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In an often unforgiving digital world, the ancient art of reporting still comes in a
multitude of different shapes and sizes, from Fleet Street foot in the door merchants to
the local hack about town ploughing his/her own parochial furrow.
It’s still a fascinating trade to pursue, especially in an age when the likes of Facebook
and Google have driven a dagger to the heart of the job, forcing publishers to chase the
dubious digital dream, often at the expense of the very news values which have sustained
their business models for decades.
Nothing lasts forever, of course – and change has always been a constant feature of all
our lives – but something truly special is surely lost when journalists are forced to write in
the shadow of a digital Big Brother, feverishly counting up the clicks as they race to post
exclusives online well before they take their place in print.
Of course, I have to recognise that I’m from an endangered print generation – but this
is no exercise in nostalgia for a lost world of hard-working, hard-drinking hacks ruthlessly
swept aside by Mark Zuckerberg and the rest of the San Franciscan hi-tech ‘masters of
the universe.’
Journalism worth the name has always required time and effort – and often the
indulgence of the bosses. You could argue that the Washington Post might never have
cracked Watergate if Woodward and Bernstein had been forced to chase clicks at the
same time as they were chasing Nixon’s henchmen.
Which is a rather roundabout way of thanking my lucky stars that my role at Business
Works still provides an opportunity to sit down at length with interviewees and go
through their life stories, uncovering all the detail necessary to hopefully provide the
reader with informed content.
An intriguing afternoon in the company of Michael Lamb provided a thorough insight
into a varied business career which ultimately led to a Government-supported x-ray
detection initiative while a lunch hour in a coffee house in Droitwich uncovered the story
of the fascinating inspiration of a gruelling bike trek across the Pyrenees for Jenny Price
and Sarah Watmore’s Riding With Mates clothing venture.
A morning at BikeStow’s industrial unit in Stourbridge with Julie Laight and son George
furnished the details necessary to illustrate how one family’s love of cycling launched a
company which is pulling in orders from the US and Australia. And Rob Hackles gave up
enough of his own time to share the back story of the
origins of his RJH Personnel recruitment agency.
All are inspiring stories, illustrating the entrepreneurial
spirit which will continue to drive the UK economy
post-Covid. Successful entrepreneurship by its nature
will always take time and effort - and BW Worcestershire
and the Black Country is grateful to provide a forum to
champion those universal qualities.
Jon Griffin, BW Editor
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Furlough finishing
has focused
minds on skills
once again
By Johnathan Dudley, Partner and Head of Manufacturing at
national audit, tax, advisory and risk firm Crowe.
The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, which introduced many of us to the word
“furlough,” was established by the Chancellor in Spring 2020 and comes to an
end on 30 September 2021.
It is estimated that the capacity to utilise both furlough and flexible furlough may
have helped save the jobs of more than nine million people at the peak of the
pandemic.
With furlough ending, the next short period of time will finally set the levels for
post-lockdown unemployment and unfilled vacancies, as business owners finally
have to make the decisions they might have been deferring while The Treasury
continued to subsidise the workforce.
In July 2021, official figures showed that 1.9 million remained on furlough, but as
the economy has gradually reopened since then, it is currently estimated this has
already shrunk to around 1.1 to 1.6 million.
At the same time, job vacancies have risen to a record high. The latest figures from
the Office of National Statistics show an estimated 953,000 vacancies, which is
43.8% up on the previous quarter.
Some sectors have much-publicised staff shortages including haulage, particularly
HGV drivers, and the hospitality and tourism sector. Compulsory vaccination
requirements may possibly create vacancies in the NHS and care sectors.
It was hoped that the slackening in the employment market, as a result of the
ending of furlough, might see an increase in availability. It may also start to
curb the wage inflation that in some sectors is endangering the CPIH and risks
impacting the inflation rate – at the time of writing, 3.2 per cent in the year to
August.
In economic sectors such as manufacturing, the perennial issue is not so much the
availability of individuals, but individuals with the required skillset.
With initiatives such as apprenticeships offering a paid intro into work while
training on the job, there have never been so many opportunities to carve out a
career in manufacturing, engineering and the automotive industries, but take up is
still lagging behind what is needed.
With furlough ending we may end up, to misquote Eric Morecambe, with “all the
workers we need, but not necessarily with all the right skills.”
Manufacturing businesses across the Midlands need to tie in their three, five and
ten year business plans with their future skills and employment requirements.
Training and recruitment plans throughout the business must have the end goal in
sight, and that requires a full understanding of the various incentives, grants and
reliefs available – a raft of measures that changes on a regular basis.
An holistic approach to recruitment and training will enable a business not only to
survive, but to grow and thrive – and remember, home grown talent is invariably
more cost effective to produce than via recruitment agencies and the vagaries of
the ‘talent’ market.
Business owners should treat their professional advisers as part of the team,
whether it is on financial or employment matters, to ensure they grow both their
employees’ skill set and the top line in tandem.
Careful planning of those factors can impact enormously on producing a
satisfactory bottom line!
Johnathan Dudley is based at Crowe’s Midlands office in Oldbury in the
Black Country. To discuss how a KTP could benefit your business, call him
on 0121 543 1900, or email johnathan.dudley@crowe.co.uk.
For more information about Crowe, visit www.crowe.co.uk.

