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  The Lucky Mistake


  
    Tar Blocks, Ginger Beer and Other Childhood Enterprises

  


  
    194760


    There are three reasons why you might never have got the opportunity to read this book. The first is that maybe I wasnt planned to be in this world, the second is that
    once I did arrive I was abandoned, and the third is that my mum  accidentally  nearly killed me! Being twelve years younger than my closest sibling twins, I often joke that I think
    (well, Im sure) I was a mistake  maybe the result of a good night out during the post-war euphoria.

  


  In the late forties, it was normal for babies to be left outside shops in their prams while the mothers went inside. That in itself gives you a picture of what times were like back then 
  parents were not worried about weirdoes abducting babies. One day, my mum (who hadnt had a baby to think about for twelve years) went to Woolworths and parked me outside in my pram. She did
  her shopping, walked out and took the 106 bus from Stoke Newington back to Clapton. Only when she was halfway home did it dawn on her: Ive left Alan outside Woolworths!


  Like all kids, I picked up various bugs and sniffles and occasionally had to be off school. My mum would tuck me up in her bed and nip down to the shops to buy me some comics  the
  Beano and the Dandy. Id finish reading them in half an hour and be bored stiff. On one particular day, when I was about ten, I got up, went into the kitchen and sat at the
  table, watching her cooking.


  My mother had no sense of smell at all  an extraordinary phenomenon. I guess in those days medical science wasnt sufficiently advanced to know the reason or
  come up with a cure. Anyway, as I sat in the kitchen, I started drifting off. I folded my arms on the table and laid my head down, unable to keep awake. I was lucky that around midday my sister
  Daphne came home from work for lunch. Mum had left one of the gas rings on, and because she couldnt smell, she had no idea that the whole kitchen had filled with gas. It was so bad, Daphne
  swears she could even smell the gas from outside the front door. You can imagine her horror when she saw me, head down on the table. She rushed to pick me up and took me out on to the balcony for
  some fresh air.


  I sometimes wonder just how much gas was in the air that day. Mum was cooking on the other gas ring, which was lit, so I reckon it wouldnt have taken too long for the whole room to blow
  up. So there you have it. I may have entered the world by mistake, been abandoned and nearly killed, but I am here to tell my story.


  This may have given you the wrong impression of my mum, Fay, who was the strong centre of the family. She was nearly forty when I was born on 24 March 1947 at Hackney Hospital and she had a
  difficult labour. To use her words, They were very worried about me  I was on the gates. (On the gates of heaven, she meant.) In the end, I was born by Caesarean section, and
  was pulled out with a pair of tongs which grabbed me by my upper lip, according to Mum. Later in life, when I was at the swimming baths or at the seaside and came out of the water shivering with
  cold, two dark marks would appear on my upper lip. Mum would say, Look at Alans upper lip. See those two blue marks? Thats where they schlapped him out. Is that an old
  wives tale or what?!


  My dad Nathan (Nat to everyone) was also nearly forty when I was born. My parents relatively advanced age endorses my theory that I wasnt a planned arrival. I was always slightly
  embarrassed at school on parents day because they looked much older than the other mums and dads  more like grandparents.


  They were both born in the East End of London, my mum on 31 December 1907. She was one of twins, but sadly her twin sister died at birth. Mum was only fourteen when her mother died and, as the
  eldest of six children, she had the heavy task of running the home  cooking, cleaning and shopping for everyone. Her father, Aaron, had a horse and cart and his business
  was hauling stuff  I guess in modern-day terms he would be a man with a van. I never met my maternal grandfather, who died before I was born, but I was named after him, Alan being the
  anglicised version of the Hebrew name Aaron.


  My dad was born on 3 August 1907, and was also one of six children. Im told that his father, Simon, was a cobbler, and I think the whole family, as with so many other Jewish families,
  derived their income from the garment industry one way or another. Anyway, its safe to say that my parents both came from ordinary, low-income, working-class families. Certainly there was no
  inheritance coming my way.


  Mum and Dad married on 1 March 1931 at Philpot Street Synagogue. My eldest sister, Shirley, was born on 10 January 1932, ten months after Mum and Dad got married  they didnt hang
  about. The twins, Daphne and Derek, were born on 28 August 1934. In terms of appearance, Derek and Shirley take after Dad, and Daphne and I take after Mum.


  My mum was short, around 5 ft 3 in., and stocky  not fat but strongly built and fit. She got her exercise humping two full shopping bags on and off buses, walking the long distance from
  the bus stop to our block of flats and then climbing the three flights of stairs up to our flat  and that was when she was in her forties and fifties. It makes me laugh these days how most
  housewives have cars and, if they can afford it, go down to the gym to keep fit by walking on a treadmill! My build is just like hers and fortunately I am blessed with her fitness. Dad was also
  stockily built and quite short, around 5 ft 6 in. Although he wasnt fat, he would go up and down in weight and have to cut back on what he ate from time to time and I inherited that tendency
  too.


  By the way, to correct some of the snipers in the media who have in the past used some colourful language to describe me, including the short, stocky, 5 ft 6 in. midget, my
  official height is 5 ft 8 in. and has been since I was sixteen.


  My parents first married home was in Stepney. They moved to 16 Woolmer House, Upper Clapton  in the borough of Hackney  on 7 June 1942. At that time, people were being moved
  out of Stepney and the docks area, as it was a prime target for German bombing.


  
    
  


  Woolmer House, where I was brought up, was part of a very large council estate on the main Upper Clapton Road. Our block was three storeys high, with no lift, and was situated in a cluster of
  about three other blocks, with what I called a playground in the middle which had some poles for the housewives to hang out their washing.


  Our corner flat was on the top floor, and it was unusual because it had two levels. It had a toilet and separate bathroom, with a bath that doubled up as a table (you lifted up the hinged top
  when you wanted a bath), a kitchen, a lounge and one large bedroom on the first level, which was where Mum and Dad slept, while upstairs there were two more bedrooms for the kids.


  I have no memories of my eldest sister Shirley when she lived at home, but Im told that because I had a mop of curly blond hair she would call me Mopsy! I was a page boy at her wedding
  when I was five, and a day or so before the event I got hold of a pair of scissors and cut all my curls off. Everyone, including Shirley, went bananas. Why did they let a five-year-old near a pair
  of scissors, you may ask.


