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Foreword

I met Claude some 25 years ago, and threw him in at the deep end to ‘steady the ship’ in Amstrad’s French subsidiary. It was never going to be an easy fix, but Claude managed the whole process in a thorough and professional manner. He fulfilled the same function in Spain, and I was in no doubt that I had found a very capable and forthright individual, who could be relied on to give me his honest opinion based on the facts.

As Chief Executive of Spurs, Claude did not shy away from making unpopular decisions, but they were absolutely in line with best business practice, and he was able to put in place many of the business processes and structures that were lacking. In doing so, he occasionally fell out with the playing staff and media, but this was all within his remit of resolving the issues at hand and the guidelines I had set out.

Over the years, he has continued to prove himself in business both within my group of companies and independently, and has been highly successful in turning around a number of very poorly performing companies. I give him great credit for that, and it further demonstrates his business acumen and strength of character.

Claude has been with me since the start of The Apprentice, making the interview episode his own by expertly scrutinising each year’s final candidates’ CVs and business plans, and occasionally finding them seriously flawed. This has been most helpful to me in determining which candidate will become the eventual winner and, most recently, my business partner. Claude was therefore a natural choice when Nick Hewer relinquished his position, as I know that nothing much escapes his critical eye.

Having read Single-Minded, I have found it to be a very enjoyable read. It is very honest and engaging, much like the man himself, and should be recommended reading for anyone who aspires to make their way in business, either as an employee or a would-be entrepreneur. It is instructive and entertaining, providing an interesting insight into the ups and downs of business life and showing how single-mindedness, openness and determination can yield dividends both financial and personal.

Alan Sugar
London
July 2016


‘Sugar, but no milk!’

You know the way some days just stick in your mind? My first day at Tottenham Hotspur was one of those days.

It was the beginning of November 1993, and I was about to take up my position as chief executive of Tottenham Hotspur – the team I had supported all my life. The club was haemorrhaging money and Alan Sugar had drafted me in to sort it out. Everywhere you looked, there was a problem.

I walked up to the main stadium entrance at White Hart Lane in North London, and there, almost entirely blocking the way, were a number of crates containing bottles of milk. I neatly sidestepped them and made my way to my office and a very busy day ahead. I worked until late in the evening and, as I left the stadium, I reflected on the challenges that lay ahead and the thrill of really getting stuck in. I noticed that the crates of milk, untouched since the morning, were still blocking the entrance, but thought nothing further of it.

The next day the bottles of milk were still there and, stacked alongside them, was a second load. This time I asked Audrey, the PA to club secretary Peter Barnes, about the milk. ‘Ah, that’s very simple, Mr Littner. Sometimes the manager trains the team here, so we always arrange to have milk ready for the players. The team mostly trains at the Mill Hill training ground, but as we never know what the plans are, we always have a daily order of milk, just in case.’

This is just silly, I thought. ‘Right, Audrey, this is what we are going to do. Tell the milkman: no more milk to be delivered here. And if Mr Ardiles [then manager] turns up to train here, someone can head off to Tesco and buy milk.’

Sure enough, the next day no milk appeared. The milkman was very upset indeed, since we were his biggest account, but he was by no means the only person I unwittingly upset over the coming years. The following Saturday, Spurs lost and the newspapers got hold of the milk story. ‘Sugar But No Milk!’ screamed one huge headline, linking the cancellation of the milk with the team’s poor performance. Welcome to the world of Premier League football, I thought.

Cancelling the milk didn’t make a jot of difference to the club’s accounts (nor to its performance on the pitch), but it is characteristic of the way I work. If I see examples of silliness, I stop it. That may really upset people, but I am focused on the task in hand: cutting costs where appropriate and making sure that overheads are scrutinised. Nothing escapes my attention.

Even after the milk incident, I felt sure I could cope with anything that the football club, the media, the fans and the playing staff could throw at me. I’m pretty tough and resilient. People watch me on The Apprentice and see someone who frightens the living daylights out of hopeful candidates – aggressively, forensically dismantling their business plans, or their often less-than-hundred-per-cent-truthful CVs. They see me dismissing candidates from the interviews, crushing their hopes and egos in the process. ‘Tough’, ‘unforgiving’, ‘exacting’ are some of the printable words that have been bandied about with regard to my business style. And I am, or have been, all of those things in my business life, driven by an unwavering desire to do everything thoroughly, and always to the very best of my ability.