ONE OF THE MIDLANDS’
LEADING INDEPENDENT
RESIDENTIAL ESTATE
AGENTS MARKED
12 YEARS OF GROWTH
WITH A SPECIAL STAFF
CELEBRATION

Nicol and Co has grown from its original office in
Droitwich, which opened in October 2009, to three with
branches now also in Worcester and Malvern.
The team celebrated the landmark with a staff party at The
Bull in Fernhill Heath, with the managing director of the
business leading tributes to the team members.
Founder Matt Nicol attributed the company’s success to a
potent blend of the latest technology and a commitment
to old fashioned customer service.
He said: “We have grown from a one man band in a
modest office in Droitwich to a total of 35 staff across
three offices. We have worked hard not only for our
customers but also with our staff to ensure that Nicol and
Co is a great place to work, and this is reflected in the
customer service we give, and our willingness to ensure as
smooth a sale, purchase or let as we can.
“This is what has enabled us to stand out over the past 12
years in what is a very competitive market.”
Nicol and Co reacted to the pandemic and its impact
on the residential housing market by adopting Gavl,
an online streaming app which enables estate agents
to show multiple interested viewers around a property
simultaneously.
The success of Nicol and Co over the past 12 years has
been reflected in a string of awards and accolades, both
for the business and individual staff.
These have included being named in the top three per
cent of 15,000 agents in the Best Estate Agency Guide
compiled by the Property Academy in association with
Rightmove.
Matt Nicol said: “This business was born in a financial crisis
and not only survived but thrived. It has also weathered a
global pandemic which has actually seen demand for our
services and customer satisfaction continuing to rise.” l

Finding it difficult to source
funding as you seek to build your
business back after the pandemic?
Do you have strong growth potential but limited trading
history or lack of security?
Need funds between £15,000 and £50,000
(subject to business status)
We are a Worcestershire based lender who have government
legacy funds available for lending to businesses in the West
Mercia Region (Worcestershire, Herefordshire, Shropshire &
Telford & Wrekin)
For more information and the link to begin the application
process, please visit our website.

www.impetus-marches.co.uk
MRRT Ltd, The Garden House, WR10 1PZ
Registered in England 05112041

Impetus.indd 1
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Help make a Christmas Mission Possible
Be in the business of Saving Lives and help make a
Christmas mission possible, this festive season

Find out more: midlandsairambulance.com/corporate
Untitled-2 1

02/09/2021 19:51
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Jenny Price and Sarah Watmore tell Jon Griffin how the
Pyrenees spawned a new business

J

enny Price and Sarah Watmore are – in the
nicest possible way – something of a double act.
Firm friends and business colleagues, they are both
huge cycling fans as well as determined characters
who dug themselves out of lockdown with a niche
enterprise which revolves around their love of life on
two wheels.
It all began back in the summer of 2019 when
the pair signed up for a cycling endurance test of
a lifetime - a week-long trip to the mountainous
Pyrenees scaling picturesque peaks in sweltering
conditions.
But their subsequent business venture might never
have happened without the onset of lockdown in the
wake of the global pandemic – while Jenny admits
she almost turned her back on the mountainous
adventure which would eventually inspire the pair to
set up cyclists clothing company Riding With Mates.
In a bustling cafe in genteel Droitwich Spa – far

