
WHEN I WAS about eight or nine my Great-Uncle George told me something that I would never ever forget. George had fought at Passchendaele during the First World War and he had one of those thousand-yard stares. He never used to say much, so when he did open his mouth it always got your attention. Anyway, one Christmas he sat me down and, fixing me with those weary eyes that had seen so much (too much), he told me this little parable.

‘There are two types of people in this world, Del Boy,’ he said. ‘Wolves and sheep. And lions.’

Naturally I was all ears.

‘The sheep,’ he continued, ‘are weak and loyal to anyone and everyone. The old wolf is cunning, but his strength is in the pack. The lion, strong all by himself, is loyal only to his pride.’

Makes sense, I thought, abnormally perceptive even back then as a sprog. My ears pricked up, eager to receive more wisdom.

‘Then there’s the shark,’ he went on. ‘The shark is strong but is loyal only to himself.’

Now I come to think about it I can’t remember exactly how it went from there. He basically just listed animals for the best part of twenty minutes. (I’m sure there was a rabbit involved somewhere.) Whatever, you know what I’m getting at. George had had a skinful at the time anyway – it was Christmas. And while I never really understood the overall moral to the story, it was very impressive all the same and I like to think it helped shape the man I was to become.

Now the time has come for me to be the wise old teacher and for you to prick up your lugholes.fn1 We’ve got a long old journey ahead of us, but don’t worry. As the ancient Chinese used to say:
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If you’re going on a long trip, you’ve gotta start somewhere, ain’t yer?
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(Or words to that effect.)

LITTLE ACORNS

The NCP started with a bombsite. Henry Ford started with a barn. Chris Evans started with a pair of glasses and ginger hair. I started with some hooky LPs and a winning smile. Actually, it all began for me a bit earlier than that.

It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact moment this gift of mine revealed itself, but it might have been during the school nativity play when I was a nipper. I was playing the role of the innkeeper, the one that told poor old Mary and Joseph to jog on when they popped in to see if he had any vacancies. I only had one line: ‘There ain’t no room in the inn.’ But old Joseph went in for the haggle and started asking after my stable (his missus was well and truly up the duff and about to burst, so you can’t blame him really). Naturally I took the ball and started dribbling, offering him the stable at one-and-six for the night. This was a bit steep for Joseph so I tried to sweeten the deal by chucking in a bit of egg and bacon – Mary looked like she needed it, the poor mare. Of course none of this was in the script and the headmaster gave me a right hiding for it, but it was obvious to anyone there with half a head of sense that I was already a bit special.

My first little foray into the exciting world of the commodities market began back in the 1950s. My dad (if you can call him that), Reg, suffered terribly with a sticky mattress, and up till this point it had most of the time been down to my dear mum, Joan, to be the breadwinner of the family. My grandad, Ted, lived with us, but the only work I ever saw him manage was when he’d get up to change the channel on the telly. Apparently the last, and only, real bit of grafting he’d done was when he had a stint as a painter and decorator for the council. But that was in 1924. His main mode of transport was a horse!

It all began when I was eleven when Reg very kindly got me not one but two paper rounds. There I was every morning, come rain, sleet or shine: thirty-five Daily Sketches, forty Heralds and a Spick and Span for the weirdo in Marley Road. And when I finished that route I went to another shop to start my second round. I didn’t even have a bike.

On the upside it did teach me a lot about responsibility and the value of money. More importantly it allowed me to get to know the locals, do a bit of market research and build up my very own little clientele. This was back during the glory days of the black market; rationing had not long since ended and luxury consumer goods that people had only ever dreamed about were becoming more widely available. At the time Reg had done the unthinkable, peeled himself off his mattress and got himself some part-time work down at the docks, meaning he could, and did, get his hands on all sorts of high-quality and exotic merchandise. He supplied the gear, I knocked it out on my rounds and we divvied up the profits. In the end I was making so much on my paper rounds that I didn’t need the papers no more. Of course, I’m not recommending you do anything like this. To modern ears it all sounds a bit naughty, but they were different times back then.