I work relentlessly until a job is done and the company in question has been turned around and is able to stand on its own two feet. The one thing I am not, though, is ruthless. I want to get things done efficiently and honestly – and I take pains to show people what that means and how to do it. I give them a fair chance, but if they mess me about, or if they can’t or won’t fall in line and accept the new order, then I move them on without further ado. However, I don’t like doing it and, to be fair, most people ‘get it’, feel liberated, knuckle down to hard work and reap the rewards.

What viewers see in The Apprentice is what some of my former colleagues might well have been subjected to in other boardrooms. I am, as the title of this book suggests, single-minded. But I am single-minded about wanting the best for the company I’m working for, not in my desire to upset or cause people distress.

*

My upbringing might have indicated that I would become a very different kind of personality to the one I am today.

My parents provided the most stable, loving and secure environment anyone could wish for, and I loved them very much. My mother was someone I could go to with a problem at any time; she was always compassionate and involved in my daily life – I called or saw her every day to the very end of her life.

My father had a wonderful personality and was a smart businessman, but of a completely different mindset to me. I certainly benefited from the deep sense of strength and security he provided, but as a child I felt that he was a bit distant or aloof – a quality that, perhaps, isn’t uncommon for men of his generation. I also think that I disappointed him. I believe I did so many times, although other family members assure me that he was always very proud of me. But he never told me that himself. And I certainly didn’t achieve anything at school to make him proud.

My relationship with my father only really blossomed when I started to take responsibility for myself – when I could talk business with him. When I gained some independence and started to make my own decisions, we talked a lot. And his values, his prudence and his risk-averse position, held for such good reasons, have had a big influence on me and the way that I work. I owe both my parents more than I can express.

My father grew up in a Jewish family in Vienna, Austria during one of the most oppressive and dangerous periods in recent history. He and his brother were dispatched to school in Brighton in 1937 when he was fourteen, although they didn’t have a word of English between them. Their parents stayed in Europe: my grandfather was in banking and had property and business interests there.

Then, one summer holiday during the war, my father went to occupied Paris to meet up with his parents. He and my grandfather were caught and interned in the velodrome. They escaped from there – I don’t know how because my father never talked about his experiences in the war – and made their way to Portugal. En route, by a miracle, they met up with my grandmother and the three of them obtained documents to show they were Cubans who were being repatriated to their ‘homeland’. They subsequently lived in Havana for some years before eventually making it to the USA.

After the war, my father went to university in New York and met my mother, a native New Yorker. I was born in the city in 1949. When I was two years old, just after my sister was born, we moved to London so my father could join his brother and a family friend who had started a carpet wholesale business. The business flourished in the post-war decades, all the way through to the nineties, even helping to create one of the biggest brands in the UK at the time – Allied Carpets.

The three business partners were tenacious and enterprising businessmen. They discussed and argued all the time – that was their creative way of decision-making and conducting business. They all contributed in their own ways, and they were all impeccable gentlemen with the highest ethical standards. So many of that generation ended up becoming solid, reliable people with good values. They had survived the war and somehow that gave them a different view of life.

By the time we moved to London, there was nothing of my grandfather’s business or property left in Europe, and he himself had just passed away. My father was only twenty-eight at the time. That loss, and the loss of so many family members during the Holocaust, had had a profound effect on him. He was determined to secure his family’s future, to seek out a safe environment, and to enjoy life.

So my parents focused on keeping hold of what they had, and were never over-ambitious. They were savers and that is something they have certainly passed on to me. In Britain after the war, the contrast between the privations and dangers of wartime and the sense of opportunity, freedom and potential of the post-war years was immense. For my parents, being in a relatively affluent situation meant that they could enjoy their lives, as long as they lived within their means.

Family was at the heart of everything. When they arrived in England they had few friends, and so my father, his brother Ken and their business partner, Henry, relied on each other for friendship and entertainment. And of course their business – and business in general – was inevitably a part of the conversation when the families got together for tea on Sunday or on other occasions. Our families saw each other constantly, so the business conversations were part of the soundtrack of my childhood.

My father’s approach to industrial relations was completely paternalistic. I remember the company taking on a temporary driver. That ‘temporary driver’, as he was always known, was with the firm for over thirty years and eventually became the warehouse manager. The employees were all treated as family and looked after by the company; if employees had a problem, the business would give them extra money. And no one ever left the company! In hindsight, it was remarkable. And I learned a lot about the value of loyalty and being fair and honourable from that.

