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            PREFACE

         
 
         The British business world had never known  anything like it. It was April 1987, and the lecture  hall at the City University Business School was full of  young budding business giants, and established financial  analysts from the City itself. They were about to be given  an entertaining lesson in how to make it in business by a  man who was already a multimillionaire, having just  turned 40 a matter of weeks before. It was to be a  charismatic, direct and honest performance. Most of all,  though, it was to be a truly instructive evening, one that  will no doubt have served all those present well in their  personal quests. Indeed, it’s fair to say that the speaker  was not so much going to give them a wake-up call, as  chuck a bucket of ice-cold water over them.
         

         ‘The priority in life is to keep an eye on the business  and not to get lured into the social high life, being exhibited around by the groupie-type poseurs who wish to be seen with the new blue-eyed boy,’ he told the aspiring entrepreneurs. Were any of those youngsters dreaming of working for the man in front of them in the future, they were given a succinct account of what that would entail. ‘In our company we attract people who either catch on very quickly or they last two minutes. When they catch on, they understand the entrepreneurial flair of the company and see their colleagues using innovative ways and methods to achieve their tasks, not conforming to the standards that are written down in the books, but by cutting corners, taking a few risks.’ He added that ‘we don’t want any corporate wimps’. Some members of the audience shuffled somewhat uncomfortably in their seats.
         

         Turning to his own personal image, he said, ‘For some reason, I have been called a barrow boy. I would take great exception to that if my ambition in life was to be seen daily at Annabel’s with Lord and Lady Beseenwith. However, in a way, marketing is just like a stall in Petticoat Lane. Frankly, it is no different. The owner of the stall is offering his or her wares. The sales pitch, albeit very rural and loud, is no different than some high-cost advertising agency may apply.’ He went on to outline more of his personal business manifesto, pouring more scorn on corporate culture, on ‘up-market yuppies’ and ‘hi-tech ramble’.
         

         Once a company has created a winning product, he said, there is no room for complacency or patting oneself on the back. He said he had witnessed this many times in his industry: a bit of success leaving a firm ‘feeling their boat has come in and nothing can topple them from the Cloud Cuckoo Land they are in’. Instead, ‘you knock the living daylights out of the thing, as opportunities come very seldom and you make the most of things when the opportunity allows’. By this time, it seemed he had the audience in the palm of his hand.
         

         He even found time to attack other companies, and had no respect for big names in doing so. Once more, he told it as he saw it. ‘In the USA we sold goods to Sears,’ he snarled. ‘The mighty Sears, where the left hand does not know what the right hand is doing. They obtained the marketing rights to our word processor, ordered shiploads and stored them in a warehouse in stacks nearly as high as the Sears Tower in Chicago.’ He then outlined how he felt Sears had taken its eye off the ball and let Amstrad down. ‘This is a case of big not being beautiful,’ he snapped. ‘The Sears Tower has 100-odd floors and I think they have that many layers of management.’

         He concluded the speech by summing up the culture of his company. In doing so he managed both to mock the overelaborate slogans many large corporations used, and to be humorously to the point about his own company’s philosophy. ‘Pan Am takes good care of you. Marks & Spencer loves you. IBM says the customer is king. At Amstrad, we want your money!’ He stepped down from the podium to spectacular applause. The Times roundly praised his performance in the following morning’s edition, under the headline ‘A Recipe for Sweet Success’. It had been a memorable performance. The following year, City University awarded him an honorary degree.
         

         Several years later, he would once more spell out a basic business philosophy. ‘We’re interested in the mass-merchandising of anything,’ he said. ‘If there was a market in mass-produced nuclear weapons, we’d market them too.’
         

         Two decades later, he would deliver his own business wisdom in a similarly forthright style to aspiring millionaires on a television show, by which time the fortunes he had made as a 40-year-old would seem small change.
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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         ‘Is there a Sugar “brand”?’ Sir Alan Sugar was once asked.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Tate & Lyle’ was his impatient reply.
 
         He is not a man keen on overt analysis. His most memorable lines of self-description on The Apprentice concerned more what he was not, rather than what he was. ‘Mary Poppins I am not,’ he told contestants, before adding, ‘I don’t like liars. I don’t like cheats. I don’t like bullshitters. I don’t like schmoozers and I don’t like arse-lickers.’ However, one thing that he told them that he definitely was was a one-off. ‘Don’t start telling me that you’re just like me, because no one’s like me; I’m unique,’ he declared. There was of course always plenty of theatre and bravado on both sides of the boardroom table during The Apprentice, but this ‘unique’ claim was not without merit. Such is the breadth of areas that Sugar has worked in that his life has proved to be something of a one-off. But who is Sir Alan Sugar? To some, he is the man who has become synonymous with the phrase ‘You’re fired’, thanks to the smash-hit success of The Apprentice. To others, he is still associated with football, thanks to his eventful time in charge of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club. Then there is his property empire and his private-jet company. Of late, he has also become something of a political figure, working alongside Gordon Brown on several projects. And, of course, Alan Sugar is the man who rose from a humble beginning in the East End of London to form the electronics company Amstrad, and go on to amass a fortune that runs comfortably into the hundreds of millions of pounds.
         
 
         With an almost snarling determination, Sugar has built his business empire and personal wealth in breathtaking style. His is a truly, classically inspiring tale of ambition, energy and brainpower. On occasion, he has described himself as a ‘salesman’, and it is true that Sugar has an uncanny ability to sell. Even at school, his headmaster had noted, and been bowled over by, Sugar’s powers of persuasion. If your life depended on a sale being made, you’d want Sir Alan to be the man knocking on the front doors. However, there is so much more to Sugar than a simple salesman. He has an extraordinary eye for all aspects of business, from planning to the legal side and far beyond.
 
         He also has a refreshing honesty, and a wonderfully straightforward, yet evocative turn of phrase. When asked to describe the person who bought his early computer models, he said, ‘He looks at this thing, with its whacking great big keyboard and a monitor, and he has visions of a girl at Gatwick airport where he checks himself in for his holidays. And he thinks, “That’s a real computer, not this pregnant calculator thing over there called a Sinclair.”’ A good description: what it lacks in romance it more than makes up for in honesty and focus. To know your market is a key business asset. Sugar knows his like the back of his hand. Further honesty was apparent when he gave another lecture in 1987, and told his audience how he first learned what P/E ratios are. To the uninitiated, P/E stands for ‘price-to-earnings’, and represents the ratio between the share’s price and its actual earnings. However, as Sugar explained, he was somewhat confused when he had been asked in 1979 what his P/E ratios were. ‘The last time I heard the expressions “PE”,’ he recalled thinking, ‘I was at secondary school and it meant physical education.’ So, when he was asked what Amstrad’s P/E was, he replied, ‘Twenty press-ups every morning.’ He would soon learn what all this jargon meant, though, and, in doing so, show the City experts just who was boss.
         
