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INTRODUCTION

Despite the title Business Nightmares, I always intended this to be a very positive business book, since it is not only about problems in business (there will always be problems in business) but crucially about how those problems were overcome. The stories here, all about self-made entrepreneurs, illustrate that amazing things can ultimately emerge from times of great business struggle.

Every entrepreneur I have written about in these pages is incredibly successful, and yet each has encountered serious trials and setbacks during their business journey. In researching this book, it became clear to me that there isn’t a business-person alive who has had an entirely smooth ride. In fact, I would venture to suggest that it is actually adversity itself which is the catalyst that hardens those who are tough enough to survive it from being just business wannabes, to becoming the most brilliant entrepreneurs of our age.

I was originally inspired to write this book by the many entrepreneurs who confided in me about their own problems in business following the meltdown of my own company Red Letter Days in 2005.

When the end finally came (and bear in mind I had just given birth to my fourth son a week before; a priceless consolation if ever there was one), instead of the anticipated depression of ‘losing it all’, I actually felt a huge liberation; I was free of the struggle, and, at last, didn’t have to get up and go into battle every day. It’s surprising what we cling to in life for so long, when in fact what we should be doing is simply letting go.

When I did finally ‘let go’, the most amazing things started to happen. Along with all sorts of new opportunities and offers came a whole stream of messages of support completely out of the blue, many of them from other high-profile entrepreneurs, sharing with me their own nightmare business experiences that they had endured along the way. Stories that had been carefully played out behind the scenes and kept out of the press, from people who I had previously (mistakenly) thought had enjoyed a one-way ticket to success, without any of the struggle I had gone through. If only I had known and could have spoken to those people when I was going through my problems, perhaps everything would have turned out differently.

It occurred to me that this was a huge problem in the way business is reported – particularly in the UK. The successes and the glories are all played up to maximise the positive PR, while the real problems and struggles are swept under the carpet. The modern-day media love the ‘rags to riches’ business fairytale story. So when entrepreneurs start to hit problems in their own business journeys, they start to think they are doing something terribly wrong.

The fact is that business is a learning experience from day one – there is no point at which you can actually sit back and relax, free from problems and worries. There are issues to be dealt with and often serious crises to manage every step of the way, no matter what stage you are at. Crucially, those challenges are actually a vital part of the excitement of being an entrepreneur.

So I decided to write this book to explode the myth that business is all plain sailing. I asked some of the biggest names in business to share their experiences with me, and how they overcame the business nightmares they encountered.

Of course, writing this book was not all plain sailing either – and I was staggered at how many people didn’t even bother to reply to my requests, let alone agree to spare the time to be interviewed or to put together a response. But I’ve come to realise that there are lots of reasons why people won’t talk about their negative experiences. Quite apart from wanting to keep their PR positive, there is also the fear of legal action from implicated parties, especially where a problem has been resolved by way of a compromise agreement that stipulates absolute confidentiality.

But perseverance pays, and I would like to thank all those who did agree to be part of the project, for both their time and their openness and honesty. When I interviewed the entrepreneurs, I went in with a completely open agenda, and didn’t know what insights they would share with me. As it turns out, they have all had some crisis moments.

In the UK there is still a deep-seated dislike and even disgrace attached to failure and (unlike in the USA, where failure is ‘de rigueur’) people are still ashamed to talk about any mistakes they may have made on their business journey. But in my view it is key that entrepreneurs talk about the problems – if only to give hope and insight to those less-experienced entrepreneurs who are at the earlier stages of their business journey and find themselves struggling, worrying that they are doing something wrong.

Business is anything but easy. Recent research by NatWest bank suggests that, as a result of the spate of successful business TV shows like Dragons’ Den and The Apprentice, there are 17 million people in the UK who are currently considering starting their own business; out of these, 30% intend to act on their idea within the next 12 months. That’s 5.1 million new businesses, of which (and I hate to say it) two thirds – 3.4 million – are statistically doomed to fail within their first two years of trading. The majority of the surviving 1.7 million will barely keep their heads above water, their owners spending every waking hour to scratch a living, for less than the minimum wage. Less than 5% (about 250,000) will actually achieve anything amounting to real material success.

So, if you are in business and things are currently looking very dark – times when the shit has hit the fan, those sleepless 3am ‘dark night of the soul’ moments are all too frequent, and success or failure seems to balance on a knife edge – take heart from the fact that you are amongst the majority, not the minority, and that you are most definitely not alone.

Many great entrepreneurs before you have experienced the same pain. My aim has been to write a book from which all budding entrepreneurs can take heart, strength, encouragement and perhaps some sage advice for the difficult times on their own business journey. Indeed, this book tells of how entrepreneurs before you actually managed to turn disastrous situations to their advantage.

As you will discover from this book, miracles do often happen when you have a little faith, and if you persevere. No matter how terrible things seem, there is always hope on the horizon.


MY STORY SO FAR

I always knew when I was growing up above my dad’s electrical shop in Chelmsford, Essex, that one day I would run my own business. While other girls were out playing with their friends during the school holidays, I was down in dad’s shop, sitting at the cashier’s desk counting the money, or sorting out the light bulbs into a neat order.

Every Christmas my mum and I would set up a little table in the shop from which we would sell homemade crackers, gift tags made from old Christmas cards and various other seasonal paraphernalia, all in aid of charity. Every time we made a sale it was hugely exciting to me, like a little piece of gratification, a bit of positive feedback, and a clue to what the customer wanted to buy. I was starting to get hooked on ways to sell more and more. So I turned up production on the most successful cracker colours and phased out the ones no one wanted.

Much of my childhood was spent with my mum at various wholesalers and manufacturers, buying paper, packaging, novelties and various off-cuts, which we could somehow use to make things to sell on our Christmas table. We would spray twisted willow silver and attach tiny baubles for table ornaments. Everything we sold went into Christmas bags that I had made.

I would also be assigned to various tasks to help my mum with my dad’s business administration, like folding invoices to go into envelopes and sticking the stamps on ready to post. When I was a bit older, I started helping with the accounts and bookkeeping, managing the client ledger and sending out reminders to people who hadn’t paid.

I had all sorts of career ideas when I was at school – I wanted to become a journalist, an astrologer, and work in the art world. Being an entrepreneur was never on the radar of the career options at school and so at first I embarked on the traditional route that was expected of me by the girls’ grammar school I went to, and I applied to university to study history of art.

Having received rejections from all the universities concerned (not least because I subsequently found out that my headmistress had written on my UCCA form that I ‘excelled at mathematics’), I decided to start applying for management training courses instead. Rejection letter after rejection letter followed (and that was from those companies that actually bothered to reply to my feeble applications). In fact I received so many rejection letters I could have wallpapered my bedroom with them. Although I didn’t realise it at the time, I was already receiving my first lesson in business – how to keep going despite rejection.

