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About the Book

Ever dreamed of owning your boyhood football club?

Simon Jordan grew up a stone’s throw from Crystal Palace Football Club. As a boy he used to break into the Palace ground for a kick-about on the hallowed turf. On leaving school he entered the mobile phone business. By the age of thirty-two, he’d built a company from nothing, sold it for £75 million and bought his childhood club. By the age of forty-two Palace was in administration and Jordan had lost nigh on everything.

Be Careful What You Wish For lifts the lid on the owner’s story and reveals for the first time how the national game really works. Jordan spares no one, least of all himself, as he takes us inside a world where hopes and aspirations sit alongside greed, self-interest, overpriced players, dodgy transfers and top-level incompetence. He doesn’t hold back.

Breathtakingly honest, highly controversial, humorous and full of jaw-dropping anecdotes, Be Careful What You Wish For is far more than a football book. It is a social commentary on the culture of great wealth and ambition; a Shakespearean tragedy that exposes the dark side of chasing a dream.


About the Author

Croydon-born Simon Jordan made millions in his twenties selling mobile phones. In 2000 he bought Crystal Palace Football Club, which he’d supported since childhood. Aged 31 he become the youngest Chairman in history. Ten years later, after ups, downs, and a huge level of self-financing, Jordan quit the club after being forced into administration for reasons beyond his control. During his ten-year tenure he was never afraid to speak out. He wrote a widely-followed series of columns for the Observer, which commented forthrightly on the game today.
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INTRODUCTION

My name is Simon Jordan. I am the former owner of Crystal Palace Football Club and the former owner of a string of businesses from mobile phones to film companies. I am also the former owner of £75 million, perhaps proving that ‘a fool and his money are lucky enough to get together in the first place’.

In order to tell this story I will show you just what it felt like in 2000 when, aged thirty-two and listed as the 712th richest man in the country, with the world at my feet and choices aplenty, I chose to buy a football club, the youngest person in the world to do so. You’ll see how I felt when, aged thirty-six, I became the youngest owner of a Premier League club, and what happened when in 2010 I lost it all. This is a tale fraught with great highs and devastating lows.

Football is the national game and means so much to so many, but it’s mostly about money now, not passion. I had both the money and the passion for my club, so with these bed partners I took a shot at achieving something. A few times I nearly got it dead right. Rightly or wrongly I spoke my mind in no uncertain terms and my outspoken attitude launched a thousand headlines. Whether it was taking on the football establishment or fighting for my own club I caused mirth and mayhem in equal measure.

During my time I wrote acclaimed columns for the Observer which were said by others to be unique, hard-hitting and informative, but there I had a word limit and a defined subject matter; in this book I have no limits and so I will tell you exactly what goes on behind the running of a football club ‘when Saturday comes’. Without bias, prejudice, bitterness or agenda (well, not too much), I will tell you about the real world of football – the personalities, the myths, the players, the managers, the hangers-on, the agents – every facet of this unique business that is not quite bound by the normal rules of society.

Throughout this book you will encounter household names and characters and discover what they were really like, you’ll have my take on situations you’ve perhaps heard about and you’ll read things that will make your jaw drop. At points you are likely to laugh or shake your head in disbelief as I bloody did.

But this book is also about a journey, one that I’m still undertaking today: it’s the story of someone who has always backed himself to the hilt even when the odds seemed stacked against him. Most of the time this worked in my favour. Ultimately, it didn’t.

The legendary Liverpool manager Bill Shankly famously once said: ‘Some people think football is a matter of life and death … I can assure them it is much more serious than that.’

At 3 p.m. on 26 January 2010 I found out what Bill Shankly meant. Administrators were appointed into Crystal Palace Football Club, ending my ten-year ownership, ripping away my dreams and ambitions, wiping out vast amounts of my wealth.

Losing ownership of a football club has far-reaching effects and given my affinity with my particular club it leaves scars. Whilst this book is not about score settling, rest assured I will lay bare what happens when events overtake you, people betray you and agendas become all too apparent.

This is not a story about Crystal Palace; it’s a story of what it’s really like to own a football club, warts and all. It is a tale of ambition and dreams coupled with excess, politics, some stupidity, irreverence and humour.

Let’s face it: everybody would love to own the club they support. You would, wouldn’t you?
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MIRACLE AT THE MILLENNIUM

MAY 2004. IT’S a sweltering hot day and I am standing in this bloody suit I’ve worn every Saturday for the last three months. I swear the damn thing is going to walk off on its own and I am dying to get it off, but it’s my lucky suit! I can’t help but pander to my newfound superstition that wearing it makes a difference.

So here we are, the suit and I, slap bang in the middle of the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff, surrounded by nearly 40,000 delirious Crystal Palace supporters, each one drowning in euphoria. It is one of those rare moments when all the shared hopes, dreams and aspirations have finally come to fruition.

I came to discover that moments like these are extremely scarce.

During the previous ninety-three minutes, against resounding odds, I watched the team I owned and loved get promoted to the Premier League. I had pumped my heart, soul and a king’s ransom into this club and now they had reached the Mecca, the promised land of top-flight football.

We had just beaten West Ham United, the overwhelming favourites, in the play-off final. Prior to the game I had heard on good authority that the Hammers had already booked their victory party and bus parade through the streets of East London. Oh dear, Mr Pardew.

As luck would have it, fate was inexplicably stacked against them.

Take the hotel, for instance. We were booked into the Vale of Glamorgan, where all the previous play-off winners had stayed. The Hammers also drew the short straw in terms of dressing room. They were forced to enter the field from the south dressing room, which had yet to yield a play-off winner.