 
         Just as Sir Alan has an incredible sense of business, so does he have a refined sense of timing. It was Andy Warhol who said, ‘Making money is art and working is art and good business is the best art of all.’ In 21st-century Britain, the entrepreneur has assumed a whole  new wave of glamour. Previously, young people mostly dreamed of becoming the next rock star, movie actor, supermodel or footballer. To them, the thought of becoming a millionaire through good honest business graft was not as appealing as these more glamorous routes to riches. However, thanks to a raft of new television shows in which the worlds of business and reality television are wonderfully intertwined, the entrepreneur has become a far more admirable and – whisper it quietly – sexy figure! Shows such as Dragons’ Den and American Inventor have become hugely popular and the multimillionaires who star on these shows have become almost as famous as rock stars. As one of Britain’s most brilliant businessmen, it is quite fitting that Sugar should have been at the forefront of this new trend with his acclaimed popular television series The Apprentice. 
         
 
         And who else could have done it? Would Rupert Murdoch have been able to charm television audiences the way that the Amstrad man has? Does Richard Branson possess the necessary snarl-ability to be at the helm of a show such as The Apprentice? Meanwhile, the Dragons of the Den are all immensely enjoyable television figures, but they work only as a team. None has sufficient individual charisma to work on the screen alone, as Sugar does. When they have tried to go it alone – as Peter Jones did with the ITV show Tycoon – they got harsh reminders that they do not have the Sugar-factor, and so they have had to return to the successful formula of teamwork, in Dragons’ Den.
         
 
         All the same, there was no doubt that enterprise had become sexy and Sugar has seen this trend coming a while back, saying, ‘The UK is poised for more enterprise. Not everyone can be an entrepreneur, but people have a fixation that Shell or BP are the backbone of the country. They’re not. The actual backbone of the country is Fred with six employees in the garden centre, or in the garage. They’re the ones who employ the majority of people in this country. Being employed in the old-fashioned way isn’t that available any more. People have got to start thinking about doing things for themselves.’ Just as he has caught this cultural trend brilliantly, so has Sugar managed to reflect in many ways the prevailing political climate that he is operating in. As he rose to prominence in the 1970s, he was, in many people’s eyes, the ultimate Thatcherite, her vision personified. Here was a hungry young businessman who was willing to slog hard, take risks and shake up restrictive business practices in return for success and financial riches. No respecter of any bureaucratic nonsense or establishment figures, Sugar wanted to get to the top on his terms – and fast.
 
         ‘There’s a new breed of person coming up – the likely lad,’ Sugar said with a smile during the Thatcher years. ‘You see it in the City and everywhere. It’s no longer Mr Heathcote-Smythe’s son who’s getting the job.’ No wonder, then, that, rather than becoming part of the establishment, Sugar was dubbed as part of a ‘disestablishment’. No wonder, then, that he received praise from the Thatcher administration. Lord Young, who was Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, said, ‘He’s one of a new breed of British entrepreneurs. I would like to see people like that as role models for young people coming into business. I want people to say, “Damn it, if he can do it, I can.”’
         
 
         Not that Sugar was entirely reciprocal. He insists there were never any barriers to his progress, under Labour or the Conservatives. He was also keen to avoid lazy generalisations, such as making the 1980s the decade of business. He believes that people are born the way they are, and they continue to be the way they are beyond decades. However, it remains the case that Sugar’s ascent coincided neatly with that of Thatcher’s, and that many saw him as a product of her times.
 
         However, come the 21st century and the aftermath of Tony Blair’s reign, Sugar again chimed with the political climate of the hour when he became a close confidant of Labour Prime Minister Gordon Brown. The new PM appointed Sugar to a business leaders’ council. ‘Let me tell you, this fellow is no mug,’ said Sugar. He had long understood that the Labour Party would have to change if it was to retake power. ‘The Left cannot be as our fathers would remember it in the old days. If the Labour government comes in, their policies will have to be virtually the same.’ These remarkably prescient words were spoken more than seven years before Tony Blair, New Labour through and through, came to power.
         
 
         Sugar started in business young, and his tender years would surprise many as he took the business world by storm. When he made his first business trip to Japan at the age of 21, the Japanese businessman with whom he had been dealing by Telex asked him whether he had come with his father. He couldn’t get his head around the fact that he was dealing with a 21-year-old businessman. Once he’d made it, Sugar had no such anti-youth worries. Speaking of a female employee whom he hired at the age of 19, he said, ‘She is mustard. Unbelievable. I’d match her against any businessman in the world. Personally, I would trust her with all my money.’
 
         Needless to say, he’s a canny operator. An early business trick of Sugar’s – and one that was to remain for some time – was to lure customers into stores by advertising low-price or ‘lead-in’ products, and then make sure that next to the cheap product was a superior and more expensive version. ‘The salesman “Dixonises” them,’ said Sugar of how this would play out at his favourite retailers. ‘He jumps on them and says, “Well, that one is the all-singing, all-dancing, more powerful, double-cassette, blah-de-blah.” Nine times out of ten the customer will pay it off on credit, which works out at £1 a month more for the better one. The truth is we advertise the target lead-in price products, knowing that they will often end up being the lower sales.’ Indeed, not only did Sugar have a strong grasp of what went on in stores such as Dixons, but he also had an intensive relationship with the retailers. Someone who sat in on a meeting between Sugar and Dixons said, ‘These were not meetings where you would want to talk unless you had to because you would get ripped apart – by your own side if not the other. They were fighting over volume and percentage points for hours and hours.’ The air would turn blue, and desks would be thumped. However, the same eyewitness said that, after slagging each other off throughout the meeting, often for hours on end, Sugar and the Dixons people would then step outside the meeting room and laugh about the whole thing.
         
 
         Because, contrary to how he might come across on The Apprentice, Sugar is not a grumpy man. For the sake of making good television, his grumpy demeanour has been a major selling point for the show. True, he would not claim to be the most smiley man in the world, but those closest to him speak of a witty, generous and light-hearted man who is a million miles from the grump of Apprentice boardroom fame. However, the demands of television producers dictate that a moody and fearsome Sir Alan will make far better viewing on a reality show, so that is the side of him that is emphasised. ‘What you see on screen is me, there’s no question of that,’ Sugar said. ‘But it is the side of me the BBC chooses to show. There is more light-hearted banter, which hits the cutting-room  floor because it doesn’t put bums on seats. It’s a one-way portrayal, not the whole of me.’
         
 
         There are wider issues at play, too, in this image that has built up around him. When it was once pointed out to him that, in publicity photographs, he was traditionally pictured with a somewhat unhappy expression on his face, Sugar explained the thinking behind this tactic. He said that he’d been advised that, if there are photographs of him smiling in circulation, then should any of his business ventures go bust, leaving people out of work, you could guarantee that the newspapers would run the story with a photograph of him smiling or laughing.
 
         Returning to those fuming Dixons meetings, and their humorous, peaceful aftermath, this shows that, despite his grumpy image, there is something special about Sugar’s personality that means there is a far warmer undercurrent beneath the gruff front. Many Amstrad staff at one point were perceived to be imitating the direct-talking style of their leader. But, according to one retail contact, they got only half of the impersonation right. ‘They imitated his aggressiveness, the most obvious side of his character, without having the intelligence to know that beneath it was a very perceptive, humorous, intelligent guy.’ As an Amstrad insider put it, when Sugar told customers to ‘bugger off’, he did so with a twinkle in his eye. It was all part of the theatre.
 