Eventually, in desperation, I replied to a little advert in the local paper asking for an office junior to work in a local firm of accountants for just £2,750 per year. My experience working in my dad’s business clinched it for me, and when I received the offer letter I was the happiest girl in the world. Someone actually wanted me at last!

So I got my foot on the ladder and worked my way up from doing the filing and making coffee to doing tax returns for wealthy individuals and small-business owners.

I took my taxation exams by correspondence course and eventually ventured up to the City, where I landed a job specialising in the taxation of Lloyd’s Underwriters. This was the time of the PCW scandals at Lloyd’s, and even though I hated every moment that I spent at that firm (thanks mainly to a bitch of a boss, who made my time there a living hell through consistent and relentless criticism of everything I did), the experience I gained helped me get a much better role at Arthur Andersen, which was at the time the biggest accountancy firm in the world.

Those two and a half years I spent at Andersen’s in my early twenties were probably the most important work experience of my life. They taught me the value of thinking big, and they also introduced me to the world of fabulously wealthy clients, including the entrepreneurs Sir Terence Conran and Anna Vinton who founded Reject Shop. I have always been in awe of celebrities (maybe it’s because I’m an Essex girl), but it was a real thrill getting into the lift and finding yourself alongside someone really famous like Bryan Ferry or Joan Collins, who were among Andersen’s clients at the time.

The training was international and I got to meet some amazing people and travel to some fantastic places. While the ‘OK-yah’ Oxbridge graduates stuck to their own London office colleagues, I was the Essex-girl outsider – and so made the effort to get to know all the international delegates.

I’ll never forget one of the partners inviting me along to an evening with one of my clients, the entrepreneur Robert Breare. We started off with cocktails at The Savoy, more drinks at Trader Vic’s and then dinner at Brian Turner’s restaurant in Mayfair, where the chef came out and spoke to Robert personally. I was so young, gauche and nervous, and also pathetically out of my depth, but I knew that this was the life that I was destined for. I knew, from that point onwards, that whatever business I would eventually set up and run would need to be BIG. I later met Robert again when he was judging the Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year Awards in 2002 – he recognised me from over a decade before and I think my transformation impressed him so much it swung it for me to win an award that year.

This was the 1980s and at the time the City was overflowing with money and champagne. It was a fantastically decadent decade. Crucially, it was also the start of the rise of the female entrepreneur. People like Dame Anita Roddick, Debbie Moore and Sophie Mirman were floating their companies on the stock market, and leading the charge for female power was the Iron Lady herself, Margaret Thatcher, who was, and still is, my greatest idol.

By the age of 24 I knew that a career in taxation was not for me, and although I was on course to earn a fantastic salary, I knew in my heart I had to leave Andersen’s and free my life up for something new to happen.

So I resigned and set off to hitchhike across Europe with my then lodger, Bill who had just been sacked from his job as security guard at Asprey’s for pilfering items from their stock.

We started out in a lay-by on the A12 with just a small amount of money. Our ambition was to visit a friend we knew in Crete. Again, a brilliant entrepreneurial training, negotiating your way across a continent on a shoestring budget by hitching lifts with anyone who will offer them, and getting to know the best techniques to get rides. We reached our destination five days later on a total outlay of less than £100. It was great fun and for the first time in my life I really experienced freedom.

When we finally got home we decided to use our new-found experience as travellers to do the same thing in America. But we had heard that hitchhiking in the USA was extremely dangerous, so we decided to travel by car instead. I rented out my little London flat for six months and we flew to New York, hired a car and drove the 3,000 miles across the southern states to San Francisco, where Bill’s sister was on a work experience programme. We slept in the car most nights and once or twice a week stayed in a cheap motel so we could at least shower. But America felt far more dangerous than Europe and I was glad when we finally arrived at our destination. Although we planned to spend six months in America, after six weeks I was bored, and itching to come home and get on with something concrete. My grandmother had also died while I was away and I felt terrible that I could not be there for her funeral.

So, I got back to the UK and, because my flat was still rented out, I started lodging with another friend, Scott McRae, who lived in a warehouse apartment by the River Thames at Rotherhithe. I took a freelance job doing taxation to make ends meet and decided that now would be the time for me to go into business.

The dream

At the time, my brother’s girlfriend Sabina was also at a loose end, and so we decided to go into business together. It just felt much safer that way and, rather ridiculously, we ended up doing everything together. We didn’t really know what business we wanted to do but I had the urge to do something around gifting – possibly because of all those years doing the Christmas table in my dad’s shop, and generally because I had always had a passion for finding unusual presents for people. Sabina started talking about opening a shop in Chelmsford to sell gifts and deliver chocolates and champagne, but that sounded too boring and parochial to me. I was still thinking much bigger, and thought that mail order would be a much better route to market.

At around that time, it was my dad’s birthday and he was incredibly difficult to buy for. His passion was cricket and so I decided to buy him tickets to see England play India at Lord’s Cricket Ground. As the match was some months away, the tickets weren’t issued until a few weeks before the game, and so my challenge was to create a present which I could give him on his birthday, even though I had nothing physically to give. So I created a box of ‘clues’ – a jar of English mustard, a pot of curry powder, a cricket ball and finally a handwritten invitation. And he loved it!

At about the same time, one of the clients I was asked to work on in my freelancing role was a company called Scrooge and Marley. They had created a range of ‘gift cards’ for a variety of activities like motor racing at Brands Hatch, balloon trips, gliding and so on. The idea was that you bought the card for £1 (the proceeds of which went in their entirety to the retailer as the incentive to stock the cards), and inside was an ‘activation’ card which you sent off with your money to Scrooge and Marley. You then gave the card as your present and the recipient would contact Scrooge and Marley to arrange the activity.

It was a rather clunky procedure, and the cards were badly designed in grim, dark brown, presumably because they couldn’t afford to print them in colour. I also knew from the company’s paperwork that the business was struggling.

So I guess you could say that I stole the idea for my business, Red Letter Days, from someone else, but it was actually a combination of those two things that provided me with a vision of how I could make the concept work much better. We would create a range of experiences as brilliant gifts for the ‘man who had everything’ – and work out a way to ‘wrap’ them beautifully.

In excitement, I went home that night to tell Scott all about my idea. He happened to be a writer for the big creative agency Imagination and, quite without me asking, came back from work the next day with a list of different names for my company; names like ‘Wishing Well’ and ‘Dreams Come True’. On the list was also ‘Red Letter Days’.

In an instant I knew that the name was perfect for my business. Not only did it sum up the ‘experiences’ I was going to offer, it also gave me the ready-made idea for packaging the gifts – a red letter envelope. I always think that your fastest, most instinctive decisions in business – and in life – are your best ones.

