTUNATE TO BE iN TOUCH 
WiTH A LOT OF AMAZiNG PEOPLE 
i WOULDN’T NORMALLY GET THE 
CHANCE TO MEET.”

Michael O’Hare, owner and chef at The Man Behind The Curtain
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Miss Macaroon creates 
tasty treats and helps 
marginalised young 
people get back to 
work. Maureen Messent 
discovers how Rosie 
Ginday’s company is 
baking a difference
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CONFECTiNG FOR  
THE COMMUNiTY

upcakes, say the cognoscenti, have 

had their chocolate chips, been ousted 

by delectably dainty divas once known as 

monks’ navels.

Yes, we’ve entered the ‘Macaroon Age’ 

now, where ground almonds, sugar and 

egg-whites are cooked to circlets a couple 

of sizes up on 50p pieces, then sandwiched 

with butter-cream.

Miss Macaroon, a small Birmingham firm 

at the top of a fire-escape in a pre-Victorian 

factory estate, sends forth trays and trays of 

its goodies daily to online fans and bakeries. 

These are currently guests-of-honour at high-

end launch parties for brands like Adidas (in 

Pantone colours), have appeared embossed 

with the Karl Lagerfeld logo, and the orders 

are already in to beguile guests at future 

openings of Pandora luxury jewellery stores.

Rosie Ginday, a lissom and lovely 31-year-

old Asian woman of Sikh background, runs 

Miss Macaroon as a Community Interest 

Company, one of about 168,000 undertakings 

in Britain which, in return for expert advice 

when starting up, pledge to help the 18-24 

age group fallen on hard times by offering 

employment and training.

These are the young people most often 

overlooked. Some have been in care for 

years, others are the depressed youngsters 

from so-called ‘problem families’, weighed 

down by absentee baby-fathers, debt, 

homelessness, even criminal records.

Rosie’s small staff can turn out thousands 

of rainbow arrays of macaroon confections 

– but only after they’ve mastered the art and 

accepted work disciplines like punctuality. 

There’s no coercion used, no question of “do 

this or you’ll lose your benefits”. 

Candidates who reach requirements 

must be desperate to succeed in whatever 

career they choose. Then their eyes will be 

open to the possibilities of learning afresh, 

of starting all over again. No recriminations 

and no lectures. But no clock-watchers and 

mini-shop stewards need apply. “I want to tell 

everyone the benefits of CICs,” Rosie says. 

“I’ve launched several training programmes 

for it, I’ve met brilliant people through it. Ten 

years ago I worried that the marginalised 

were offered few incentives. I went to the 

Third World to work and discovered a lot to 

be done both there and here. 

After school in a Coventry comprehensive 

and then a Fine Arts degree from Leeds 

Metropolitan University, Rosie was left 

uncertain of her future. “I realised I’d spent so 

long learning other people’s theories of life 

that I’d had no time to experience it alone,” 

she says.

“That’s how I ended up in Taiwan, teaching 

English and failing to learn much Mandarin. 

If Miss Macaroon – her business, not Rosie 

– had a particular moment of conception, 

it probably came when she met her first 

Taiwanese beggar.

“Of course I wanted to help them, but  

there was nothing long-term for them,”  

“Rosie’s small staff can turn out thousands of 
rainbow arrays of macaroon confections – but 
only after they’ve mastered the art and accepted 
work disciplines like punctuality”

“
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she says. “No education or training.  

“I’m no longer religious in any way, but 

Sikhism had inevitably left its mark on me. As 

a little  

child, I’d go to the temple, copy all those 

praying, then rush down to the Langar, the 

temple kitchen that feeds all-comers of all 

faiths on prayer days, and I was astounded to 

see that men could make chapatis as quickly 

as women slapped them out.

“In most faiths, there’s a food tradition – 

Christians have their Eucharist. So there I was 

in Taiwan, flirting with Buddhism, and still a bit 

sad that I wasn’t in-putting to our planet. With 

the Buddhism that fired me for a time went a 

strict vegan and vegetarian regime, and I set 

up a small pop-up restaurant. It went well but I 

knew I was living in the dreamy bubble world 

of an ex-pat, wonderful but static, everything 

too self-centred. I had to get out.”

Then an illness in Indonesia sent Rosie 

scurrying back to Coventry, but by now 

she’d worked out a career-path. Our best 

experiences, she decided, sprang from eating 

with family, friends, the people we loved. 

What could be better than helping those who 

felt trapped by events earn their livings in the 

food industry?

Then reality bit. To start a Taiwanese cafe 

required just a tiny room, table and hot plate. 

To see the upmarket delicacies Rosie wanted 

to produce meant getting qualified. Off she 

went for an interview at the University of 

Birmingham’s College of Food, where she 

was told there was a two-year course, even a 

three-year course. 

Too long for Rosie. She asked if the college 

would issue her a certificate if she completed 

the course by cramming for a year. They told 

her it couldn’t be done. Rosie did it.

Next stop was a training place at the 

Michelin-starred Purnell’s restaurant in 

Birmingham, where she fell under the Glynn 

Purnell spell, worked 60-hour weeks, found a 

new family and new foodie ideas.

“Your colleagues become family because 

you see more of them than your kith and kin,” 

she explains, “but that Purnell time made 

me understand the importance of perfection 

in cooking. Get something wrong and you 

must chuck it. Glynn doesn’t allow customer-

offerings ‘to get by’. It’s either gorgeously right 

or scraped into the bin.”

Next stop was the Hyatt, in Broad Street, 

where she redesigned its tea menu, dropping 

traditional scones, Battenburgs, and eclairs 

for the utterly indulgent, totally frivolous, 

painstakingly beautiful that she knew those 

who take tea demand. 

“They wanted fun,” she explains. And she 

gave it them with little cream-filled pastries 

that aped volcanic eruptions, raspberry-and-

pistachio tarts, unctuous chocolate tortes 

and, guess what, macaroons. Back she went, 

while still at the Hyatt, to ask the School 

of Cookery to lend her table-top space to 

make macaroons on her afternoons off. They 

agreed and, as far as Rosie can remember, 

she sold her first macaroons at a Moseley 

Farmers’ Market after Birgit Kehrer, another 

foodie philanthropist who runs Change 

Kitchens to help the homeless, offered her a 

small table in Moseley Exchange.

By now, Rosie felt her macaroons were 

the way ahead. She was supplying wedding 

favours, even macaroon wedding cakes and 

macaroon towers. And a contract she landed 

to supply macaroons to almost two dozen 

luxury handbag companies convinced her 

that her ideas were on the right lines. The 

big break came at the end of 2010 when she 

took her business plan to employ, train and 

help the young who are often written-off as 

unemployable to a Birmingham Business in 

the Community’s version of Dragons’ Den. 

She won, and is still using its prize – pro-

bono support from Shoosmiths, KPMG, PwC 

and Danks Cockburn. 

Two years later, after she’d run workshops 

for the young unemployed and launched 

a mobile app for home bakers, she won a 

commended award at the Social Enterprise 

West Midlands Awards, then, in the same 

year, she scooped the Business in the 

Community Collaboration Award for her work 

with marginalised young.

With backing like this, she started her 

search for premises, discovering a deserted 

music studio, knowing a kitchen and storage 

space could be carved from its detritus. 

Birmingham City Council’s Enterprise Catalyst 

Fund gave her a match fund grant to move 

in. And now, Rosie’s kitchen, cool store-room, 

and the macaroon equivalent of a wine cellar 

(tall shelves full of trays in paint-chart colours) 

“ Our best experiences, she decided, sprang from eating with family, friends, the 
people we loved. What could be better than helping those who felt trapped by 
events earn their livings in the food industry?”

“
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gang-member once sentenced to more 

than four years for violence-related crimes, 

squeezes the palest mauve butter-cream into 

matching macaroons.

“My mum tore her hair out over me,” he 

says ruefully, almost lovingly paternal as he 

ministers to the morning’s produce. “She had 

visions of my early death because I’d mucked 

round at school and made the wrong sort of 

friends.

“I came to Birmingham for a fresh start. I’ve 

my own small flat and I’m learning every day. 

It won’t be macaroons for me, I’m more the full 

English breakfast chef. A little place with loyal 

customers is what I really pray for. Rosie’s 

made everything a possibility.” ●

is rejuvenating the once-forgotten workplace 

in Hockley, Birmingham.

By now, marginalised young people were 

dropping into her charity-funded workshops, 

and were encouraged by her enormous 

interest in them.“This work has taught me 

so much I’d never even thought of,” she 

muses. “I’ve had youths and young women 

here who’ve been perpetually late, a pointer 

to laziness, I’d thought. Not so. They’re late 

because poverty-stricken homes with no 

employment patterns never think in terms of 

buying an alarm clock. Get them to explain 

this, and everything falls into place.”

And Rosie’s future? “Macaroons for the 

moment, then new products in the same field. 

And absolutely no gluten in anything I sell.”

She has another search on her hands. 

Soon, she hopes, she’ll be opening a city 

centre French macaroon and luxury hot 

chocolate shop, staffed by the youthful 

seeking new beginnings.

Four years on from becoming a fully-

fledged company, Miss Macaroon’s CIC-status 

means it’s regulated by the Community 

Interest Company Regulator, as well as 

Companies House. She says: “This makes 

sure we’re not committing fraud and are, 

in fact, sticking to the social aims as we 

promised.”

Meanwhile, arms as big as cured hams are 

flashing to and fro as ‘D’, a former London 
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Josh Littlejohn is a determined  
young Scot who has turned the business 

community on its head. Kenny Kemp  
meets a social entrepreneur with an 

extraordinary flair for making connections

CHANGiNG 
THE WORLD: 
ONE BiTE AT 

A TiME

his magazine has always tried to keep a lid 

on hyperbole. After all, the ‘I kent, yer faither!’ 

put-down is ingrained in our psyche to ensure 

no-one gets above their station in life. Yet 

however you look at it, Josh Littlejohn is an 

utterly remarkable 28-year-old Scotsman. 

Already he has made an indelible impact on  

our nation.  

He is the creator of Social Bite, the 

social enterprise soup, sandwich and 

baguette chain in Edinburgh and Glasgow, 

which is helping the homeless find useful 

employment, now expanding into Aberdeen 

and Dundee, and he is the originator of 

the Scottish Business Awards. What is so 

special about this has been Littlejohn’s 

breathtaking chutzpah, moving the black-

tie events calendar into the stratosphere, 

firstly by getting former US President Clinton 

as a guest speaker, then luring Sir Richard 

Branson to one of the biggest black-tie dinner 

gatherings in pre-referendum Scotland. Then 

he trumps this by creating the most amazing 

media frenzy with the invitation of Hollywood 

A-lister George Clooney, award-winning actor 

and director of the Monuments Men, to come 

to the awards at the EICC on 12 November 

this year. Wow!

When we meet in the Social Bite shop in 

Rose Street in Edinburgh, this softly-spoken 

bearded business figure is disarmingly open 

and honest about his achievements. He 

was brought up in Blair Drummond, near 

the Stirlingshire safari park, and attended 

McLaren High school in Callander. His father, 

Simon, set up the Littlejohn’s restaurant chain 

which began in Stirling and spread to other 

Scottish cities. The chain was sold when Josh 

was at primary school, so he never worked in 

any of his dad’s establishments.

“When we were younger, my brother and 

I grew up in relative privilege because my 

father was a successful businessman. I always 

had a strange relationship with wealth in that 

way. I was certainly embarrassed by it. If my 

dad was dropping me off at school in his 

convertible sports car, I would be so mortified. 

I would hate to be thought of as the rich kid. 

I used to get him to drop me off around the 

corner and I’d walk in.”

Josh and younger brother, Jack, used to 

give their father a hard time.

T
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“We used to try and get him to give his 

money away. In hindsight, it was harsh 

because he came from a working class 

background and his motivation in becoming 

successful was to provide a good life for his 

family,” he recalls.

“I left school at 17 and went travelling 

to Ecuador. I spent three months in Quito 

working on a project with street children. It 

was an amazing experience. When I came 

back from that I was quite idealistic.”

“My angst against wealth translated itself 

into a notion that I wanted to change the 

world.”

He raised £3,000 by washing cars and 

through sponsorship to buy his ticket and 

joined Outreach Internationals, working in a 

centre  

for the working children, many of them 

orphans. He helped them with basic 

education, teaching them to read and write 

but he admired their resilience. He returned 

to Scotland to Edinburgh University, studying 

politics and economics.