  I also have only a vague recollection of Daphne and Derek living at home. Derek did his National Service in Singapore, and when he came back he worked in a garment factory as a machinist. He was
  very bright and these days would have gone to university, but back then there was no chance my parents would have been able to support him. While working in the factory he studied for the
  Knowledge, to become a London taxi driver. Id sometimes help him study  Id call out, Balls Pond Road to Piccadilly Circus and hed have to tell me the
  route.


  As we lived at the top of a block of flats, I never had the chance to play with other kids of my age when I was very young. All I knew were teenagers and adults. Its not so much that I
  lacked confidence, but it was a definite shock to the system when Mum dropped me off on my first day at Northwold Road Primary School, as I didnt like the idea of going to school and not
  being with her. At breaktime, when they let us out into the playground, I saw my chance, escaped through the open gate and ran all the way home, crying my eyes out, with a member of staff chasing
  after me. When I got there, I was greeted by Daphne, who asked, What are you doing? She could see I was upset and then she spotted an out-of-breath teacher, puffing and panting behind
  me. Between them they calmed me down, and I went back to school like a good boy. I guess this nervousness at the first day of school is quite typical and it cant have
  taken me long to settle in, as the teachers were soon telling me to stop talking.


  I got on like a house on fire with the other kids, who were all from the local area. There were quite a few Jewish kids, but the majority were non-Jewish. At that time, 19539, there were
  only a couple of Asian and black kids, who obviously stood out. I mention this because all of us kids were totally unaware of anything to do with race or religion. We behaved like all children do
   joking, larking around, sometimes spiteful to each other, as you would expect. But one thing that was definitely, and pleasantly, missing was racism. Its wonderful to think back to,
  and I guess its proof that it is adults who poison the minds of youngsters.


  In my last year at Northwold Road Primary, when I was about eleven, we had an open day. The event took place in the grand hall where the whole school met for assembly each morning.
  The hall was decked out with pupils schoolwork, displayed for visiting dignitaries, parents and headteachers of secondary schools.


  Typically, a member of each class would take the visitors through his or her classs work. I was chosen by my teacher to talk to the parents of the kids from our class. It came naturally
  to me, explaining in detail the work on show. Knowing me, I imagine I was offering too much detail and maybe repeating myself, especially if I thought the audience wasnt grasping what
  I was saying. I recall explaining to one parent why a conker tree is called a horse chestnut tree: if you break a leaf off a branch, at the base of its stem youll see a series of dots in the
  shape of a horseshoe.


  While I was talking, I could see people smiling and whispering to each other and I had no idea why. I know now they were smiling at this little kid who was nevertheless a good presenter. I must
  have been, because a couple of days later, the headmaster, Mr Kershaw, chose me to give a presentation on behalf of the whole school to an audience which included the Lord Mayor and an array of
  visiting secondary school headteachers (one of whom was Mr Harris, my future headmaster at Joseph Priestley Secondary School). Clearly I was already set on the path to what
  Ive been doing for the rest of my life: selling, presenting and marketing.


  I wasnt one of the brainy ones at school. In those days, in your final year at primary school, everyone would sit the Eleven Plus exam. If you passed, you would get a place at a grammar
  school, somewhere like the prestigious Grocers in Hackney Downs. I got a marginal pass in my Eleven Plus, a polite way of saying, You failed, but only just. However, it
  did allow me to apply for one of the limited number of places the grammar schools would give at their discretion, known as governors places. You went along for interviews to
  see whether you could project yourself in such a manner that they would overlook the marginal failure of the Eleven Plus.


  I remember going on one such visit to a school in Cambridge Heath Road, Bethnal Green. Throughout the thirty-minute ride on the 653 trolleybus, I was wondering whether I wanted to make this
  journey for the next five years of my life. With my motor-mouth, I passed the interview with flying colours and was offered a place at the school, but by a stroke of luck I never went there. The
  stroke of luck was down to my soon-to-be headmaster Mr Harris who, unbeknown to me, had been soliciting Mr Kershaw to recommend to my mum and dad that I should attend his school, Joseph
  Priestley, in Morning Lane. It was soon going to merge with another school, Upton House, to form what was to be known as Brooke House School, a very advanced and modern comprehensive  one of
  the first, I believe, to come into existence. Saying yes was the best move my parents made.


  That school was a fantastic establishment, with such diversity  I performed in Shakespearian plays and learned bricklaying! There were science laboratories and handicraft
  workshops, and we were taught plumbing and metalwork, draftsmanship and technical drawing, the arts, economics  basically everything you could think of. I learned how to build a brick wall,
  operate a lathe, produce hydrogen in a laboratory, do calculus and to this day I can recite act one, scene one of Twelfth Night.


  
    *

  


   I can clearly remember the day I joined Joseph Priestley  8 September 1958, the day after my brother Dereks wedding to Brenda Press. I was
  very nervous and dreaded the prospect of having to meet a whole new bunch of people. Thankfully, there were a few kids from my class at Northwold Road joining at the same time, so at least there
  would be some people I knew.


  I remember my mum laying out the new school uniform for me and my arrival in the playground on the first day. I stood huddled together with my friends, observing the rather boisterous behaviour
  of the older pupils. Within minutes, I heard racial remarks about Jews.


  Hey, Charlie, tell that bloody Jew to get out my way  he aint playing with us.


  The fucking Yids are using the goalposts  tell em to piss off.


  While the comments werent directed at me, it was still a total shock. It was the first time Id heard the expression Yids and I couldnt quite understand what
  was going on. When I went home that night, I described this to my mum and dad. I cant remember whether they gave me any good counselling on the subject, but I was traumatised. For the
  first time ever, I realised that I was, apparently, different. How could that be? Wed never heard anything like this at Northwold Road Primary.