This was on 4 July 1989, and out of the window of Scott’s warehouse apartment we could see fireworks going off over Tower Bridge, which I took to be a good omen. So the next day I went down to the City to a company formation agent (this was long before you could do it online), and on 5 July 1989 Red Letter Days was born.

Interestingly, not long afterwards, Scrooge and Marley crashed into administration leaving hundreds of customers with worthless gift cards, although many of the suppliers concerned honoured the experiences involved. But the numbers were in the hundreds, not the thousands, and the failure of the company passed almost without notice.

I never told anyone about Scrooge and Marley during the years of Red Letter Days success, but I guess stealing someone else’s idea is always, ultimately, going to bring with it bad karma. However, I would still argue to this day that success in business is 1% about the idea and 99% about the execution.

The first task for Sabina and me in Red Letter Days was to create our range of ‘experiences’ – and of course I thought it was going to be easy. But practically everyone we approached just didn’t want to know. They had never heard of the concept before, apart from the few people who’d dealt with Scrooge and Marley and got their fingers burned. I was young and female and I don’t think anyone had much confidence that I would actually make my idea a success.

When I started out I was very naive, but by encountering so much hostility and rudeness during those first months and years I soon hardened up. There were people who would say ‘hold the line for a second, I’ll get someone to speak to you’ and then just leave the phone on the desk, leaving you waiting for ages until you realised they had no desire to speak to you, and so you just had to hang up.

Then there were the people like Bob Payton who owned the country house hotel Stapleford Park. I’d written to him asking him to be involved, and then when I received no reply, went to see him at a trade show where he was exhibiting. He told me in no uncertain terms to ‘bugger off’ so he could deal with ‘proper customers’. Charming behaviour from someone in the hospitality industry! I noticed a small piece in the paper a few years later saying that he had died in a car crash on the country roads near his hotel. Interestingly, every person or company who was abusive to me in those early years later either went out of business or came to a sticky end. I guess what goes around comes around, but it made me aware that in business when people are struggling they will often take it out on you.

One of the worst companies to deal with was probably Brands Hatch – burned by their dealings with Scrooge and Marley, they refused to speak to me in year one, and only later in year two did they agree to let us promote one of their least-popular products – parascending – on a commission of just 10%. But I agreed just so I could prove myself to them, and it was only in year three that we finally managed to get them to agree to let us offer their full range. Red Letter Days later went on to become Brands Hatch’s biggest corporate client, spending well over a million pounds a year with them. Talk about lack of vision from the person who initially rejected us (more on this in Chapter 16).

But it wasn’t just getting suppliers on board that was a problem. I had seriously underestimated just how difficult it would be to market the business, and stupidly wasted £25,000 on advertising that just didn’t work.

Six months into the business, we had just a handful of ‘experiences’, we had only managed to turn over £10,000, and we had literally no money left.

Sabina seemed disheartened when she realised she was not going to become a millionaire overnight, and her enthusiasm seemed to evaporate (more on that in Chapter 14). I felt like it was pretty much left to me to work out a way to keep going in the face of huge negativity and the well-meaning ‘Why don’t you go back to accountancy? You’ll make far more money’ type of comments from friends and family.

I had invested every last penny I had and sold all my possessions to get the business off the ground and absolutely nothing was working. Only those who have been through this business nightmare, which is known as ‘the pit’, will know how awful those early days can be. Days when the phone doesn’t ring a single time, no one will return your calls and you experience nothing but rejection. It takes extraordinary determination and persistence to keep going (see Chapter 13). But I was determined not to give up.

At the time I was still freelancing and I confided in my boss Barrie Dunning (who now handles my taxation affairs) that I knew I had a great idea in Red Letter Days but I just couldn’t seem to make it work. Barrie referred me to one of his clients, a designer called Barry Davis who was also an expert in marketing.

Eagerly, I gathered up our first brochure and our first adverts and went to see Barry, hoping he would tell me that all was well with the business. But he just sat there very quietly, shaking his head for what seemed like an eternity, before saying, ‘Rachel, I’m sorry but you’ve wasted your money’.

My heart sank and I felt like crying, but luckily Barry agreed to take me under his wing. He redesigned my clunky brochure into a simple fold-out poster of just 20 experience ideas and on his advice we put it as an insert into YOU magazine, a supplement in the Mail on Sunday, and The Daily Telegraph magazine in the first week of December 1990. We could only afford to print 100,000 copies and to do that I had to persuade my first husband to put up the money. Compared to the circulation of those two magazines, 100,000 inserts is a ludicrously tiny amount, so we had to opt for just one county. We chose Surrey, not because of any market research we had done, but simply because we thought that people in Surrey have money!

From the moment our insert landed on breakfast tables that weekend, the phones didn’t stop ringing. So much so that a lot of the calls went unanswered – I had lost hope in the business by that point and was manning two phones by myself in a spare room at home. It was a classic example of over-trading.

Despite this, we managed to take £30,000 in the three weeks leading up to Christmas, which was enough money to kick-start the business. Crucially, we now had proof that this business could actually work.

When a business turns the corner it is amazing just how quickly things can snowball. The suppliers that wouldn’t even talk to me for the previous 18 months saw the insert and were now ringing me asking if they could get involved; the people who had received a Red Letter Day for Christmas were also on the phone asking for our brochure so that they could order for other people.

After that, the company mushroomed, almost as if it was out of control. (In fact, at times I have to admit it was out of control – although that was actually part of the adrenalin of the ride.) We simply ran with every big opportunity that knocked at the door (we never seemed to chase them) and as a result grew bigger than any well-structured and logically thought through business plan could ever have predicted.

The business started to take over our home, with phones ringing day and night, sacks of mail in the hallway and brochures spilling out of every cupboard. I was also doing everything myself: opening the post in the morning, answering the phone all day, processing all the orders and taking everything to the post office at night.

Every day my first husband, Lax, would come home from work in the City and spend all evening working on the financial side of the business as well as spending hours phoning through all the credit card orders for authorisation (there was no such thing as Streamline machines in those days).

In 1992 (at my insistence – my husband was very much against taking on any overhead) we took our first 550sq ft office in North Finchley. That isn’t a huge space as offices go, but it felt like it when it was just me and eight empty second-hand desks. It seemed like a huge indulgence after my cramped desk in our front room, but we soon started to recruit staff and by the end of that year we had a small but happy band of workers.

The next major breakthrough (again on Barry’s advice) was to hire a brilliant freelance journalist called Jane Burton who managed to get us coverage in every major women’s magazine that Christmas. I had been so badly burned by our experiences in year one (when we ended up dumping thousands of our obsolete brochure) that I refused to print more brochures than I thought were absolutely necessary. As a result, our 1992 brochure Memories Last Forever went through at least five reprints and we ended up dispatching over 100,000 copies.