“I came back really charged. But the 

idealism over four years at university got 

chipped away. I didn’t feel inspired by the 

teaching at university. It wasn’t the fault of 

any of the lecturers, I just got into the student 

culture of drinking loads, sleeping in, missing 

my lecturers. I was never really that engaged.”

He graduated in the teeth of the recession 

and there were not many jobs around. He 

wasn’t interested in becoming a lawyer or a 

doctor and ‘chasing the earning league table’. 

He was attracted to working as an economist 

in overseas development and applied for 

a UK civil service job. He spent weeks 

preparing, reading the key text from cover 

to cover and was down to the final stages in 

London. He passed the economic test with 

flying colours, but failed  

on the assessment of his interpersonal skills.

“After six months of this process, I got a  

one sentence email saying that I was 

unsuccessful. I was a bit deflated by that. I 

didn’t want to sign up for this whole graduate 

milk-round process.”

It was then that he decided to make his 

own entrepreneurial opportunities. 

“I never really wanted to start my own 

business but I retained my belief that I wanted 
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“I never really wanted  
to start my own business 
but I retained my belief that 
I wanted to do something to 
change the world”

to do something to change the world. I never 

had a great interest in getting a corporate 

job.”

He brainstormed a few ideas and decided 

to set up an events business.

“It was steady steps. I was 21 and single 

and probably trying to find an attractive 

girl-friend. So I decided to set up a fashion 

show. A great opportunity to hang around 

with attractive girls! I put on a fashion show 

in August in Edinburgh calling it the Festival 

Fashion Show, in a venue below Le Monde.”

He got in touch with all the local High 

Street retailers, then approached some young 

women in the street and charmed them to join 

the team as models for the catwalk. It was a 

superb chat-up line and it did very well.

“We sold it all out. I had such a good time 

doing it and I made £3,000. I thought ‘Wow, 

there’s something in this entrepreneurship’. 

I thought it was so cool. That was the start 

of my addiction to this process of coming 

up with something and seeing it become a 

reality.”

He knocked on doors ‘a little harder each 

time.’

“I got more ambitious and took it more 

seriously. It evolved from that initial event. We 

set up Capital Events and rented a tiny office 

in George Street in Edinburgh.”

He recruited interns to work on 

commissions. This was also good for meeting 

the girls, he laughs. One of them was Alice 

Thomson, who had dropped out of an events 

management degree. She saw the advert for 

this fledgling events business and came for 

an interview. Within a week or two, Alice and 

Josh were also going out together. 

“We split up recently after five years 

together. Alice is the co-founder of Social Bite 

and everything we’ve really done, we did as a 

couple,” he says.

Alice and Josh conjured up more ambitious 

event ideas but settled on creating Scotland’s 

Christmas Fair in the Royal Concert Hall in 

Glasgow. They sold stands to gift companies 

and found people were clamouring to take 

part in what they presumed was a reputable 

and established event. Tickets were free for  

the public.

“It worked pretty well. I thought exhibitions 

were a smart business idea because  

“
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normally when you are putting on a one-

off concert or event you have to fork out 

a lot for the main attraction. Whereas the 

exhibitors pay to attend. I thought you can’t 

lose. What could go wrong?” Amazingly, he 

then booked the SECC and decided to put 

on Scotland’s Ski & Snowboard Show in 2010. 

He approached  

the ski companies and the hotel groups to 

support him but found it very hard to get it 

going without offering free stands.

“It was really tough. I had signed a £35,000 

contract for the SECC, created a website and 

literature and needed to get the backing of 

some of the bigger players. It was a chicken 

and egg scenario with people asking who 

else is going.” We had to give away a load 

for free.  

It was a crash-course in learning how to sell. 

I was selling for my life when nobody really 

wanted to buy and I had this contract with the 

SECC, which could have made me bankrupt. I 

was selling, selling and selling. I found it very, 

very stressful.”Eventually, he managed to 

persuade some to get on board and stayed 

afloat. Just. The second year was much better 

with the credibility of having pulled it off in 

year one – and a great snow in Scotland 

helped pull in the punters.

“We made a bit of money in the second 

year. We had a superb season that year in 

Scotland. So the ski industry was in a good 

place. We did deals for the Scottish resorts so 

that skiers would get free lift passes.”

Josh says in terms of business experience, 

it covered everything from sales, marketing 

and media buying, including television and 

newspaper adverts, and negotiating the cost 

base, then selling the tickets. “On the learning 

curve it was very good. We made about 

£50,000 profit on the second year.”

 He admits there were some sleepless 

nights.

 “The hard bit about setting up your own 

business is that there is perpetual stress that 

never goes away. There are so many good 

bits, but it is very draining. It’s a 24/7 thing.”

On the back of this, he decided to set up 

the Scottish Business Awards, a not-for-profit 

event, in 2012. He booked the EICC and 

wrote to all the top businesses, imploring 

them to take part.

“I thought it would work. But many people 

told me I was stupid because there were so 

many business awards already in Scotland. 

We were more ambitious and created our 

own gap. We made it cooler,” says Josh.

He managed to persuade 800 leading 

business figures to sign up, including top 

entrepreneurs, such as Sir Tom Hunter, 

Michelle Mone,  

Sir Tom Farmer and Jim McColl. But he had  

no inspirational big-ticket guest speaker.

“I knew that it would be a very influential 

audience.” He had a brainwave. Littlejohn had 

been reading Noble Prize winner Muhammad 

Yunus’s book describing the creation of a 

‘social business’, and the setting up of the 

Grameen Bank, giving micro-loans, and 

how over 50 different companies had been 

created in Bangladesh. Many have gone on 

to make billions, yet Yunus has never owned 

a share. Each enterprise was designed to 

solve a social problem such as financial 

exclusion in women, no-electricity in rural 

villages, or malnutrition in children. Littlejohn 

thought this was ‘one cool guy’ and wanted 

him to be the keynote speaker at the awards. 

In 2011, he wrote off to Yunus but didn’t get a 

response. He didn’t give up, he pestered him 

for a meeting. He and Alice and Josh then 

went out to Dhaka in October, spending a 

week touring around the social businesses, 

taking in Grameen Bank, the yoghurt factory 

and an eye-care hospital. Unfortunately, the 

professor couldn’t make the awards dinner 

on 23 February 2012. Although, he came to 

Scotland two weeks after the awards to a 

spin-off event.

“He was impressed that we had shown 

so much commitment and gone to see him. 

However, that trip changed the direction of 

our lives. We’d gone out there with a mission 

to persuade him to speak at our awards, now 

we left thinking this is such an inspiring idea.”

Josh and Alice returned to Scotland and 

dreamed up Social Bite in their George Street 

office. Meanwhile, they still needed a guest 

speaker and thought Sir Bob Geldof would 

be a perfect replacement. They booked him 

through a speaker agency, asking him to 

speak specifically about Muhammed Yunus’s 

ideas. [“He came and did a really brilliant 

speech.”]

That evening, Josh met Sir Tom Hunter, 

who won the main accolade, which was the 

outstanding contribution awards. They kept 

in touch, with Josh informing him about Social 

Bite’s launch and progress.

At the first event, one of the charity 

prizes helped to raise money for Glasgow 

Caledonian University’s project with Prof 

Yunus and Grameen Bank. However, the top 

prize was to ‘Spend A Day with Bill Clinton 

in New York’.  Previously, Josh emailed the 

Clinton Foundation and filled in the contact 

box. To his surprise, he got a reply asking 

about the event. They offered a day with 

the former President. The catch: they had to 

raise $60,000. Leo Koot, who was managing 

director of the TAQA oil firm, based in 

Aberdeen, was encouraged at the dinner to 

come up with the money for the Clinton trip. 

It gave Josh the opportunity to go back to 

the Clinton Foundation asking him to come 

to Scotland and speak. So, in its second year, 

Josh managed to book Clinton, emailing 

his new-found colleague Sir Tom, who was 
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impressed with this.

“People assume that I did this through Sir 

Tom’s connection, but I did this myself.”

Recalling the success of the prize-draw, 

he went back to the Clinton Foundation, who 

said they would need to make a massive 

donation in up-front payment and instalments 

to get him to come to Scotland. 

“I had a rush of blood to the head. I signed 

it and posted it back knowing I needed 25% 

up front, and more for the instalments,” he 

says. He phoned around Sir Tom and other 

major business figures who all agreed to pay 

for their tables ahead of the event.

“Almost everyone we asked agreed, with 

Tom Hunter buying two tables, Jim Duffy of 

ESpark, and Andy Lothian in Dundee. This 

allowed me to pay the Clinton deposit.”

Clinton arrived on a Thursday and was to 

have a private dinner in the Balmoral Hotel 

in Edinburgh with Sir Tom Hunter and some 

friends. “I was on Rose Street in the Social 

Bite shop selling sandwiches and Tom Hunter 

phoned me up and invited me to the private 

dinner with Bill Clinton. He said, ‘Do you want 

to come?’ I replied; ‘Let me check my diary! 

Yes, I’m available that evening.’  I sat next to 

Bill Clinton for three hours. He went off to play 

golf next day at St Andrews and then spoke 

at our awards. It was great fun.”

Josh even did the Q&A with Bill Clinton 

which was ‘a once in a lifetime experience.’

He admits there is a strange, parallel of 

worlds doing the Social Bite and Business 

Awards at the same time. There is the big 

glamorous stuff with the dinner and then 

with the minutiae of running a sandwich 

business. Last year it was Sir Richard Branson 

who graced the event and now this year’s is 

making the news with a Hollywood legend.

“Everyone is clamouring to be there. The 

difference is that people who have bought 

tables in the past were predominantly men. 

They are now asking if they can get extra 

tickets to bring their wives and partners. This 

is one of the first business dinners that many 

wives want to make sure they are at,” he 

laughs. There will be around 1,900 in the EICC 

for another record-breaking event, hosted 

by Rob Brydon with Chris Evans asking the 

questions. “The only real way you can do 

these things is if the people you approach are 

passionate about a particular cause. George 

Clooney is committed to a humanitarian 

charity called Not On Our Watch, which he 

co-founded with Don Cheadle and Brad Pitt. 

His charity has set up the Satellite Sentinel 

Project in the sky above Sudan, monitoring 

human rights abuses and fighting against 

genocide around the world. “He needs to 

raise a fair bit of money each year to keep 

that in the air. So he does a handful of these 

to fund this. We’ve committed to support that 

charity for him coming to Scotland.”

He will also go to one of the Social Bite 

shops and a private lunch party for guests.

“We have raised money at the business 

awards to expand Social Bite and there are 

now four shops, with a central production 

kitchen in Livingston. We are soon to be 

opening shops in Aberdeen and Dundee.”

Michael Thomas is the head chef, with  

multiple Michelin star chef Mike Mathieson  

as the consultant.

“The reason we did that was because 

if you set something up on a social basis 

“People who have 
bought tables in t 
he past were  
pre-dominantly men. 
They are now asking 
if they can get extra 
tickets to bring their 
wives and partners”

sometimes there can be an automatic 

assumption that the product won’t be good. 

It’s a bit of a charity café. We wanted to make 

sure that if you eat in here you don’t have 

to make any sacrifices on quality.” But Social 

Bite’s USP has been the opportunity it has 

provided to homeless people to find a job 

and get a start on the work ladder. A quarter 

of the workforce have been begging on the 

streets or selling The Big Issue. Now 100% 

of profits go to the social causes, around 

£4,000 a month. This isn’t an easy task as 

many  of the workers have multiple social 

problems, including having no fixed address, 

bank accounts or ID. “We pay them in cash, 

although most of them now have bank 

accounts and we have been helping them 

into housing,” says Josh, who has not been 

averse to letting some sleep on his own 

couch at home. “What is interesting is that the 

social space mobility of people at that level of 

society does not exist. It does not happen.”

The first homeless person taken on board 

was Pete, who was selling the Big Issue 

outside the shop. He plucked up courage 

and asked for a job. He was given a chance 

by Josh and Alice. He was recently made a 

full-time employee, news of which received 

national newspaper coverage. Another, Ian, 

who was also selling the Big Issue in Rose 

Street for 14 years, has been recruited by 

Social Bite.

“That’s telling of the possibilities. Social 

enterprises have a crucial role to play in 

attracting people who are otherwise exclude 

and hauling them into the system,” says 

Josh, who says he has no ambition to go into 

mainstream politics.