Then there was Neil Shipperley.

I had taken the striker off the administrators at Wimbledon Football Club in recompense for failing to pay their cleaning-up bills at Selhurst Park when they were our tenants.

Talk about cleaning up: I had just watched Shipperley bag a six-figure goal bonus for the solitary strike that catapulted us into the big time and instantaneously cleared the entire West Ham end of the stadium.

As a precautionary safety net I had attempted to broker a unique deal with West Ham whereby the losers kept the entire gate receipts as a small consolation prize instead of sharing them. The arrogant buggers were so confident they were having none of it. Their loss.

Did I really care about some minor spoils though?

People never forget where they were at key moments in history. For me, Saturday 29 May 2004 was one of them. I had many doubts during my tenure at CPFC, but this day was one time when I had few regrets.

Here I was, if only briefly, a god amongst men in the eyes of the club’s supporters. I had delivered on my promise to bring Premier League football back to Selhurst Park. And I’d done so a year earlier than I predicted when, back in 2000, I rescued the club from administration and an uncertain future.

The almost daily battles, bust-ups and dramas that had ensued since then receded into distant memory that day. It was a phenomenal achievement by my team. In November 2003 they had lain fourth from the bottom of the division and now here they were, taking, in my view, their rightful place amongst the English football elite.

As I was cocooned in my own little bubble my mobile phone went into terminal meltdown as message after message from around the world went unanswered. I randomly answered one call. It was Ian Wright, the iconic England and former Palace striker and a close friend, screaming down the phone in celebration.

As I made my way around the Millennium Stadium, taking in the unprecedented outpourings of emotion, my mind flashed back to a similar occasion marked by widespread tears and relief.

It was another May three years earlier, and took place in rather less auspicious surroundings but it was nonetheless equally important. Dougie Freedman scored a goal in the eighty-seventh minute at Edgeley Park, the home of Stockport County, and catapulted himself into Palace folklore. This minor miracle saved us from relegation to the third tier of English football in my first traumatic season.

Dare I say it: the goal never should have stood. But it was symbolic in a way – as I was later to find out to my considerable financial cost, there is indeed a thin line between success and failure.

How things change. I remember playing Wolves at home in the third game from the end of that campaign and losing 2–0.

The Palace supporters were baying for blood and demanded the head of manager Alan Smith and his assistant Ray Houghton.

With two games remaining I thought we were nigh on dead. I took a monumental gamble and fired Smith and Houghton to replace them with chief scout Steve Kember.

We went on to destroy fellow relegation-threatened Portsmouth 4–2 at Fratton Park and then, thanks to Freedman’s minor miracle, won at Edgeley in the final game to preserve our status and escape relegation.

Much had taken place in those three short years. The difference in circumstances was so vast as to border on the obscene.

All the battles, managers, headlines, meltdowns and controversies I had encountered in those three years had led us to this moment.

Previously I had been fighting to stay in the old First Division and pick up the £2 million a year in BSkyB money. Now we had the keys to the Sky vault to plunder.

There was no official invite; we didn’t even knock on the door. We simply walked in and helped ourselves to a near £50 million and landed ourselves a place amongst the elite. Billed as the richest game in football and beamed to 160 countries with a global audience exceeding 700 million, the Premier League was a high-stakes poker game where the winner takes all.

We were going to the big time, playing the likes of Manchester United, Arsenal, Liverpool and Chelsea.

Left behind was a graveyard of twenty-three grounds I had no interest in revisiting, in front of us was not one but nineteen theatres of dreams. It felt good to own a Premier League club, I can’t deny that.

It was the beginning of a new era. No longer was I an outspoken, controversial owner of a First Division club; I was going to be, well, the outspoken controversial owner of a Premier League club and join the media circus that accompanied the world’s most elite league.

At thirty-six I was the youngest ever Premier League club owner, but mixed in with that euphoria was a feeling of wistfulness.

I had done what I set out to achieve. Was this the moment to take a bow, walk offstage and get out of the industry that I had quickly come to dislike for all its falseness and disingenuity, its pressures and disappointments? Should I get out now, whilst Crystal Palace was at its height, or was this the time to enjoy the spoils and try and go even further?

The boy that had travelled a hundred yards to watch his favourite team play had already travelled a lot further in life, and was going to travel a lot further still.

And while the journey had never been a straight line, it was to become an even more crooked path and I would run down it with my customary lack of regard for establishment and protocol.

But as I stood in the Millennium Stadium, all that was in the future. Let’s start instead at the beginning.


2

SHOW ME THE BOY

AS THE SAYING goes, ‘Show me the boy and I will show you the man.’

Childhood is one of those things that you have to address when you are writing a book about your life, but it is also in my view possibly the least interesting part of the journey. What you did as an adult is the money shot, certainly in an autobiographical book, that is.

My childhood wasn’t without event, but I grew up in a loving, supportive home. I’ve found that writing the vague memories of your childhood in some respects lacks integrity. Recreating how you felt as your mind and body was forming; trying to get in touch with ‘the child within you’ is, in my view, not hugely honest or obtainable.

But, on the other hand, we all came from somewhere, with a background and traits that were introduced by our parents, honed by our friends and changed by life experiences. So I will indulge myself by setting up my childhood as the backdrop to my sometimes fantastically successful, sometimes totally destructive, but always eventful life, so far, at least!

I was born in South Norwood, Croydon on 24 September 1967, sharing that birthday with my close friend Theo Paphitis (he of Dragons’ Den), although it is fair to say my birthdate was many years after his.