         Sugar, when asked for further reason for his sour reputation, pointed to the unpleasant experiences he had in the football world during his time at Tottenham Hotspur. ‘I think the poor reputation I had, sometimes deservedly, of “needing a charisma bypass”, as someone once put it, was brought about by the horrible people that I had to deal with in that industry,’ he said. ‘It made me a very tight and protective person, not wanting to speak to anybody, thinking everybody’s got an angle, everybody’s out to try to get me. So I think coming out of that environment has released in me a much better person. I used to be quite a good joker and enjoy having a laugh but a lot of my friends said to me, “Since you’ve been involved in bloody Tottenham you’ve changed.” I did. It was a wasted ten years of my life. It was a problem given to my family. No one deserved it really.’
         
 
         There was indeed much less to smile about than he would have hoped for during his time in football. In 1991, he became chairman of Tottenham Hotspur FC and it was to prove a controversial time. True, he made many friends in the game but there were plenty of fallings-out, too. He remains defiant about those who have badmouthed him. ‘Oh, do me a favour,’ he snapped when asked about some less than kind words a footballer had said about him. ‘Listen to a fucking football player? Will you get real? I don’t know why you’re wasting your breath talking about what a fucking football player says. They’re scum, total scum. They’re bigger scum than journalists, don’t you understand? They don’t know what honesty or loyalty is. They’re the biggest scum that walk on this planet and, if they weren’t football players, most of them would be in prison, it’s as simple as that.’ This was, to borrow and adapt a football term, route-one talk, but he hadn’t finished. ‘Do not believe a word that comes out of their mouths. All they’re interested in is themselves. Totally themselves! What money’s in their pocket!’
         
 
         This sort of language shows both his streetwise nature, and the strength that has allowed him to succeed. However, ‘scum’ footballers are far from the only obstacles he has faced on his road to riches. Jealousy has proved to be just as formidable an opponent. For, unlike America – which was the birthplace of the Apprentice series with Donald Trump as Sugar’s forerunner – it seems Britain remains a country with a virulent strain of envy in it. The old comparison that when British people see a man driving a Rolls-Royce they sneer at him while when American people see a man driving a Rolls-Royce they cheer him stands as strong as ever in the 21st century. As someone who has done better than most with his life, Sugar is probably all too aware that with success comes envy.
         
 
         However, it is to be hoped that the interest in shows such as The Apprentice and Dragons’ Den will lead to a more balanced way of looking at successful businesspeople. Could it be that, in the future, British people begin to view those who make a success of their lives with admiration, and also with a curiosity: how can we learn from these people so we too can raise ourselves up? Could it be that this change has already begun to happen, and that Britain is already a far less resentful nation? If so, it would be partly thanks to Sugar, who helped kickstart the country’s newfound respect for the businesspeople. Another factor that has helped bring around this change is the growth in ‘you can do it too’ self-help/business books. More and more millionaires are sharing their secrets, and encouraging people to try to follow their example and emulate their success. Dragons Peter Jones, Duncan Bannatyne, James Caan and Theo Paphitis are among the high-profile men to follow this publishing path. However, the shelves of your local bookstore are straining under the weight of books that promise to turn the mere mortal into the millionaire. As for Sugar, he’s been generous with advice and support since long before it became fashionable or profitable. Not that he is a fan of business self-help books. ‘I’ve never been a great believer in [them],’ he said. ‘I am a firm believer that, if you’ve got what it takes, you’ll have a feeling in your gut, a hunger in your belly – and you’ll know you want to be your own boss.’ But those who have interviewed him, or simply those who know him, often tell stories of how he offered them, or those close to them, advice on how to get ahead in business. He has also returned to his school in Hackney to give encouragement and advice to today’s pupils. Never one to kick the ladder away, Sugar has instead held that ladder firm for those who are trying to climb it.
         
 
         Do not let his boardroom snappiness fool you: when the time is appropriate, Sir Alan is a man of kindness and generosity. He is a man of charity, too. As with some other wealthy and successful men, he regularly gives his time, expertise and money to fine causes. For instance, he donates to Jewish Care, a prestigious charity that looks after the elderly, frail, sick and vulnerable members of the Jewish community across London and the southeast with an enormous range of services and activities. In 1994, he donated £1.1 million to an old people’s home in Ilford. The valuable work of Jewish Care has drawn praise from some fine quarters. For instance, former Prime Minister Tony Blair said, ‘Jewish Care is not just Jewish values in action: it is actually the best of British values in action. You can be really, really proud of the work that you do.’
         
 
         Sir Alan can also be proud of the work of the Alan Sugar Foundation. To take the accounts from just one year: it donated £297,000 to Redbridge Jewish Youth and Community Centre, and £150,000 to the United Synagogue Educational Trust’s Redbridge School. Other gifts included £50,000 to Jewish Care, £25,000 to the Ravenswood Foundation, £10,000 to the Jews’ College, London, and £5,000 to the National Youth Theatre. He virtually single-handedly saved Chigwell Synagogue from a debt of £200,000 by cleverly investing money and paying the interest, tax-free, into a charity set up for the synagogue. When the debt was paid off, he reclaimed his capital.
         
 
         Even within the strictly business sphere, Sir Alan has shown a remarkable ability to put the company’s interests ahead of his own. For instance, in the mid-1980s, Amstrad’s profits were getting higher and higher, thanks to the company’s successful computer operations. His financial advisers were urging him to increase further the level of the dividends paid out to Amstrad shareholders. Taking this step, he was told, would silence those in the City who were critical of Amstrad. He was having none of it, despite the fact that, with a shareholding of nearly 50 per cent, Sugar himself would have enjoyed a colossal personal payday had he followed their advice.
         
 
         Similarly, in July 1985, Amstrad ran its first share-option scheme for employees. Many companies offer such schemes to their staff, as it’s a good way of rewarding loyalty and encouraging hard work. However, few offer share options as widely within their walls as Amstrad did. Roughly one in ten of the staff from around the world, from directors right down to the most junior staff, was included. In total, 11.551 million shares were offered and the dividend three years later was to the value of around half a million pounds each. At the next annual general meeting, institutional investors expressed their disquiet at the level of generosity Sugar had shown. He brushed off their criticisms, and stood by his decision. Even on a personal level, Sugar has shown loyalty to his staff. For instance, it seems he even helped one senior employee save his marriage.
         
 
         He doesn’t simply put his money where his mouth is, then: it seems he also invests his time. ‘I personally believe you have to plough something back,’ he said of the talks he has often given to young business students. ‘It’s the easiest thing in the world to write out a cheque, and of course that just deals with your conscience. I feel I go beyond that by actually wanting to get involved at a grassroots level. I talk to young people about enterprise and try to share with them how I made it and how they might be able to make it. I go anywhere within reason once a month, because they are an audience willing to listen.’
 
         Something that Sir Alan can be – and is – proud of is his close and loving family. Far from his relatives being a mere sideshow in his life, he has made them his priority and far more important than his businesses. Asked for advice about how to make it to the top in business, he said, ‘Put your loved ones, not your profit margin, centre-stage.’ It is certainly advice that he has followed closely himself. He married his wife Ann in 1968, and those close to the Sugars speak of her with enormous warmth, respect and fondness. As does her husband. ‘Ann is respected by everyone,’ said Sugar proudly. ‘She is the opposite of me but we complement each other and she can read me like a book. She knows when I have a lot on my mind and is happy to let me sit watching TV while I wind down. Sometimes when I get home on a Friday night my head is still pounding with the problems of the week.’
         