Social Investment Scotland, which is 

connecting capital with projects in the 

community, have given Social Bite a 

£200,000 loan, while £175,000 cash for 

expansion in Aberdeen  

and Dundee comes from the Players of the 

People’s Postcode Lottery. Josh takes a salary  

of £20,000. “I’m trying to keep as much cash 

as I can in the business. Hopefully, my wages 

will grow a bit, but my plan is not to grow rich 

but be comfortable. I want to do something 

that stands for a different reason.

Josh and his brother, Jack, who is the 

regional manager, are taking on more people. 

The Littlejohn brothers are certainly doing 

their bit to change the world for the better. ●

“
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Fiona Stewart has ridden the ups and downs of 
the entertainment scene to turn the Green Man 
into one of Europe’s most-loved music festivals, 

writes Maria McGeoghan.

iona Stewart has seen the tide turn in the world of music festivals. From 

having eggs thrown at her during one particularly stormy licensing meeting to 

getting a letter of thanks from a local Waitrose for all the extra business from 

festival-goers, times have definitely changed.

And, in the intervening years, Stewart has become one of the best-known 

names in the festival industry and the power behind the Green Man Festival 

held in Brecon every summer. Thousands of people flock to Crickhowell for an 

amazing music line-up, food, politics, art, crafts, film, comedy, Welsh beer and 

much more.

With no corporate sponsorship, and a green and sustainable ethos, The 

Green Man is one of the few independent festivals left and is seen as one of 

the best in Europe. And, from the moment she starts to talk about her beloved 

Green Man, which she owns and runs, you can tell that Stewart absolutely loves 

what she does and is proud to have come a long way in life after a difficult start.

“I’ve been around music all my life,” she says. “At a young age I was always 

helping out with bands and trying to see what they needed.”

The youngest in her family, Stewart left home in her early teens when her 

mother had begun to develop severe mental health issues. At 18, after a period 

of living in squats and on sofas, she found herself in a homeless shelter with a 

new-born son.

Stewart then began working with the drag artistes of Camden, who looked 

after her and brought her in to their family. Eventually, Stewart and her son  

F

THE MUSiC 
MAKER

WEAREUMi.CO.UK 45



were given their own flat, which was to 

signal the start of a whole new life and 

she eventually went to university to study 

psychology.

Stewart’s experience of living on a low 

income with a little one to look after is a 

thread that runs through the whole Green 

Man experience. “I know what it’s like to 

be a single mum with not much money, so 

we have amazing things for kids to do from 

learning circus skills to learning to DJ in 

our teenage area called ‘Somewhere’,” she 

explains. “Teenagers need that space to do 

their own thing.”

The Green Man site is also open for 

“Settlement” the week running up to the 

festival, which allows families a low-cost 

camping holiday before the festivities begin. 

And again, tickets are priced with families in 

mind, with kids under five free and under 12s 

costing £30.

Stewart’s association with festivals started 

in the late 1990s when she was asked to try 

and turn around the famous Big Chill Festival 

and bring it back from the brink. “A friend told 

me it was having problems so I went as a 

consultant to try and sort it out,” says Stewart. 

“Then I had to stay to see it through. I loved 

it. I was building it up to be how I wanted it to 

be. It was a terrific time of development. We 

went from 3,000 tickets to 42,000 in seven 

years at different sites around the country.”

And that’s when Stewart came face to face 

with the “Not In My Backyard” brigade, who 

were prepared to fight tooth and nail to stop 

a festival turning up on their doorsteps. “I 

negotiated the festival licences and tried to 

get the councils and the communities onside,” 

she says.

“I remember one festival in Dorset when 

you would have thought the Vikings were 

coming. They even took everything valuable 

out of the church. 

“I remember people screaming and 

throwing eggs at me at another meeting. It 

was up to us to try and create trust with the 

community.

“Then, in 2003, the whole licensing 

system changed and it was a lot easier to 

get permission after that. It was a much fairer 

system.”

Shortly after that, Stewart decided that 

she wanted to do something for herself and 

settled on the Green Man Festival. She says: 

“I’d always been in touch with the people who 

started it and the concept started to develop 

into a business.

“I’ll always remember going to a sheep 

farm in Crickhowell and we drove around it at 

what seemed like 1,000 miles an hour looking 

for potential sites. 

“Then I saw a bungalow and a garden 

and I thought that that was the perfect spot. I 

thought it would make a great amphitheatre.”

The new Green Man was up and running 

and ticket sales went up from 500 to 6,000 

in one year. It was the start of a real success 

story, which has seen the festival go from 

strength to strength with 15,000 tickets sold 

every year and up to 25,000 people on site 

during the course of the whole event.

In 2010, Green Man was awarded the 

“UK Best British Festival Award” and people 

come from as far as Norway, Japan, Germany, 

France, Spain, the United States, and Sweden 

to enjoy the event.

But this successful run hasn’t been without 

its problems, particularly when the world 

went off a financial cliff in 2008. Green Man’s 

insurance underwriters went into liquidation 

and money was in short supply.

“Oh yes, we’ve had some quite challenging 

times,” says Stewart. “No-one was lending any 

money so we had real cash flow problems. 

“I re-mortgaged my house, but I still had 

to find £740,000 in a recession. I rang all the 

contractors and said we’re not going to make 

it this year.”

But then something amazing happened. “I 

got a call to say that they had all got together 

and they were going to give me credit until 

after the festival. It was a worrying time. My 

hair started falling out and I was looking like 

“We have amazing 
things for kids to do 
from learning circus 
skills to learning to 
DJ in our teenage 
area.”

“
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an old hag.”

Then in 2012 a horse trials held just before 

the festival damaged the site and the Welsh 

Government stepped in to help her sort it out.

“That was pretty awful too,” says Stewart. 

“We lost £1.2m in ticket sales that year.”

Nowadays, Green Man sells 5,000 tickets 

even before the line-up is announced and 

is always a sell-out. And, despite the huge 

array of other treats on offer, good music is at 

the heart of the four-day August festival with 

names like the Fleet Foxes and The War on 

Drugs just two of the 38 acts performing.

“We’ve never had a problem getting 

amazing performers because the people 

we approach want to play Green Man,” says 

Stewart. “The music is very, very important. 

“We’ve got six music stages, including the 

amazing ‘Big Mountain’ stage, which has the 

Black Mountains as a back drop. American 

artists want to be on that stage, it’s such a 

dramatic background. When we spoke to PJ 

Harvey who played last year I think we just 

had to show her a picture of that stage to 

convince her.”

And there’s a lot more than music to enjoy. 

“The Green Man is a lifestyle event,” explains 

Stewart. 

“The food is as good as you will get at any 

food festival. We’re also proud to feature a 

Welsh beer festival and there’s a science 

area with representatives from universities 

like Cardiff and Cambridge. 

“You can dance all night, stay up and 

watch comedy or sit in a hot tub looking at 

the stars with a glass of prosecco. It’s not for 

an age group or type.”

Unlike many other festivals, those who 

come are encouraged to go out and explore 

Wales, where they have a big impact on 

the local economy. Stewart says: “Around 

75% of people are from outside Wales, so 

I’m pleased that we are a wealth creator. I 

once got a letter of thanks from Waitrose in 

Abergavenny for all the business we had sent 

their way and during the festival the local 

butchers said it was like Christmas day every 

day.

“We have every sort of accommodation 

from B&B to cottages to five-star hotels. 

Green Man is very important for the local 

economy.”

Even the worst that a Welsh summer can 

throw at you doesn’t appear to dampen 

spirits. “People say that it rains every year and 

yes, that is true,” Stewart smiles.

“We are in the mountains. You can be 

muddy and sunburned all on the same day.

“They come well prepared. I’ve seen six-

person gazebo tents with their own  

“I’ve been around music all my life, at a young age I was always helping out with 
bands and trying to see what they needed.”“
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entrance hall and we give them rubbish bags, 

so they can tidy up  

after themselves. They take pride in the 

space. This is not a druggy event.”

Stewart’s company, Plant Pot, employs six 

people full time but, during the festival, it has 

48 managers who come back year after year. 

“We do it all ourselves,” she says. 

“Bars, production, stewarding, everything 

is within the company. We could make more 

money. 

“We are one of the few independents left 

and I value the choices we can make. I’m not 

down on sponsorship but I’d prefer to have 

32 Welsh brewers showing off what they can 

do instead.”

Plant Pot’s turnover is £4.2m but that 

includes other ventures like the Kings Cross 

Welsh Beer Festival, which Stewart got off the 

ground a few years ago.

“Yes, Green Man makes a profit – but 

I’m not going to tell you how much,” laughs 

Stewart. “A lot goes in and a lot goes out.” 

Green Man’s charitable arm has already 

raised £500,000 for good causes.

So, now to the big question. Of all the 

musicians she has encountered over the 

years, who is the best?

“I once looked after hospitality for David 

Bowie at Glastonbury in 2002,” remembers 

Stewart. “He was my hero, so I spent a lot of 

time trying not to look muddy.

“He was supposed to arrive by helicopter 

but there wasn’t room to land so he had to 

come by car. Lots of people were banging on 

the car as he went past so he was a bit rattled 

by the time he arrived. He was a bit nervous 

about playing on the Pyramid Stage. David 

Bowie nervous. I’ll always remember how nice 

he was to talk to.” ●

“We’ve never had a problem getting amazing performers because the people 
we approach want to play Green Man, the music is very, very important.”“
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“WE ARE ONE OF THE FEW 
iNDEPENDENTS LEFT AND i VALUE 
THE CHOiCES WE CAN MAKE. i’M 
NOT DOWN ON SPONSORSHiP BUT 
i’D PREFER TO HAVE 32 WELSH 
BREWERS SHOWING OFF WHAT 
THEY CAN DO iNSTEAD.”

Fiona Stewart, owner of The Green Man Festival
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Entrepreneur Jules Quinn has turned two ideas into big business 
and she explains to Paul Robertson how it all started after a bad 
experience on a work placement.

started on tea, but it wasn’t strong enough, so I moved on 

to alcohol,” jokes Jules Quinn as she reflects on the remarkable 

growth of her businesses. Having started TeaShed on leaving 

university in 2011, her idea to “pimp drinks” really came to fruition 

two years ago with the launch of Popaball, creating filled flavour 

bubbles to add a bit of bite and taste to all types of beverages – 

but primarily alcohol.

The success of the product has enabled Quinn to move into 

a 10,000sq ft building on Benfield business park in Newcastle 

with plans to take over an adjoining site. Worldwide orders are 

flooding in online and Popaball products are now stocked by the 

likes of Fenwick, Lakeland, Harvey Nichols and Selfridges, as well 

as independent outlets.

Turnover has grown fourfold over the past two years and is 

set to grow a further six times by the end of 2017, something 

for the soon-to-be 60-strong workforce to toast. It has been a 

remarkable journey for the 29 year old who moved to Newcastle 

from Leeds as a teenager and has never looked back.

While studying for a bachelor of arts degree with honours in 

fashion and marketing at Northumbria University, Quinn went on 

work experience at a fashion house in London and it proved to 

be the inspiration to unlock her entrepreneurial spirit.

“It all started as a rubbish work placement where I was always 

making tea for everyone in the office,” she says. “I didn’t even like 

tea at the time, but got into drinking it to drown my sorrows as I 

was so bored. But then one of the designers had a Chai tea and 

I just fell in love with it – it was so aromatic and I could drink so 

much of it.

I

SOMETHiNG’S 
BREWiNG
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“It all started as 
a rubbish work 
placement where I was 
always making tea for 
everyone in the office.”

“
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“I had been sent to the supermarket to 

buy some more teabags and I noticed the 

selection of coffees was much wider than tea. 

I thought this is really cool – I had always 

wanted to start my own business and it 

was drinking that Chai tea and the visit to 

the supermarket that convinced me to start 

TeaShed.”

Quinn began researching how she could 

be different in the tea market, doing her final 

year project on what was to become her 

business and gifting is what she decided 

would make TeaShed stand out. 

Sourcing the tea personally, predominantly 

from Sri Lanka, it is shipped into Newcastle, 

wrapped in silky pyramid bags, packaged and 

distributed – one brand but available in nine 

flavours.

“I entered a few business plan 

competitions and won some money, which 

allowed me to buy stock,” recalls Quinn. “I 

bought off the shelf packaging and printed 

labels, we started as a small craft business 

but when Fenwick became the first retailer to 

take it we were able to grow pretty quickly.”

The recipe for success was followed in 

creating Popaball and, while it was a more 

complex business to get up and running, the 

effort has been rewarded.

“It took a long time to test the stability of 

the products to ensure they had at least a 

six-month shelf life, which is the least the retail 

market demands,” she says. “So, it was a long 

time getting that right with different machinery 

and processes but we had some money in 

the bank with the build-up of TeaShed to help 

us develop.