I also kept myself busy down the markets, nothing big to begin with, just watching how it all worked and pitching in where and when I could. It helped Mum, put Reg’s back up, and left me with a few bob for myself, so it was very much a win-win-win situation. I had to step up my game a bit though when Rodney was born – thirteen bleedin’, years after me! – what with having another mouth to feed. And stone me, he went through rusks like nobody’s business! A few years later, when we lost Mum (she died), Reg, true to form, packed his bags and had it away on his toes. So there I was, little more than a boy and now the man of the house. Those were some rough days and on more than one occasion I came close to derailing, but that’s another story altogether.
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START LOCAL, THINK GLOBAL. FROM BUCHAREST TO HULL, US TROTTERS HAVE BEEN A MAJOR PLAYER ON THE WORLD STAGE.
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To this day people still talk about our homemade fish fingers. Eels on Wheels, circa 1967, before the health inspector stuck the kibosh on it.

Fishy Business

My first big break came in 1967 when I went into partnership with a mate of mine, Jumbo Mills. You see, he knew this geezer, John-Boy, who worked a cushty little number at a Mac Fisheries. Now, John-Boy had let it be known that he weren’t against doing a bit of business ‘off the clock’, i.e. he could get his hands on a regular supply of dirt-cheap reject fish. I say reject (that’s what was written on the crates) but you never would have known. And according to John-Boy they weren’t rejected ’cos they weren’t fresh, it was ’cos the regulation bods upstairs had stamped them too unattractive for the shop floor. I remember at the time this striking me as odd. I don’t know about you but I’ve never once clocked an attractive haddock (you’re gonna eat the sodding thing, not take it to the pictures!). Anyway, John-Boy had it all: cod, plaice, cockles, whelks … Well, it didn’t take an Alec Sugar to know that we were on to a winner!
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GIVE A MAN A FISH AND HE’LL EAT FOR A DAY. GIVE HIM A REGULAR SUPPLY OF DIRT-CHEAP FISH IN AN OLD HANDCART AND HE’LL MAKE A NICE BIT OF BUNSE!
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And that’s how Eels on Wheels was born. I was the front man, of course; I couldn’t stomach getting wrist deep in all those guts and fluids like Jumbo could. And for a while we were making a tidy little profit. The only downside was the smell. I got through at least a bottle of Brut a day trying to cover it up. Jumbo didn’t seem to mind, but then he never smelled too clever in the first place. Of course the dream couldn’t last and people started to get jealous of our success. That’s when the rumours of a food poisoning epidemic began to spread, and before you knew it the health inspector stuck the kibosh on us. Eels on Wheels had flogged its final winkle. It was a sad day, but it had been an education. The biggest lesson it taught me was that I belonged up front in the thick of the action, dealing with the customers one to one. Only next time I’d be doing it without smelling like a sardine’s armpit.

Branching Out

After the wheels came off Eels on Wheels, I did a bit of work on the John Player Special circuit – delivering fags round Lewisham. I was earning but there was no challenge in it and I missed the interaction with the public, so next I decided to branch out a bit further afield and ended up doing the old Happy Snaps at the Tower of London (second-hand Brownie, no film, pound a go – lovely jubbly!). It was the perfect opportunity for me to brush up on my people skills. Not that I needed it really. You see, I’ve always been at ease around people, and, more importantly, I’ve always had a natural gift for putting people at ease. It don’t matter where I am or who I’m with; I could be down the Crown and Anchor enjoying a pint of bitter and a pickled onion with the market boys, or having a chinwag over a plate of swan and peas in the banquet hall of one of England’s finest stately homes – people just seem to relax around me.