I vividly recall popping into the office one Saturday morning to collect something and noticing that all the phones were constantly ringing. Thinking someone had forgotten to switch on the answering machines the night before, I angrily checked the machines only to find all the tapes were full, so I started answering the phones myself. I ended up sitting there for the whole day fielding call after call – we’d only been featured in the Daily Mail’s ‘Femail’ page in a small article called ‘How To Make Someone’s Day’! That tiny article resulted in well over 3,000 brochure requests alone, and it was then that I truly understood the power of PR.

By this point money was pouring in and turnover had shot up to £300,000. All our systems were still pretty manual but it was clear we needed to find a faster, more efficient way of handling all the orders. I was also a bit of a control freak and insisted on checking and personally signing every single Red Letter before it went out of the office – an activity which consumed at least two hours of my time every day.

Then there were the ‘strange requests’, like the time a man from Muswell Hill called to ask if we could arrange a breakfast tray to be delivered for his wife’s 40th birthday that Saturday morning. Of course when you are an entrepreneur the answer as far as taking orders is concerned is always ‘yes’, although I charged him the ridiculously low sum of £29 and spent a huge amount of time shopping for and personally delivering the breakfast tray myself. I guess delegation was never my strong point! And of course you learn by experience that it is just not worth taking on projects unless they make you a profit – goodwill is only worth so much.

I was also terribly naive and also a bit stupid. It took £25,000 worth of purchase orders received over a period of six months from electronics giant AEG to start me wondering why they were ordering so many Red Letter Day experiences. When I eventually called them I realised they were using them as a sales incentive scheme, and it was only then that I realised that we had a huge opportunity in the corporate market, which subsequently became the jewel in the company’s crown.

My first realisation that the company really had to ‘grow up’, though, was when we took advantage of a DTI-funded marketing review of our business in around 1993. The consultant (Suzanne Audras) took one look at the pile of Red Letters for signing on my desk and said, ‘Just how long do you think you can go on like this?’ Of course she was right, and that was the first stage in moving towards a more organised business, even though the prospect of adding the necessary overhead and additional staff seemed a bit scary.

As the company flourished, my relationship with my first husband seemed to deteriorate. He was an Indian and in his family the men very much ruled the roost. When we went to dinner at his family’s houses the women always stayed in the kitchen and cooked the chapattis while the men sat together and talked business. Yet my success was starting to eclipse everyone in his family, and my husband was still working in corporate finance in the City, even though he longed to run a business of his own. I spent more and more time working at Red Letter Days and less and less time at home.

Eventually, under the pressure of it all, in 1995 we decided to separate. That was a terribly lonely and depressing time for me and I threw myself into an exercise regime as my way of coping. At one point I was doing eight hours of exercise a week and was probably the fittest I have ever been in my life!

It was at this point that I met my personal fitness trainer at the gym. He started to give me one-to-one lessons in self-defence and one day, quite to my surprise, he asked me out. I was so nervous going on that first date – having been out of the dating loop for probably a decade – but it led to a five-year relationship by which I had my first and second sons.

Having gone through a hideous divorce I was really in no hurry to get married again, and in any event I thought I was perfectly self-sufficient in every respect and didn’t really need a man. So when my first baby arrived in 1996 it was a huge shock to the system, and I quickly realised I couldn’t cope.

My ex-husband was still part of the business and we agreed that he would take over as managing director and I would focus on marketing, which was the area of the business I loved most. I also managed to find a brilliant childminder called Beryl Broadhurst, who virtually became a surrogate mother to my first two children and without whom I don’t think I could have made it through as a career woman as well as a single mum.

At that point Red Letter Days’ turnover was £1.2 million, and by focusing on developing the brand, things quickly started to take off. I brought in some market research specialists, who replaced my gut instinct with some real insights, and it was as a result of sitting behind the one-way glass watching those focus groups that I realised we had an opportunity to develop Red Letter Days into something really big. At this time I met Paul Glyde, a copywriter and advertising guru, who became one of my most influential mentors.

It was Paul who taught me a huge amount about marketing and the importance of selling ‘the sizzle’, not the sausage. I realised through working with Paul that Red Letter Days didn’t actually sell motor racing days or balloon flights or health spa weekends at all! What we actually sold was the power to make someone happy, and it was that emotional connection which became the cornerstone of all our marketing and brand development from that moment on.

We worked hard at making our brochure an inspirational read and something that customers would want to keep on their coffee table. It was a good strategy because people would only have two or three special occasions a year that might warrant a Red Letter Day gift, so it was essential that our marketing collateral was ‘keepable’. We also deliberately went out to find ‘ultimate experiences’, like our $20million trip into space. Of course we never sold a single one – but the PR we obtained sold a lot of £99 vouchers!

We were also the first company to deploy variable digital print technology, which allowed us to produce any number of different Red Letter Packs with no need to produce any printed stock of contents, allowing us to scale up our experience range to the point where we had over 4,000 experience permutations. It was the kind of innovation that kept us racing ahead of the many competitors who were starting to emerge on the scene.

By 1998 business was booming, but disaster struck. Lax had taken the view that many of the operational controls (which I had actually put in place as a result of earlier operational issues when we were much smaller) could be scaled back (I think he probably thought that I was obsessed with perfection). Unfortunately events proved they were still needed. Our customers would be turning up at experiences and the supplier would have received no confirmation, so had not reserved a place for them, or the venue would be expecting someone who was booked but the customer did not show because we’d forgotten to send them a letter. Pretty soon we were starting to piss off a lot of people, and it took just seven letters of complaint to BBC TV’s Watchdog programme to get us featured on the show.

This was at the time when Watchdog was at the peak of its power and was presented by the formidable Anne Robinson. We called an emergency meeting of all our advisers and I was told in no uncertain terms that I would have to go on television and face the music. I was four months pregnant with my second son at the time and was so terrified at the prospect that I had to leave the meeting to be sick and was taken home, throwing up all the way. But we brought in a brilliant media advisor, John Swinfield, who gave me an entire day’s media training to prepare me for the ordeal, and on 30 October 1998 I endured my first live TV experience.

It actually turned out to be something of a triumph, and when I returned to the office that evening (everyone had chosen to stay to watch the show and to man the phones in case the show generated any calls), the whole team cheered – and I broke down in tears.

That was a watershed moment for the business, and we all made the decision that we would take our foot off the marketing accelerator and focus on getting our systems back in order. I then spent three months personally running the customer complaints department (it was actually called ‘customer care’ but all they ever did was field angry calls and letters) and it became apparent just how great was the mess that had to be cleared up.