The business grew steadily and received a number of takeover approaches over the years. Each one was rejected, apparently because the price was calculated to be unacceptable, but I think it had more to do with the fact that the business was an integral part of the owners’ lives. They enjoyed working and the daily routine of going to the office. What would they do every day instead? Inevitably, they held on too long, didn’t move with the times, and the business gradually lost its dynamism.

My father was a good businessman, with lots of charm and charisma, and he was much gentler than I am. He didn’t have big ambitions, but he was hard-working, shrewd, entrepreneurial and level-headed. He always made his margin, but he wasn’t driven by a desire slavishly to grow the business, or to sell out. He and my uncles ran the business to provide for themselves and their families, and to have fun doing it. When I reflect on their business, I love their ethos, but feel they didn’t respond quickly enough to the structural changes in the industry. They also didn’t relinquish control when it was time to give my cousins, who had joined the business, the opportunity to take the reins. I think subconsciously that lesson got through to me, and I am now always looking to see how I can help, encourage and bring on young people.

My ambitions, though not my ability, were on a different scale to my father’s. I had a deeper, greater need – perhaps because of my schooldays, or even simply because of the way I am – to prove myself. My character is more edgy, if you like – less easily settled.

And I don’t do easy. That’s my problem.


‘Littner, fond de la classe’

If there’s anything that has driven me to write this book, it’s to get the message out to all young people that, even if your school career doesn’t turn out the way you or your parents would have liked, if you can find a path that works for you, if you want it and are prepared to work hard enough to achieve it, then there is always opportunity.

A few years after moving to London, my parents befriended a family with a precocious daughter, who went to the Lycée Français de Londres in South Kensington. As my father was a ‘European’, he thought it would be great for me to learn a foreign language. So, as a confident and excited four-year-old, I went there.
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My first day at the Lycée, 1953.

The Lycée was completely French speaking, which means that my entire schooling was conducted in French. It’ll become apparent why this was important later on, but, for a long time, I thought being bilingual was pointless. And, taken as a whole, my time at the Lycée was pretty bloody miserable.

Having made a really good start, from around the age of eight, it started to go very wrong. I have no idea why, but from being an excellent student, suddenly my reports and grades plummeted. So much so that at the beginning of each academic year, the new teacher would start by calling out ‘Littner’ and, when I tentatively raised my hand, the teacher would say ‘ fond de la classe’ (back of the classroom) where I was to sit in failure and humiliation. I became extremely disruptive and naughty, and my end-of-term reports were a source of great frustration to my father.

Don’t get me wrong, the Lycée was, and is, an excellent school, but it just didn’t suit me. During my whole school life to the age of seventeen, I struggled.

Looking back on it, I think I just didn’t get the French way of teaching at that time. I can’t learn things by heart and regurgitate them; I actually have to understand them. Learning a twenty-line poem or a piece of meaningless prose, or recounting the origins of Jansenism (French theology) parrot fashion for the sake of it, just doesn’t work for me.

The one subject I always excelled at was maths, but in almost every other subject, the comments from the teachers were ‘lazy’, ‘very lazy’, ‘talks too much’, ‘doesn’t pay attention’, ‘could do better’ and so on. On one occasion, a comment on my report changed from ‘very lazy’ to ‘lazy’, an improvement that didn’t carry much weight with my father, despite my cheeky protestations.

There was something at the Lycée called the ‘tableau d’honneur’ which was a termly award for good work or improved performance. The headmistress at the time was a Mme Seriax, who was a horrible and vindictive woman always dressed in black. The normal code was to read out only the names of the pupils who had reached the required standard and omit those who had not. However, she used to take particular delight in calling out my name and, during those few split seconds, allow me to experience joy, only to narrow her eyes and say, ‘NON!’ It was a crushing disappointment almost every term.

Every Monday morning we’d have a written test on a subject that we were supposed to have memorised over the weekend. As I was ‘ fond de la classe’, no one cared that I had a genuine problem and simply couldn’t do it. So, my best friend Leonard, another ‘ fond de la classe’ victim, and I did whatever we could to disrupt, postpone or get out of sitting the test. We’d come in early and take all our classmates’ pens away so no one had anything to write with, or move the teacher’s desk to the front of the platform it stood on, so that it toppled off. On one occasion I flooded the classroom by turning on all the taps in the toilets on the floor above, and another time I set fire to the classroom lino. I was a very disruptive, naughty boy!