Of course, I also had Rodney to look after, and I did everything I could to make him feel normal. Trust me, that weren’t easy. Once he’d grown up (and I mean grown in the strictest sense of the word – there were giraffes on steroids that couldn’t keep up with him!), it was time to bring him into the fold. He’d finished school and, with my help, had bagged himself a couple of GCEs, one in maths, one in art. Now there’s some talent that can be put to good use, I thought to myself. But how? That was 1974 and I’m still struggling with the answer to this day. He was reluctant at first, declaring his need for independence to any poor sod who’d listen, but then he got in a spot of bother with the Old Bill and before you could shout ‘drugs squad!’ he was rushing back to the shelter of his big brother’s wing. Actually, I quite liked having him back, even though I wouldn’t tell him that. He weren’t a danger to nobody; he was just going through that awkward phase, a bit like a trifle, you know, thick and fruity. He obviously just needed some guidance, that’s all.
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With my business acumen, energy, drive and unbreakable will to succeed – and Rodney’s two GCEs – there was no stopping us.

Come the beginning of the 1980s, change was in the air. The time had arrived for the Trotters to face the brave new world as a proper, McCoy, company. You see, I had this dream. In it, Rodney and me owned a skyscraper office block on the South Bank. We were standing on the balcony of the penthouse suite with a couple of sorts, Gabrielle and Bianca, bra-less, but with class. We were sipping red drinks and conversing over a liver-sausage sandwich and a vol-au-vent or two, and above us, on top of this skyscraper, in fifty-foot-high neon lettering, were the initials of ‘Trotters Independent Traders’!
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Trotters Independent Trading’s official logo.

Sends a little tingle down your spine, don’t it?

The Goods

Now, let’s skip forward a decade or two and allow me to take you on a journey through my warehouse/garage – or as I like to think of it: the dream centre.

• On your right: one mint condition prophetic leg.

• On your left: two DIY gas conversion kits, circa 1969.

• Over here: a crate of Showaddywaddy LPs, not a scratch on ’em.

• Over there: a set of windscreen wipers for a Citroën Berlingo.

• Delving deeper, you’ll notice up on the shelf there: five fractionally warped Rubik’s cubes.

• And over the back, behind the louvre door: an air filter for a nuclear fallout shelter.

Some people (Rodney) might call it a load of old rubbish, but it’s my bread and butter (and the little git never complained when he was scoffing it down his gullet!). You’ll notice a good mix of gear here with no common theme. You’d be right. And wrong. You see, I’m a general trader with an eye for the unique item. But then I cater to the paying punter and I’ve always relished a challenge.

You’d be surprised what people are willing to part with their hard-earned cash for. Example: you might not fancy sitting down at Christmas and tucking into a one-legged turkey, but others might not be that fussed. Look at the positives. At the end of the day a turkey’s a turkey, however many legs it’s got, breast is best anyway, and at the very least it’ll give you all something to talk about round the dinner table.
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Where dreams are made.

RECOGNISING QUALITY

Stumpy turkeys aside, it’s the rare and specialist item that I’m a sucker for. When it comes to spotting a diamond in the rough, I never switch off, and I suggest you don’t either. Like the gold prospectors of old, sifting through the dirt for a glimmering nugget, keep your mince pies peeled for the gems, because as I of all people know, they are out there.

As luck would have it, I’ve always been a bit of a culture vulture. Oh yes, there really is nothing like a bit of art to nourish the soul. From the Renaissance daubers like Van Coff right on through to Indian sculpture greats like Ming (he made some wonderful stuff, pity he had to go and die when he did), my eye is finely tuned for a quality piece. And it’s just as well really, ’cos over the years Trotters Independent Traders has found itself on more than one occasion having a dabble in the world of antiques and fine object-dart. Gothic classics, Art Dicko, modern collectables, I have a natural instinct for the history and value of a piece. And while there have been times when I’ve needed to consult an expert, I much prefer to go with my gut (in my experience most of these so-called ‘experts’ wouldn’t know a Royal Doulton if it jumped up and jabbed ’em in the Jacobs).
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In safe hands. Me picking up another bargain of a lifetime, circa 1983.

My main areas of expertise (or my raison fruit de mer, as the French would say) are furniture and timepieces – Queen Anne cabinets, Georgian digital clocks, that sort of thing – but I’ve never let that restrict me. Over the years I’ve knocked out everything from a fully ergonomic Baroque executive swivel-chair to an original eighteenth-century Barbie doll (minus the original packaging, of course). But that’s not to say that I don’t sometimes make the wrong call – I once discovered what I thought was a genuine Elizabethan hot-water bottle at a car boot sale. Turned out it was from Superdrug.