“Again, the early days were often at home 

working with the neighbours – who called 

themselves the Blue Peter club for pensioners 

– as they were always wrapping and sticking 

things together.”

The bubbles are manufactured in Taiwan 

and while bubble tea was obviously created, 

it is the wider drinks market that Quinn is 

eyeing and already soaking up.

“Little juicer balls are used in cocktails and 

the spherification process was being used in 

some bars and food service outlets but not 

widely available. I created a retail version so 

people could use them at home and we get 

fantastic feedback. People just love it.”

Don’t just take her word for it – there are 

plenty of happy customers sharing their 

stories on the company’s Facebook and 

Instagram pages. Basically, you put the 

bubbles into a drink and suck them up with a 

straw provided with the kit and when you bite 

them the juice comes out adding texture and 

flavour to your drink.

I try one – without the alcohol – and it 

was a pleasant experience. It comes in 

flavours like lemon, peach, cherry, raspberry, 

blueberry and mango to name but a few. 

Another product launched earlier this year 

was “Shimmer” for prosecco – a raspberry-

flavoured glitter that you sprinkle into your 

glass of bubbly.

 “It turns it a pink, raspberry glittery colour,” 

says Quinn. “It is really pretty.”

As separate businesses now, Popaball 

accounts for more than 50% of the revenue 

despite being the younger sister. Together, 

“I would never leave Newcastle – it is my home, 
a lovely city and lovely people to work with.”“
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TeaShed and Popaball are manufacturing 

more than 20,000 units a day, seven days a 

week with demand meaning the figures need 

careful handling. 

Just as well then that Quinn’s fiancé, 

Andrew, is the company’s finance director, 

while her supportive parents help out and 

sister Tanja manages the e-commerce side of 

the business.

Popaball plans to double production 

next year and continue to expand with new 

products and into new markets – Europe 

and Germany in particular is proving strong 

for customers while the products are finding 

traction in the United States and Canada.

Like many businesses, the outcome of 

Brexit negotiations may have an impact on 

Quinn’s plans, but she won’t let it get in the 

way.

“When the decision to leave the European 

Union was made, the pound was very weak 

against the dollar and overnight it added 

significant costs to the business as we import 

so much – it seems to have recovered 

now and we will just have to deal with the 

outcome, whatever it is.

“I would never leave Newcastle – it is 

my home, a lovely city and lovely people to 

work with. We have a fantastic workforce, 

the business community is great and very 

supportive, it is a cool city centre, 20 minutes 

from the coast and 20 minutes from the 

countryside.

“My focus is on expanding and providing 

jobs. We have quite a few people whose 

previous employer went bust – I can see 

how heartbreaking it is when a business fails 

so to be able to provide security and jobs is 

amazing as well as scary.”

While there are no plans to leave the North 

East, Quinn is looking at whether she needs a 

base overseas to support distribution or to do 

it through outsourcing, but stresses this would 

be additional to rather than in place of the 

Newcastle facility.

“To grow at the rate we are growing you 

need very good people who can learn and 

put new systems in place quickly and be 

flexible to adapt to dynamic change.

“I don’t want to lose the team spirit and 

don’t want to adopt a big company mentality 

– I haven’t changed, I am still the same 

person with the same values – and I want my 

businesses to be the same.”

Quinn is also proud to be an ambassador 

for Children North East, a charity dedicated to 

improving the lives of disadvantaged children 

in the region.

“I love spending my time supporting young 

people,” she says. “I work with a school that 

caters for children who don’t get on so well in 

mainstream education – it is about supporting 

them, showing them if they work hard at 

“The early days were often at home working with the neighbours – who called 
themselves the Blue Peter club for pensioners – as they were always wrapping 
and sticking things together.”

“
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school they can get a good job. I go and talk 

to them and bring some of them to come and 

work with us.”

It is this ethos that she is keen to bring to 

the TeaShed business on a wider scale.  

While sales are still healthy and will remain the 

focus, Quinn is keen to use her experience to 

give something back.

“TeaShed – was a fantastic starting point for 

me in learning about business,” she explains, 

“and because I have less time for that now 

I want to do something educational to help 

other people start a new business. It wouldn’t 

be for profit – it would be about TeaShed 

evolving as a business and training young 

people.

“When you start learning about business it 

might be something like a cupcake stand and 

you’re not really understanding it so to get 

into an existing business means you learn far 

more.

“I tried doing various things, like selling 

random stuff, but it takes so long – attracting 

investment, basic start-up costs and so on 

– but the exciting thing is when you have 

something to work with and push it to the next 

level. 

“The harder I worked in jobs nothing 

happened. Especially when you are young it 

takes a long time to progress. 

“While you’re still young is a very good 

time to start a business, you don’t have the 

overheads such as rent, you can still live at 

home and not be embarrassed about it – with 

no mortgages or kids. As a student you are 

used to having no money and slumming it, 

used to late nights and getting out of bed 

not feeling worn out. I have met loads of 

people and every day something different is 

happening and I have achieved a lot.”

Quinn admits she has little time for anything 

other than business – “I tried surfing, it was 

OK but there were no waves” –  the constant 

focus on generating new ideas and products 

is all the fun she needs for now.

“It might make me sound sad but I just love 

working,” she says.

Pimping drinks hot or cold, alcoholic or not, 

consumed at home remains the main focus, 

though progress is being made on expanding 

into restaurants and bars.

The company’s success is certainly being 

noticed. In 2016 Quinn was singled out as 

one of the top new names in European 

business with inclusion on the first Forbes 30 

Under 30 Europe list.

The prestigious publication has launched 

its list to highlight key movers and shakers 

in Europe, shortlisting 300 people from a list 

of thousands of nominees to feature in 10 

sectors.

And this year she won the regional HSBC 

Forward Ladies Award for SME growth and 

was shortlisted for the NatWest national scale 

up award.

“When you get an award, it tells you people 

think you are doing well because no-one else 

ever tells you,” she says, “It is lovely, but it is 

particularly nice for the team. They are all very 

proud to be from the region and to be a big 

part of our success.”

I’ll drink to that. ●
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iNTERNATiONAL
It’s a big wide world out there, and if you have a great 
idea, product or service why not share it with others 
across the globe? Going international can open up a 
vast array of opportunities from some unexpected 
corners of the planet. We spoke to entrepreneurs 
from all different sectors and sizes of business about 
how opening themselves up to these opportunities 
made a huge difference to their fortunes…

GO
3

WEAREUMi.CO.UK 55



here can’t be many beer drinkers who 

haven’t heard of BrewDog: it’s the company 

that threw taxidermy cats out of a helicopter 

above the Bank of England; it’s the company 

that drove a tank through the Square Mile; it’s 

the company that satirised Russia’s “anti-gay” 

laws by making a protest beer called “Hello, 

my name is Vladimir”.

But away from the eye-catching publicity 

stunts, there’s another side to BrewDog: it’s 

the company that’s posted record-breaking 

growth to turn over £72m in 2016; it’s the 

company that’s a living wage employer and 

shares 10% of its profits with its staff; and 

it’s the company that teamed up with social 

entrepreneurs to create Brewgooder, a lager 

that funds clean water projects in developing 

countries.

Nowhere are those two sides to the 

business more apparent than at its brewery 

in Ellon, to the north-east of Aberdeen. The 

company was founded on an industrial estate 

in nearby Fraserburgh in 2007 and moved 

to its current base in 2012, growing rapidly 

A
DOG’S

BrewDog has grown from 
a microbrewer into one 

of the most dynamic 
drinks businesses in the 

UK. James Watt tells 
Peter Ranscombe how 

the brewer has managed 
to retain its punk ethos 

while employing more 
than 1,000 people

T to expand not once but twice, with the 

third incarnation of its brewery opening last 

summer.

On one hand, the site is just what you’d 

expect from BrewDog – an attractive bar for 

visitors, the grooviest canteen in the world 

complete with pictures of every member of 

staff on the wall, and lots of exposed brick 

and polished metal fixtures and fittings that 

scream the word “cool”. Yet step inside 

the brewery itself and it’s the pinnacle of 

modern manufacturing; immaculately clean, 

with a quality control laboratory bristling with 

scientific apparatus and even a machine 

that taught itself how to make the packaging 

process more efficient.

Cult film series Star Wars is clearly an 

important reference point for BrewDog. 

Stride along one of the metal walkways that 

connects phase two and phase three of the 

brewery and Darth Vader’s Imperial March 

starts to play, while reception has a giant Lego 

model of  

the site, complete with a Cantina-style bar  

TALE
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room, and a version of the Episode VII: The  

Force Awakens poster is framed on one of  

the boss’ walls.

While the appearance of the operation 

may draw comparisons with the evil Galactic 

Empire’s Death Star or the cutting-edge 

technology of the clone makers on Kamino, 

the company and its staff would probably 

prefer to think of themselves as the Rebel 

Alliance. That’s because one word has 

epitomised BrewDog right from the very start: 

“punk”.

The firm’s flagship India pale ale, which 

accounts for some 60% of production at the 

new £20m brewery, is called Punk IPA, its 

crowdfunding scheme was Christened “Equity 

for Punks” and at its very core is its punk 

rocker-style mission to break the rules so it 

can make the public as enthusiastic about 

beer as its staff. But how do you retain that 

notion of being “punk” when you’ve raised 

in excess of £30m from more than 50,000 

shareholder-fans, featured in the Sunday 

Times’ Fast Track 100 listing five times in a 

row and employ 1,000 people, with the total 

expected to rise to nearly 1,500 before the 

end of the year?

“We focus on two things – beer and 

people,” says James Watt, who founded the 

brewery with his best friend, Martin Dickie, 

in 2007 and who has the rather unusual job 

title of “captain”, with Dickie acting as “beer 

pirate”. “Beer is our first, second, third and 

millionth priority.

“We have a sensory lab that allows us to 

test every beer to make sure it’s as good as 

we can make it. We listen to the feedback we 

get from our customers.

“The stand-out highlight for me of 

running the business came in 2014 when 

we had 4,000 shareholders in Aberdeen 

for our annual general meeting (AGM). We 

announced that we had become a living wage 

employer and we got a standing ovation from 

the audience – no other company’s investors 

would applaud when they’ve increased their 

costs, but our investors share our point-of-

view that we need to look after our staff to 

retain the best people.”

As well as being an early-adopter of the 

living wage, BrewDog also puts 10% of its 

profits into a “unicorn” fund, which shares the 

surplus out equally among each and every 

member of its staff, regardless of their job title. 

The profit-sharing fund paid out around £1,500 

per employee last year and is projected to 

award £4,000 to each employee this year. 

Cash isn’t the only incentive for workers, 

who each receive a free case of beer every 

month and a four-week sabbatical after five 

years’ service. They also get the chance to 

study for Cicerone qualifications, the beer 

industry’s equivalent of the Master of Wine 

scheme, with only 11 people globally holding 

the highest “Master Cicerone” level, including 

Watt and his head of product marketing, Rob 

MacKay. Those who pass the exams get an 

automatic pay rise.

Members of staff share in the responsibility 

of running the business too – the company 

practises “open book management” by 

giving  

a copy of its full profit and loss account to 

every member of staff each month so they 

can see how their role fits into the profitability 

of the wider operation and can suggest 

improvements to increase efficiency.

That punk ethos is about to be tested to  

the limit. The company is opening a brewery  

at Columbus in Ohio, so it can supply fresh 

beer to the United States faster than it can 

from its existing operations in Ellon and  

cut both its transport costs and its carbon 

dioxide emissions.

Building a brewery on the other side of 

the Atlantic has involved raising US$3.5m 

(£2.8m) through an “Equity for Punks USA” 

crowdfunding scheme, along with £10m 

through a mini-bond on the Crowdcube 

platform in just 24 days, setting a fresh record 

and adding to BrewDog’s total of raising 

£40m directly from investors.

Watt’s punk attitude was alive and 

well when choosing the site for the firm’s 

American adventure. “Whenever I land 

in a city, I send out a tweet asking for 

recommendations of where to go to have a 

beer,” he explains.

“When I landed in Columbus and sent that 

tweet my phone exploded with replies.  

That’s how I knew that our brand was known  

in Columbus.

“When I got back and met with Martin 

and Neil Simpson, our finance director, I told 

them ‘Look guys, I know I was only there for 

24 hours and I know we haven’t done our 

in-depth market research, but Columbus is 

where  

we should open our brewery’ and they said 

‘Yeah, ok’.”