I was lucky to have in Linda and Peter two loving parents, and my younger brother Dominic arrived two and a half years after me. I grew up on a friendly street, where back doors were always left open and all your best friends in the world lived next door. In my street all the houses were in the shadow of Crystal Palace Football Club’s stadium.

Throughout my childhood I was rebellious and strong-willed. I never sought out confrontation, but I certainly wasn’t the sort to avoid it. This trait has stayed with me throughout my life. I rebelled against all authority, starting at home then extending it to the world at large. I was single-minded and believed I could achieve whatever I wanted when I put my mind to it. Reflecting on my childhood, it seems I wanted to do exactly as I wanted when I wanted and not be bound by discipline and rules like everyone else.

Football was my love as a boy; I played it all the time and became accomplished from a very early age. All the neighbourhood houses faced out to a disused field, called the Brickfield, and regularly all the kids would be out until their mothers called them in to dinner, playing football in the most competitive of spirits.

Ironically that field now houses the car park of Crystal Palace Football Club and was the battle ground for my dad and Ron Noades, who owned CPFC at the time. Noades had perhaps rather thoughtlessly done a deal with Sainsbury’s to convert the Brickfield into a car park and fence in all the houses. My father, being the tenacious animal he was, became locked in a rather bitter and vitriolic court case with Noades and Sainsbury’s to protect our rights. Perhaps if Noades had a bloody great fence stuck at the bottom of his garden blocking him into his house he might have taken umbrage too. At the time, I was too young to really know what was going on, but it probably did colour my dealings with Noades in the future.

My father regularly took me the hundred yards up the road to watch Palace play; he loved football too. As it happened, he had played for the club as a young man and his father and grandfather before him had been Palace fans. I loved going to Selhurst Park, the home of Palace. I loved going so much, I even went when I was not invited, breaking into the stadium on Sundays with my younger brother, kicking about on the hallowed turf and climbing floodlights – amazing to think of now as I am scared of heights – running through lounges and the like. Perhaps not quite the behaviour of a future owner, or perhaps I was marking my turf.

Soon enough I played football in school teams rather than fields. I can even remember my first-ever proper goal aged nine for my school, Cypress Juniors, in a 4–2 win. Recalling my last goal to date is easier as it was the second goal scored during the first game at the new Wembley Stadium in a pro–celebrity match alongside such football luminaries as Geoff Thomas, Graeme Le Saux, Mark Bright and Neville Southall.

As I moved into my teens my parents sent me to an all-boys’ school, Purley Boys. It had a fearsome reputation for discipline and its headmaster was a major advocate of the cane. Obeying rules was not my forte so going to a school where discipline was so prevalent was like an irresistible force meeting an immovable object.

Perhaps my only saving grace throughout my school years was my ability at sports, and I excelled in football, tennis and cricket. My father always supported me, and he’d run me here there and everywhere and always bought me the best equipment. My dad’s focus on me sometimes bordered on the obsessive but he believed in me and wanted me to be the best. Throughout my life he has remained the same, believing I can do whatever I set my mind to.

My football career blossomed and two professional football clubs, Palace and Chelsea, eventually picked me up and, in the end, put me down too.

My most hated subject at school, although it was fair to say there were a number of subjects in close competition for that title, was design and technology, and I loathed the teacher with even greater passion. He wanted discipline and I wanted to do as I wished: the end result was constant conflict and me being regularly excluded from the lesson and locked in his office.

On one of many lock-ins I decided to exact revenge. His prized cactus, grown from a seed, was sitting on his desk. I sliced it to pieces with a Stanley knife. Mid-mutilation, he came up behind me. The result was my first but not my last encounter with the bamboo cane.

Despite the battles I had with the school structure, at the year-end assembly of my first year at Purley I received at that time a record number of Full Colours awards for sporting achievement. No sooner was that achieved than I got my next visit with the bambooed one.

It was the very end of the final day of term. After the last lesson of double games I had decided to leave my sports shirt on and not change into my proper school shirt.

As I lined up to get on the bus, two arrived and all the pupils jumped on. Suddenly Mr Wright, the deputy head of the fifth year, spotted me not wearing my school shirt and ordered me to go back into school and change. The second bus made to pull away and, assuming it was departing, I jumped on, ignoring the order, safe in the knowledge the bus was leaving and I was going to be on summer holidays for seven weeks. Not only had I disobeyed Mr Wright, I made a cocky comment as well. Unfortunately the bus was not leaving, but merely shuffling forward. So there I was, stood on the bus platform, looking directly into the face of Mr Wright. My reward for my disobedience and comedic timing was to be ordered off the bus, dragged back into school and caned.

My last year at Purley Boys was to be one long battle, especially with the Head of Year, Mr Wozniak, who had taken a dislike to me and I to him – I don’t like bullies. My sporting prowess was what kept me in school; it certainly was not my scholastic application or observation of rules.

As spring approached the cricket season arrived. It was the headmaster’s second favourite sport and one I excelled at.

In a game away to Maidstone Grammar, my cricketing teammates and I were subjected to a very fast bowler, bowling very dangerously and hurting several of us. He hit me and then knocked out one of our players. As no intervention and protection ensued I, much to the chagrin of the teacher in charge, walked off and got the game abandoned. It was my first foray into righting the wrongs of sport!

On Monday morning a raging headmaster awaited me. ‘How dare you lower the name of the school and disobey a teacher!’

I tried in vain to explain what happened, until Mr Wozniak barged in, took over and suspended me for a week.

As the end of the fifth year approached incredibly I was accepted to stay on to the lower sixth. Since my suspension I had kept my nose clean and worked hard. I was also back in the headmaster’s good books and restored to the cricket team.