TOP TIP!
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BRUSH UP YOUR KNOWLEDGE BY WHACKING THE ANTIQUES ROADSHOW ON THE OLD SKY PLUS. I’VE WRITTEN TO THE SHOW SEVERAL TIMES OVER THE YEARS REGARDING A CHIPPENDALE TEAPOT, BUT IT STILL AIN’T GOT ROUND TO PECKHAM.
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Operations HQ

Being a born-and-bred Peckhamite, Peckham, south London, has always been my main trading floor. But when I’m not out having a mosey and seeing what business I can drum up in the pubs and auction houses, I do most of my work from Trotter Headquarters: Flat 127, Nelson Mandela House (known locally, and with affection, as Trotter Tower). It also seconds as my home, which comes in handy when I fancy a quick power-nap as the bed is right on hand. Not that I kip that much. People like me have got too much going on for sleep.

I’ve always found that being up high makes me think more clearly. There’s just something about being up above the rat race in your own little castle in the clouds that does that. It has its downsides, of course, but if you can zone out the occasional pigeon slamming into the balcony, the rumble of low-flying jumbo jets, Raquel’s Hoover and the biannual riots down in the precinct, it really is very peaceful.

More importantly, this is where the cogs of the business turn and the major executive decisions are made. When I’m not pacing the floor on the old dog and bone, adding the final touches to deals in the kind of far-away lands you only ever heard of in Whicker’s World (Formosa, Walsall, Bok Choy etc), I’ll be in the conference room (kitchen) having a heated debate with Rodney about the pros and cons of investing in olive oil. If I’m not there, I’ll be at my desk (dining table) catching up with my correspondence or banging out a belligerent memo. Sometimes I like to conduct a little R&D (Research and Development) on my way to and from the rubbish chute. It’s a tightly wound, fast-paced operation, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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Peckham’s answer to the Gherkin.
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LIKE IT OR not, a natural food chain exists in most office environments. The technical term for this is ‘office hierarchy’. It makes sense really. Study the average gang of gorillas (I haven’t, but it’s on my bucket list) and you’ll more than likely find an old and knackered one who’s seen it all and now just wants nothing more than to sit about picking ticks off himself (Grandad). You’ll also find the young upstart, the sort who beats his chest and gives it all the big’ un in front of the lady gorillas but at the end of the day can’t cut the mustard and skulks off to his bedroom to pout and watch Home and Away (Rodney). But then you’ll find the silverback, alpha-male gorilla, the one who swings from the highest trees and brings home the biggest bananas, you know, the good-looking and debonair one that all the other gorillas turn to when the tom-tit hits the fan (yours truly).

    WHICH ONE ARE YOU?
ecologically aware bloke
Of course this can all lead to some heated territorial disputes, so expect the occasional banging of heads and throwing of dung. This was very true of Rodney as a young man, who, for some reason, took a lot longer than most to grow out of the ‘idealist student’ phase. (Oh yes, he loved a protest. One time he even went on a politically motivated hunger strike. It lasted one and an ’alf days before he sent out for a curry. But that was Rodney, a textbook case of a rebel-without-balls if ever there was one.)

It was also particularly problematic during the mating season when he’d get a sudden rush of testosterone to his brain. And just as the rutting stag grunts and stomps the floor when he fancies a bit, Rodney, too, gave off his own unique warning signs – his eyes would go all goggly and he’d start doing a funny walk (think John Wayne with a jockstrap full of itching powder). I dunno, I sometimes think he learned the art of seduction watching Wildlife on One. Not that it ever fazed me. Normally a stern look was enough to readdress the natural order.
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With great power comes great responsibility.
SPIDER-MAN’S UNCLE
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Bottom line: everyone dreams of being the boss (their own and/or someone else’s). But I’m here now to tell you it ain’t a bed of roses. Part of being the nouveau uno (or Capo Del Monte, as they say in the Basque region) is wielding the power to tell people what to do: ordering them about, disciplining them, and even having to fire them if necessary. But like I said, it also has its downsides. People rely on you and if things go pear-shaped the buck stops firmly at your door – and sometimes, as I so often and painfully discovered, no amount of blaming a Rodney will wash. And that’s why, if you one day find yourself in the position of being the big cheese among the Mini Cheddars, it’s important to be the best one you can be.
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South London’s answer to the Rockefellers – the Trotters of Peckham.