While taking risks and trusting your gut is all 

part of being an entrepreneur, you need firm 

foundations in order to make those choices. 

While BrewDog is known for its punk ethos 

and for wanting to break the rules, Watt is 

very clear that you need to know the rules – 

and especially the financial rules – before you 

even begin to think about breaking them.

His book, Business for Punks: Break All 

the Rules, was published in 2015 and gives 

an insight into how Watt and Dickie wanted 

to create a new category of beer in the UK, 

away from “real ale” or mass-produced lager. 

But it’s also filled with solid business advice 

about knowing your customers, listening to 

them and, above all, how cash is king.

Watt’s wife, Johanna Basford, is an 

illustrator who’s best known for producing 

Secret Garden in 2013, one of the first 

colouring books for adults, which led to a 

bit of friendly rivalry when their work hit the 

shelves. “My book was published at the same 

time as Johanna’s second book and so we 

had a bet that whoever sold the least books 

on Amazon that week would have to take the 

bins out for a month – Johanna sold so many 

more books than me that I think I’ll be taking 

the bins out for the rest of the millennium,” he 

laughs.

Watt wrote the book while on paternity 

leave with his first child. Reaching into one  

of the cupboards below the windows in his 

corner office in phase three of the brewery,  

he produces the hand-written first draft in 

a ring-binder. With paternity leave for baby 

number two looming, perhaps there’s a 

sequel in the making.

That firm grasp of the financial figures 

behind the business has allowed BrewDog 

to grow its revenues from £29.6m in 2014 to 

£44.7m in 2015, with earnings before interest, 

tax, depreciation and amortisation (EBITDA) 

“BrewDog also puts 10% 
of its profits into a ‘unicorn’ 

fund, which shares the 
surplus out equally among 

each and every member  
of its staff, regardless  

of their job title”

“
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holding steady at £4.9m despite major 

expansion, according to accounts filed at 

Companies House.  

Watt reveals that turnover soared to £72m last 

year, with EBITDA remaining at around 10% 

of sales.

It’s a long way from where BrewDog 

started. Dickie and Watt had been making 

homebrew when they got the chance to go to 

London; after tasting their tipples, beer writer 

Michael Jackson told them to quit their day 

jobs and open a brewery, which they duly did.

Dickie was working in brewers and 

distilleries after training at Heriot-Watt 

University in Edinburgh, while Watt had 

studied law but quit his first job after just a 

few weeks when he realised all he would 

be doing was “glorified admin”. Instead, he 

became a deep-sea fisherman, sailing from 

Fraserburgh and becoming a fully-qualified 

captain.

In the early days, they moved back in with 

their parents to save money, often sleeping 

on malt sacks at the brewery and turning their 

hand to everything from digging trenches to 

fixing machinery. Despite the phenomenal 

growth, the division of labour remains roughly 

the same, with Dickie responsible for the 

making of the beer, while Watt runs the 

business side; perhaps those job titles aren’t  

so weird after all.

Growth is forecast to continue in each part 

of the business. As well as producing beer in 

Ellon and Columbus, the company also sells 

its wares through its 31 craft beers bars in the 

UK and 19 overseas, including Copenhagen, 

Sao Paulo and Tokyo.

Building work continues in Ellon, where the 

company is constructing a sour beer brewery 

next to its existing facilities. Also on the 

horizon is a distillery, with test batches of its 

LoneWolf gin and vodka having gone on sale 

just before Christmas and its first spirit being 

laid down in casks to make whisky.

“We’ve bought that site and that site, and 

that land over there for expansion,” says 

Watt, pointing out of the windows behind him. 

“We’re not setting up a distillery for the sake 

of it, we’re in it for real.”

The marketing stunts haven’t been the only 

time that BrewDog has hit the headlines over 

the years. The brewery has been criticised on 

several occasions by the Portman Group, the 

body set up in 1989 by the alcohol industry to 

promote responsible drinking.

BrewDog has produced a series of high-

strength beers, from Tokyo at the original 

ABV of 18.2% and Tactical Nuclear Penguin at 

32% through to Sink the Bismark at 41% and 

The End of History at 55%. It responded to 

the criticisms with Nanny State, a 0.5% brew 

that’s become a mainstay of the low-alcohol 

supermarket shelves.

Yet each of the strong beers has been 

made in small batches, not as session ales 

designed to be drunk every night. Watt 

highlights that each of the marketing stunts 

wasn’t done simply for the sake of it but had 

a purpose behind it, like “Hello, my name is 

Vladimir”, half of the profits from which were 

“donated directly to charities that represent 

oppressed minorities around the world”. Last 

year some commentators took to Twitter to 

ask why two punks were accepting awards 

from the establishment after Watt and Dickie 

were made Members of the Order of the 

British Empire (MBEs) in the Queen’s birthday 

honour list for “services to the brewing 

industry”– at the same time that Basford, 

Watt’s wife, became an Officer of the Order 

of the British Empire (OBE) for her “services to 

art and entrepreneurship”.

“I think the people who made those 

comparisons forget who the godmother of 

punk was in the UK,” Watt counters with a 

smile. “Most of them will have been a lot less 

punk than her.”

In a world where even Vivienne Westwood 

is a dame, there’s no arguing against the 

tremendous boost BrewDog has given not 

just to Scottish brewing but also to exports. 

With more and more of the new generation of 

craft brewers tipping their hats to Dickie and 

Watt, their services to the industry are clear.

“I think my Gran was the most excited 

about the MBE,” Watt laughs. “When the 

envelop arrived, my wife thought it was just 

going to be another speeding fine.” ●

“I think my Gran was 
the most excited 

about the MBE. When 
the envelope arrived, 

my wife thought it 
was just going to be 

another speeding  
fine.”

“
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“WE FOCUS ON TWO THiNGS 
– BEER AND PEOPLE...BEER 
iS OUR FiRST, SECOND, THiRD 
AND MiLLiONTH PRiORiTY.”

James Watt, ‘Captain’ and founder of Brewdog
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nicorns are mythical beasts. They are 

also start-up companies, particularly from the 

technology sector, which have been valued 

at more than US$1bn. And now Scotland is 

home to not one, but two of these legendary 

creatures.

The designation seems particularly fitting 

for Edinburgh-based FanDuel, which runs 

a website that allows Americans to create 

fantasy sports teams and then play against 

other users in open leagues or against friends 

in private contests. What sets the format apart 

from other competitions is that leagues can 

last for just a single day or week, meaning 

that players don’t have to commit to a whole 

season.

While the games may be fantasy, the 

business is very, very real. More than US$75m 

(£49m) is paid out each week in cash prizes, 

with the amount that players can win varying 

according to how much they have paid to 

enter their league. The appeal of winning real 

money in a single week has attracted more 

than one million paying players, boosting the 

company’s turnover from US$1m in 2011 to 

US$5m in 2012, US$15m in 2013 and US$57m 

in 2014, with revenues expected to top 

US$150m this year.

In July, FanDuel raised US$275m in a 

series E fundraising that was led by venture 

capital giant KKR, with Google Capital, Time 

Warner Investments and Turner Sports among 

the other investors taking part. The National 

Football League (NFL) and National Basketball 

Nigel and Lesley Eccles aren’t just partners in life but partners in business too. 
As two of the five founders of FanDuel, they have created a ‘unicorn’, a tech outfit 

valued at more than US$1bn. After building the business in America, they now have 
their sights set on the UK and Europe, as Peter Ranscombe discovers.

Association (NBA) got involved, as did the 

owners of some of the franchised sports 

clubs. Online gambling might be illegal in 

America, but the law protects fantasy sports 

games because they involve skill rather 

than chance. The deal valued the company 

at more than US$1bn and underlined the 

global scale of the business, with its founders 

criss-crossing the Atlantic from their bases 

in Edinburgh and New York to manage the 

growth of the firm, living what from the outside 

may appear to be a jet-setting lifestyle.

“Eating a bacon roll isn’t really part of a 

jet-setting lifestyle is it?” jokes chief executive 

Nigel Eccles as he tucks into his breakfast. 

Nigel has landed back in Edinburgh just a 

few hours earlier from his latest trip to New 

York and is joined by Lesley Eccles, executive 

vice-president for marketing. Along with chief 

product officer Tom Griffiths, creative director 

Rob Jones and technology director Chris 

Stafford, the husband-and-wife team founded 

the company in 2007.

Back then, things were very different, 

both for the company and for the couple. 

Lesley, from Forfar, and Nigel, from Northern 

Ireland, had met in 1995 while they were both 

students at the University of St Andrews.“We 

met at a ceilidh at the Golf Hotel,” remembers 

Lesley. Was it love at first sight? “Hmmm, I 

don’t know,” laughs Lesley. “I think it might 

have taken six months.” Nigel chips it: “It was 

certainly interest at first sight.”

After studying mathematics, Nigel moved to 

Oxford, while Lesley got a job with a software 

consultancy in Glasgow having completed 

her modern languages degree. After “doing 

the long-distance thing” as Lesley puts it, 

the couple moved to London together. But 

it was their return to Scotland in the summer 

of 2007 that sparked the idea of creating 

their own tech start-up. Nigel had taken a 

job with Johnston Press, the regional media 

company that owned more than 200 other 

local newspapers and which had paid the 

Barclay brothers £160m to buy The Scotsman, 

Scotland on Sunday and the Edinburgh 

Evening News just a year earlier.

“I’d been at two start-ups, one of which 

became BetFair, and I really wanted to go 

back and start my own business,” explains 

Nigel. “I came up with this idea and was 

looking around for someone to start it with.” 

His idea was Hubdub, a website that allowed 

users to place wagers on the outcome of key 

stories that were in the news, such as who 

FROM FANTASY 
TO REALiTY

“I’d been at two start-ups, one of which became 
BetFair, and I really wanted to go back and start 
my own business”

“
U
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was going to win the 2007 US presidential 

election. “Les and I met Tom Griffith at a tech 

networking event in Edinburgh,” Nigel says. 

“Tom, Rob and Chris had another start-up 

called Groopit. I started helping them with that 

and we realised that there was a really  

good opportunity for us to work together so 

we joined forces and launched Hubdub.  

We founded the company in November 2007 

and got investment from  

Kevin Dorren and Iain Ritchie, two very well-

known tech investors in Scotland. We  

launched a demonstration in January 2008  

in Palm Springs.”

Buoyed by the launch of the business, the 

founders went looking for further funding 

to help grow the company and secured a 

meeting with Pentech Ventures. But the 

financial winds of change were already 

blowing. “As you’ll remember, 2008 started 

well but then there was the financial crisis 

towards the end of the year,” recounts 

Nigel. “In fact, the day that we pitched to 

Pentech was the day that Lehman Brothers 

went bankrupt. So it was a pretty nervous 

period between getting the term sheet and 

closing that funding round, which we did on 

Christmas Eve 2008.

“We came back in January 2009 and we 

looked at Hubdub, which we’d been working 

on for more than a year, and we started to 

think that it was going to be more challenging 

than we thought. And then, after two or three 

months, we started to realise that we probably 

weren’t going to hit our forecasts and it was 

incredibly hard to see how we were going to 

be successful with that product.”

Lesley, Nigel and their fellow founders 

headed to the South by Southwest film, 

interactive and music festival in Austin, Texas, 

in March 2009. A photograph on FanDuel’s 

website records the moment as they sat 

around with Post-It notes and brainstormed 

how they could solve their problem with 

Hubdub. “One of our part-time community 

managers on Hubdub was a fantasy sports 

player and so we questioned him about it 

because we thought it was interesting,” says 

Nigel. “That was really the Genesis of the idea 

that we would pivot away from Hubdub and 

into FanDuel.

“None of us had played fantasy sports. 

We really didn’t know the market at all. I had 

no experience as a player, so I looked at the 

market and at that time there were about 30 

million people playing fantasy sports. It was 

legally secure, you could play it for money 

and Federal law had blessed that and so 

really that’s what got us interested. Existing 

operators like Yahoo and ESPN hadn’t 

innovated for eight or ten years and so we 

thought we could do a lot better. We also 

found that younger players weren’t playing 

fantasy sports as much as you’d expect; the 

average age of a player was in their mid-40s. 

We thought we could make it faster and more 

friendly for the mobile platform, which would 

bring in a younger demographic.”

“But we both play now,” adds Lesley. 

“We play the NFL games and some NBA 

games. Baseball is incredibly difficult though.” 

FanDuel offers players the choice of four 

professional sports – American football, 

baseball, basketball and ice hockey – as well 

as college basketball and football. With talk of 

all these exotic sports, does it feel strange for 

the company to earn its bread and butter from 

games that are so culturally-different to those 

that we’re so used to in Scotland?