removed from the rugged peaks of the Pyrenees
- the Worcestershire-based pair of cycling
entrepreneurs talk through the cycling escapade
which would give birth to Riding With Mates and
add another string to their business CV bows.
Sarah takes up the story. “We both did indoor
riding on an online cycling and running platform
called Zwift, which enables you to ride with people
from all the world. What with young kids and bad
weather Zwift proved a way of keeping cycling
training going. We had been doing that for a few
years and eventually we started meeting up in
person.”
Jenny adds: “Sarah signed up for this trip to ride
through the Pyrenees from Toulouse to Barcelona.
It was the summer of 2019 – she mentioned it to
me and said: “You should do this.” We had to do
loads of training as you are tackling three or four
mountains a day.

09
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“There were around 25 people on the
trip in total. We had both done trips to
Majorca and France before. But for this one
I had a bit of a meltdown before going – I
was panicking about the enormity of it.
“Even though I had done all the training
I was having a bit of a panic before going
and my husband Gareth decided to give
me a bit of a pep talk. He said: “Why don’t
you just look on it as a trip riding with
mates?” His advice – and the phrase Riding
With Mates – proved to be the catalyst for
a new business venture which would – to
coin a phrase – eventually hit the ground
running in the depths of lockdown around
18 months later.
Sarah recalls: “Training for the Pyrenees
was 12 hours a week. It was like nothing I
had ever done before – and at no point did
I feel fully prepared.”
But there were also memorable
advantages to the gruelling mountain trek,
as Jenny remembers. “The scenery was
absolutely stunning. The places we got to
go to you would never normally see.”
Sarah adds: “We were cycling 100
miles a day. We were really lucky with
the weather – in Spain it was hitting 40
degrees.”
Says Jenny: “There were moments of
sheer joy when you could stop and admire

the scenery but some of the mountains
could take three or four hours to ascend. It
was three different peaks a day, up to over
2,100 metres.”
Sarah describes the cycling adventure
as a ‘fantastic experience.’ “Although
everybody hits their low times at different
points, because you just get so exhausted.
We are both determined people. If you
were really struggling there were support
people to help you out but we managed to
get through the whole thing without that.”
Says Jenny: “There were several people
who really didn’t think we could do it, but
that actually spurred us on.” The intrepid
duo returned from the Pyrenees happy in
the knowledge that they had successfully
tackled the most gruelling cycling trip of
their lives to date – and with a germ of a
business idea, albeit yet to see the light of
day at that stage. The idea for Riding With
Mates would eventually arise from sad
circumstances.....
“Sarah and I were on a long car journey
to a funeral. It was for a friend from
Manchester, David Roberts, who had been
on the trip to the Pyrenees. Sadly, he had
died aged just 53. He had an underlying
heart condition.
“We had met him on the trip. He cycled
with us a lot. It was the sort of trip where

you forge strong bonds. We stayed in touch
with him and would sometimes ride with
him on Zwift .
“We were on the way to the funeral
and Sarah said to me: “I have been
thinking about Riding With Mates. There
is something about that phrase, I think we
can do something with it. I think it will go
really well with casual clothing.”
The Pyrenees may have been the
inspiration for the company which would
become a niche clothing firm for the
enterprising duo – but the trials and
tribulations of lockdown would eventually
provide an unforeseen opportunity to
launch the venture.
In common with millions of others,
Jenny and Sarah had seen their livelihoods
plunged into jeopardy by the UK’s worst
medical emergency in 100 years. Both
were looking for new ideas to boost their
precarious bank balances.
As Jenny explains: “I work with the
NHS as a service improvement facilitator,
coaching teams. When lockdown started,
everything was cancelled and there was a
period of time when no work was coming
in.”
Meanwhile Sarah was facing similar
difficulties with her own ‘day job’ – and her
primary source of income, jewellery and

bw-magazine.co.uk
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fashion accessories wholesaler and retailer
Miss Milly.
Established in 2012 and offering stylish
rings, bracelets, necklaces, earrings and
the like for online sale, the business had
prospered over the years and was on the
verge of its best year to date.
Sarah says: “The company has been
running for nine years and has provided me
with a good living. I make the jewellery as
affordable as I can for everybody. I design
the jewellery and it gets made in China.
I have around 150 customers, gift shops,
garden centres, clothing shops, concessions
etc, all over the UK.
“But lockdown was horrendous for me
because all my customers shut up shop.
It was a testing time, I did not qualify for
Government support and there was only me
earning in the house, whilst trying to cope
with home schooling at the same time.”
Says Jenny: “Lockdown gave us the
headspace and opportunity for Riding With
Mates. A lot of background work had to be
done.”
Sarah explained: “We started this
business with £150 each to pay for the
design and the logo. We could see what
something should be like and draw it on
paper but we couldn’t translate it into
actual garments.”