 
         A family friend said, ‘She’s very much the family’s anchor and Alan’s personal anchor. They are still very close and loving with each other, which adds to Alan’s strength as a businessman.’
 
         Just as Sir Alan is a loving husband, so too is he a devoted father. Sometimes, the children of the rich can become greedy brats, but Sir Alan is justly proud of how grounded and level-headed his children are. ‘I wanted them to see how the rest of the world live, to realise they have a privileged life,’ he said a few years ago. ‘I think they are all fairly well balanced. Ann and I wanted them to grow up with the same values that we had. I figure, once they’ve got past a certain stage and they’re not out beating up old ladies, then you’ve won. They are really down-to-earth, nice people, don’t sling their weight around. They’ve never been the Ferrari-driving, cocaine-sniffing, party-going type. They’ve got the right values.’ Summing up the relationship between family and business, he said, ‘You want them both settled. A happy balance. I was brought up with true family values. We were poor but we had standards. And my wife Ann came from a similar background. That’s why we’ve been together 37 years.’ And, in 2008, they held a lavish celebration of their 40th wedding anniversary surrounded by friends and family, the most important thing to them both.
         
 
         Throughout his career, Sir Alan has received plaudits and awards for his business work. He was voted the Guardian’s Young Businessman of the Year in 1984, at the age of 37. The crowing glory came when he was knighted in 2000, for services to business. He said, ‘I think it shows how someone can start from a humble background and go on to be very successful. It is just a great shame that my mum and dad can’t be around to see what happened.’ A shame indeed, for the story of ‘what happened’ with this man’s incredible life is gripping and inspiring.
         
 
         This, then, is the incredible story of Sir Alan Sugar. The rags-to-riches story of how this incredible man moved from his East End childhood boiling beetroots for the local greengrocer, to his knighthood and seat at the table of former Prime Minister Gordon Brown. It covers all the drama, excitement and inspiration as he amasses an estimated net worth of £830 million and a place in the Sunday Times Rich List. Along the way, it proves handsomely that, when he boasted to Apprentice contestants that he is ‘unique’, he was – to use an apt term – very much on the money. 
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            CHAPTER ONE
 
            YOU’RE SIRED!

         
 
         With the dark shadow of the Second World War still cast over the planet, 1947 was still an eventful year. The future Queen of England, Princess Elizabeth, married the Duke of Edinburgh, a crashed UFO was found in the desert in Roswell, leading to decades of speculation among conspiracy theorists and alien obsessives, and the United Nations General Assembly voted to partition Palestine between Arabs and Jews, a move that resulted in the creation of the State of Israel. There were some notable births that year, too, including pop stars David Bowie and Elton John, as well as future US politicians Hillary Rodham Clinton and actor-cum-politician Arnold Schwarzenegger.
         
 
         And, on 24 March 1947, Sir Alan Michael Sugar was born in Hackney, east London, a man who was to become not just an immensely successful businessman, but also a television star, generous charity benefactor and all-out national treasure. It was a difficult birth and, in the end, he was delivered via caesarean section at the Hackney Hospital. He was the fourth child that Nathan and Fay’s marriage produced, joining twins Derek and Daphne, and eldest sister Shirley in the clan. There had been shock in the Sugar household when it was discovered that Fay, then 38, was pregnant, as it had been a full 11 years since her previous child was born. After the Caesarean birth, Fay spent three weeks recovering in hospital, and she recalled that her newborn son was suitably bossy and noisy from the start.
         
 
         One of London’s most famous boroughs, Hackney was a strangely suitable surrounding for this future business giant’s first steps in the world. A rough-and-ready yet charming and charismatic area, it is much like Sugar himself. Other celebrities to have been born in, or lived in, Hackney, include the star of the Carry On films and East Enders Barbara Windsor, actor Ray Winstone, Ronnie and Reggie Kray, footballer Ron Chopper Harris, and X Factor star Leona Lewis. It is fitting that the borough has such a star-studded alumni, as it also has many cultural attractions, including the Hackney Empire theatre, which Sugar has played a large part in supporting. He is now a patron of the plush, charming theatre. Built on Mare Street in Hackney in 1901, this Grade II listed building has played host to such luminaries as Charlie Chaplin, W C Fields, Stan Laurel and Marie Lloyd. During his smash-hit television series The Apprentice, Sugar has regularly built tasks around the Hackney Empire, bringing both attention and funds to this national institution.
         
 
         So what was the future tycoon like as a youngster? Sugar was reportedly a quiet child, his noisiness as a baby notwithstanding, and many recall him as a bit of a loner, which is perhaps unsurprising given the 11-year age gap between him and his nearest sibling. He must have in a sense felt like an only child, and his siblings may have seemed more like adults than contemporaries. He would attempt to tag along with his brother Derek’s gang, but naturally the teenage Derek was not exactly overjoyed to have someone 12 years his junior cramping his style. In day-to-day life, it was normally his sister Daphne who paid him most attention.
 
         It was Daphne who looked after him the most, too. In David Thomas’s excellent book Alan Sugar – The Amstrad Story, there is an amusing tale about his first day at primary school. Sugar’s sister Daphne took him along to school, and was shocked when he returned home at 11am. It seemed the youngster thought that morning play meant the school day had finished. Because he failed to pass the 11+ exam, Sugar was not eligible to enrol at a grammar school, and instead he went to the Joseph Priestley secondary. The school merged with another establishment soon after Alan enrolled, and the new institution was called Brooke House. There, he enjoyed a wonderfully varied educational experience. As he told David Thomas, ‘I could still to this day build a brick wall if I had to. And I can still recite parts of Shakespeare. I can turn a lathe and read or draw a technical drawing. It was an amazing school.’ He enjoyed studying science and engineering, and also took great pleasure from the classes in metalwork and technical drawing. Those who taught him back then were later to express surprise that he had made such a success of his life, as they found him in no way extraordinary during his childhood.
         
 
         One of Sugar’s earliest childhood memories is an unhappy one. As with a lot of people, some of his most vivid recollections of his earliest years revolve around a brush with illness that was to require medical attention. ‘It’s a bad memory,’ he sighs. ‘I was six and I was dumped in this cot in Hackney Hospital to have my adenoids out. I screamed and shouted, saying I should be in a proper bed, not a cot, ’cos I was six. I was still screaming when they put the mask over my face. Afterwards, my mother promised me I’d never have to go to hospital again. She conned me. A year later, I was in the same hospital, having my tonsils out.’ In later years, Sugar has joked that he sometimes feels like a hypochondriac. Certainly, his appearances on Friday Night with Jonathan Ross always seem to contain a noteworthy level of medical chatter.
         
 
         Sugar is proud of his Hackney heritage, and feels it has very much shaped who he is as both a person and a businessman. ‘I can’t help the way I am,’ he states firmly. Indeed, he wonders, why he would want to. ‘My East End background might have made me a little rough round the edges, but that’s not something I can do anything about. It was good training for reality; it kept me down to earth and taught me to quickly appraise situations and assess propositions.’
         