“It was in the early years,” agrees Nigel. 

“We had to learn an incredible amount about 

“Culturally, we’re much more aligned with 
America than we would be with football in 
Scotland. Personally, I’ve never followed football 
and wouldn’t be able to tell you a single player on 
the Scotland team”

“
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all the nuances of the sports industry. That 

was an incredible challenge but I’d say not 

today. We’re immersed in it now.”

Lesley adds: “Culturally, we’re much more 

aligned with America than we would be with 

football in Scotland. Personally, I’ve never 

followed football and wouldn’t be able to tell 

you a single player on the Scotland team.” 

She pauses for a moment. “Ally McCoist – is 

he still playing?” she laughs. “Part of it is also 

the way we live nowadays. American media is 

everywhere. We have ESPN on in the office. 

It’s very easy to immerse yourself in it.”

After coming up with the idea of switching 

from events in the news with Hubdub to 

events on the pitch with FanDuel, the next 

step was to start scaling-up the business. 

“The first year  

was about getting the product right,” says 

Nigel. “Then in 2011 we raised about US$4m 

and for the first time we had money to start 

marketing the product. From there we’ve 

seen dramatic growth.”

That growth has prompted the company’s 

headcount to rise from 100 staff at the start 

of the year to around 400 now. Some 150 

workers are based in the UK, with the rest 

in the US. Fresh from speaking at the Turing 

Festival, Edinburgh’s international technology 

festival, Lesley is optimistic about the outlook 

for the sector in Scotland. “When we started 

back in 2007 and 2008, there really wasn’t 

much here in terms of a tech industry,” she 

explains. “In the early days we were very 

bullish about being able to build one here. 

The way we approached that was ‘Let’s build 

a really successful company and then start to 

give back and build that community as much 

as possible’.”

Research suggests that Scotland’s tech 

sector needs to recruit 11,000 staff each 

year to keep up with demand, prompting 

trade body ScotlandIS to join forces with the 

Scottish Government and Skills Development 

Scotland to launch CodeClan, the country’s 

first dedicated digital skills academy, which 

is opening its doors this autumn. As well as 

increasing training, the very fact that Scotland 

now boasts two “unicorns” also appears to 

be helping the situation. As well as FanDuel, 

flight comparison website Skyscanner – run 

by chief executive Gareth Williams – has 

been valued at more than US$1bn.

“What we’re seeing now with Skyscanner 

and us being here and the likes of FreeAgent 

and all these other successful tech start-ups 

is that we’re able to attract talent up from 

London, which is something that we’ve not 

been able to do before,” says Lesley. “There 

is an ecosystem of technology companies, 

so it’s less risky for someone to move 

themselves and their family up here from 

London to relocate because it’s not just us or 

it’s not just Skyscanner here.

“I think Edinburgh is a fantastic source for 

talent and the quality of candidates that we 

get is incredibly high. We were in a position 

where we weren’t really well-known in the UK 

until relatively recently because our customer 

base was in the US. Now we’re finding that, 

as we become better known in the UK, 

we’re getting more applications from even 

higher-quality candidates. We’re also opening 

our office in Glasgow in September, which is 

broadening our reach for talent as well.”

Lesley’s comments about the ecosystem 

in Scotland will be music to the ears of Ken 

Morse, the former managing director of the 

entrepreneurship centre at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology (MIT), who back in 

2009 said that creating such an environment 

was the key to building globally-successful 

companies north of the Border. One of the 

reasons that FanDuel and Skyscanner were 

asked to speak at this year’s Turing Festival 

was to inspire the next generation of tech 

start-ups. So what are Lesley and Nigel’s top 

tips for budding entrepreneurs?

“Don’t give up,” replies Lesley immediately. 

“The number one killer of start-ups is that they 

just give up because it’s too hard. And it was 

incredibly hard in the early days.” Nigel nods. 

“Not giving up is really important,” he agrees. 

“Also, really focus on having the best co-

founders and early employees that you can. 

Nothing kills start-ups faster than hiring badly. 

It’s the hardest thing to fix. If you pick the 

wrong co-founders then it’s usually terminal.”

Not giving up was clearly a lesson the pair 

learned during the transition from Hubdub 

to FanDuel. Coming up through the ranks 

has also made them appreciate the way in 

which they have been able to access funding, 

totalling around US$363m so far. “The 

most recent round was much, much more 

straightforward,” says Nigel. “We came out 

of the last football season and we’d had an 

incredible season. Two-thirds of our revenues 

came in the fourth quarter last year. We grew 

much faster than we’d expected to, so we 

felt that we should do another funding round. 

One of our existing investors, KKR, had only 

invested a small amount in our series D round 

last summer and they were very keen to 

lead the round and they made us an offer we 

couldn’t refuse. We also went out and spoke 

to some of our media partners, so Turner 

came in and NBC. Somewhat to our surprise, 

Google invested as well. Google had never 

made a sports investment so it was very 

significant that we were its first one.

“So that round was actually fairly 

straightforward. Compare it with, say, our 

series B round, which was our first funding 

round for FanDuel. That was very early and I 

don’t think most investors thought there was 

a market, never mind us winning the market. 

So we had to get to scale and re-prove a 

lot of things. It was a dramatically different 

experience. One of the things about our 

funding rounds now is that they’re completely 

discretionary. We could decide not to raise 

money and just not grow quite as quickly.”

“Don’t give up,” replies Lesley immediately.  
“The number one killer of start-ups is that they just  
give up because it’s too hard. And it was incredibly  
hard in the early days”

“
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FanDuel has already used part of the 

US$275m it raised over the summer to buy 

Kotikan, an Edinburgh-based app developer 

that had been undertaking work for it over 

the previous 18 months. Kotikan, which 

was turning over about £2.4m before the 

acquisition and which had also designed 

apps for Skyscanner and  

Standard Life, and its 56 staff have now been 

rolled into the FanDuel fold, along with New 

York-based NumberFire and a team from 

Orlando’s Zynga Sports. “NumberFire is a 

tools business – its mission is to make every 

sports fan better educated,” says Nigel. “So 

they can give you stats on a team’s likelihood 

to win a game or if a team is down in the 

fourth quarter then what percentage chance 

does it have of coming back. They do very, 

very deep analytics and they employ data 

scientists who mine those sort of things. 

Zynga Sports is very deep in social mobile 

games, so we’re looking to that team to 

enrich our core product.”

Nigel is clear about the purpose for the 

broader FanDuel business. “I’ll tell you one 

thing, the valuation isn’t a focus,” he says. 

“The mission of the company is to make 

sports more exciting. If you take a play-off 

game when it’s the end of the fourth quarter 

and your home team is down three points 

and they’re on the five-yard line then that’s 

an edge-of-the-seat moment of excitement. 

Compare that to a late season game and your 

team is not going to make the play-offs and 

they’re playing another team that’s not going 

to make the play-offs then that’s going to be 

a dull game. Our mission as a company is to 

make all games like that play-off game.”

Perhaps a suitable comparison for football 

fans here in Scotland would be making 

mid-table games at the end of the season 

following the split as exciting as a cup final 

or those final few matches when teams 

are competing to clinch a Europa League 

slot. Allowing users to build fantasy teams 

using real-life players under a salary cap 

allows them to have an added interest in the 

outcome.Much of the latest funding round will 

be spent on marketing, pushing the FanDuel 

brand in the US, but the Eccles also have their 

sights set on expansion into Europe. Nigel 

says it’s “early days” and that the company 

would look to make the leap itself rather than 

partnering with another business, such as 

an online gambling firm. “We’re provisionally 

targeting that we might launch something 

next year,” he says. “I think the UK will be our 

first market.” Lesley adds: “We feel like we’ve 

only just scratched the surface.”

With the pressure of running an 

international business and balancing family 

life with three children, how does it feel to 

be married to one of your business partners? 

There’s a pause and the pair turn to each 

other and say: “How about you answer that 

question?” before sharing a laugh. “It’s much 

easier to be married and both us of working 

in this business than for just one of us to be 

working here,” begins Nigel. “It’s incredibly 

all-consuming, so when you’re both working 

on it you can both understand it. The other 

thing I’d say is that it works well for us, but 

marriages may vary for other people. I’ve 

heard other people say that they’ve got very 

good marriages but they could never work 

together. When other people ask about it, 

I’m hesitant to recommend it because I don’t 

want to be the cause of your business failing 

along with your marriage.”

Lesley laughs “I definitely think that if we 

weren’t both in it together then we would 

have divorced by now, for sure,” ●
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“...REALLY FOCUS ON HAViNG 
THE BEST CO-FOUNDERS AND 
EARLY EMPLOYEES THAT YOU 
CAN. NOTHiNG KiLLS START-UPS 
FASTER THAN HiRiNG BADLY. iT’S 
THE HARDEST THiNG TO FiX.”

Nigel and Lesley Eccles, founders of FanDuel
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BRAiNPOWER
Karen Peattie meets Susanne Mitschke, co-founder of dementia support app 

Mindmate and one of the graduates of New York’s Techstars programme.

usanne Mitschke looks much 

younger than 27 but when she starts talking 

about MindMate, a free app designed and 

developed in Glasgow to help people affected 

by dementia live more independent lives, she 

exudes a maturity beyond her years. Dementia 

is a serious subject and one the award-

winning entrepreneur wants to see more 

widely discussed.

Mitschke, MindMate’s German-born chief 

executive, and her co-founders Rogelio 

Arellano, 29, from Mexico and Patrick Renner, 

27, also from Germany – all graduates from 

the universities of Glasgow and Strathclyde 

– are quietly focused and ambitious. The 

fact the app already has more than 150,000 

monthly active users and is ranked in 17 

countries as the number one health app in 

Apple’s store is remarkable given it was only 

launched last September. It has also claimed 

S a clutch of prestigious awards.

Mindmate won last year’s much-lauded 

Converge Challenge, the business creation 

competition open to staff, students and 

recent graduates from Scotland’s universities 

and research institutions. The fledgling 

company won £30,000 in cash and £14,000 

in business support, sharing the top 

prize with Edinburgh-based MicroSense 

Technologies, a company that has developed 

a sensor system aimed at reducing waste in 

the food and drink industry.

Last summer, Mitschke and her co-

founders won a place on Techstars, billed as 

the world’s top tech accelerator programme, 

in New York. MindMate was one of only 

15 early-stage companies selected for the 

renowned scheme, which saw the team 

spend three months receiving mentoring 

from some of the tech world’s leading 

entrepreneurs.

According to Techstars, more than 90% 

of firms accepted onto the programme go 

on to receive more than US$2m in follow-on 

funding. “Techstars really opened our eyes 

to what is possible,” says Mitschke. “We are 

building a global brand and an international 

product so exposure to the great contacts 

we made during our time on the programme 

was invaluable and has helped us fast-track 

our entry in the United States market.”

With 850,000 people in the UK suffering  

from dementia and numbers set to increase 

to more than one million by 2025, it’s 

certainly time to talk about the disease for 

which there is currently no cure. According 

to the Alzheimer’s Society, one in six people 

over the age of 80 have dementia and there 

are more than 40,000 people under 65 with 

dementia in the UK. Alzheimer’s disease is 
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the most common type of dementia, affecting 

62% of those diagnosed.

“The facts – and the figures – are stark,” 

says Mitschke, who studied business and 

economics in Vienna before completing a 

master’s degree in international management 

and leadership at the University of Glasgow. 

“In the US, there are more than five million 

people suffering from dementia. It’s a very 

cruel disease that affects families and carers 

too and it was our own different experiences 

of cognitive decline that led us to develop 

MindMate.”

While Renner, the company’s chief 

operations officer, had experience of working 

in the care system in Germany and Mitschke 

developed expertise in both digital health 

and Alzheimer’s, Arellano’s association with 

the disease is particularly close to home – his 

grandfather had the condition and he helped 

care for him for seven years, witnessing first-

hand the everyday struggles not just of his 

grandfather but his family.

“We had a whiteboard on the wall with 

family pictures on it to help my grandfather 

remember who everyone was,” explains 

MindMate’s chief technical officer. “He would 

sometimes forget who I was, or confuse me 

with my father. It was very difficult for all of 

us. He would see that board every time he 

went into the kitchen and there would be 

sticky notes reminding him to take pills or eat 

breakfast – that type of thing.

“So, we thought if we could put all these 

prompts into an app and make it interactive 

with games, reminders – things like that – it 

could be such a valuable tool in stimulating 

people’s minds and helping them stay active. 