But salvation was at hand with graphic
designer Alison Keys – another cycling fan.
“Alison came up with the design and the
logos – we couldn’t have started it without
her.”
Riding With Mates – described as
‘carefully sourced and lovingly designed
ethical off the bike clothing and accessories’
– was up and running, launched in the
bleak days of January 2021 lockdown.
Says Sarah: “We wanted to pick
something fairly niche. We do things like
t-shirts and beanies, hoodies. We source
the clothes from a national company, and
it’s all sold online. We do team clothing and
that brought in international customers, as
well as national customers. We are shipping
clothes to Canada and the USA, and to
Europe.”
Jenny adds: “Hoodies are the most
popular, they are warm and comfortable,
especially with the summer we have had.
There are 10 products, all the garments are
available in a variety of colours. Because
of where we both were financially – not
getting an income – we needed to launch in
a low key way without investing in a load of
stock which we didn’t know if we would be
able to sell.
“We set up the website and set ourselves
up on Instagram, Facebook, Twitter etc. The

response has been very good right from
the start. We had 10 to 12 individual orders
in the first month, some were friends and
family. We had a bulk order from the Zwift
virtual cycling team, 35 orders for hoodies
and t-shirts, that is the biggest order so far.
“We want to get established and get our
systems working really well so that we can
scale up as and when required.”
Separate from Riding With Mates, Jenny
saw another gap in the market during
lockdown and launched SportyBakes,
providing flapjacks, cake bars and energy
bars for cyclists. “When I got really deeply
into cycling and needed to eat during
riding, I was really struggling. Some of the
bars available were really hard to chew.
“I came up with my own recipes and
bake them myself. My best seller is lemon
drizzle flapjack. All the ingredients are
natural, they are made from butter, sugar
and oats. There are no chemicals involved.”
Meanwhile, Jenny is also throwing her
energies into Riding With Mates, in tandem
with Sarah, who said: “The hardest bit is
the stage we are at now, marketing the
business, trying to attract attention and get
sales from people we do not know.
“We are getting 10 to 12 orders a
month with an average of £40 an order. It
is not a huge business – we do not have a
big budget for Google advertising.
“We are both very organised. It is
important to love what you are doing. We
couldn’t put in the energy that we do if we
didn’t love it. We have become both firm
friends and business colleagues. We want
Riding With Mates to become a known
name within the cycling world, to grow it
and increase sales.”
Intriguingly, both attribute the launch
of their venture to lockdown. As Jenny
says: “I was working with GP practices in
London, and that would mean a commute
down there, staying overnight two nights
a week. Now I can walk across the lawn
to my office. Lockdown has allowed me to
multi-task and do everything at home.”
Says Sarah: “Without lockdown, we
would not have had the time.”
After an hour or so in the company
of this enterprising duo, it’s clear that
clothing, jewellery, NHS coaching and
cake-baking are now all part of the daily
mix for the two colleagues who owe their
friendship – and business ambitions - to
cycling. l