  The guys with whom Id joined Joseph Priestley werent Jewish, but as time went on they started to recognise the fact that I was, and regrettably some of them became racists.
  The point I am illustrating is that you could see how the innocent minds of kids coming from a school like Northwold Road were poisoned by others. One incident that sticks in my mind happened soon
  after I joined the new school. The Jewish holidays of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur fell in September and, excused by a letter from Mum and Dad, I was allowed to take two days off for Rosh Hashanah
  and a day off the following week for Yom Kippur. When I returned there was a completely different atmosphere. I used to sit with a variety of my old friends from Northwold Road, but when I went to
  take my place on this particular day, the two kids near me were cold and distant. My absence had highlighted to them that I was a Jew  a matter that had never come up before, perhaps because
  I spoke like any other Cockney kid from Clapton and didnt look typically Jewish, being fair-haired and fair-skinned. Or perhaps these two mates did know I was
  Jewish but had thought I was just like them anyway.


  At first I couldnt work out what was going on. Id speak to them and get simple yes and no answers, and at breaktime they distanced themselves from me.
  There was no sign of friendship any more. And then, one day, one of them said something like, Well, you Jews are all the same. From that point on, we never spoke again and I was
  isolated as a different person. It was quite amazing, considering that a month or so earlier we had been the best of pals.


  You have to understand that back then we kids from Northwold School, of all religions and races, knew nothing about the Holocaust or Nazis. Obviously we all knew about the Second World War.
  Wed learned how great Winston Churchill was and how Britain had won the war, but thats all we were ever taught there. The non-Jewish kids at Northwold Road did not have the
  opportunity to understand what went on in the Holocaust or form opinions on it. Who knows, if they had been made aware of it, they might have agreed with the Nazis  Im pretty sure
  some of the parents did. How else could some of the kids at the new school be racist? It must have come from the parents.


  
    *

  


  At Woolmer House there were a few Jewish families, but the majority were non-Jewish, and the kids played together in the same way Id experienced in Northwold Road. Next
  door to us on the top floor lived the Moores. Percy and Ivy Moore had eleven children and they were a real salt-of-the-earth English family. There was mutual respect between the Sugars and the
  Moores.


  Life was hard in the late fifties  perhaps harder than I ever understood  but for some reason we had a telephone, which was deemed a luxury in those days. I suspect it was because
  my dad liked to place the odd bet with his bookmaker, though he kept this very close to his chest. He shouldnt really have been betting, considering how he complained about every single
  penny that had to be spent. In fact, the thought of being without money and not being able to put food on the table used to worry the hell out of him.


  
    
  


  My father was also paranoid about running out of electricity. Wed feed the meter with shillings at the start of the week, but because the single-bar heater we had in the lounge consumed
  electricity at a rate of knots, the meter would sometimes run out by Thursday afternoon and thered be no money to feed it. The Moores had the same problem. Often Ivy would pop in to borrow a
  shilling; sometimes Mum would borrow a shilling from her. The respective dads would come home with their pay-packets on Friday, so on Saturday morning the shillings would get thrown into the meter
  again.


  Ted, the Co-op milkman, would come round daily. This poor sod used to climb the stairs in our block and deliver milk to every flat. Hed knock on the door at the end of the week to be
  paid. Youd have to give him your Co-op number (ours was 85 4 139  hows that for memory?) and hed hand over a little receipt. You built up points and eventually you were
  able to redeem them for stuff in the Co-op shops.


  Then there was the rent man, who would come round monthly and pick up four weeks rent at 8s 6d (eight shillings and sixpence) per week  thats around 42p in todays
  money. The fact that the Sugars and the Moores made sure that the rent was always paid on time shows the kind of discipline and decency that existed in those days.


  My dad, who was a tailor, installed a sewing machine in my brothers old bedroom upstairs and called it his home workshop. He wasnt the best tailor in the world
   I recall him going to evening classes to improve his tailoring and machinist skills, to try to command better pay in the garment factories, and hed occasionally knock up coats for
  relatives and friends.


  It wasnt just Dad who sharpened his tailoring skills in his makeshift workshop. I used to watch him and over the years he taught me how to do various things, such as how to shorten a pair
  of trousers. I became a dab hand at whats known as cross-stitch. Later in life, I would buy a pair of trousers, bravely cut an inch or two off the legs, fold up the bottoms, execute my
  cross-stitching craft and press them into place. This ability is something which fascinates my wife Ann. I havent done it for years, but shes always telling people how I can shorten
  trousers and even dresses. This skill was to play a part in a funny story youll read about later.


  
    
  


  I would also watch my mum cook. I was the talk of the flats when one day, around the age of eleven, for some mad reason, I decided I would make a ginger cake. Id seen Mum make them many
  times and knew the ingredients off by heart. You can imagine my mums surprise when she got home and I presented her with a still-warm cake.


  When did you make this? she said.


  Ive just taken it out of the oven.


  So far, so good. She had a smile on her face and she was nodding her head in happy surprise. Then suddenly it dawned on her that she didnt have any ginger or baking powder.


  How did you make it? she asked.


  I explained that Mrs Clark, a few doors away, had lent me some baking powder and that Mrs Cohen, a floor below, had lent me some ginger powder. And by the way, while I was at it,
  Weve now run out of sugar, as I used the last lot.


  She went mad. You cant go asking people for things  tell me again who you asked.


  She ran off to Mrs Clark and Mrs Cohen to apologise, but came back with a smile on her face. It seems that Clarkie and Mrs Cohen were killing themselves laughing at my sheer cheek. They told Mum
  Id explained to them I was making a ginger cake as a surprise for her and they just wanted to know if the cake had come out okay. In fact, it was perfect. I took them some when it had cooled
  down (best eaten a day after cooking). The ginger cake became a historic story in the family and a favourite amongst the neighbours for years after.


  Ive often wondered where my entrepreneurial spirit came from. It certainly didnt come from my father. He had a skill  making clothes  but he never exploited it.
  Employment wasnt secure in those days and he was constantly in and out of work. It was normal to be told on Friday night, Dont bother to come in on Monday, as theres no
  work.


  Often the out-of-work tailors would congregate in a huddle outside Black Lion Yard in Whitechapel Road. Sometimes, during school holidays, I would join him, standing around while the men
  exchanged stories. The conversation usually revolved around which factories might be getting work that week.