Mr Wozniak got there in the end by having me expelled. This was due to confusion as to what time I should have arrived for the traditional end-of-season cricket game between staff and pupils. Wozniak insisted I should have been there at one time; I countered by saying I had been told another, the end result was being told I was not playing in the game. This invoked great disappointment in me and ended with me pushing a teacher, resulting in expulsion.

To top it all my exam results were poor and I had no choice. I had to enrol in Croydon College to get more qualifications. It dawned on me that I wouldn’t amount to much if I didn’t pull my finger out.

College was completely different from school. Education was up to you. You were not forced to attend lectures or put in detention for misdemeanours. My new friend Edward Penrose (son of Barrie Penrose, co-author of the book Spycatcher) and I decided we wanted an in to the student union. There were elections in the winter of 1984. We put ourselves forward and were both elected. Once elected, we did absolutely nothing; sitting in meetings had no interest for either of us. We used the student union supplies and offices as our personal fiefdom, liberating supplies, using the student union phone; eventually our fellow student union reps respectively requested we leave.

Edward and I had identified a business opportunity delivering fresh vegetables to households. We canvassed a hundred houses and ascertained whether they would like such deliveries. Then we went to new Covent Garden and put together a price list. As our enterprise was about to begin, we decided it was too much like hard work and what we should do instead was sell Edward’s father’s vintage stamp collection at a radically reduced price from what it was really worth. Anything rather than hard work seemed to be our motto.

I coasted through the year. College was barely holding my attention. But I finished my exams and awaited my results. I passed two: English Literature and Government and Political Studies to add to the three I had passed at school. Now, fast approaching eighteen, I had five O levels and was standing at a crossroads.

Croydon was a melting pot of cultures, and like a lot of inner city areas it had its share of violence. There were gangs of all colours and creeds, and I had a brief flirtation with people in that way of life.

I saw many incidents of violence and destructive behaviour. Whilst I was always on the periphery of them, the mindlessness of some of these acts and the outcomes for my ‘friends’, who had run-ins with injuries, the police and ultimately the legal system, were not lost on even my adolescent, rebellious mind.

The tin lid for me was when I was sitting with a group of lads in a pub and a guy walked in and stuck a shotgun in my face. I had never seen him before in my life and to this day I still have no idea what it was about. But he was waving it in my face and telling me he was going to ‘blow my fucking head off’. I seriously thought my time was up. One of my mates even turned to this lunatic and told him to pull the trigger and see what happens to him. For some reason the gunman had a dramatic change of heart and bolted out of the pub.

Whether these experiences brought about a sea change in my attitude, or whether I simply started to channel myself better, I always believed I was going to achieve something in life, thinking I was a leader not a follower. Now, at eighteen, it was time to start doing it.

The National Computer Centre invited applications in the local paper and from 200 applicants I got one of twenty places. My parents were thrilled: finally I was knuckling down and showing in their view my true potential. It was a year-long course of education in computer operating, programming and maintenance and also included two work placements.

This shaped the course my immediate life would take. I studied hard, excelled in my two work placements, passed all my exams with distinction.

I was ready for the big wide world.
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FIRST STEPS INTO THE BIG WORLD

MY FIRST JOB was at Data Stream International. Fifty candidates had applied for the vacancy and I got it. I was on my way for a long and fruitful career in computing. Or so I thought.

September 1986. I strolled in on my first morning at 7.30 wearing a new double-breasted Prince of Wales check suit from Next. In my mind I looked and felt great. Unfortunately I got off to a bad start. I wore the identical suit to the man that greeted me, Ray Gilman, who was to become a good friend. And I mistook my scruffy boss, Dave Beerman, for a cleaner.

The job was shift operator, working both days and nights providing online information to the City. The most basic part of the job was printing out the information and as the lowest member on the pole you can guess who landed that plum job. I don’t think so! I was destined for much greater things. That attitude made me a target for this team of practical jokers.

My first night shift came along and I walked headlong into disaster. The phone rang and I was told to answer it. An unfriendly voice demanded to know my name and informed me I was speaking to Hugh Kearns. It didn’t mean much to me so I greeted that with a curt silence. The voice went on to say that I hadn’t answered the phone appropriately, and it asked to speak to the shift leader, Dave Beerman.

Dave had a brief conversation with this Kearns and when he put the phone down I enquired who that miserable fucker was.

‘You’ve done it now,’ was his swift reply. ‘Hugh is the MD and he hates people who don’t answer the phone properly.’

The others took great delight tormenting me and goaded me throughout the night, insinuating I was in serious trouble.

The following evening there was a letter in my in-tray. It said that due to the unacceptable way I had answered the phone to the MD, the company were terminating my employment at the end of the shift.

All my cocky bravado disappeared in a millisecond. The blood drained out of my body. I asked Dave to help me and he went off in an attempt to rectify the situation, but to no avail.

Great. There I was, unemployed after just three days in the job. I wanted to burst into tears but was too numb to do so. I spent the remainder of the night consoling myself in the print room.

Come the morning I said goodbye to everyone for the last time only to be greeted with hysterical laughter.

The bastards had drafted the letter themselves; it was a complete wind-up.

With the newfound wealth that came with my first job, I acquired a convertible Triumph Spitfire for £750. It was a complete pile of shit. To my dad’s great amusement, on his first inspection the window fell out.

Whilst the job was serious and the work needed to be done, it invariably came second to shenanigans. One particular night we completely overstepped the mark. The underground car park had a massive ramp and we amused ourselves by racing trolleys down it. An accident was inevitable. No prizes for guessing who caused it.

I completely lost control of the trolley I was riding and smashed straight into a brand-new Volvo estate owned by none other than the MD, Hugh Kearns.