bw-magazine.co.uk

13

words.words.words ///
by You Do Better PR
Words are powerful. Yet while one word alone won’t necessarily have the power to change the world,
three could.
According to a number of studies, three is a magic number. The studies conclude that it is the optimum
number for communication. One piece of research has found that a list of three is persuasive, although
a list of four triggers doubt and scepticism, even reversing any initial positive emotion. Others have
found the number to create a sense of completeness.
As our brains seek out patterns, trying to determine different meanings and combinations, it seems that
it fits with a desire to understand the world. It is the smallest number that can create a group of words
which not only have a distinct arrangement and rhythm, but also meaning.
what3words
Words can change the world. what3words has changed how we think about location. travel. journeys.
After experiencing the everyday issues of trying to get around, three school friends created an algorithm
that divided the world into 3m x 3m squares and allocated each one a 3-word address.
Now, their precise addresses are helping emergency services locate people in need, supporting charitable
organisations deliver aid and governments to allocate addresses while experiencing rapid urbanisation.
They say: “The simplest way to talk about location. Street addresses weren’t designed for 2021. They
aren’t accurate enough to specify precise locations, such as building entrances, and don’t exist for parks
and many rural areas. This makes it hard to find places and prevents people from describing exactly
where help is needed in an emergency.
That’s why we created what3words.”
what3words continues to grow, support more and more communities and make groundbreaking use of
their technologies. They say:
“what3words has been humbled by the feedback from emergency services around the world who have
been adopting the technology since 2018 - for everything from reporting fires and rescuing pets to
locating callers mid-heart-attack with pinpoint accuracy. In recent weeks it has been reported that the
free what3words app even supported the critical work of remote crews locating Afghans in need of
rescuing.
Chris Sheldrick, CEO of what3words, grew up in the middle of the countryside where he would often
have to wait by a roadside to flag down delivery vehicles, that would otherwise sail past his farm
entrance. The fact that he had no way to describe an exact location troubles him to this day. What if a
fire had broken out in a barn or if someone was caught in running machinery? How would we have told
emergency services where help was needed fast enough to avoid extensive damage or fatalities?
Today, he is incredibly proud that most UK emergency services consider what3words an essential tool in
the emergency toolbox and that the technology he co-founded is also now being used by services in the
US, Canada, Germany and Australia to help them save lives, precious time and much-needed resources.”
Millions of people around the world use what3words to make life safer, more efficient and less
frustrating. Big businesses and brands like Panasonic. The Fire and Rescue Service.
Daniel Grew, Mobile Data Technology Manager at Dorset & Wiltshire Fire and Rescue Service, says:
“We’ve had Panasonic Toughbook 33 mobile data terminals and risk information tablets in our fire
appliances since Q4 2018. During the early stages of any incident, it’s essential that crews have as much
relevant information as possible at their fingertips, whether that’s a detailed location, known on-site
risks or nearest water supplies. The MDT and RITs provide access to all that and more, via functions such
as What3Words, ScResponse and our own networked files – having them integrated into the Panasonic
Toughbook 33’s has been a real game-changer. The ability to quickly find and relay 3 word locations
speeds up and simplifies the process and is quickly becoming the preferred method for end users.”
Will Holmes, Emergency Services Business Manager for Panasonic TOUGHBOOK, agrees:
“TOUGHBOOK devices are used widely across the Emergency Services, and on the frontline, the
integration of what 3 words within the software used in many of these devices is enabling my
customers to accurately locate people in need. With Emergency Services customers, generally, their
location is critical - sometimes life critical - so this application, added to all of the other innovative
applications on our devices, really does empower our frontline Emergency Services to better support the
public.”
Visit the what3words website for more: https://what3words.com
Read the full article here: https://www.youdobetter.co.uk/2021/09/01/words-words-words/
ruby@youdobetter.co.uk

Parris Britton is a rising star
in her chosen profession –
and that’s official.

Parris, a manager in the Midlands (Oldbury)
office of national audit, tax, advisory and risk firm
Crowe, has been recognised as one of the leading
young stars in her sector.
She has achieved national recognition in
“eprivateclient 35 under 35 – Women,” the
definitive list of rising stars in the private client
sector.
Mrs Britton joined Crowe in 2013 after
completing an Accounting and Finance Degree at
the University of Central Lancashire.
While working full-time in the Midlands office
Private Client Department, she studied for her ATT
qualification and continued to study for her CTA
qualification.
Having specialised in inheritance tax, trusts and
wealth planning, Crowe supported her when she
studied for her STEP Diploma in Trusts and Estates
(England and Wales).
In her role at Crowe, Parris provides tax advice to
various types of clients from business owners to
high net worth individuals, while also ensuring her
clients meet their tax compliance obligations.
She said: “I am extremely grateful to have been
chosen as one of the 2021 eprivateclient Top 35
under 35 – Women.
“It is an honour to have my hard work and
accomplishments recognised by this organisation.
I have always been passionate about the advice
I provide and maintaining quality client service,
as I genuinely enjoy helping people and guiding
them through the sometimes complex areas of
taxation.”
Rebecca Durrant, Crowe’s National Head of Private
Clients, said: “I am delighted that Parris has been
recognised in the top 35 under 35. Parris is a very
talented tax advisor and an integral part of the
Crowe team. Her knowledge and expertise is well
known and appreciated throughout our national
practice and by her clients.
“She is always generous with her time in support
of her colleagues and can always be relied upon
to deliver a project.” l

The Armed Forces Covenant is good for business.
A ‘call to arms’ to all employers and businesses…
and encouraging employers to cement
this partnership through the AFC; a
voluntary pledge which builds a twoway relationship between business and
Defence.