  You would have thought that, having acquired the skill to make clothes, my father would have realised that by turning out one or two coats a week and selling them, he could
  make more than the pittance he was earning. He could even have taken it a stage further by advertising the fact that he was available to make coats. But my father was a cautious person, always
  careful to ensure nothing went so badly wrong that hed be without money. I dont know why he had this fear; maybe growing up without money had left a scar. My brother Derek once told
  me that, shortly after the war, the family had the opportunity of buying a house in Dagenham for what sounds a ridiculously small amount of money today  around 400  although in
  those days (19467) 400 was a fortune. Dad didnt have the foresight to do it. The story goes that he also had the opportunity of taking a small shop with a workshop at the back
  where he could make and sell clothes, but again he didnt go for it.


  My mothers side of the family was a slightly different story. Her brother, Uncle John, was the rich uncle  every family has one. My mums maiden name was Apple, so you can
  imagine the jokes when an Apple married a Sugar. Uncle John was a real character. He had a store, Apples Hardware, in Victoria. People used to go there just to see the price tickets on his
  wares, on which hed write stupid little quips. For example, a price ticket on a broom would say, This broom was used by a very tall girl by the name of Jean, so its very
  hygienic. Pathetic, I know, but if you can imagine the forecourt of his shop and the pavement lined with all these silly little jokes, you can see why he got himself quite a reputation.
  Apparently, he exploited the post-war boom and his hardware business enabled him to accumulate money and pick up some properties in the area.


  Back at home, lack of money was always the main item on the agenda. We made the most of what we could afford, but we didnt have money for anything more than the basics one needed to live.
  Certainly there were no luxuries. This was brought into focus for me when I saw some of the more fortunate kids at school starting to amass possessions: a pair of football boots, a ball, a new
  Dinky toy car, roller skates. I couldnt have these things unless the family clubbed together for my birthday. My parents did their best, but not being able to have what I wanted made me
  determined to do something for myself  to be self-sufficient.


  
    
  


  I had loads of enterprises on the go. Next to Woolmer House there was a rag-and-bone merchant who would go round collecting items such as old iron and other metal, clothing and material.
  Hed pay scrap value for the stuff. In his yard was a sign saying, Wool 5s per lb [five shillings per pound of weight], cotton 1s 6d per lb [one shilling and sixpence], brass and
  copper 2d per lb [tuppence]. Playing out in the street when I was eleven, I noticed people taking items in and getting money in exchange and I wondered if I could get hold of any stuff, so
  that I too could make some money. It was during one of my other ventures  car-cleaning  that I found something.


  In the back streets of Clapton, some of the big Victorian houses were converted into small garment factories with rooms full of machinists. These factories would sub-contract for bigger
  manufacturers using outdoor workers (the old name for sub-contractors). One day, while cleaning the factory bosss car, I saw in the front garden some open sacks of material
  trimmings, ready for the dustman to take away. When I went inside to collect my 1s 6d, I asked the boss what was in these sacks and he explained they were remnants of the material used to make the
  clothes. I asked him if I could take some and he said I could, but looked puzzled.


  What are you going to do with them? he asked.


  Dont worry, leave it to me, I replied. The sacks were bigger than I was, so I went back to the flats and borrowed a pram. I loaded on two sacks and took them round to the
  rag-and-bone man.


  Here was my first experience of getting legged over. Unbeknown to me, the sacks contained gold dust as far as the scrap merchant was concerned, as the material was wool. This bloke
  took one look at this eleven-year-old and said, What youve got in those sacks is rubbish. He weighed the stuff on his scales and said, Ill give you half a crown
  [2s 6d] for the lot. I took it. Nave  stupid, you might say  but half a crown was a lot of money in those days.


  The next week, after cleaning the bosss car, I asked him what kind of material was in those sacks. When he told me it was wool, I was furious  I should have got at least 1
  10s for two sacks of wool. I took a scrap of the material to the rag-and-bone man and confronted him. Ive just been told this is wool  you told me it was rubbish. I
  want some more money or I want the two sacks back, I yelled at him angrily. I wont tell you what he said to me. He slung two shillings at me and told me to clear
  off.


  I can get loads more of this stuff and Im going to find another rag-and-bone man to sell it to!


  He just laughed and virtually threw me out.


  Another side of me came out now. I was wound up and angry. I wasnt frightened to speak up, but short of grabbing hold of him or kicking him, what could I do? He was a grown man and I was
  an eleven-year-old shnip. I went back home and told my mum and dad what had happened. They laughed, then my father asked, How much did you get in the end?


  Four and six. A sudden look of fear came over his face at the realisation that his eleven-year-old son had made 4s 6d.


  Where did you get this stuff from? he said.


  I told you  from the factory down the road.


  They let you take it? You sure you didnt take it without asking?


  No. The boss gave it to me. He wanted to get rid of it. Normally the dustman takes it away.


  Are you sure?


  I couldnt believe it. Instead of being complimented, I was being interrogated as if Id done something wrong! It was a strange attitude, but one Id become increasingly
  familiar with in later years. Manys the time Id have to play down the success of my business activities because my father could not believe that someone so young could make so much
  money. To put things into perspective, his take-home pay at the time was 8 for working a forty-hour week. How could an eleven-year-old boy go out and make 4s 6d in just a couple of hours?
  Basically, Id spotted some stuff in one place and seen another place to sell it. And whats more, I really enjoyed doing it.


  At the numerous talks I give around the country these days, I often hear the term entrepreneurial spirit bandied about. At these talks, therell be a Q&A session and it
  never fails to annoy me when somebody stands up and says, Hello, Im an entrepreneur . . . It really winds me up. An entrepreneur is not a word to be used lightly and its
  certainly not something you call yourself. It should be a term used by a person when describing anothers abilities. I refer to my entrepreneurial spirit
  as I have been branded an entrepreneur so many times by so many people that I feel Ive earned the right, and I can see what it takes to be labelled as such. I often say that it doesnt
  matter which business school you go to or what books you read, you cant go into Boots and buy a bottle of entrepreneurial juice. Entrepreneurial spirit is something you are born with, just
  like a concert pianists talent. Stick me in a room with a piano teacher for a year and maybe Ill end up being able to give you a rendition of Roll Out the Barrel, but
  would I ever be a concert pianist playing at the Royal Albert Hall? Not in a million years. In the same way, youve either got entrepreneurial spirit or you havent. It resides within
  you and its sparked off by ideas that come about through the various situations you find yourself in.