To make matters worse it was caught on CCTV by the security guard, who usually spent most of his time asleep on the job, except on the evening in question when I smashed into the MD’s car.

As Dave Beerman was the occupant of the other trolley we were forced to give the guard a sizeable bribe in cash and bring him six cans of lager every time we did night shifts in order for him to accidentally erase the security tape.

I may have been having fun at Data Stream, but I also was serious about my career. I wanted to progress and was ambitious and hungry for knowledge. The company hired a freelance computer contractor and when I discovered how much money he was earning I immediately wanted some of that. When I announced my plans to an amused set of colleagues they told me to a man that they had forgotten more than I was ever likely to know, along with a variety of other amusing put-downs – or so they thought.

I spent sixteen months cramming in as much experience as I could. I had come to the conclusion that the more experience I had on my CV, the greater chance I had of going freelance and making some serious money.

With a combination of confidence, bravado and ignorance I landed a job at Thomson Holidays, giving me an extra £4 grand a year. It came in handy, as I was no longer in possession of my car because I had to sell it to pay off a gambling debt after losing £600 in a night-shift card game. You suspect that would put me off gambling for life. Far from it.

The move to Thomson was a bad decision. The job was not for me and the people I worked with were unfriendly and boring. Despite that I decided the best course of action was to stick it out for as long as I could so I could further fabricate – sorry – add to my extensive CV in the pursuit of a lucrative freelance computer career.

I was young, focused, full of ambition and I had no intention of wasting time.

My next move was to register myself with several computer recruitment agencies providing them with the embellished CV I would need to secure my first contract as a freelancer. Through – how should I say it? – the embellishment of the truth (or perhaps more truthfully, bullshit), I secured an interview for a contract. The interview consisted of me passing off things I had only read about as work I had done. They certainly must have believed me because I landed a plum job with Chevron Petroleum, earning three times as much as I had at Thomson.

Upon leaving the interview I saw a man holding court. It was their MD Mark Goldberg, someone I would become acquainted with in ten years’ time.

After twenty-two months’ experience I had fast-tracked myself into becoming the youngest freelance computer operative in the UK, with scant knowledge, little foundation and my only real collateral being an unadulterated belief in myself. In fact, I moved on through my early working life flying by the seat of my pants. I had audacity and confidence in spades, and an utter disrespect for authority or protocol.

Having cut my teeth at Chevron I moved swiftly onto my next contract at the Trafalgar House Group, the owners of the famous cruise line Cunard.

Even a little bit of knowledge is an extremely dangerous thing as I was about to discover with catastrophic consequences.

There wasn’t a great deal to get stuck into. Bored, I started reading various operator manuals.

Three days into the job I thought it would be funny to execute a command that would prevent certain terminals in the group accessing the main computer. Initially I thought I would get a few calls from users asking to reactivate their terminal; unfortunately my command had more far-reaching consequences when the whole place went into total meltdown.

I hadn’t shut down a few terminals – I had shut down the entire worldwide network so people working from Mitcham to Mombasa couldn’t access the mainframe of this enormous international company. Undoing my damage wasn’t a major issue, it was the incriminating evidence I left behind.

A smart-arse analyst decided to print out the activity on the operator terminal, which clearly showed someone, notably me, had executed a command to shut the entire network down.

I considered blaming someone else, but there was no one else there to blame so they, with looks of disbelief at my nonsensical actions, terminated my contract after just three days.

I wasn’t too concerned about Trafalgar House, I was more worried about the agency, MSB, who were getting me good work. Fortunately they knew infinitely less about computing than I did so when I scandalously laid the blame on anything other than me, and appeared to sound like I knew what I was talking about, they accepted my explanation and we moved on.

After a number of contracts I decided to take a three-month sabbatical and travelled to America. During my trip I met one of my best friends in the world, Walter Almeida, who looked out for this somewhat green and cocky Limey. Eventually I returned home and resumed working as a freelance computer operator.

But despite doing very well, I had itchy feet. I wanted to progress my career quickly and at the advanced age of twenty-two, I decided I wanted a new one. I went to a career analyst on Baker Street to ascertain what else I could do. After a day of tests and evaluation, it emerged I was completely wasted in computing. To my horror it was suggested I should be a salesman. Images of Arthur Daley and Del Boy sprang to mind. I was mortally offended and proceeded to argue that there was no way on God’s earth I was a salesman; I was a computer professional. But no – according to the career analyst, sales was where my natural abilities lay.

My next computing contract unknown to me at the time was to be my last. I was working for British Telecom at a top security site with all the MI5 circuits running through the mainframe.

Working nights again was hard and relatively boring. Well, so I thought until I made the mother of all balls-ups.

Early one morning the site experienced a power blip, which caused the mainframe computer to crash. Numerous attempts to reboot the system later, I ran out of patience and decided to power down the main CPU and restart it.

As soon as I pulled the switch down on the back of the mainframe I knew I had a serious problem. Without call-out engineer expertise everything was irretrievable and the expression ‘get your coat’ was never more appropriate.

I was done with computer contracting. My friend James Wright had set up a company selling mobile phones from an office at his father’s home. It was a small business and the retail explosion in the industry hadn’t yet manifested itself. Within a week I’d done a deal to become his partner. I was taking on a sales role, the very thing three months earlier I said I would never do.

We were selling maybe twenty phones a month, making a profit of around £3,000, which hardly satisfied my ambitions for world domination. I worked tirelessly and educated myself about selling the product and technology and then set about expanding the business. We rapidly moved up to selling fifty units a month and turning over £20,000 with £7,500 in profit.