We didn’t have anything like that to help my 

grandfather.”

The trio, which founded the company and 

started developing its app two years ago, 

carried out market research and found that, 

while there were several apps designed to 

help people with memory loss, there wasn’t 

one that provided a one-stop shop solution 

in a user-friendly way that was also intuitive 

and medically backed. “That’s our point of 

difference,” Mitschke points out. “But, in 

particular, we were determined it had to be 

easy to use.”

MindMate has several features, including 

interactive games to stimulate a user’s 

cognitive abilities, as well as chat and video 

functions to help family and carers keep 

in touch with dementia sufferers. “People 

suffering from dementia can be very lonely 

and confused,” says Mitschke, “and this leads 

to isolation.

“We describe MindMate as a guardian 

angel, a friend who is always there to help 

you by giving you everything you need at 

your fingertips. Other apps provide brain 

games or advice on nutrition and exercise but 

if you are struggling with memory loss and 

are using several apps for different things 

and maybe Spotify for music then it can be 

overwhelming.

“With MindMate, you don’t have to use 

different apps for music, games, photographs 

and so on because you can access it all 

on our interface. It’s an empowering tool 

because it helps people manage their lives 

without having to rely on family, friends or 

carers all the time – it increases their quality 

of life and that of the people around them.”

One of its many features is a “My Story” 

area that allows users to store happy 

memories – photographs of family, friends 

“In the US, there are more than five million people 
suffering from dementia. It’s a very cruel disease 
that affects families and carers too.”

“
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and pets, for example. Click on the music 

button and there’s a host of great tunes 

going back to the 1930s. There are also 

healthy recipes, games designed to improve 

your brain health and exercise workouts. 

Reminders to help manage hospital 

appointments, to-do lists and a notes section 

are also invaluable tools for people with early-

stage memory loss.

While MindMate is targeted predominately 

at the baby-boomer generation who like the 

convenience of having everything they need 

in the one app, it has wider appeal because 

everyone’s brain health can be boosted 

by keeping the mind active. Its benefits 

have also been recognised by the National 

Health Service, which became its first paying 

customer after NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde 

bought the care home version of the app to 

run on iPads following a two-month trial with a 

post-diagnosis dementia support group.

MindMate is currently based at the 

University of Glasgow’s Thomson Building in 

the city’s leafy West End, but would Mitschke 

be tempted to relocate from Scotland – and 

the UK – in light of Brexit and the wider 

political uncertainty? “Absolutely not,” she 

states emphatically.

“Scotland is the best place to start a 

business,” she believes, pointing to the early 

support from Enterprise Campus West, linked 

to the University of Strathclyde. “In Germany, 

for example, it is very difficult if you don’t have 

loads of cash but there’s excellent support 

in Scotland for start-ups and it’s also easy to 

recruit because of all the talent coming out 

the universities, and cheaper.

“Scotland’s very innovative when it comes 

to encouraging start-ups – the University of 

Glasgow has supported us with premises 

for two years, which has allowed us to get 

on with developing the business,” she adds. 

“There are very high levels of collaboration 

and that encourages you to think beyond 

your own ideas and consider going in 

directions you hadn’t previously thought of.”

Mitschke also points to the many inspiring 

people here who have started from very small 

beginnings and now run global organisations. 

“Many Scottish businesses are very well 

respected around the world and that opens 

doors,” she says.

The trio’s time spent in the US, meanwhile, 

taught them to be more confident about 

scaling up. “There’s such a can-do attitude 

there,” says Mitschke. “The people are so 

enthusiastic and that helps you believe in 

yourself and your capabilities. After Techstars 

we felt that anything was possible.”

Having already raised funding of £1m, 

Mitschke, Arellano and Renner make no 

apology for their lofty ambitions. “We’re a 

high-growth business and we want to see 

a MindMate app on the iPhone or iPad of 

every 60-plus person in the world,” says 

Mitschke. “We’re collecting a massive amount 

of data on people who have dementia and 

Alzheimer’s and the number of sufferers is 

going to double until 2050.

“People are getting older and living longer 

so we shouldn’t be surprised,” she says. “It’s 

not just dementia sufferers our apps can 

help – older people also need help to live 

independently and there are people who 

have been ill and still want to live at home but 

need help. That’s where we see MindMate 

developing in the future.” ●

“Scotland is the best place to start a business... Scotland’s very innovative 
when it comes to encouraging start-ups.”“
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“I wanted something cute, loveable and which would 
appeal to my daughter but I couldn’t find anything.”“
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Sarah Greenwell has been inspired by her children 
to start two new businesses. Paul Robertson 

enters her world of pure imagination.

ho would believe the North Pole was actually operated from the centre of 

Durham? Spend some time with Sarah Greenwell and you will believe anything. 

Greenwell is a mum on a mission, inspired to create businesses to delight her 

own two children, Holly, four, and two-year-old Fin, as well as thousands of other 

little people. It has proved so successful her other “baby” – a digital marketing 

communications agency she established 10 years ago – was sold earlier this year so 

she could put all her efforts into the magical world she has created.

Her company, called Big Little Toys, designs, manufactures, distributes and retails 

children’s toys, gifts and books. It all began with an Elf for Christmas. “I was sitting at 

night feeding Fin looking around for something for Holly, who was two at the time – I 

wanted something cute, loveable and which would appeal to her but I couldn’t find 

anything,” Greenwell remembers.

“Holly loves anything magical and is great with her imagination. I would write her 

little notes saying they were coming from fairies. I then came up with the idea of a 

character for Christmas and realised what started out as something for her could be 

a product for all children.”

And so the elf was born. Greenwell developed the idea alongside running her 

agency, Glow Creative, spending every spare minute bringing her creation to life.

Elf for Christmas was accompanied by a magical reward kit with certificates, 

report cards and stickers to encourage good behaviour. Greenwell built a  

W

AN ELF
FOR 

CHRiSTMAS
iS NOT JUST
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website and e-commerce store, which 

included an elf name generator so the child 

could choose what to call him, and launched 

in time for Christmas 2015.

“I designed the elf and the magical kit, 

ordering 3,000 units,” she recalls. “When they 

arrived, the volume was far greater than I 

imagined. I thought it was enough to last me 

two Christmases and joked I might end up 

selling them off at car boot sales.”

She needn’t have worried. In under 10 

weeks, the whole lot had been sold. “It was a 

massive relief and absolute chaos,” she says. 

“My husband Ian, mam, dad, mother-in-law, 

everyone was working flat out to fulfill the 

orders as everything was hand-wrapped. 

“I was really surprised that it took off – 

but the character proved to be loving and 

endearing. It is all the magical stuff that 

works, so from a parent’s point of view it is 

really easy. Once they have bought the kit, 

they don’t have to put the effort in, they just 

need to get out the little cards and letters. It 

engages the whole family. 

“We get a lot of feedback from customers 

about how even the grandparents engage 

with what the elf’s brought. It is amazing how 

it works rewarding behaviour and keeps the 

kids believing in Santa – the magic is alive for 

that little bit longer.”

Interest from major retailers was swift 

though Greenwell didn’t have the expertise or 

resource to go down that route, but a trip to 

London Toy Fair in January 2016 was to help 

elf really make its mark.

She secured a distributor and further 

developed the concept, adding a girl elf 

to the range and wrote a book, “Elf’s First 

Adventure”. Manufacturing was upped 

to 30,000 units, securing shelf space at 

Selfridges, John Lewis, Waterstones, a range 

of independent toy and gift shops as well 

continuing to drive sales through the website.

“It just went crazy,” says Greenwell. “Nearly 

all the units were sold in time for Christmas 

2016 – demand was enormous.”

It is all a far cry from the 35 year old’s early 

career. Having graduated from the University 

of Central Lancashire, she followed partner 

– now husband – Ian to Australia after he 

secured a job with a water company.

“I arrived in Sydney without a work permit 

and did some backpacker jobs, including 

driving the children’s train in the botanical 

gardens,” she says. “I then got my first job in 

marketing with a paper company and was 

promoted to marketing manager.”

Family circumstances meant a return to 

Durham in 2007 and Greenwell had gained 

enough confidence at 25 to start her first 

business. Glow Creative effectively acted as 

a marketing department for those small and 

medium-sized businesses that didn’t have 

one. The first client was the company she 

worked for in Australia and it took off from 

there.

“When I had the children, running the 

business became more challenging, 

especially as the elf idea took off,” she says. 

“There is plenty of competition in the marketplace but we have a strong brand 
that can be handed down through generations and evolve.”“
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“I felt I couldn’t run both while doing justice 

to either the business or being a mum. It was 

a difficult decision – I loved Glow Creative as 

it was very much my baby – but I decided to 

focus full time on the toy sector.”

She has been able to create new 

accessories for the elf in the run up to this 

Christmas. There is now a personalised book 

featuring the child’s name on the front cover, 

with personal details threaded through the 

“Christmas Muddle” story.

There are advent letters, a little matchbox 

with 24 letters in, opened in numerical order 

telling the story of what is happening on that 

day in the North Pole throughout December. 

There is a sticker set plus a magical elf door 

to install in the house – which lights up and is 

how the elf gets to the North Pole.

But an elf is not just for Christmas. We are 

chatting at Newcastle’s Crowne Plaza hotel 

during the school summer holidays and it just 

so happens the elves are spending a fortnight 

in the hotel, pictured on Facebook enjoying a 

sleep, dinner and even the jacuzzi.

“My kids love the elves and the stories,” 

says Greenwell. “It is amazing when Holly 

picks my book up even in the middle of 

summer. For me it is about making it a 

tradition with longevity. There is plenty of 

competition in the marketplace but we have 

a strong brand that can be handed down 

through generations and evolve.”

Plans are afoot to launch a non-seasonal 

character in the first half of next year, 

promoting the same values of kindness, 

sharing and good behaviour, such is the 

demand for the concept. “On Christmas Eve, 

the elves go back to the North Pole and the 

children were getting really upset about that,” 

Greenwell explains. 

“I am always being asked what the elves 

are up to. Parents bring them back for 

birthdays and special occasions. We think the 

new character will give them another option 

to keep the elves for the magic of Christmas 

and give the business stronger all-year round 

turnover.”

Sales for 2017 are expected to increase 

significantly with work going on at trade 

fairs, through the website and agents for the 

elves to travel to Australia, New Zealand and 

South Africa. Future targets include Europe 

– translating the books to suit the audiences 

– the United Arab Emirates and the United 

DRESSED TO iMPRESS
A meeting in an ante-natal class was to 

prove the birthplace for another business 

in which Sarah Greenwell is a joint director.

“When I had the children, there was 

a trend for twinning where parents and 

children wear the same outfits,” she says. 

“I thought that was cute but you wouldn’t 

really want to be dressed the same as 

your children in public. However, I thought 

it would be nice for pyjamas as a fun family 

bond.

“I mentioned it to Heather Watkins 

who I met at ante natal class and we 

formed Great & Small Clothing. I do all the 

creative, so designs for the pyjamas such 

as mama, papa and cub in a bear design, 

we have a fox range, squirrel range and, 

while it is very much a separate business, 

we have done a collaboration with Big 

Little Toys, creating a Christmas Eve 

pyjama set with the elves.

“Heather is very much the driving 

force but it is a business I just love being 

involved in.”
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States. Licensing the character could see it 

move to a whole new level.

“I really love it and can’t believe this is what 

I do,” she says. “All the feedback has been 

brilliant and when I hear the effect the elves 

have on some children I am often in tears.”

Managing the rapid rate of growth is a 

challenge. Greenwell has thus far taken part 

in every step of the process to ensure quality 

and customer service. Having worked with 

the manufacturer in China for two years and 

her distributor for one, she is ready to pass on 

some of the responsibility.

“I am looking to outsource fulfillment as it 

is a massive drain on time – up to now it has 

been done on the kitchen table,” she says. 

“We work around the kids being in bed at 

night packing the boxes, labelling them and 

posting to the customer. 

“I wanted to physically see each product 

before it was dispatched to the customer. 

Last year they were all fine so now I can let 

that go.

“There is lots of time-consuming work in 

content and social media – so I draw in help 

from freelancers. I have accepted, rather 

than trying to do everything myself, I need 

specialists to make sure we are the best we 

can be across the world.”

One thing Greenwell hasn’t made her mind 

up on is creating an app. “I am not sure how 

I feel about that,” she explains. “Of course, 

kids love their iPad and phones but the elf is 

a screen-free activity and engages the whole 

family. I am not sure I want to encourage the 

brand to move away from that.”