  One such story  where a situation sparked off an idea  started with the simple need to light a fire for warmth. In those days, before everyone had central heating, raw coal was
  used as fuel. In our case, it heated the boiler for the bath and we had a coal fireplace. There was also a fireplace in my bedroom, but it was never used and many a winters morning I would
  get up and find the windows iced over. Sometimes the glass of water by my bed would be frozen solid.


  The coalmen would arrive outside Woolmer House with their large flatbed lorry loaded with sacks of coal. These poor fellows would hump their sacks up three flights of stairs and empty them into
  the large coal box we had in the hall. They must have been very fit, but heaven knows what todays Health and Safety brigade would have made of their working conditions, especially as they
  breathed in the clouds of coal dust that filled the air each time a sack was emptied.


  Lighting the fire was a specialised job. You could buy fire-lighter strips, but they were a waste of money. Instead, most people bought little bundles of wooden sticks which were packaged in
  rolls and sold by most general hardware shops, such as Uncle Johns. Manys the time I was sent down to Mr Brahams or Mr Morriss shop to buy these sticks, which sold for
  sixpence a bundle. You would make a little wigwam out of them, put some paraffin on them and stuff a bit of newspaper inside. Then youd arrange the coal around the sticks. To start the fire,
  you lit the paper, which in turn would set light to the sticks and then the coal. It took about ten minutes to get a fire going.


  Why have I told you all this? Well, it relates to another of my cheeky childhood schemes, which stemmed from, of all things, road construction. In the late fifties the roads in Clapton were
  being resurfaced. I used to look out of the window and watch the workers with all their machinery, fascinated by the sights and sounds of it all  the plumes of fire and the clattering of
  pneumatic drills as they loosened the surface and dug it up. Nowadays, roadworks are performed quite quickly, but back then they went on for months. Sometimes Id go down to the street and
  watch them more closely. Id chat with the workers and ask what they were doing and I even started running back and forth to the caf for them, getting them tea and sandwiches.


  The removal of the old road surface uncovered a base layer of wooden blocks set into the ground in a herringbone pattern. New road construction techniques no longer required these blocks, so
  they were discarded. The workers showed me the blocks, which were impregnated with tar, and they chucked a couple onto their fire  they burned like a rocket. Bingo! It occurred to me that
  these discarded wooden blocks could be made into fire-lighting sticks. I could cut them up into bundles of sticks and flog them to Mr Braham and Mr Morris.


  It was an education going into Morriss. This silver-haired little man, who spoke English with a high-pitched Polish accent, was renowned for his computer-like brain  he was a human
  checkout till. Customers would put their shopping on the counter, he would call out the items and their prices one by one, tot it all up in his head and declare the total. He was magic 
  faster than a calculator.


  Out came the old pram and, with the permission of the workers, I loaded it up with the wooden blocks and took them back to the flats, stacking them in a corner of the playground. I went
  backwards and forwards collecting these blocks, and by the evening Id amassed a big pile. Using a small axe we used to have at home  dont ask me why  I set to work
  chopping them up into sticks. The other kids in the flats thought this looked like fun and they too brought along various implements and helped me out, even though they didnt know why I was
  doing it.


  
    
  


  My dad hoarded all manner of things, including old balls of string. I used some of it to tie the sticks into bundles and as soon as I had a few, I went round to Mr Braham and asked him if he
  wanted to buy some. He looked at me as if I were nuts. Ive got enough of this stuff out in my back yard  why would I want any more?


  I knew hed have a fire going in the back of his shop (as I once worked there on a Saturday before I jumped ship to the greengrocers down the road) so I chucked on one of the
  sticks, which burst into flames. He looked at me and smiled, as if to say, You little sod  how did you do that?


  Threepence a bundle was the price he said hed pay, and within two days Id converted all the stuff and taken it to his yard. The other kids were on to this like a shot, but they
  didnt have my sales skills.


  I wanted to go further afield and deliver to other shops, but this was virtually impossible, as the stuff was heavy and the pram could only hold a limited amount. One of the kids dads had
  a van and I suggested to him that if he could get his dad to drive us around, we could widen the empire. I would, of course, share some of the proceeds with him. He got the green light and we made
  up a load of bundles and put them in the bike shed. Then we went on the road, so to speak.


  The following week, as word about my venture spread throughout the flats, admiring neighbours would say, We heard about your sticks, Alan. And, of course, my mum and dad got wind
  of it too. By now, my schemes were like water off a ducks back to my parents. The old man couldnt accuse me of any wrongdoing, as hed seen the road being dug up. All the same,
  I never saw any signs of pride or heard any congratulations from them for my enterprises. Im going to give them the benefit of the doubt about that, as maybe Ive just forgotten. All I
  do remember is my mum laughing or tutting or shrugging her shoulders, and my father shaking his head.


  There was, of course, a limit to how many of these blocks I could deal with. What I had stashed away was minute compared to what was available, so you can imagine my frustration when I saw my
  wooden gold being carted off in lorry-loads, just to be dumped somewhere.


  Anyway, in the end, the bigger boys in the flats got in on the action. They started doing the same thing and sort of muscled me out. Thats it, mate,
  its over for you. Get out of the way, were taking over. You couldnt argue, as you felt you might get beaten up or something. I wasnt too sorry though, as it was a
  lot of hard and dirty work to make a relatively small amount of money.


  Nevertheless, I learned an important lesson. I think it was Karl Marx who said, Catch a man a fish, you can sell it to him. Teach a man to fish, you ruin a wonderful business
  opportunity. Id discovered that as soon as any new business idea is born, up springs the competition. This truism would rear its head time and time again throughout my business
  life.


  
    *

  


  Not all my early enterprises made money or got me a pat on the back. At Brooke House, the English teacher, Mr Jones, decided the school should have its own monthly
  magazine. My brother-in-law Harold Regal (married to Shirley) was a printer, and sometimes in the school holidays Id go along to the small printing company he owned in Clerkenwell. Id
  play around with the printing equipment and watch the compositors line up lead letters in a block and put it on the printing press. As a result, I had the brainwave that the school should buy its
  own printing machine and, together with one of the other pupils, I would be responsible for producing the school magazine. This idea was put to the deputy headmaster and funds were made
  available.