 
         Those who have worked alongside Sugar, and also those who have been his rivals down the years, will attest to his sharp brain, and ability to analyse matters very wisely and efficiently. Even as his level of fortune and fame has rocketed skywards, he has always kept it real. ‘I suppose the most telling thing about me is that I’ve been married to the same woman for 30 years,’ he said, a few years ago. ‘That’s unusual for someone as rich and successful as me. But that’s because I’ve kept the same values I had when I lived in a council house. I’ve come across people who went to the same cockney school as me. And I see them 30 years on, and they talk as if they went to Eton. And I know these are the same ratbags I sat next to at school in Hackney.’
 
         Indeed, because there is no getting away from the reality that Sugar’s childhood was by no means an entirely comfortable one, certainly not in financial terms. For instance, his parents refused to buy him a copy of the Beano comic, reasoning that he would throw it away once he had read it, and therefore it would be a waste of money. This atmosphere must have been an early jolt to his entrepreneurial spirit. As he put it himself, ‘If you wanted pocket money you had to get it yourself.’ Perhaps it is the way he rose from relatively humble beginnings to become such a successful and wealthy entrepreneur that makes him justifiably impatient with the excuses that some people throw up when explaining their own lack of success. ‘I fought my way out of poverty and I remain convinced that others can do likewise too,’ he has said.
         
 
         However, amid the poverty that he fought his way out of, there were also some advantages, and ones that belong very much to a bygone era, perhaps never to be repeated. Sugar recalls this era, and its positive points, with a tangible wistfulness. ‘We lived in the council blocks and we did all the good things. You could play in the streets, playgrounds, build bikes and carts. You can’t roam around in these terrible times we live in now.’ This East End spirit is one that many of those who hark from that area in that era will attest to, and Sugar mourns its loss in modern Britain. Not that Sugar is in anyway blind in his love of the area he came from, and the people who lived there back then. He feels he differs from some people that have come from his background. For instance, when asked whether he would drive further to go to a petrol station where the fuel was a few pennies cheaper, he insisted he would not. ‘No, no, no, no. Definitely not. And nor would I work out which is the cheapest mobile-phone operator and all that nonsense,’ he snapped.
         
 
         He went on to explain that he felt people from his neck of the woods – even the successful ones – often had this tight-fistedness. Not him, though. ‘Those kinds of people wind me up terribly,’ he roars. ‘If they applied their ingenuity to their businesses, they would be making far more money than what they think they’re saving. I couldn’t give a monkey’s. If I had to go to a foreign-exchange kiosk, I’d just walk up and say I want £200 in dollars – I wouldn’t even look at the rate of exchange. But I’ve seen lots of other people from my sort of background who have become successful but there’s still a stinginess about them, a stinginess that was needed when they were at their grass roots but they can’t get it out of their system. I got it out of my system as soon as I could afford things.’
         
 
         He has also spoken out tetchily about how he is still approached by people who claim they knew him in Hackney ‘back in the day’, but who he doesn’t remember. As you can imagine, the straight-talking Sugar gives them short shrift. ‘You can see them coming from the corner of your eye. He or she has been staring at you all night. No, not plucking up courage, these people are the worst, they are rude, they butt in, they have no common courtesy at all. They say something like “You know my uncle in Hackney.” I say, “Oh, really?” “Yes, he says you know him very well.” Then they rattle off a name. I say, “No, I don’t know him, I’ve never heard of him.” “Oh, but you do know him.” “I don’t know him, I’m sorry.” “But you went to school with him, you must know him.” Then I get a bit annoyed. Yes, sometimes I can be rude. I would probably say, “Well, I don’t know him so clear off,” or words to that effect.’ This tendency would lead to a rather amusing episode concerning Rupert Murdoch later in his life.
         
 
         Meanwhile, largely eschewing the after-school activities that were on offer at his various educational establishments, the young Alan Sugar preferred to head home and pursue some of his interests, pastimes and hobbies, which included photography and cooking. Both would soon be turned into more professional interests, and rather profitable ones at that. He began to make ginger beer at home, and sold it to his fellow pupils. This was done by feeding a ginger-beer plant each evening. He would then pour out the resulting drink and flog it to friends, undercutting the more expensive big-brand soft drinks such as Coke. He was following the example of his uncle, whom he describes as one of his earliest heroes. ‘At the age of 17, my icon was my Uncle John, because he had a little corner shop in Victoria and was the only person I knew in business. As time goes by, you tend to overtake those people and look back in admiration. I’ve passed Uncle John, Harry the bloke who had the stall around the corner, Fred the chap who had the big electrical store, Bob the bloke who had the big warehouse and Frank the fellow big importer of electronics.’
         
 
         It’s not known whether Sugar believes in astrology, but those who do set store in that field would find much in him to back up their beliefs. Born under the Zodiac sign of Aries, which is suitably enough the Ram, he has gone on to display many of the associated traits: courage, initiative, stubbornness and straightforwardness are all said to be typical among Arians. Those born under this sign are also often said to be opinionated. Anyone who came up against him in The Apprentice boardroom in later years would go along with that. Some of these traits were apparent from an early age. He recalls himself as ‘not a ruffian’, but admits that, even as a child, with him there was ‘always plenty of talk’. Could it be that some of that ‘talk’ was heard by his teachers when he was a schoolboy? Sugar attended the Brooke House School in Upper Clapton, Hackney. In a school report that was released to the media, one of the teachers who taught the young Alan Sugar, a Mr Robinson, gives an insight into what sort of pupil he was. He believes the teenage Sugar was ‘an able boy’ but he continues, ‘He must take more care in the presentation of his work. A great improvement in his ability, but it is often misapplied. Alan is broadening his sphere of activities.’ More interesting and revealing is the passage that covers Sugar’s involvement in the sporting side of the curriculum. The teacher is full of praise for his pupil: ‘A good year’s work’ from Sugar. He adds, ‘Alan has represented the house in football and rugby. He has helped in the organisation of the teams. Well done, Alan.’ Well done, indeed. And how fitting that a man who would go on to run a top-class English football club should have made such a great job in the organisation of football and rugby teams in his school days. If only he was similarly appreciated by the fans of that club.
         
 
         Those school reports emerged in 1997, when Sugar returned to the school, which has since been renamed Hackney Community College, to launch its centre for construction, civil engineering and community education. It was an emotional and inspiring occasion for all. Sugar addressed more than 200 young people and talked to them about opportunities for starting their own businesses. A fun run also took place during the day, passing the old centres of the college, which housed the construction and engineering courses. Sugar, a charismatic speaker even before his Apprentice days, had the audience in the palm of his hand, as he told pupils that success requires ‘hard work, focus and determination’. Naturally, the visit prompted headlines and Sugar’s comments give an insight into how he looks back on his own childhood, and how he wants the best for the children of Hackney, where he took his first steps. He told reporters afterwards, ‘I started out in business in Hackney as a kid and earned a living there as a kid, doing things that the youngsters of Hackney can do here today. I want to burn the spirit of entrepreneurship into them not to lecture them, but actually show them that business can be fun and that the rewards of hard work and common sense can be even more fun.’
         