Being a good boss doesn’t just take wisdom, hard work, drive, energy and an unbreakable desire to succeed. It also requires emotional intelligence, sensitivity and tact. Remember, you’re not just responsible for the firm and its success, you’re also responsible for your employees and their emotional development. It never hurts to bear in mind that they don’t just see you as their boss, they look up to you as a role model, a mentor, a guiding light in a world filled with all too much darkness, if you like. So you should always take time every now and then to check in on them and find out what’s happening in their lives. If, like Rodney, they tell you to mind your own bloody business, at least keep an eye out for the little signs that something’s wrong.

Financial Management and Law

Back in 1980, not long after the birth of Trotters Independent Traders, I made two major decisions. They were dark days in general back then as the country was still in the grip of recession and some three million were unemployed. Rodney (or ‘Peckham’s Conscience’ as he’s been known) felt this discontent very deeply and aired it often. To help take his mind off things I decided it was time he faced a new challenge and made him a full partner in the firm. When that didn’t work I promoted him to the position of Financial Adviser – a risky move, but what with the GCE in maths and his love of titles, I thought it would at the very least shut him up for a while.

Of course, I ended up regretting it. Don’t get me wrong, the boy knew his way round a calculator, but I didn’t realise just how seriously he’d take to his new role. You see, when I told him he could handle the company accounts, I didn’t think he’d actually start taking accounts! Before I knew what was happening he was knocking out spreadsheets all over the shop! It was messing my system up. I always preferred a ‘less-paperwork-the-better’ approach to this sort of thing, and when it came to cash flow my only concern was that I had enough on the hip to cover my overheads and keep the bailiffs from the door. And just as I’ve never needed a weatherman to tell me that it’s pissing down, I’ve never needed a piece of paper to tell me my pockets are empty!

On top of that there was always the chance this paperwork might fall into the ‘wrong’ hands. Some might call this unprofessional, or even bordering on the dodgy, but I called it being a pragmatist. All right, we might not have been paying VAT, income tax or National Insurance, but on the other hand we weren’t claiming dole money, social security or supplementary benefits – the government didn’t give us nothing so we didn’t give the government nothing. Couldn’t say fairer than that, could I?fn1 All that said, you’d be hard pushed to find anyone more respectful of the law than me. Without it this delicate house of cards we call society would implode quicker than one of Grandad’s Christmas puddings.
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Grandad. About as useful as a pair of sunglasses on a bloke with one ear. I miss him every day.

Of course, you could also play devil’s advocado and argue a completely different case. It was, after all, the great Charles Dickens who wrote, ‘The law is a right pain in the arse!’ (or something very similar). I’m not saying he was right, but I can see what he was getting at.

Company Policy

Every company sets its own rules of conduct and conditions of employment: dress code, attendance and termination policies,fn2 all that gubbins. My own personal approach to this has always been pretty laid-back – as I said, it cuts down on the paperwork. No red tape or small print involved; as long as you agree not to take liberties, a nod and a firm handshake is as good as a signature in my book.

That said, if you work for me you can count some rules as given. For example, my door is always open. I only ask that you knock before entering, just in case I’m in my pants. I also have a pretty strict rule when it comes to smoking and try to make sure the flat is well stocked up at all times with cigars, lighters and ashtrays. But one thing you can never be too complacent about is your policy on substance abuse, and I speak from experience here. In his younger days, Rodney was known to enjoy the occasional pinch of Rastafarian Old-Holborn. He weren’t an addict or nothing like that, it was more of a recreational habit brought on by a host of underlying factors: a need for escapism, a desire to fit in and look ‘cool’, a chance to expand his artistic horizons, and just an all-round general wallyishness.