As our company grew we changed the name, rented offices and employed staff. Fairly soon we were up to 150 connections a month, which was about £70,000 turnover with gross profits of £25,000 per month. Our first year’s turnover was in excess of £1.2 million.

We had the makings of a good business, but unfortunately our ambitions were not matched by our business nous. Overheads were becoming excessive and trading fell, which put enormous pressure on us.

James wanted out and took extreme action to make that point. After I had been out securing a sizeable deal I came back to discover he had made a rare excursion to the office, taken all the stock and then used it as leverage to get me to buy him out.

Believing in myself I bought him out, but in the weeks it took to do this, the bank froze our account and the damage to our trading relationships was beyond repair. Six months later I was forced to close the business.

What the hell was I going to do now? I had squandered all of my money and all that was left was what I was standing up in. I cleared out the office the next day, took the remaining stock and sold it for £1,200.

I needed to get away and rethink my life. Despite all my mishaps, I had had a potentially good career in computing and had built the makings of a good business, but through bad luck, bad judgement, youthful impetuosity and stupidity I was now on my arse.

I called my old college friend Edward Penrose, who was working in America. So off I went to share Edward’s apartment in Greenwich Village in New York with dreams of starting new businesses in the States, oh yes and to wait tables! Edward said I could stay with him rent-free for as long as I liked. He was working as a waiter in an Italian restaurant on the Upper East Side and had arranged for me to have an interview.

I started work the following morning.

My bed at the apartment was a pull-out sofa next to a window that overlooked the street. I was introduced to Edward’s dog, or should I say horse. This dog was a huge beast, unruly and disobedient. It jumped all over you, slobbered and mauled you whenever you were anywhere near it. I also had to take the damn thing for regular walks – or drags, as the thing was so powerful. And as it was New York I had to take plastic bags to pick up the brontosaurus-size shits that came out the horse’s, I mean dog’s, backside.

Whilst I lived in Greenwich Village I had some good times. It was a hive of activity.

I was a regular in a famous place called The Temple Bar on the corner of Lafayette and Broadway. I became friendly with the actor Matt Dillon. He was a very cool guy and part of the Hollywood brat pack. He was a New Yorker and enjoyed living and drinking in the city. We frequently met up, got drunk and chased women. It wasn’t as much fun as it sounded: he was an internationally recognised film star and I was a waiter so no need to guess who got all the girls.

I was not a great waiter: taking orders and serving people was not something I relished. One thing I did learn was never piss off someone who serves you in a restaurant. I saw some pretty unpleasant and disgusting things done to the food of rude and complaining customers.

I got to experience the very dangerous side of New York City. Late one night I was hungry and went out for food. I walked out of the building and when crossing Broadway, I noticed three guys looking at me very suspiciously. Call it intuition but I suspected something was wrong.

I turned on my heels quickly and as I entered our apartment building the main window to the right of me shattered. One of them had tried to shoot me. Thank God he was a bad shot. Later on in life I was to pay a fortune for people like that.

I managed to save $2,000 quickly at a time when my relationship with Edward and his horse was in rapid decline. Things were so strained that I had to look for somewhere else to live on a very limited budget.

I eventually found a motel way up town in Spanish Harlem. I had a small room with a sink and there was a communal bathroom shared with ten other rooms.

Things were also strained at the restaurant. Udo, the German assistant manager, thoroughly disliked me. I had no respect for him and did very little for Anglo-German relations with my constant dam-busters impressions; he wanted to fire me at every opportunity. He didn’t have to wait long to get his wish. A few months into my restaurant career he started on me for no apparent reason, and not being able to help myself I verbally took him apart and got fired.

I walked out of the restaurant into the cold November night feeling numb. I now had no job in New York and I was living alone in a complete shit hole. How much lower was I going to go?

New York wasn’t turning out to be the city of opportunities that I had hoped it would be. I hadn’t been able to give any of my business ideas the attention they deserved as I spent all my time and energy in a series of jobs. I worked in Wilson’s, a restaurant owned by Brian Wilson of the Beach Boys, and waited tables in a café called Lalo where Madonna, Woody Allen and the Baldwin brothers were regular customers.

Then two bright lights appeared on my immediate horizon. One of my new friends, a Dominican guy called José, asked me to share his apartment overlooking Broadway and I played semi-professional football for a team in New York for $200 a game. But it was small beer compared to what I really wanted to be doing.

I was now not earning a great deal of money, and failing in New York was taking its toll on me. My best friend Walter Almeida insisted I come and stay with him. My journey from New York City to Providence, Rhode Island took about three hours and gave me ample time to think and reflect.

Part of me was sad to be leaving. I felt that New York had chewed me up and spat me out. And failure never sat well with me. But I did learn a great truth: the only safety net you have in life is your own arse.

I took a number of jobs in Rhode Island but I never felt settled there. One morning I woke up and decided I’d had enough. I’d been away from home for eighteen months and it was time to get back into the real world and make something of myself.

I was so broke I had to sell my gold ring and bracelet to a jewellery store to buy a flight home.

I arrived back home without a penny. But help came when my younger brother Dominic offered me a job as a labourer on a building site he was overseeing.

My skill set was now becoming very impressive, from computing to businessman to waiting tables and now labouring. Most people work their way up in their careers; with all due respect to those two professions, I was going in the opposite direction.

Dominic was a senior site agent for the building firm DJ Higgins and was responsible for a site undergoing restoration work at the London Hospital Museum. Seeing Dom at work took me by surprise. I had always viewed him as my little brother, but on site he was a powerful, confident and forthright person, working with people who didn’t like being told what to do and who often resolved their differences with their fists.