The elf and its values are also increasingly 

used in schools and nurseries throughout 

the country. Again, the business has reacted 

to demand by creating worksheets and 

resources for the classroom.

Greenwell’s passion and energy is 

infectious, as is her humility. She credits the 

support of her sales engineer husband Ian, 

all her family and friends for getting Big Little 

Toys to where it is today and her old boss in 

Australia for helping her make the most of her 

creative talents.

“My former boss held my job open when 

I had to return to the UK but said if I was 

staying back home he encouraged me to 

run my own agency, which I did,” she says. “I 

am very grateful for his advice and we have 

remained close friends.

“I have met a lot of entrepreneurs and see 

people who can do it. A lot of people said 

when I bought the 3,000 elves that I was 

crazy and brave but I didn’t feel brave, I just 

felt I could do it.

“Getting outside your comfort zone is the 

only way you can move forward – if I had 

kept Glow Creative, the elves wouldn’t be in 

international markets. I was constantly told 

the toy industry is tough, and shelf space is 

harder than ever to get but because I haven’t 

experienced anything else I don’t have 

anything to compare it with.

“I am always saying to Holly if there is 

only one thing in life to remember it is to be 

kind – that’s the most important. ‘If you’re 

kind to others they’ll be kind to you’ is the 

motto of the books. It is simple – it is not 

about preaching to be good it is more about 

traditional values – it is light-hearted so 

parents can dip into it as much as they want.”

On top of everything else Greenwell is 

designing a children’s craft activity that is 

almost ready to go to market, helping a friend 

develop a new board game and setting up a 

consultancy to work exclusively in the toy and 

gift sector. I can’t help feeling I have just met 

Mrs Claus and that the North Pole is actually in 

Durham where we all should live happily ever 

after. ●

“I really love it and can’t believe this is what I do. All the feedback has been brilliant 
and when I hear the effect the elves have on some children I am often in tears.”“
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Restoring and repairing leather furniture or expensive 
designer handbags is common today but its origins 
can be traced back to Ben Staerck, then a teenage 

entrepreneur on Tyneside, as Paul Robertson explains.

en Staerck is going places – literally. 

While the business he started with his father 

when in sixth form spreads across the world, 

he too is moving from where he has spent 

all his life – the North East of England – to 

oversee expansion into one of retail’s 

biggest names, Harvey Nichols.

It is a big move for the 30-year-old 

and his wife, Charlotte, buying a house in 

London, but he has no intention of relocating 

the headquarters of Furniture Clinic and 

Handbag Clinic from Newcastle even though 

it has outgrown its current premises.

“I am fortunate to have a good 

management team in place at Furniture Clinic 

B – the place runs itself,” says Staerck. “My job 

is increasingly looking at new opportunities to 

take the business forward. Handbag Clinic on 

the other hand is growing very quickly. Most 

of the business comes in and from London so 

I will be better based there to drive it forward.”

Furniture Clinic manufactures a unique 

range of leather cleaning, repair and 

restoration products used in many industries 

including furniture, automotive, clothing, 

handbag, luggage and many more. It mixes 

and blends specialist chemicals, paints and 

dyes to achieve safe to use and effective 

products in the 16,000-square foot factory on 

the Hobson industrial estate near Newcastle 

GOiNG HELL FOR

LEATHER
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“I am really confident it will generate great 

sales for the business. Although we have 

stores repairing a lot of bags and we have a 

good name and reputation, some customers 

are reluctant to pass over a £2,000-£3,000 

bag, something that they love, and trust us 

with it.

“Having a shop affiliated with Harvey 

Nichols is going to give customers that 

confidence and so will help increase sales 

across our stores. Our plan is to open retail 

outlets in all Middle East cities and ship the 

bags to Qatar to be repaired – in the same 

way in the UK that they are shipped back to 

Newcastle from across the country.”

While much focus on growth is on 

Handbag Clinic, Furniture Clinic and product 

development is not standing still. Having 

made mistakes with franchising in the past, 

Staerck believes the lessons learned mean 

it can be a way to successfully grow the 

business.

“Furniture Clinic can grow much bigger 

than what it is,” he says. “We can control the 

growth of Handbag Clinic by opening more 

stores whereas with Furniture Clinic it is 

finding more corporate customers, overseas 

partners and we can’t make that happen 

quickly. Having said that, we are opening 

and can produce up to 1,000 bottles per hour.

More than 20 technicians work from 

strategically-located workshops throughout 

the UK, offering a repair service to many 

companies that need nationwide coverage 

such as furniture manufacturers, car 

dealerships and removal companies. The 

service covers leather, fabric and wood 

on items such as furniture, car interiors, 

upholstery, clothes, footwear, handbags, and 

luggage.

Handbag Clinic has four stores throughout 

the UK where customers can bring in their 

handbags to be cleaned or restored with new 

and used handbags available to buy.

The two companies currently operate as 

one with 65 staff, a turnover of £4m growing 

at 30% a year and still maintaining the family 

feel – Staerck’s brother, Adam, is training 

manager for Handbag Clinic, while Charlotte 

operates the retail side of the business.

“It is a really exciting time,” says Staerck. 

“We have opened the first concession 

of Handbag Clinic in Harvey Nichols 

in Manchester, quickly followed by 

Knightsbridge. We have a new store in Qatar 

and plan to open another one in Harvey 

Nichols Qatar in late summer to go with our 

stores in Chelsea and Islington.

franchises in Germany and Bulgaria to drive 

growth – especially Germany where they use 

a lot of leather in cars and homes.

“We have recently set up with a partner in 

Saudi Arabia and we are working with them 

to distribute the products across the Middle 

East. In England, we franchised the concept 

of repairing furniture in people’s homes and 

set up 20 branches but some didn’t have 

the same principles as us – everyone was 

competent and offered a good service but 

when something went wrong they didn’t 

handle it the way we do in Newcastle so we 

slimmed it down.

“I was 21 and willing to sell to anyone as 

it was easy money – I went out and bought 

an Aston Martin – but we stopped doing 

domestic franchising due to issues with 

customer care, although we have relaunched 

using an expert in the field. We will be very 

picky who we take on board, learning from 

last time, and they will all do it our way.”

The business has come a long way since 

his time at Whickham Comprehensive School 

in Gateshead, where the idea for Furniture 

Clinic was born. His father, Keith, had a 

business where he took leather cleaner and 

wood cleaner around the UK, demonstrating it 

at car shows, county fairs and events like the 
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Ideal Homes Exhibition.

“I tried to encourage him to get people 

to reorder from us direct via telephone or 

post,” says Staerck. “I then learnt how to build 

a website while at school, promoting the 

products, using search engine optimisation, 

selling on eBay and I built it up to £10,000 a 

month in sales while in sixth form. 

“We were making the products at the 

house and selling online so it was almost all 

profit. I thought ‘What can I do at university 

where I will end up earning over £100,000 a 

year?’. It was pretty simple, so I decided not to 

go to uni. Unfortunately, I have not maintained 

that type of profit margin but I have no 

regrets.”

In 2012, Staerck took on the role of 

managing director from his father and 

continued to oversee impressive growth.

“The business has always grown very 

well naturally – we offer a good product and 

service that people need,” Staerck says. 

“When we first started doing it, we were pretty 

much the only ones in the UK – lots of people 

do it now – but we have almost created an 

industry in the past 10 years. People are 

aware you can clean and repair leather 

whereas years ago, especially on the repair 

front, they were most likely to chuck it out and 

get new.”

Of course, expansion across the world 

comes at a time of political uncertainty but it is 

not something that phases Staerck, though he 

admits opening stores in Europe is something 

he will not do until the outcome of Brexit is 

known.

“Unless we get an awful deal, I don’t 

think the outcome of Brexit will ever prevent 

me from doing business – we already do 

business outside the European Union (EU) 

where there are custom duties and taxes to 

pay,” he says. “Free borders are important 

to me – I am not sitting worrying about 

something I can’t control – but it will prevent 

me opening a store in Europe until we know 

the terms. The cost of setting up a new repair 

centre with people you can trust in Europe 

would run into the hundreds of thousands.

“For every store opened, we recruit four 

people at Newcastle – we can probably open 

10 stores in England so we would be looking 

at 50-100 in Europe, which is 200-400 

potential jobs on Tyneside.

“The workforce has built up knowledge 

and skills – Furniture Clinic is such a 

specialised thing we do, it doesn’t matter 

where we are. People come to us, we ship it 

to them, location is not as important as it once 

was, but the skills are in Newcastle.

“We had a guy who drove his Rolls Royce 

up from Kent to have the leather restored and 

one from Nottingham to refurbish a double 

decker bus – even now we get car interiors 

and furniture from Europe.

“It is so easy to ship something into 

Europe. We set up a French website for 

Furniture Clinic a year ago and this month it 

will do €10,000. We make all the products in 

Newcastle and ship it out there – that’s why 

post-Brexit it has got to be free borders. If we 

don’t get that it will be a pain. Germany and 

Bulgaria might not have happened.

“Being close to the market is extremely 

important and it’s the same for Handbag 

Clinic – we want to open our own stores 

“What can I do at university where I will end up 
earning over £100,000 a year? It was pretty simple, 
so I decided not to go to uni.”

“
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establish new bases.

“We can ship anywhere in England for 

a fixed price but can’t do that in US – the 

shipping fees vary – ultimately we want three 

centres in the States, one for east, one for 

west and one for the bits in the middle, which 

is how mail order companies work to offer 

customers the same shipping fee across the 

country, and allows us to be competitive.”

Staerck has picked up numerous awards, 

including being named North East young 

business executive of the year and scooping 

BQ’s national emerging entrepreneur of 

the year title. He will be spending three 

weeks of the month in London, coming back 

to Newcastle for sales and management 

meetings, and remains focused on growth.

“I want to be more removed from the 

day-to-day business so I can focus more on 

strategy – I like to come up with the ideas to 

grow the business,” he says. “People come to 

me with problems that they can fix themselves 

or someone else could when I am not here 

but because it is my business it is difficult not 

in all the major European cities and ship 

back to Newcastle for repair. We can 

send a 20kg box for £7 from Newcastle to 

Germany, France or Belgium but it is £36 to 

Switzerland for the same box. If we get the 

same deal with the EU as Switzerland has 

then it makes the expansion very difficult – I 

will have to consider opening a repair centre 

within Europe, which has an impact on future 

employment in Newcastle.

“My own company in the United States and 

a joint venture in Hong Kong were instantly 

successful because they do it how it is 

done in England so there is now a franchise 

package following this model that will 

hopefully drive further international success.”

Furniture Clinic has a store in New York 

and the States is a market in which Ben sees 

great potential. “We are launching a range of 

products for leather crafters who make small 

leather goods and carve intricate patterns 

– dyes, finishes and paints to customise 

products,” he says. “In England, there is about 

£100,000-worth of business but I believe in 

the States the value is US$10m-plus.

“In researching it, I found one chain has 

200 stores supplying knives and tools for 

people who make things out of leather –  the 

cowboy culture – creating things like gun 

cases, knife sheaths and customised saddles. 

We have recruited a couple of sales people 

for business-to-business and are looking to 

to do it myself. We will eventually create a 

more corporate structure, there is potential for 

Furniture Clinic and Handbag Clinic to keep 

getting bigger and bigger.

“I keep seeing opportunities to do business 

and I enjoy doing it. If I have got something I 

want to do but not the finance and manpower 

I have sleepless nights. What really drives 

me is seeing an opportunity and not doing 

anything about it – I have to move on it. 

“The steepest learning curve has been not 

to jump on the ideas as quickly, slow down, 

research them – the business has lost money 

trying to do things that haven’t worked as 

well. Most things I have tried haven’t failed 

but, because I have been doing three or four 

things at once, it has taken a lot longer for the 

original idea to become profitable than if I had 

prioritised and concentrated on one idea at 

a time.”

Staerck is certainly one man going hell for 

leather to ensure his business is a great  

success. ●

“I keep seeing opportunities to do business and 
I enjoy doing it. If I have got something I want to  
do but not the finance and manpower I have  
sleepless nights.”

“
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“...THE STEEPEST LEARNiNG 
CURVE HAS BEEN NOT TO JUMP 
ON THE iDEAS AS QUiCKLY, SLOW 
DOWN, RESEARCH THEM – THE 
BUSiNESS HAS LOST MONEY 
TRYiNG TO DO THiNGS THAT 
HAVEN’T WORKED AS WELL.” 

Bern Staerck, founder of Handbag Clinic
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