  I purchased a second-hand Adana printing machine on behalf of the school but, unfortunately, I had bitten off more than I could chew. Anyone in the business who can remember that far back will
  know it was a ridiculous venture. The Adana was good for printing business cards or invitations, but not a multi-page job like a magazine. The reality hit home when we attempted to do it  it
  took us about an hour to set one sentence! Despite this setback, the school magazine went ahead using the old-fashioned duplicator, and to compensate the school for their disappointment over the
  printing-machine investment, I took on the role of selling the magazine externally.


  The council estate where I lived housed many of my fellow pupils and, like most kids, they never told their mums and dads what went on at school so I took it upon myself to knock on the doors of
  the kids parents. My sales patter was that I was representing the school and would they like to buy the magazine for a shilling? After a couple of days work, I
  had sold over a hundred copies!


  I turned up at Mr Joness English lesson with the news that Id earned the school 5 from sales of the magazine, but that Id run out of copies and needed some more. You
  would have thought hed just won the lottery. The man was flabbergasted. He asked me how Id done it and I told him, I just visited the parents of the kids in our
  flats.


  The story spread to the headmaster, the deputy head and the teaching staff. From that day on, I was known as the schools enterprise star, an accolade the headmaster never failed to bring
  up at open days.


  The deputy head called me into the staffroom a few weeks later (I used to make the tea for the staff from time to time). He told me that while he was pleased with the school magazine enterprise,
  I had lumbered him with the Adana machine and it was up to me to sell it. I explained that to sell it I would need to advertise it in the Exchange & Mart, so if could he give me ten bob,
  Id get the job done.


  He turned to the other staff and said, Did you hear that? This boy has landed me with a fifteen-pound printing machine and now wants ten shillings to get rid of it for me! He was
  seriously angry.


  I shrugged my shoulders and politely suggested that if he had any other ideas, perhaps he should try to sell it himself. He told me to get on with it and I sold it for about 17, so he had
  nothing to complain about.


  
    *

  


  There is a perverse kind of cruelty that can be put upon children, unwittingly, by parents who are meaning to do so well for them. Like all secondary school kids, I was growing
  every year and at twelve I needed a new school uniform. A new uniform represented a significant financial outlay to a poor family like ours. Whats more, by now the school had become Brooke
  House Comprehensive and the new regime was very hot on uniform compliance. The local school outfitters, of course, had a field day. All the boys parents took them there and kitted them out
  in grey short trousers (for the junior school), black jackets with the statutory school badge affixed to the breast pocket and, of course, the school tie.


  I dont know what was going through my fathers mind at the time  perhaps he really was that skint  but he decided he would make me my school uniform.
  Unfortunately, in doing so, he made me stand out from the other kids  quite unintentionally, of course.


  Bless him, he had this worry about money falling out of my pockets  I think this may have happened to me once when I went to the cinema with my cousin Denise  so, in his
  mind, I needed deep pockets. He made me a pair of short trousers with very deep pockets. So deep, in fact, that in order to accommodate them, the overall length of the trousers had to be somewhat
  longer than normal. Now picture the scene: me arriving at school wearing a pair of short trousers that were much longer than everybody elses. They looked like they were falling down, and
  this tempted the older lads to come up to me and try to pull them down.


  As if that wasnt bad enough, in making the jacket, Dad decided to add some leather elbow patches, the sort you sometimes see on posh riding clothes. He reckoned that I, being a young lad,
  would lean on my elbows a lot and wear the material out. So the elbow patches were another object of ridicule. Thinking about it now, if felt-tip pens had been available in those days, he might
  have taken his old white wedding tie and tried to replicate the stripes of the official school tie. It must have killed him to actually have to pay for a real one.


  Then there was the school badge. Instead of buying one and sewing it on, my Auntie Gertie, out of the kindness of her heart, embroidered one for me. This turned out to be slightly smaller than
  the official one. Luckily, to the untrained eyes of the other kids, it wasnt noticeable.


  The point illustrated by this episode is that even with the best intentions in the world, some parents actions can end up subjecting their children to ridicule. It also serves to
  highlight how kids innately want to conform, and how they will torment a child who is not in standard issue, making them feel inadequate. I complained about this to my father several
  times, but it just fell upon deaf ears.


  Fortunately, the following year I went into long trousers, plus I needed a bigger jacket. I must have kicked up enough of a fuss that a standard uniform was purchased. Come
  to think of it, I may well have paid for it myself from the proceeds of one of my enterprises.


  
    *

  


  The necessity of supplementing my pocket money was of prime importance to me. Looking back, I now realise that none of the other kids I knew, at school or in the flats, had the
  sort of motivation I did. Some of the Moores kids would have a paper round or milk round, but nothing beyond that. Naturally, I did those things too  for two shillings a day. And on
  Saturdays I had jobs at the bakers and greengrocers  for half a crown a day. All of these were, to use a good old-fashioned East End expression, two bob jobs, but
  considering I was eleven or twelve years old, one couldnt complain.


  It was at the greengrocers, Charltons in Clapton, where my famous beetroot-boiling story originated. On Saturday mornings I would get up early and turn up at Charltons for a
  seven oclock start and part of my job was to help set out the display of veg at the front.


  Beetroot was rarely purchased in its raw form; customers wanted it ready-boiled and we would provide this service. My first duty on arrival on Saturday morning was to get a small metal bath and
  place it on the gas ring, half fill the bath with water and chuck in a sack of raw beetroot. I would then light the gas and get on with my next task, which was humping sacks of potatoes from the
  basement up the stairs.


  After an hour or so, I had to call two sturdy men to lift the boiling bath of beetroot off the burner, walk it out to the yard, chuck out the water and then take the piping hot beetroots and put
  them out on display at the front of the shop. For some reason, the press, when covering my business career, have latched on to the beetroot story and repeat it endlessly and inaccurately. He
  used to sell beetroot from the back of his minivan or He sold beetroot on a market stall are a couple of variations. Well, youve just read the official beetroot
  story. Never let it be distorted again!