As I said earlier, Red Letter Days was a business sold on emotion, and boy, did people get angry if you messed up their special birthday! Making mistakes was just not an option for the company, although we never did get to the stage where the business was absolutely complaint free.

After three years at the helm, I think Lax realised that running a business was far from easy. He seemed particularly embarrassed of the fact that while turnover had grown, thanks to all the inefficiencies in the new system, profitability had actually dropped. Eventually my co-director Richard Kaffel and I agreed to buy his 40% stake for £500,000.

The deal was completed on 6 April 2000 and Lax flew to the Cayman Islands to receive the money tax free, flying on to create a new life for himself in New York. I never saw him again.

By the time Lax sold out, turnover was £5million and we started to be approached by retailers, whose research had shown that ‘experiences’ were the biggest consumer trend in gifting, and who wanted to get in on the act. The first major retailer was Boots, who painted a vision of working in partnership with us over a five-year period to create a gift experiences range – a deal that would be worth millions. But I soon learned that I was entering another shark-infested pond and would need to harden up even further: after eagerly divulging all our trade secrets of what worked and what didn’t, in year two we were cut out of the loop and Boots started to work directly with our suppliers. We had trusted them, and had not thought to tie them into a formal five-year contract. It seems there are no ethics in big business, and particularly none where retail buyers are concerned. You live and learn.

(Interestingly a few years later, burdened by the sheer weight of the administration that went with servicing their gift experiences range in house, Boots invited us to pitch for the entire contract, an offer which we took great pleasure in rejecting. There is precious little money to be made in white label retail contracts, as our competitors soon found.)

The Boots deal led to other much more lucrative projects, in particular with the department store Debenhams. Our exclusive branded range of gift boxes, which we launched in November 2000, sold phenomenally well, and soon Debenhams were spending millions of pounds a year with us. Turnover quickly doubled, and we were subsequently approached by a whole variety of retailers to create ranges for them – from Harrods to Homebase and everyone in between.

(Funnily enough we heard a while later that the buyer who dealt with our first Debenhams range ended up at BHS and at the first buying meeting tried to suggest that they should stock our products. However, BHS had unsuccessfully tried to sell our competitor Activity Superstore’s products a year earlier, and it was Philip Green himself who blocked the suggestion by thundering, ‘Experiences don’t work in retail!’ It just serves to illustrate how powerful it is to own the market-leading brand in a sector.)

We quickly realised that we needed to develop our experiences so they could sit alongside other premium gift brands like Sony, Gucci and Tiffany. Our market research uncovered that customers loved the Red Letter Days pack, in fact it was found to be our most valuable piece of brand collateral, and symbolic of a brilliant experience in much the same way that the blue Tiffany box is iconic for jewellery.

My marketing manager at the time, Simon Brenner, really wanted to invest some money making the pack incredibly special. I thought it was a great idea and asked him whom he was planning to use. He had seen Richard Seymour on Channel 4’s show Better by Design, who was famous for creating the Bioform Bra and said, ‘Wouldn’t it be great if we could get that guy to design our pack?’ To which I said, ‘Go for it!’ and luckily Richard agreed to take the project on. It cost £100,000, but the investment was well worth it, yielding £5million in orders that year from Debenhams alone.

By that point, the company had been profitable and successful for well over a decade, the staff were like a family to me and it was all great fun. Our growth was entirely organic, and looking back, I now realise that this is by far the safest way to grow a business, even if it does take a little longer than throwing massive resources, in to accelerate turnover.

The work we had done to get the company back into shape paid off, and in 2001 we achieved a profit of £1million on £10million turnover. The dividends from this were alone enough to repay the money I had borrowed to buy Lax’s shares. Everything was very rosy indeed – and I was even starting to win business awards for my success.

My Business Nightmare

However, in reality, Red Letter Days was starting to buckle under the strain of so much business. Our operating software was useless and we couldn’t even identify which customers had ordered more than once from us. Our accounting was also a mess and we didn’t know exactly what our liabilities were on vouchers issued.

The temptation was to take on all of the new retail business (when you have struggled so much to build a business it is very difficult to turn opportunities down), but I knew there was no way that we could take on all the projects we were being offered. Having endured the Watchdog ordeal and my TV baptism of fire, I desperately did not want to allow the company to get back into that situation.

At about this time, I was sent an invitation to a lunch with our PR agency, Shandwick, where the guest was the new producer of Watchdog, so I decided to accept, with the idea that I would cosy up to the producer and bring him onside should any unfortunate incidents unfold which might cause us to be featured again.

In fact, the lunch resulted in a different outcome. The person whom I was seated next to happened to be a management consultant, and as I explained my business to him and some of the challenges we were facing, he suggested that his consultancy might be able to help. So I commissioned them to do a marketing and brand strategy review, which eventually turned into a full business review.

When the board sat down for the final presentation in March 2002, the outcome was predictable. The consultants told us that the time had come for the business to ‘grow up’ – to bring in some structure and to formalise its plans. There was also the small matter of 30 projects that needed to be implemented as a result of the review, projects which would transform our business in every area – from our marketing and operations to our systems and management information.

It all sounded very sensible and seemed logical, so when the consultants also suggested to me that perhaps the time had come to put in a ‘proper CEO’, I agreed that they were probably right. After all, I’d taken the business from nothing to a £14million turnover by that point; I had no real business training and I probably didn’t actually know what I was doing anyway. Maybe it had all been just a fluke. A crisis of confidence, which I will explain more about in Chapter 3.

So I recruited a new CEO and stepped back into a non-executive chairman role. This was a fatal mistake, which I have since learned that many entrepreneurs before me have also made to their cost – although at the time it seemed the right thing to do, particularly as I was having so much fun gladding it up at awards ceremonies and being courted by the BBC, who wanted me to take part in a new TV show called The Bunker in which I would have to run the country as part of a team of three as a crisis unfolded live around us.

The writing should have been on the wall, as our team in the programme managed to allow a jumbo jet to crash into the Houses of Parliament, rupturing the tube tunnel underneath Westminster and killing 4,000 people who were trapped in the London Underground in the ensuing flood. It took me years to get on a tube train again! That year was also the beginning of the end for Red Letter Days.

The business over expanded and over spent. We lost all our great innovative ‘right-brain’ entrepreneurial marketing people in favour of an army of project managers and other ‘left-brain’ types – who were so busy writing 28-page Project Initiation Documents and Gant charts that they barely noticed that the business had customers. Plus the board had management information that was both inadequate and inaccurate.

In little more than a year the business plunged from making a million-pound profit a year to sustaining a loss of £4.7million in the year to 31 July 2003. In business terms, this is like having a hole blown in the side of the ship.

So many people told me to just dump the business at that stage (I had no personal guarantees to defend), but I knew that I would never forgive myself if I did not do everything I possibly could to try to save my baby.