TOP TIP!
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KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED FOR THE FUNNY FAGS.
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Health and Safety

Being the guv’nor of your very own pukka company means that not only are you responsible for maintaining a safe and non-toxic work environment, but also for making sure that your staff receive the very best of care and attention when accidents and illness happen. Having strict health and safety procedures in place is a must for any self-respecting firm, and Trotters Independent Traders is no different.

Having raised Rodney since he was five years old, it’s no wonder I’m a dab hand at dealing with ailments. He was one of those sprogs that was frequently under the weather, with viruses, fungal infections, belly ache, measles (German and regular British ones), chicken pox, colds, flus and anaemia. Nothing got past that boy. One week he’d have the two-bob-bits, the next he’d be egg-bound. Stone me, hardly a month went by when he didn’t have a runny nose or a manky eye. He was like a Center Parcs for germs!

‘But what do I do in an emergency?!’ I hear you cry.

First things first, don’t panic. Calmly assess the situation, put pressure on any open wounds and call for an ambulance. While you’re waiting (traffic can be murder), have a rummage through your first aid kit. Ours is under the sink. Now, what you put in your kit is entirely up to you. Feel free to consult a qualified medical specialist, but a regular stock of the following has always seen me right:


	Plasters

	Savlon

	TCP

	Bonjela

	Immodium Instant

	Vicks VapoRub

	Bloke-sized Kleenex

	Baileys and orangeade (to settle an upset tummy)



But it all depends really on the level of emergency. It might just be a simple dose of the squits or a door slammed on a finger. Or it might be something a bit more serious …


 CASE STUDY #01

Back during the long hot summer of 1976, Rodney came home from the park one day suffering a serious bout of sunstroke. I knew something was up the minute he crawled in the front room. He had this strange glow about him. At first I thought he’d just overdone it with the Ready Brek (he always loved his oats) but then I felt his forehead. It was so hot you could’ve fried an egg on it.

Immediately realising that time was of the essence, I took control of the situation by slinging him over my shoulder, chucking him in a freezing-cold bath and
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A Health and Safety nightmare, especially during the mating season. Rodders, circa 1982.


 CASE STUDY #02







Job Satisfaction
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I remember this one being taken. I’d just promised Rodney a year’s subscription to Penthouse.




	Irritability

	Low productibility

	Lack of concentration

	Yawning

	Psoriasis

	Alopecia

	Crying

	Muttering, ‘I’m gonna kill you, I’m gonna kill you, I am, I’m gonna kill you!’ over and over again.








Motivation




[image: ] Incentive gifts
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[image: ] Keep ’em on their toes


[image: ] Involvement


[image: ] Company Functions


[image: ] If All Else Fails …







Delegating










 CASE STUDY #03
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Striving for a non-toxic work environment. Albert, me and Rodney on Grandad’s allotment, circa 1992.
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The original Trotters Independent Traders dream team, circa 1981.
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Rodney. Not much cop when it came to financial advice, but the boy knew his way around a pencil.
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Sorting out passport photos, circa 1984.
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The Jamaican Swallowtail (papilus humorous). Poor sod.
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Topping up on some oily brain-grub. Me Rodney and Albert in Margate, circa 1989.
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Into the nineties with a smart new image.
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Damien. We went through hell squeezing him out, but it was well worth the stitches.

Here’re some I flogged earlier …
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Wigs of distinction …
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Musical china cats …
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Peckham Spring mineral water …
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… and robust Russian camcorders.
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You gnome it makes sense.
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The single-greatest deal we ever made. Due to my foresight and business knowledge, I knew this Victorian egg timer (which I stumbled upon during a house clearance back in 1981) would come up trumps 16 years later.
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Raquel and me enjoying the fruits of my business brilliance.
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Giving back to the community. Me, Liz, Rodders and Phil.
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Everyone at the Nag’s Head came out in support of our plight. Left to right, Sid, Trig, Boycie, Denzil, Marlene and Mickey Pearce.
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Cassandra, Rodders, me and Raquel, circa 2003.
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