 
         After speaking to the reporters, Sugar also granted a then rare interview to BBC Radio 4’s flagship Today programme. The sentiments he outlined there give an insight into how he sees the making of all entrepreneurs, including, of course, himself. ‘You cannot make someone into an entrepreneur, just like you can’t make someone a pop singer or an artist,’ he said. ‘It has to be in-built in you; it’s a kind of a nose for things, a smell for things, and then an instinct to do it and a focus.’ Interestingly, within years of his making these statements, reality television was indeed trying to ‘make’ pop stars and entrepreneurs right in front of our very eyes. However, Sugar’s own slice of the reality television cake was about polishing, rather than making, businesspeople.
         
 
         Let us return once more to his own childhood. Sugar insists that his love of business started at a very early age. ‘I’ve been in business since I was a 12-year-old schoolkid, really,’ he said. ‘If there was an opportunity and a demand, I’d be there.’ And, in common with all those who rise to the heights of entrepreneurial brilliance, Sugar found opportunities and demands wherever he looked, even back then. At the tender age of 11, he photographed other children and sold the resulting prints to their grandparents. As we’ve seen, he also made his own ginger beer and sold it to thirsty kids. Sugar went on to clean cars, a more traditional childhood enterprise but one that he went about with the trademark Sugar zeal. Later in life, rather than clean cars, he would be driven round in them, including an exclusive Rolls-Royce Phantom. Returning to the photographic sphere, he flogged repackaged black-and-white film and became something of a professional photographer. He would approach grandparents and offer to photograph their grandchildren for them. He would proudly present them with the finished black-and-white snaps, with ‘Alan Sugar, photographer’ neatly typed on the back. He had found a fertile ground for sales; offering to photograph grandchildren for half a crown, he found the grandparents’ answer was always ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ They could never have enough pictures of their grandchildren.’
         
 
         He was also a paperboy for a while, a job that allowed him to buy himself that copy of the Beano every week if that was what he wanted. By the time he reached the age of 12, the budding businessman would rise at the early hour of 6am to boil beetroot for the local greengrocer. ‘It wasn’t a case of deciding to do that: it was quite common for people who lived in my council block to have a Saturday job, a holiday job, a paper round or whatever,’ he said, keen to play down the significance of the beetroot days. ‘It was necessary – if you wanted your own pocket money you had to go and get it yourself.’ Another job he took was at a local department store. There, his natural brilliance as a salesman came to the fore. He was so good at selling footwear to the customers that he was offered the chance to promote himself from a Saturday job to a full-time job. It wasn’t just his employers who noted his salesman’s tack. Sugar also was described by his headmaster as someone who could sell anything to anyone. He himself had fallen for the charms of the Sugar sales pitch when his pupil asked him if he’d lend him the money to buy a printing machine, so he could produce a school magazine. ‘With your cheek, I will,’ replied his headmaster.
         
 
         He also had a good grasp of mathematics, as many of those who go on to thrive in business are wont to have. He puts this down to a teacher called Mr Grant, whom he still remembers many decades on. ‘I remember Mr Grant, the maths master, because, even though he gave up on me, I managed to pass my [GCE] O-level,’ said the generous Sugar. ‘He was a real eccentric. We used to call him Theta Grant because he made us laugh when he wrote the Greek letter theta on the blackboard. He was accident-prone. He’d come into school with his face smashed in or a broken arm. There were all sorts of rumours going round, but we never found out the cause of his injuries. When I discovered that the maths O-level syllabus involved something called calculus, which was supposed to be really difficult, I was fascinated. I’ve always enjoyed a challenge. I’m a quick learner and have a photographic memory. Within three or four weeks, I became the whiz kid of calculus, which got me through the exam. Grant couldn’t believe it.’
         
 
         His shoe-selling days would be among the final times that Sugar ever worked for someone else. As he said, proudly, ‘I haven’t applied for a job since I was a teenager.’ Although his success and riches have since brought him all manner of luxuries and pleasures, he insists that his original motivation to getting into business was far more down to earth and simple. ‘When I first started out, I wasn’t interested in making a million, I wasn’t thinking about getting a knighthood,’ he said. ‘It was about getting some wheels. I wanted a car – and I wanted to be independent. I was also angry, and probably a bit arrogant. I was sick of putting money in other people’s pockets when I knew I could earn more on my own.’ This anger speaks of an internal frustration with life. Specifically, he feels that it came from seeing how his father had gone about his own working life. ‘I had seen [him] work hard all his life, putting the family first and playing the safe game in order to take care of us.’ Sugar felt that, in a highly important respect, he differed from his father, both in circumstances and makeup. ‘I was at the point when I had no responsibilities – and I knew I didn’t have his temperament – I would never be able to stay the course working for someone else.’
 
         Therefore, his business ambition has been burning inside Sugar for as long as he can remember. He says he always felt he’d have his own business, and that at heart he has always been a salesman. ‘I never wanted to be a rocket scientist or a football player,’ he adds. He then turns again to the lessons he learned, and the conclusions he drew, from watching his father from a young age. Once more, we can see how he tried to differ from his father, though not to the extent of having anything less than total respect for the man. ‘One of the things that drove me to be self-sufficient was looking at the way my father, a tailor, struggled to keep the family going. I thought, “I don’t want that.” He did a very good job of bringing up a family of four children in very tough times.’
         
 
         There were tender moments among the tough times. For Sugar, his bar mitzvah would have been one of them. The words bar mitzvah translate as ‘son on the commandment’ and is the process Jewish boys go through at the age of 13. This is a great event in the life of a Jewish male, where he is called up to read from the Torah scroll. Often, the ceremony will be followed by an elaborate and at times wild celebration. For Sugar it was a more modest affair, which took place at a small synagogue in Upper Clapton Road. Nonetheless, this marked his coming of age. A few years later, he left school. ‘It’s generally said of me that I left school at 16,’ he said. ‘The precise truth is that I left school at 16 and three-quarters, having started A-levels at my London school.’ He was the youngest in the family and the first to consider going on to higher education. ‘My father was a tailor and the older children had left school and gone straight into the garment trade. So I suppose I was one of those council-house kids who had the makings of a great opportunity there, but the problem was that it just didn’t suit me. I was simply the sort of person who wanted to get on with the rest of my life.’
         
 
         However, Sugar did not move straight from school to becoming an energetic businessman. First he was to have a taste of office life working for someone else, but it was not to his liking and his experience of it was to ultimately make him even more determined to be the master of his own destiny.
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            CHAPTER TWO
 
            YES MINISTER

         
 
         After leaving school and taking his first steps into the big world, Sugar took a job as a civil service clerk statistician at the Ministry of Education and Science. This was a somewhat surprising choice for a man with Sugar’s drive and imagination. It is perhaps not a surprise, then, that this is not an area of his life that Sugar is particularly fond of reliving. When one journalist asked him about it, he simply replied, ‘It bores me talking about it again and again.’ It is not surprising that Sugar is not full of enthusiasm for this part of his career. The civil service can be an oppressively procedure-driven industry, full of red tape. This has been excellently sent up in the BBC comedy Yes Minister, but it is unlikely that someone with Sugar’s vision and entrepreneurial spirit would have seen the funny side of the civil service as he sat in dull and uninspiring surroundings.
         