I was seven months pregnant with my third child at the time but I rented a flat in London where I could stay during the week and worked around the clock to try to bring things back on track, stopping the haemorrhage of cash and stripping out a lot of the overhead which had been built in.

By the end of 2003 it looked as if things were going to be OK and it was at that point that I was approached by the BBC, who were recruiting for a new business show called Dragons’ Den. The producer was the same guy I had worked with on The Bunker and had obviously been impressed by my on-screen performance. (I’m still not sure why, as I made such a total cock-up of things, but then cock-ups make great television!) We filmed the pilot in March 2004 and the main part of the first series that autumn. That first show was great fun to shoot and it started to become clear that we had a hit on our hands.

Dragons’ Den

I believe that the casting of the original five Dragons by the genius original director Martyn Smith, was key to the huge cult success of Dragons’ Den.

The only ‘Dragon’ who I had met before was Simon Woodroffe, the flamboyant founder of Yo! Sushi, who had interviewed me for a TV pilot show a year or so before. Simon already had lots of TV experience, was hugely entertaining and had also mastered the ‘art of the soundbite’ – so his presence really lifted the whole show. We quickly learned a lot from him about how to make business interesting. Amusingly, during the filming of series 2, when Simon had been changed in favour of Theo Paphitis, one of the producers came up to me between takes and said ‘Rachel, we need to bring out the human side of the entrepreneurs and we need some more fun’, expecting me to be the one to do it. To which I replied: ‘Then you should have kept Simon on the show’.

Dragon Duncan Bannatyne was probably the most ruggedly attractive and successful of all the Dragons. He’d clawed his way up from his first business as an ice cream van man to become founder of Bannatyne Fitness and all things ‘Bannatyne’ – including a hotel and a casino. Duncan had a great down to earth common sense, called a spade a spade, and although quite hard, was incredibly charming with it. Duncan attracted women like bees to honey and his mobile phone was always hot with messages and texts during filming while I was there.

At the centre of the Dragons – and I believe the heart of the show – we had Doug Richard, whose brain was like a Pentium Core computer on acid, and who could laser straight to the heart of any business model, exploding the issues (and often the entrepreneurs with it) within seconds! If it hadn’t been for Doug the show would not have been nearly so interesting or edgy, and I think Dragons’ Den lost a lot of its uniqueness when Doug left the panel.

And finally, the tall, dark and handsome Peter Jones, who often sat very quietly at the end of the panel just absorbing all the information and coming out with a really well rounded summary of the business and why he would or wouldn’t be investing. He was such a well-mannered gentleman in every respect, it would be very easy for a damsel in distress to believe that he would be the knight in shining armour who would come to her rescue.

I was of course always the ‘gratuitous female’ on the show, and although I gave my fair share of hard comments, always tried to be a little supportive of the entrepreneurs coming in to the Den, especially when they were being bullied by the other Dragons!

The original panel had a real chemistry to it, filming was highly charged and great fun, and sometimes after filming all the Dragons would go on champagne fuelled jollies to one of Duncan’s private member clubs or to ‘The Ivy’.

I had never undertaken any ‘Angel Investment’ before being invited to be a Dragon, and I entered into it all with good faith and optimism, but dealing with the ‘entrepreneurs’ I backed on the first series proved to be something of a nightmare in itself.

My first investment was in ‘Grails’, the bespoke tailoring service for women. Run by ex-corporate executive Tracey Graily it was actually a brilliant concept for a business. However the logistics behind creating bespoke suits are horrifically complicated and the business was beset with operational problems. I undertook the investment in partnership with co-Dragon Doug Richard and between us we ended up injecting a total of £110,000 into the business. However, it later became apparent that much of this money was immediately evaporated to existing creditors and it didn’t take Tracey long to plough her way through the entire £110k. It was our own fault of course. Firstly our due diligence should have been better, and secondly we should have retained signing control of the money, only allowing it to be spent on specific ‘value-add’ projects. Of course Tracey believed that the Dragons would never let her business fail, but when she came back to us asking for more money, we declined to offer any additional support. She had tried astonishingly hard to make it work, but frankly it was easier for Doug and I just to take the hit, reclaim the 60% tax rebate that comes with failed EIS investments and move on.

My second investment was in ‘Le Beanock’, a contemporary beanbag sofa which you hung from the rafters of your home, created by the feisty Tracie Herrtage. Having learned from my experience with Grails, this time I was careful to keep control of the cash and would only release funds to back specific ‘value-add’ projects. A couple of weeks after we had filmed the show I was in my car in London and saw a bus advertising the Autumn Ideal Home Show. I immediately called Tracie and said we should consider getting a last minute stand. I funded her presence at the show, as well as the creation of a really slick simple website and some promotional postcards, even though we had not yet signed contracts. There were two big learnings from being at the event (and exhibiting your product at a show is one of the best ‘live’ forms of market research there is). The first was that, instead of the product appealing to the cool ‘urban loft dweller’ as we originally thought, the ones who made a beeline for us were little kids who wanted a mini ‘Le Beanock’ for their bedroom. The second learning was that, at £750, Le Beanock was viewed by consumers as vastly over-priced. Given they only cost around £40 to make, I urged Tracie to lower her pricing. Unfortunately however, when we took a stand at the main Ideal Home Show the following Spring, Tracie was unable to supply the funky kid’s versions in sunflower yellow and polka dots (which we had discussed we would exhibit) due to various difficulties finding fabric and problems with her workshop. By the end of the show she had made very few sales. Meanwhile Nick Rawcliffe (of Snowbone; see below), who I had also put on the stand with his hanging garden furniture, generated orders worth around £25k.

Tracie’s lack of orders meant that she needed more money, but by that stage I had injected more than £50k and was not prepared to invest any more. From my dealings it was quite clear that a working relationship between us would not have worked out.

That brings us to Elizabeth Galton, the jewellery designer who I backed with Duncan. Our first revelation post show was when we looked at her financials and discovered that she had never sold anything. Nonetheless we both fell for Elizabeth’s charm – Duncan clearly liked the attractive Ms Galton and I suspect that this led him to be less hard about his investment decision than he would have been otherwise.

In an attempt to gain Elizabeth some free publicity, and because I was doing a whole day’s promotional photoshoot for Red Letter Days, I agreed to be photographed naked wearing just an item of Elizabeth’s jewellery. I figured that it might generate some much needed PR for Elizabeth’s business. So I told Elizabeth about my idea and asked her if she had anything suitable she could lend me for the photoshoot, which would cover my modesty.

Elizabeth arrived at the photoshoot with a box inside of which was a ghastly lump of what looked like twisted copper. And although celebrity photographer Nicky Johnston, who we had hired for the shoot, did his professional best, the pics were truly awful!