As I was Dominic’s brother I was given a bit of latitude, which I totally abused. Labouring was damn hard work and not something I excelled in. What I was good at was being first in the tearoom for breaks and the last to leave, great at looking busy at knocking-off time and always at the front of the queue for my weekly pay. Most of the time I found myself telling the lads on the site stories of my past business exploits. After initial and understandable scepticism some of the lads started to seek my advice on financial matters like mortgages, pensions and benefits they could claim.

So there I was, on a building site knee deep in muck, and leaning on my broom like Andy Dufresne out of The Shawshank Redemption, dispensing financial advice to a bunch of hardnosed labourers and tradesmen. I even filled out their SC60 tax assessment forms for them. My brother would just shake his head and mutter ‘unfucking-believable’ whenever he found me holding court.

My career as a labourer-cum-tax-accountant was to be short-lived. Within weeks I was to make a call that would change the course of my life.

The Carphone Warehouse were advertising for a salesman for their rapidly expanding company. I spoke to their Sales Director, Ricky Elliot. I was well aware of the company from owning my own mobile phone business, the one good thing to come of my relationship with James Wright.

I was stunned to discover how the industry had expanded in two years. CPW had twenty-odd branches and ambitious growth plans. Despite having been out of the business for over eighteen months, it was immediately apparent that I knew more about the mobile phone business than Ricky did. I played it down though to secure an interview.

The day of my interview arrived. I was greeted by Andrew Briggs, a very large guy who, as it turned out, was one of their first ever members of staff. He would be interviewing me with Ricky Elliot. There was nothing to give me the idea that Andrew and I were going to be so pivotal to one another’s lives in the very near future.

Interviews were something I enjoyed as they gave me a free-range opportunity to talk about my favourite subject: me. I got on well with Ricky, but not so well with Andrew. I was confident and perhaps a little cocky. At the end of the interview, Ricky said they would be in touch.

As I made to leave, Andrew just stuck his hand out in a disinterested and dismissive way. I sensed that his opinion of me was vital in whether or not I got this job; I figured I had better try and create a better impression with Mr Briggs. I needed this job. It was time to sell myself!

I asked if they minded if I stayed in the showroom for a short while, promising not to get in the way. Looking back it was a smart move. I read brochures, looked at phones and feigned interest in customer sales. Eventually I got a chance to speak to Andrew. I went into full-on contrite mode. I apologised if I had come over as cocky, and explained that I had been nervous and I hoped that he hadn’t taken a dislike to me. I thanked him for his time and wished him success in the new Fleet Street branch that he had interviewed me for. Barely hours later I was called and informed the position was mine. I had gone full circle and was back in mobile phones, albeit working for others this time.

I arrived for my first day at Carphone Warehouse’s head office on Marylebone Road. This place was busy and there was serious money to be made! There I met some of their hierarchy including Charles Dunstone, the MD. He was quite a pleasant, low-key guy. David Ross, the finance director, couldn’t have been more different. Over a period of time I found him to be one of the most difficult and unpleasant people I have ever worked with or for. Although, astonishingly, many years later when I bumped into him in Puerto Banus I did share an enjoyable drink with him.

Once the new Fleet Street branch was ready, Andrew, Gerald (another new guy) and I moved in. It was a small branch and had just enough room for three desks. It looked crowded if you had four customers in it. So I was a little dismayed. But it turned out to be great, and was where I had some of the best times of my life. The three of us became very close friends and the atmosphere in the branch was a very happy one, but more importantly we were selling a substantial number of phones.

The pecking order was established very quickly. Andrew was the boss, I was the self-appointed number two and Gerald was at the bottom of the pile, i.e. he was the lunch and tea getter. It was a friendly environment but it was also dog eat dog and I was here to sell and progress my career.

I am a great people studier and I listen to what people say, especially in the work environment, and I picked up sales techniques from all manner of sales people I worked with. If I say so myself I was pretty damn good at selling mobile phones. I understood the technology well from previous experience, and had a way with customers that didn’t make them feel like they were being sold to.

As I would say at many a sales meeting in the future, the biggest decision a customer made was walking into the shop. After that it was your decision whether he or she bought something from you. And whilst many sales people seemed to be pleased with just selling phones, I tended to sell/push everything that came with them, in order to increase my commission.

Andrew used to roll around laughing because my sales pitch was ballsy, to say the least. I knew the products, the accessories, all the services we offered inside and out. I would push everything with such confidence that the customer felt that they would be stupid not to take me up on the deal I was offering. If they walked out with only one extra, I would be mildly upset, if they had the front to not take any, then I would feel real indignation, much to Andrew’s amusement.

The branch was obliterating its targets and I was doing 60 per cent of the branch sales on my own. I was golden, so Andrew let me get away with murder.

Poor Gerald suffered, as I grabbed every sale I could. If a customer walked in with a complaint or a fault, then I would immediately direct them to Gerald’s desk. If a buying customer walked towards his desk, I would be up out of my seat directing them to mine.

With my performance my profile in the company was rising. Just five months into the job I got a call from Ricky Elliot. The company had signed a concession deal with Staples, the American office superstore, and he was putting me forward to head up the first one in Swansea. The partnership with Staples was a big deal. There were massive expansion plans to open up as many as a hundred stores across the UK. I was happy in Fleet Street but my father always told me to say yes to every opportunity, as you never know where it may lead.

So I accepted the job. Andrew was extremely upset. Not just because we had become close mates but also because they had failed to tell him. He sent Charles Dunstone, the MD of Carphone Warehouse, an email. Andrew did this all the time if he was unhappy with anything. Most of the emails began with, ‘Frankly, I am astonished …’ They pissed Dunstone off no end and would ultimately cost Andrew his job.