 
         So why did he end up there? Having been allowed to stay on at school longer than his father would have liked him to, and longer than some of his siblings had been kept in education, meant that Sugar felt he had to try to take on a more scholarly career. In any case, as he told David Thomas, ‘Science – this was something I had always been interested in. Statistics, maths – I wasn’t too bad at that. So I thought I’d go for it.’ However, the work was almost cripplingly tedious, ‘the most unbelievable bore going’, he recalled. His tasks were so dull that one of the least objectionable parts of his job was calculating what percentage of children drank milk in the morning at school, which is hardly the sort of work that would appeal to Sugar. No wonder he shudders at the memory of the ‘total agony’ of waiting for the clock to run down each day, so he could get home!
         
 
         Looking back on this time of his life, Sugar recalls how crestfallen he was when he realised quite how inappropriate his new job was to be. ‘I was quite interested in science and engineering and naïvely took a job with the Ministry of Education and Science, expecting to be involved in interesting scientific projects,’ he said. ‘Imagine my disappointment when I was plonked into a boring office, pushing a load of paper around. This was not for me – though it was far from easy to tell my dad that I wanted out. The old man’s priorities were security and a job for life. Yet here I was, a few months into the job and on my bike.’
 
         It is almost extraordinary to think of Sugar in such surroundings. True, he has a fine mathematical mind and a great analytical ability. But Whitehall’s civil service is for men who are the polar opposite of Sugar. To make his businesses work, he would relish the freedom, the creativity, the spark that secures that next avalanche of cash. Instead, here he was tied to a desk in a sterile atmosphere, with the nine-to-five mentality writ large in the very essence of the job description (although, to be fair, Sugar has always been a nine-to-five man who rarely takes his work home). His unsuitability for the role – or rather the role’s unsuitability for him – can hardly be overstressed. His mother said that he didn’t like it because it was ‘a sitting-down job’. A nice succinct statement – one can see where he got his rough-and-ready wit of the Apprentice boardroom scenes.
         
 
         Nonetheless, something really had to change before this young man was entirely broken by boredom. Many a man has taken an unsatisfying job, and somewhere along the line lost his spark and with it his ambition to leave, but Sugar was not about to get stuck in such a rut. To earn extra money, he took on a string of Saturday jobs, including one at a chemist’s in Walthamstow. Another came at a clothes shop in London’s West End. Here, he could perform tasks far more suited to his energetic, salesman nature. Soon, he was to leave his weekday job in the civil service to take a similar role at a British steel firm. Here, at least, his colleagues were more his type. There were banter and humour, two qualities that Sugar adored but that he had found entirely lacking in Whitehall. However, with their encouragement, he was soon to quit this job, too. He was ready to take his next step on the ladder to multimillionaire fortune. And, given his business success and the worldwide fame he found as the star of a television show, it proved to be an entirely prescient step.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Malcolm Cross was an East End television engineer. Sugar had known him for several years, after the pair originally met in the youth clubs of Stamford Hill. During his lunch breaks from his Saturday shift at the chemist’s, Sugar would meet up with Cross and, as they ate their snacks, the pair discussed how they could break into business together. These were days of dreams and ambition. Soon, they had a plan to make a nice little earner together. They would buy cheap television sets that had seen better days; Cross would repair them and generally give them a spruce-up, then Sugar would use his skills and charms as a salesman to sell them on at a tidy profit.
 
         The pair called their fledgling business venture ‘Maurann’, which was a combination of ‘Maureen’, the name of Cross’s wife, and ‘Ann’, Sugar’s girlfriend. Sugar even printed headed notepaper for Maurann, and they hired a room to store the televisions. It soon became something of a legend in the family. His brother Derek noticed an advertisement that said ‘TV for sale’ stuck to a local hot-drinks stall, and quickly realised where he recognised the phone number from: it was his mother’s. As for Fay herself, she dubbed the repaired televisions ‘old monstrosities’, but that did not stop her from doing her part to help her beloved son in his venture. She would show customers up the stairs of the home to where the television was on display, and, if people came back to complain that the set they had bought was not working, she would simply hand over a refund.
         
 
         However, there was a clever salesman’s trick to this arrangement. As part of his sales pitch, Sugar would pretend that he had only one television set for sale, and that it was an unwanted gift to the Sugar family. He would lead punters into his bedroom, where only one set was on show, and then, as soon as that set was sold, he would replace it with a new one, to sell to the next visiting customers. It was a typically shrewd and effective sales tactic. The Maurann venture lasted no more than 12 months, but it was enough to fill the young Sugar with renewed confidence and energy.
 
         Some of that confidence and energy enabled him to resign from the steel firm where he had been working. He remembers that his father was less than impressed by this latest career move. In less than a year, Sugar had gone through three different jobs, while his father had been in the same workplace for a decade and a half. Asked why he quit at that point, Sugar is typically honest and concise: ‘What I was really after was wheels.’ This was no small aim in those days, and, when asked what his earliest ever ambition was, he replied that it was to own his own car. ‘A car was considered to be an absolute luxury,’ he said. ‘Rich people had cars – that’s how you viewed it.’ He couldn’t afford one, but thanks to his spirited, entrepreneurial nature, he wasn’t about to let that hold him back.
         
 
         So it was that the man who would later own a Rolls-Royce Phantom got his hands on his first set of wheels – a company car as part of the package for his next job. He saw an advertisement from a London electrical firm for a salesman. The firm – Robuk Electrical – was looking to add to its army of salesmen across the country, and it seems that, on applying for the job, Sugar so impressed them that they gave him the task of selling across the capital. Sugar was on the sell and, thanks to the van that came as part of the job package, on the move. It was in this job that Sugar acquired an amazing knowledge of the capital city’s many stores that sold electrical goods, a sector in which he would later make an absolute fortune. ‘They gave me a minivan and, at the ripe old age of 17, I was flogging recorders to radio and TV dealers in north London,’ he said, looking back. ‘Within three months I was the top salesman. I quickly realised it paid to think big. I would talk my heart out to sell one tape recorder to a small shopkeeper. But, using the same energy talking to the chief buyer of Currys, I could get an order for 100 units. So I looked for bigger deals – and landed some great orders.’
         
 
         Here, though, the arrangement didn’t continue as expected for Sugar. He was initially delighted to be dealing with Currys. Up to then, he had been unable to do so because that store’s managers had needed to contact head office before taking orders for tape recorders. Sugar saw this new arrangement as ‘a licence to print money’. So, when he managed to persuade every Currys store in the capital to put orders in for Robuk tape recorders, he thought he was home and dry and that his commission rate would rocket. ‘Instead of being rewarded, my commission rate was slashed,’ he said. He had been told that, because the Currys deal was a bulk one, his commission was smaller than it would have been for a corresponding deal for the same number of independent stores. After a disagreement, Sugar resigned. Naturally, this latest parting of the ways didn’t go down well at home. ‘Third job over in nine months – the old man was tearing his hair out.’
 