Following a later discrepancy between myself and Elizabeth, I declined to continue with my planned investment in Elizabeth Galton Ltd.

I was starting to feel that many of the entrepreneurs we were offering to back on the show saw involvement by a Dragon in their business as something of a one-way gravy train.

Duncan later sold the shares he had bought for £10k to another investor for £12k (making the proud boast he had received a 20% profit on the deal).

Which finally brings us to Nick and Paddy, the ‘Snowbone’ boys who I backed because I could see tremendous synergies with my Red Letter Days business.

Our first exercise was to create a ‘Snowbone Experience’ at the Milton Keynes Snowdome, the idea being that if we could get people to trial the product they would go on to buy one. But even though the experience was priced at just £49, we only managed to muster 20 or so participants. On the day of the event I received a text from Paddy to say everything had gone fine and that it had been a brilliant day. This was followed closely by a call from one of my team supervising the event to say that a participant had cut their leg open on a Snowbone and had been rushed to hospital!

I later flew to Munich to support the boys at their first exhibition. The stand was a bit of a disaster, and despite lots of discussions about how it could be made visually exciting it featured just a plasma screen and a couple of Snowbones. Despite this being the biggest skiing and snowboarding event in the calendar, Nick and Paddy sold just one Snowbone for cash at the event, and immediately went down the pub and pissed the money up the wall. Which I guess is what you do with the money from your first sale in a business, but it did show a rather cavalier lack of respect for the fact they now had an investor on board.

After a lot of effort and input, orders for the Snowbone were simply not materialising. With the best will in the world and all the investment you can throw at it, a business without customers is always going to be doomed.

It became apparent to me quite quickly that Nick was the creative talent within the partnership and that he had used his design skills to create many brilliant and innovative products.

So I focussed my attention on mentoring and supporting him and (as I mentioned above) his presence at the Ideal Home Show really helped him on his way to generating some sales for his furniture.

Nick has since created Raw Studio and I continue to mentor and support him. He is also one of the few people I backed on the show who had the class and decency never to speak an ill word of me, which is why I continue to support him to this day, even though I have never asked for any share in his business.

Of course, all these projects, plus the literal deluge of emails I was now receiving from being on Dragons’ Den, was a huge diversion of my energy away from running Red Letter Days.

To be honest, I was actually laying the foundations for my next business, Rachel Elnaugh Ltd, which is all about working with entrepreneurs in the small business sector, although I didn’t really realise it at the time. But the whole ‘Dragon’ celebrity experience had actually become far more enjoyable to me than my day job at Red Letter Days, which was becoming more and more stressful.

I wasn’t originally going to do the second series of Dragons’ Den, but when the producers had problems recruiting another female Dragon they came back to me and asked if I would do it. I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing, given Red Letter Days’ precarious state, but I sought counsel from our then Chairman Sir Rodney Walker who thought it would be fantastic publicity and advised me to say yes and go for it.

But filming the second series was very different to filming the first. The lovely Simon Woodroffe had been replaced by the very different Theo Paphitis, who Peter had persuaded the producers to bring on to the show, and being on set was now like being in a soup of super-sized highly competitive ‘Alpha Male’ egos.

100 hours are filmed to create each series of approximately 5 hours of edited ‘Dragon’ footage, and so the Dragons started to compete with each other to see who could give the most amusing soundbite, some of them quite nasty, to try to gain as much airtime as possible. I felt that the show was shifting away from being about trying to help budding entrepreneurs towards each Dragon trying to boost their individual fame.

The spontaneity of the show was also lost as all the entrepreneurs coming into the Den knew exactly what to expect, and either played up to the cameras (at one extreme wacky, and at the other feigning tears) in a bid to maximise their chance of not being left on the cutting room floor.

Plus more and more of the featured entrepreneurs actually declined the investment offers the Dragons made, mainly because they were all primarily there to get a free TV ad for their business.

Of all the people I offered to back, only Danny Bamping of Bedlam Puzzles accepted my offer, which I made jointly with Theo. Danny later opted not to proceed, quite frankly because he had so many advance retail orders that he didn’t actually need the money.

By the third filming block in July 2005 things had reached a crisis point with Red Letter Days. A deal we had been working on fell through at the eleventh hour. I was eight months’ pregnant, under extreme pressure and there was no way I could not continue to film the show. So, every evening I went straight from the set to emergency meetings in the City, face still full of TV make-up, desperately trying to corral a new deal. It was exhausting and emotionally draining. At one meeting I remember just completely breaking down in tears, black mascara running in channels down my face.

In my heart I realised that my company was slipping away from me and there was nothing that I could do to save it.

The end of Red Letter Days

I think the reality was that I had actually lost my passion for Red Letter Days, probably around early 2002. I moved from running something with great creative energy and enthusiasm to spending my days just struggling to control a big, uncontrollable machine. Despite subsequently trying to salvage the business over a ghastly and highly stressful three-year period, attempting re-financing after re-financing while I tried to bring things back into profitability, in the last week of July 2005 I knew the time had come to finally let go, and the company finally crashed into administration on 1 August 2005.

Hindsight is a wonderful thing, but looking back, there were actually three main underlying causes of the demise of Red Letter Days. Firstly, our cash flow was strangled by a credit card bond imposed on us by our bank (more on that in Chapter 7); in fact we had £3.3million cash when the bank forced us into administration.

Secondly, although all the advisors and accountants were constantly telling us we were making a profit, this never seemed to manifest itself in cash at the bank – bonded monies or otherwise. We eventually found out that the reason for this was that our call centre agents had been merrily redeeming vouchers for clients which had expired – as a result of a loophole in our software system which had been taken advantage of by an earlier customer service director, who believed that in doing so he was giving ‘exceptional customer service’. Exceptional it certainly was, as his generous little commitment to customer service wiped over £3million off our bottom line. Isn’t it easy to be free and easy when it’s other people’s money?

A total of nine different audits and independent financial reviews were done during that two-year period by various experts, but not one spotted what was going on.

By the time we fixed the issue it was far too late.

Thirdly, our operational people foolishly decided to print over £20million worth of vouchers for the retail sector, with no tracking system or security in place. That’s a bit like leaving boxes of cash lying around for anyone to steal. We found a couple of boxes in a skip, a load more at one of our fulfilment houses’ warehouses, and another batch were found by the police fraud squad at the home of one of our call centre staff – he had refunded over £10,000 worth to his personal credit card before a smart cookie in our accounts department noticed so many refunds to the same credit card number, and we alerted the police.

As a result, we failed every equity raising due diligence process we went into, because the contingent liabilities were perceived to be too high for any investor to take on the risk.