I wanted a big pay rise to go to Swansea. Company car, big commissions, expenses. Let’s just say my wish list wasn’t small.

David Ross just said no to everything, but as I had been introduced to the Staples management team and they had liked and wanted me, he was pretty much on the back foot. I said that if I didn’t get what I asked for, I wouldn’t go. After an hour of abuse from Ross I got what I wanted and departed with a cocky smile and thanking him for his support and belief. Smart arse? Maybe.

Landing in Swansea, I was horrified to find I was expected to wear a Staples uniform and my concession was a four-foot stand at the back of this aircraft hangar of a superstore in the middle of nowhere. They even wanted me to go on a Staples in-house course, so I kicked off, resulting in a very uncomfortable and unpleasant few weeks. Eventually accord broke out. I got some of the things I wanted but my biggest saving grace was my performance.

Whilst I was down in Wales I spoke to Andrew every day. I could sense that he was feeling more and more marginalised, yet he continued to ping off his emails to Charles Dunstone on anything and everything that pissed him off.

I was selling more phones on my own without support than a lot of the standalone Carphone Warehouse stores, and Staples was seeing a significant return. They began to take it very seriously. The next Staples store was coming on-stream with others to follow quickly and I was asked to hire someone for that, as well as for one in Wales. The job was finally the supervisory role I had signed up for.

I established the protocols, set up the procedures and got the sales off and running. The Staples stores were now a phenomenon and both businesses were making a significant amount of money out of these small concessions.

Meanwhile Andrew had sent off one too many ‘Frankly, I am astonished’ emails to Charles Dunstone and was fired.

He was distraught so I calmed him down and told him to get straight onto the phone and ring CPW’s main competitor Intercell. They had poached a number of CPW’s staff. Andrew called them and within twenty-four hours he was running their store in Swiss Cottage. He also wasted little time trying to persuade me to leave CPW and join him.

You would think that it would have been easy to have said no to Andrew and to stick with Carphone Warehouse. Under my leadership, the Staples concessions were doing brilliantly. We were selling hand over fist and the commission levels being paid to my staff went through the roof. Some earned over £10,000 a month. Other sales teams in the group envied my staff. From being considered a bit of a canker sore, the Staples stores concessions and their staff now had an air of elitism about them.

But David Ross became agitated and unhelpful. He didn’t like paying the commissions we had earned. He had to sign them off each month and he did everything in his power to hold up the process. In the end, my reward for making the Staples concessions one of the most profitable parts of CPW was a pay reduction by Ross, who slashed the commissions because we were earning too much.

My departure was inevitable. When Ross refused to pay commission on a phenomenal deal that secured them £130,000, I took the decision to leave.

I knew Intercell wanted me. They were expanding rapidly, had big ambitions and clearly needed my expertise. I met their joint MDs, Harry Ramis and Andy Demetriou, and negotiated myself a nice little deal, including a £15,000 golden hello. They wanted me to replicate for Intercell what I had achieved with Staples. No problem.

When I submitted my resignation, Ross demanded I went immediately. But they still owed me £2,000 in commission as well as expenses so I went up to his office and demanded my money. He became bolshie straight away. ‘You will get your expenses in due course.’ So I explained he would get their company car in due course as well. He started to shout at me and was getting up out of his seat when all the months of his uncalled-for behaviour just got to me.

‘Don’t get out of your chair and threaten me,’ I bellowed at him. ‘I have put up with your nonsense for nine months and if you get out of that chair I will throw you out of that bloody window. Give me my money now!’

Everyone in the building was aware what was going on and Martin Cox, the sales director, came flying up the stairs to calm things down. One way or another I got my cheque.

As I went to hand Ross the keys to the company car I looked out the window and saw it being clamped. I laughed my head off.

Joining Intercell was like jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire. CPW knew what they were doing and, on the whole, were professional. This outfit was like the Wild West headed up by two guys who gave the impression of playing at being gangsters and businessmen and falling short in both areas. All fast cars, big suits and threatening attitudes. They were not funded properly and they were not well set up. They had also employed a DTI consultant called Spencer Fox who was guiding them in everything. I quickly gathered he knew as much about mobile phones as I knew about colonic irrigation, although I would have gladly found out more if I could have applied it to that charlatan. I was straight on a collision course with him from the get-go.

Within weeks I got them their concession deal. I had agreed a deal with the managing director of Office World, another big office supply company and a direct competitor of Staples, and set about opening the first one in Colindale in London, which was quickly followed by another in Portsmouth. Although both Ramis and Demetriou were delighted by the swift delivery, Spencer Fox was getting himself involved in the area of business I had been brought in to do. I had a very low opinion of him and I didn’t stop short of telling him that. I was very vociferous about the shortcomings of this business – as was Andrew – and this grated on the MDs. Within three months I knew that this place was not for me.

Sure enough I had one fierce row too many with Spencer Fox and was summoned to the head office. Clearly I was far too much for these people; I challenged the whole politics of their business. Despite doing exactly what I said I would do, and despite having set up a concession operation for them, they wanted me gone.

I was going to be paid £15,000 to leave, the same amount I was paid to join. It came in very handy as I had ideas for that money and it didn’t involve working for incompetents like Demetriou and Ramis.

It was May 1994 and unemployment was upon me again. I suspected Andrew Briggs, who was equally as dissenting as me, was going to be fired so I called him. He had already been informed the HR Director was en route to his store.

I arranged to meet Andrew the next morning as I had something specific on my mind I wished to discuss with him.

This was the beginning of something very special, but even I didn’t envisage the magnitude of it.
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