My inability to regurgitate pointless information contrasted strongly with my commercial acumen. From an early age, I was buying gobstoppers in bulk for a ha’penny and very successfully selling them on to my school friends for a penny. This was just one of a number of money-making enterprises I was engaged in.

In an effort not to come too near the bottom of the class, I would also resort to cheating. On one occasion we had to learn all about the French mountains. I didn’t, and couldn’t see the point of that, so I copied all the facts from the book onto a few sheets of paper. On the Monday morning I pretended to sit the test, but actually just handed in the copied answers. I was pretty confident that I’d be top of the class that week. When the teacher came to read out the results though, I remember, the class genius Michael Laing came top with a hundred per cent. Oh well, second, I thought. But I wasn’t second – or even third. When the teacher had reached the end of the register and my name still hadn’t been called, I realised I might be in a spot of bother. She called me to the front of the class and asked me to recite some key facts about Mont Blanc. Of course, I hadn’t a clue, because I hadn’t, and couldn’t have, learned them. Another deep humiliation.
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Classroom antics.

To compound the problem, I was very bloody-minded. One of the school’s favourite minor punishments was to be given lines. As this was a fairly regular occurrence for me, instead of trying to do my homework, I would spend my time preparing lines for punishment yet to be meted out. If the next day I did something untoward, and the teacher would say, ‘Littner, cent fois. . . “Je suis un bavard”’ (‘A hundred times . . . “I am a chatterbox”’) or something like that, I’d reach into my schoolbag and hand over the lines I’d written the night before – even counting out the number of pages according to the number of lines I’d been set. Appalling behaviour. But it felt good!

My parents, to be fair, did try and move me to a different school, but the problem was that the French and English curricula just didn’t match. So, I sat Haberdashers, City of London and St Paul’s entrance exams, but because the little I had learned was about French history, French geography, the way the French tackled mathematics, I failed all of them.

I remember distinctly one interview, for University College School, in which I was asked to solve a long division problem. I could do it easily, but the French method was so different from the English one that the headmaster couldn’t comprehend it, and I didn’t get accepted.

Many years later, I happened to run into Kenneth, an older boy who lived at the bottom of my road when we were growing up. I was surprised when he mentioned that we had something in common, apart from living in the same road. Yes, he stated, ‘We both went to Haberdashers.’ He must have seen me taking the entrance exam there on so many occasions that he thought I was actually a pupil at the school!

At seventeen, mercifully, I left the Lycée, and I remember my careers master, Mr Morgan, saying to me, ‘Claude, you will never amount to anything.’ It has stuck with me to this day, and is a painful reminder of my school days.

From what I have reflected of my years at the Lycée, you might have come to the conclusion that I didn’t care whether I succeeded or not. That is just not the case. I really did want to succeed, but I just didn’t know how to study or get meaningless information into my head, only to regurgitate it a few days later. Looking back, I can see how that feeling of failure, and not being good enough, has fuelled a lot of my decisions and attitude. I always want to do the very best I can in whatever task I’m given. It doesn’t matter if it’s doing a pointless and repetitive study, negotiating a footballer’s contract, or running a company – I always want to show myself to the very best of my ability.

*

My academic career was rescued when I decided to take control of my future and go to Barnet College to do an OND (Ordinary National Diploma) in Business Studies and A levels. Finally, I embarked on studying subjects I was interested in: finance, law, economics, business. These subjects bore some relation to the world around me, and I was absorbed by them and couldn’t get enough! No more physics, chemistry, Latin, Spanish and French. My law teacher Mr Barden took a particular interest in me and, lo and behold, I got a ‘B’ in my Law A level. To me it just shows how important a part of the teacher’s role it is to stimulate the interest of their students.

By moving to Barnet College, the terrible academic baggage I had carried around at the Lycée vanished and I found myself among ordinary people who just wanted to get on. And so did I. I even became something of a star – ironically because I could speak fluent French!

Up to the moment that I started at Barnet, school had been a depressing and stressful series of humiliations and failures. If I’d been interviewing me at the time, I’d probably have just said ‘Get out’ and not looked up from my desk. Apart from maths, I couldn’t learn what the teachers wanted me to, and I didn’t understand why I was supposed to learn it. Yet when I run companies, or am sitting next to Alan Sugar in The Apprentice boardroom with seven million viewers glued to their television screens, sometimes I think back to Mr Morgan’s assessment of me and reflect that I have come quite a long way for a naughty boy who couldn’t get on at school.
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