When the media blared that Red Letter Days had gone down with ‘debts of over £10million’, the reality was that the figure was much closer to £4million – the balance was made up of the notional amount that it would cost to fulfil all those retail vouchers if they ever turned up. In hindsight, the directors should only have declared actual debts on the Statement of Affairs that accompanies every administration, not all of the potential contingent liabilities. But to be honest, by that point I was past caring.

The aftermath

As it so often happens, while the business was going down my personal life was on the way up, and I married my second husband, Chris, on 2 July 2005, giving birth to my fourth son, Michael, on 25 July, just a week before the company ultimately went down.

You would think that seeing your company go into administration after a two and a half-year battle would be the end of one very long business nightmare. But the reality, as I found out the hard way, is that your nightmare has often only just begun.

I soon learned to rue the day that we chose to appoint the particular administrators of Red Letter Days, unaware that they would have a huge influence on how the case was reported to the DTI. The DTI, renamed BERR (Department for Business Enterprise & Regulatory Reform) in June 2007, investigate all companies which enter into administration, in particular how the company’s affairs were run by its directors in the lead-up to its demise. If the DTI finds any ‘unfit conduct’, it has the power to disqualify you from becoming a director again for a minimum of two years and a maximum of 15 years. There were certainly a number of parties who, having driven the last nails into my coffin, would have loved to have seen it buried for 15 years by the DTI.

The administrators chose to base all of their findings on the limited knowledge of the only two directors remaining within the business: one an operations director (who, I suspect, had little in depth knowledge of how the refinancing of the company had been managed); the other, someone who had been on sabbatical for much of the period concerned.

Despite having been the person most closely and consistently involved in the company’s financial affairs throughout the entire period, I was not consulted by the administration team once during its investigations, and therefore (unsurprisingly), when their report to the DTI was finally issued, not only was it full of inaccuracies on virtually every aspect of events leading up to the administration, it also emphatically placed all the blame on me for what had gone wrong.

Forget all you read about Gordon Brown ‘wanting to make Britain more tolerant of business failure’ and ‘more like the USA’ in its attitude to entrepreneurs who fail. The Red Letter Days crash had been extremely high profile, and as I was one of Britain’s most famous entrepreneurs at the time (having just appeared on two series of BBC TV’s Dragons’ Den), I suspect the DTI would have just loved to have displayed my head on a pole in the shiny foyer of their Victoria Street offices. So much so, that, according to my lawyers, the DTI put a solicitor on the Red Letter Days case full time for 18 months, in an attempt to obtain a prosecution against me.

It’s really tempting, when you receive a long letter from the DTI, asking all sorts of leading questions, to bash off an angry and indignant reply, and in fact that’s exactly what I started doing. I had fought tooth and nail to save that business, and had put literally everything I had into trying to bring it back into health. To now be accused of wrong-doing really added insult to injury. But a voice inside me said: ‘Rachel, don’t be your normal impetuous self. Hold back and handle this properly – or you may live to regret it.’

Instead, I sent the DTI letter to a close friend and asked him for his advice. He referred me to an expert in the field, who in turn referred me to a lawyer called Ian Grier of the legal firm SGH, the top lawyers in helping directors fight DTI prosecution cases, and a guru in his field. Thankfully, although things were very financially stretched after the Red Letter Days crash, I had a significant tax repayment due to me from one of my earlier Dragons’ Den investments where the company subsequently failed, and I just knew I had to get the best legal representation I could.

My co-directors weren’t half as bothered. Despite the fact that we all received an identical letter, and that a director’s disqualification applies to all the board members, none of them was particularly interested in appointing SGH to represent them – let alone meet any part of the fees – preferring instead to send in their individual (and to my mind) sketchy responses to the DTI's letter. The only contribution I received to my eventual £20,000 legal bill was a measly £400 cheque.

My husband has always laughed at me for being a bit of a hoarder, but on this occasion it was my obsession for throwing nothing away that came to my rescue. I had had the foresight to get my PA to extract 18 archive boxes of files and other paperwork from Red Letter Days’ offices and deliver these to my home a few weeks before the company finally crashed. On the advice of SGH, we put together a reply to the DTI so painstakingly detailed and comprehensive that it ran to over 300 pages, containing copies of every accountant’s report, insolvency advice letter, financial report and cash flow forecast that had been produced in the entire two and a half-year period. Documents that I don’t think the administrators even had a clue existed.

After 18 months of investigation (and the DTI only have two years after a company has gone into administration to issue proceedings), during which the DTI held meetings with eight external parties in an attempt to uncover evidence, they dropped the case against the directors.

So brilliant were SGH at fighting my corner that I now wish I had appointed them to advise me way before Red Letter Days crashed. With hindsight, I know that with Ian and his team’s help I could almost certainly have found a solution to the company’s problems. But entrepreneurs are optimistic creatures and I always felt, practically right up to the very last minute on the day we went into administration, that a solution would be found. In business there is often an incredibly fine line between success and failure.

So I started out at the age of 24 with nothing and 16 years later ended up with virtually nothing (in purely monetary terms) except the experience of the most incredible rollercoaster ride that is ‘being an entrepreneur’.

Although, to be fair, I had also acquired a certain ‘celebrity entrepreneur’ status via my appearance on the first two series of Dragons’ Den, which was already starting to generate me substantials fees for speaking events and endorsement deals – along with a fair degree of the kind of personal wealth that comes from earning a good salary and a few good dividend payouts over a number of years.

When my business folded, many people sent me their condolences, as if the loss of Red Letter Days was the most terrible thing that could ever have happened to me, akin to the death of a loved one. When I was fighting to save the business that was how I saw ‘failure’ too. But other, more enlightened, observers simply said to me, ‘Rachel, you’ll look back on this period in years to come and realise that this is probably the best thing that ever happened to you.’

I now realise that, similar to my time at Andersen’s 20 years earlier, there comes a time to let go in order to allow new opportunities to flow into your life. In some respect, we are constantly being given the training and opportunities that will equip us for the next stage in our life. It is all part of the process that allows us to grow.

Those final two and a half years before the crash of Red Letter Days were horrible and were indeed my personal business nightmare. I discuss much of what happened to me during this time throughout the chapters in this book, relating it to the experiences of others – proving that, however bad it gets, someone has always been there before you. Suffice it to say, I learned more in those last years of Red Letter Days about business than I learned in the entire previous decade. But I would not wish the experience on anyone.

I will end my story with my favourite inspirational piece by Theodore Roosevelt, which I think perfectly sums up my own entrepreneurial journey:



It is not the critic who counts: nor the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly, who errs and comes up short again and again, because there is no effort without error or shortcoming, but who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions, who spends himself for a worthy cause; who, at the best, knows, in the end, the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he fails, at least he fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.
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