         Not that Sugar remains bitter about this episode – quite the opposite in fact. Like many of those who rise from mediocrity to become accomplished people, Sugar is not only able to shrug off past setbacks, but is also well versed at turning negatives into positives, at seeing how seemingly bad things in his past were actually wonderful things that set him on his way in life. ‘Here’s the payback,’ he said, smiling. ‘Had my ex-boss not been so ungrateful, I might still be working for him today. I can’t thank him enough. He made me determined to work for myself.’ This is the sort of positive thinking and philosophical outlook that got Sir Alan Sugar where he is today. Modern self-help books preach just this sort of positive thinking, although, when he was starting out in business, such books scarcely existed. But then he didn’t need them, because he naturally had most of what was contained within them, and what he didn’t know he could pick up along the way. As he said himself, ‘You can’t learn to be an entrepreneur by reading a book. You can only find out by giving it a try. Don’t worry if you make mistakes because that’s how most people learn.’
         
 
         He was soon in new employment. ‘My next job was selling electrical goods to dealers,’ said Sugar. His employers were R Henson Ltd, a wholesaler based in north London. Among the products he sold were walkie-talkies, car aerials, clock radios and car radios. He would show these products to retail customers and close the deal. ‘I would talk my heart out to sell one tape recorder to a small shopkeeper,’ said Sugar. Also, as part of his job he had to deliver the completed order and take the payment. Sugar says this job really opened his eyes to the world of business. Soon, frustration he felt with his new employers was to bubble over into another confrontation that led to his walking out.
         
 
         ‘One day I pulled off a great deal on my own initiative,’ remembered Sugar. ‘Instead of congratulating me, my boss told me off for not earning enough money on the deal. That Friday I quit. Fourth job in a year.’ The great deal he was referring to was a pile of records he sold on behalf of Henson’s and returned with several hundreds pounds’ profit. ‘If Henson’s had been clever at that stage, they would have made me a partner of the firm, and it might have been Henson’s -cum-Amstrad by now,’ he said, looking back. But, after his boss told him off for not earning more money on the deal, Sugar felt ‘naffed’. So, off he went again in search of new work. However, although he felt naffed and walked out, he remained in contact with Henson’s and even did business with them after he set up his own firm. The life lesson is clear: look at the bigger picture, don’t be petty.
         
 
         However, it was a nervous journey home for Sugar. ‘I left the car and went home by bus, worrying what I was going to tell my dad,’ he wrote. ‘At that time he’d been in his job 23 years and was taking home £16 a week. I announced that I had walked out again and was going to start working for myself from Monday. My dad came out with this classic question: “Who’s going to pay you on Friday?” “I’m going to pay myself,” I replied.’ As it turned out, he would make his first batch of money even more quickly than he had dreamed.
 
         Gulu Lalvani was the founder and chairman of Binatone, the world’s second-largest manufacturer of digital cordless phones. A tall, suave and attractive man, he was born in Karachi and raised in Bombay, and he came to Britain as a student. He founded Binatone – named after his sister Bina – in 1958 with his brothers Katar and Partap to import radios from Hong Kong. He has since gone on to become a businessman of some repute, and one of Britain’s richest Asians. Today, Binatone International Limited is one of the largest privately owned consumer-electronics companies in Britain. It enjoys nearly 15 per cent market share in the domestic-telephone sector here. Gulu also plays a major role in Phuket’s high-end property market, having developed the Royal Phuket Marina on the east coast, which features luxury apartments and villas. In 2008, he invested a cool £1 billion in a Thai exhibition and conference centre. But, back then, he was to become a major player in the tale of Sugar’s rise from Hackney to the riches of Monaco.
         
 
         During his short time with Henson’s, Sugar used regularly to collect goods from Binatone. He would turn up to Binatone HQ in Finsbury Square, in London, and wait his turn at the loading bay. Asked what is needed to form your own successful business, Sugar once said, ‘What you do need is sheer determination. Passion and great personal belief. And a slice of good luck.’ He was about to be served a delicious slice of that good luck. As he queued at Binatone’s loading bay, he got talking to Lalvani, who had already noted that Sugar had more ambition and drive than most of those who queued at the loading bay to collect goods.
 
         Sugar also had an intelligent, enquiring way about him so he already had a firm grasp of how Henson’s relationship with Binatone worked. Henson’s received the Binatone products on credit, and sold them on for money, a perfectly normal way of doing business. ‘I can do that,’ thought Sugar. But he also believed he could earn four times his weekly salary of £20 if he went it alone. So he bought a minivan for somewhere between £50 and £80 (estimates vary in different accounts of this time), took out £8 in third-party insurance and approached Lalvani with an idea. He would resign from Henson’s and give the Binatone man a postdated cheque. In return, Lalvani would give him goods to the value of that cheque. Lalvani was a little nervous, because he didn’t want to fall out with Henson’s, who might, reasonably, conclude that Sugar had been encouraged to compete with them. Sugar was quick to allay Lalvani’s fears, telling him that he was going to quit with or without his help. As a compromise, Lalvani suggested that Sugar leave a two-week gap between resigning from Henson’s and starting up his own firm. ‘Deal,’ said the 19-year-old Sugar.
         
 
         Lalvani recalled that his protégé was a very quick learner. In an interview with the Mail on Sunday, he gave his impressions of the young Sugar: ‘Alan used to drive a van for a customer of mine. He would come to the warehouse every day and buy electronics and sell them on.
         
 
         ‘But his boss made a mistake: he let Alan see how much he was paying for the goods and where they came from and Alan knew the customers and how much they were paying. He came to me and asked for £500 credit. It wasn’t difficult for me to say “yes”. I could see he was energetic and hardworking. I told him he couldn’t quit on Friday and start doing business on Monday – he had to wait.’
         
 
         So, after two weeks with his feet up, Sugar returned to Binatone HQ and swapped the cheque for the goods. This cheque was postdated seven days hence. This meant that Sugar had just a week to shift all the goods, or he was in trouble. As it turned out, by the end of the first day of his new venture, Sugar had shifted the lot – a whole week’s goods in one working day. He drove into the Binatone car park, and told an astounded Lalvani, ‘Give me the cheque back. Here’s the cash.’ The following morning, he returned for more of the same. Recalling how he struck out alone in business, Sugar said, ‘Your average punter sees no further than finding a job and working for someone else. Business is viewed as a risk – and people are frightened to take the risk in case they fail.’ He had taken that risk, and, far from failing, he had exceeded even his own ambitious dreams. He must have been absolutely exhilarated. ‘You will understand the buzz once you have done something on your own. In a funny way, the money takes second place.’
 
         With his new business venture proving a huge success from the start, Sugar could afford to be bullish and confident about his prospects. The world seemed indeed to be his oyster. However, his assurance was not shared by his father, Nathan, who was proving to be rather more cautious. His son’s courage and entrepreneurial spirit soon caused more concern. The clash of personalities was to rear its head again when Sugar’s minivan broke down. ‘It was always in the bloody workshop,’ said Sugar. ‘We needed a more reliable vehicle because that was the lifeblood.’ Too young to sign a hire-purchase agreement, he had to turn to his father for help in getting a new vehicle. However, his father was so concerned about Sugar’s ability to keep up the payments on the agreement that he would sign only on the understanding that he buy the van and ask his son to pay him instead. ‘It was the typical mentality of my father. He couldn’t understand that I’d ever be able to pay the money back.’
         
 
         He would of course be able to pay his father the money back. And, very quickly, he was earning more money than even he could have dreamed of. 
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