  Ginger beer manufacture was another of my ventures, after talking to a lady in our flats who said she had a ginger beer plant, although to me it looked like a load of sand or sediment in some
  water. She offered to give me some of it and told me that if I continued to feed it with two teaspoons of sugar a day, plus some ginger and this and that, it would continue to
  grow. More importantly, the pint of liquid it resided in would turn into concentrated ginger beer which, by adding more water, some lemon juice and sugar, could produce ten pints of ginger
  beer to drink. My entrepreneurial mind sprung into action again  after all, a large bottle of Tizer or R. Whites lemonade used to cost about 1s 3d in the shops.


  In those days, there was no such thing as the disposable plastic bottle. Drinks bottles were made of glass and were quite valuable  they had a return value of a penny each. In one of my
  earlier ventures, I would scour the streets around our flats looking for empty bottles and I even asked some of the people living in the flats if they had any. Id take any empties I
  collected round to the sweet shop and redeem them for cash to buy sweets. Now I had a dilemma: instead of returning the bottles for cash, I needed to use them for my own ginger beer production.


  I used the fold-down table that went over the bath as my production bench, a plastic bucket to make the mass production quantity of mix and my mums small funnel to pour it into the empty
  bottles. Then I started knocking on the neighbours doors trying to flog them stuff again. They may have been thinking, Oh no, not him again, but Id have to say that
  there was always a smile on their faces.


  I even tried to sell some ginger beer to the sweet shop downstairs. The owner agreed to take a few bottles on a sale-or-return basis and he did quite a good job trying to sell some, but with
  limited success. He explained to me that the presentation wasnt very professional, as the bottles didnt have labels.


  Not one of my better ventures then. My mother, to say the least, was not happy with me using two teaspoons of sugar a day, not to mention the half a teaspoon of ginger. But, mothers being
  mothers, she never complained or charged me.


  On reflection, I dont know how I fitted all this stuff in. On top of my more unusual activities, I always had time for the annual late-October tradition of making a Guy Fawkes out of my
  old clothes padded out with a load of newspapers. Armed with my Guy, I stood outside the flats on the main Upper Clapton Road asking passers-by for a penny for the
  Guy. Id use my takings to buy some fireworks for the various bonfire night parties on 5 November, mostly held on an old bombsite within the council estate.


  There was no point asking my mum and dad for money to buy fireworks. To the old man it would have been like holding up a red rag to a bull  spending money on things that go up in flames.
  I recall comments like, Why do you want to waste your money on them? Why dont you just go and watch the other people letting off their fireworks? I guess it was a good
  point, but you cant tell kids. Besides, there was a special excitement in lighting your own fireworks. In fact, if I remember rightly, my dad came down and took charge of letting off some of
  my rockets, launching them from an empty milk bottle.


  
    *

  


  Even with my money-making schemes, I couldnt afford to buy the kind of bicycle I wanted  a Pat Hanlon Special or a Condor Special. So when I was about thirteen I
  decided I would make one instead! It was amazing how people would throw away old frames, wheels, handlebars and so on, which Id collect. My pals in the flats would teach me things like how
  to straighten spokes on wheels, how to assemble a chain and put the gears on  basically how to build bikes.


  That knowledge hasnt left me, even today. I was in my local bike shop in Chigwell a while ago, having taken in my brand-new Italian Pinarello bike (sold to me by some American smoothie
  for the grand sum of $9,000). The bike was attracting a lot of attention from everyone in the shop. One of the customers, who must have been about my age, looked a bit sheepish as he recognised me
  as the bloke on the telly. He started speaking to me and I could see that he thought I was just one of those rich people who, now that biking was fashionable, had jumped on the bandwagon and bought
  the best bike available. Then I spotted an antique Pat Hanlon and mentioned that I used to go to her shop in Tottenham, and I reminisced about Condor, when it was situated in Balls Pond Road. Well,
  Ive never seen an attitude change so quickly. You would have thought hed met a long-lost friend from fifty years ago.


  
    
  


  I still retain my bike-building skills, to the surprise of some of my friends, my wife and even my children. One of them would ask, Who fixed that puncture?


  I did, Id say.


  Theyd look at me quizzically. How do you know how to fix punctures?


  Its easy, Id shrug.


  Not being aware of my childhood exploits, theyd be amazed that I was an expert at puncture repairs. In my youth, I used the back of a fork as a tyre lever, plus a bit of orange glue and
  some sandpaper.


  
    *

  


  In the flats opposite ours lived Manny Phillips, one of my brother Dereks pals. Mannys family was more well-to-do; they had quite a good business selling things in
  the markets. During the summer holidays Id go with Manny to Oxford market and Chelmsford market, as well as Ridley Road, Dalston. Manny sold foam rubber bits and pieces which people would
  buy to make cushions. Id help him load up the stall with the stuff, wrap it up for the customers and generally run back and forth to the caf for him during the day. It was at
  Chelmsford where I first experienced the amazing salesmanship of some of these stall holders. The man on the stall next to Mannys sold towels and bedding and he attracted a crowd of people
  by piling his items one on top of another, creating a perception of value-for-money. Hed start his patter by letting the crowd know the high prices of these items in the shops.


  I was fascinated by his spiel. There you are, two big bath towels, three hand towels, four flannels, five pillow cases, three sets of sheets. Ill throw in two pillows and, wait for
  it, a wonderful full-size blanket. Now, the lady over there  put your hand down, love  I dont want twenty-five pounds, forget twenty pounds, forget fifteen, dont even
  think about ten. The lady over there  put your money away, dear. Now, I want five  hands up  five pounds the lot.


  One day he was making his pitch, he had the audience all teed up, and just as he reached the crescendo and was about to announce the final punchline  I dont know what possessed me
   suddenly I blurted it out.


  
    
  


  If looks could kill, Id have been stone dead there and then.


  When the crowd dispersed he got hold of Manny and started shouting at him. What is this kid doing? Is he mad? Is he crazy? Tell him to shut up.


  I really got it in the neck from the guy and Manny. Mind you, Manny should have known I couldnt be relied on to keep quiet. When my brother and sisters came over on Friday nights for
  dinner, theyd inevitably end up playing cards and Manny would sometimes be in the card school. Theyd play for pennies or shillings, but took it very seriously. I used to sit there
  watching studiously and sometimes Id say something that disclosed one of the players tactics. Id quickly be told to keep my mouth shut.


  Around Christmas time I worked with Manny and his father in Ridley Road market. At that time of year they changed their wares. They put their foam rubber into storage and decked out the stall
  with toys: dolls, Meccano sets, childrens cars and prams, and so on.


  Mr Phillips, Mannys father, was quite a tough person. I recall one day watching him sell a very large doll which came in a presentation box. I dont remember the exact price, but
  lets say it was 3. Shortly after he sold it, a lady came up to the stall and asked me how much the same doll was.


  Three pounds, I said immediately.


  Sharp as a needle, Mr Phillips jumped in. What are you talking about, you idiot  its much more than three pounds.


  He then turned to the lady. Im sorry, dear, hes made a terrible mistake  its not three pounds, its much more than that. Im sorry,
  love.


  I was dumbfounded. Had I made a giant error? I didnt think so.


  Mr Phillips continued: Okay, dear  look, were honest traders down here. This stupid boy offered it to you for three pounds  what can I do? Im gonna have to
  stick to it. Okay, love, you can have it for three quid if you want.


  The lady obviously felt she had a bargain. Meanwhile, I was still standing there gobsmacked.


  When the lady had parted with her money and taken the doll, I said to Mr Phillips, Im sorry I made a mistake.


  
    
  


  You would have thought hed say, Dont worry, kid, I didnt mean it  I know you didnt make a mistake. I was just using a bit of
  salesmanship.


  But instead, he said, Well, youre not getting paid today  forget it.


  What are you talking about? I complained. I saw you sell that doll for three pounds no more than an hour ago. I thought I was doing the right thing.


  No, you didnt. No, you didnt. And he smiled and walked away.


  Being only twelve, I genuinely believed I wasnt going to get paid that day. On the way home in the van, Manny and his father continued the charade and I was nearly in tears.


  When we arrived back at the flats, they said, Heres your money  we were only joking. Bastards.


  This was one of lifes lessons. The joke was cruel, of course, but at the same time I understood how astute Mr Phillips had been, making that customer feel shed got a bargain.


  Back to the man in Chelmsford market. Let me tell you, he is no different from the suited and booted executive with a fancy PowerPoint presentation, trying to sell Rolls-Royce engines to Boeing.
  The commodity may be different, the environment may be different, but the presentation and selling skills are exactly the same  and dont let anyone tell you otherwise. Just as the
  suited and booted chap is fully conversant with the technicalities of his engines, the stallholder in Chelmsford market knows all about the cotton content of his towels and sheets. And at the end
  of the day, both people present their specifications and prices to the end customer.


  
    *

  


  During my schooldays, in spite of my sidelines and ventures, I still had time for recreation. This mainly centred around the local youth clubs, predominantly the Jewish ones.
  There was a club in Lea Bridge Road where Id go with some of my friends from Northwold Road School and get up to all the usual shenanigans youd expect at these places. The youth club
  also encouraged us to get involved in charitable work.


  There is often talk of the school of hard knocks  a way of toughening you up. In those days, people said that sending young men into the army to give
  them some backbone was a way of making the man. I dont want to undermine the tremendous devotion and bravery shown by our soldiers, both male and female, in all the campaigns they have
  served in for this country, but I will say, with the greatest respect, that the army doesnt hold the monopoly on toughening people up.


  Some childhood incidents, which I can now laugh about, have stuck in my mind. I volunteered to do some work for Meals on Wheels, a charity service providing food to old people. I would assist
  the adult who drove the van, running up and down stairs to deliver the food.


  In one particular case, I had to deliver to an old lady who lived on the sixth floor of a block of flats. The flats had a lift, but it smelt like Battersea Dogs Home, so I used the
  stairs. Having climbed the six floors, I knocked on the door and this eighty-year-old Jewish lady opened it. She had grey hair, some whiskers growing from her chin and bloomers hanging down around
  her knees. Frightened enough by this sight, I handed over the meal. She ripped the top off and shouted at me, You call this meatballs?!


  When I think of this now, bloody hell, I could have been scarred for life  never mind being up to your neck in muck and bullets in the trenches. You dont want to know what she did
  with the milk-free icecream dessert.


  My involvement with the Lea Bridge Road youth club had another, less amusing outcome after my Bar Mitzvah. In order to be Bar Mitzvahd, at the age of thirteen, one has to learn all the
  Jewish laws and rules. It was a nightmare, but it was a way Jewish families conformed and was a strict discipline that my mother and father insisted upon.


  From this, you might get the impression that my parents were fanatically religious Jews. In fact, the complete opposite is true. My mum had some very funny ways. Despite knowing the full monty
  about kashrus (Jewish dietary laws), she would buy all her meat from the kosher butchers, but then serve it up followed by a dessert containing milk  a forbidden combination, as one
  of the rules of kashrus states that meat and milk may not be served in the same meal.


  In my opinion, these crazy dietary laws were crafted by hypocrites. Anyway, because of Mums odd ways, we didnt conform, although my mum would delight
  in shutting down the kitchen on Yom Kippur  no one was allowed to eat, so she had a day off. When it came to observing the Jewish holidays, my dad would take me to the synagogue but we
  certainly werent regular visitors. The only tradition Mum and Dad kept was to invite all our immediate family round every Friday night for dinner.


  After my Bar Mitzvah, the many friends I had at the Lea Bridge Road youth club became distant for some reason. I can remember being rejected by one particular individual, a boy called Harvey,
  who made it plain I was no longer his friend. Before that, Harvey and I had been close pals, seeing each other as much as we could. He would come to my flat and I would go to his house. He came
  from a better background than mine. His mother once said to me, You dont speak very nicely. I guess that was due to the people I mixed with in my flats or at school. I was a
  Cockney.


  Certain people in the Jewish community wanted to elevate themselves


  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  


  Today Lord Sugar is the owner of Amshold Group Ltd and the popular star of the award-winning BBC series The Apprentice, and the more recent The
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  2008 he was appointed to the Government Business Council by PM Gordon Brown, and in 2009 he led the governments Apprenticeship advertising campaign and roadshow seminars. In the same year
  the PM appointed him Enterprise Champion to advise the government on small business and enterprise, and he was also awarded a life peerage, becoming Alan, Baron Sugar of Clapton in the London
  Borough of Hackney.
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