Our mission; to encourage
businesses across the
region to sign the Armed
Forces Covenant!
Why? Because pledging support for
the Armed Forces Covenant (AFC)
makes sound business sense. Aligning
values to those of the Armed Forces
Covenant can bring tangible rewards,
and we are keen to accelerate the rate
of awareness amongst businesses and
organisations from our counties who
are business leaders and can influence.
As members of the Chamber - you are
that cohort!
So what are the rewards and benefits?
From our experience the benefits are:
 Aligning business values with the
values and standards of the Armed
Forces is the right thing to do.
 It satisfies CSR objectives, whilst
meeting diversity and inclusion
targets and is closely aligned to the
Disability Confidant scheme.
 Raising awareness of the AFC
amongst the business community
will ensure the sacrifices of
the rapidly disappearing World
War generations are always
remembered.
 Free access to military talent job
vacancy platforms focussing on the
Armed Forces community.
 Reduced recruitment costs.
 Transferable soft skills: strong work
ethic, reliability, punctuality, and
working well under pressure.

 Less work hours lost through
absence.
 Transferable military skills:
leadership, project management,
organisation, communication,
planning, task orientated people. All
valuable to business.
 Trade skills: engineering, cyber,
communications, logistics, avionics,
construction, medicine and
more. All sectors of industry are
represented in the forces.
 Access to a powerful new network,
with all the benefits that brings.
 It’s free - nothing to lose, much to
gain.
Businesses strive to recruit applicants
who can demonstrate good leadership
and resilience, who possess skills
in organisation, communication,
problem-solving and teamwork, as
well as demonstrating a strong work
ethic. Members of the Armed Forces
community, which not only includes
Service leavers, Reservists and
veterans, but also military spouses
and those that volunteer to support the
nation’s cadet forces, all have these
key personal attributes. Members of the
Armed Forces are trained in a variety
of diverse trades which can help add
value to your workforce.
Our role with Defence Relationship
Management and the West Midland
Reserve Forces & Cadets Association
is to build and maintain relationships
with employers in the region by creating
strategic partnerships. Promoting
the skills that our Armed Forces
community can bring to your business

Nationally, 7,333 organisations across
the private and public sectors, the third
sector and local authorities have now
signed the Armed Forces Covenant.
This figure is growing at a rate of 25 per
week. A similar rate of growth is being
seen throughout the West Midlands,
whose share of the national total is 769.
We need to increase this, but need your
help to:
 Publicly commit your support via the
Armed Forces Covenant.
 Strive to recognise the value that
the Armed Forces community can
bring to your business.
 Seek to recruit from the Armed
Forces talent pool and to also grow
it from within; by developing your
staff through Reserve service.
 Support your staff who are, or who
would like to become, Reservists or
Cadet Force Instructors.
 Take steps to recognise, respect
and value military service, both
internally and externally;
 and finally: advocate the Armed
Forces Covenant across your
business networks, in order to
grow awareness and increase the
numbers of businesses signing up.
By supporting the Armed Forces in any
or all of these ways you are supporting
and directly contributing to the UK’s
Defence operational capability and
its people agenda, in a positive, and
extremely valuable way. When you
do so Defence is keen to reward and
recognise that support through their
Employer Recognition Scheme.
For more information contact:
Cat Suckling
wm-reed@rfca.mod.uk
Phil Sinclair
wm-reed2@rfca.mod.uk
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BRUSHING
ASIDE THE
PANDEMIC
Rob Hackles tells Jon Griffin how his business plan survived Covid

R

ob Hackles is in candidly reflective mood in his
Redditch office as he ponders the past 18 months.
“I was wondering at the start of lockdown ‘am I still
going to have a business this time next year?’ You
would never put a pandemic in your business plan.....
“It was a very painful eight to nine months. This
time last year I was still sitting at home in the office
upstairs.”
If, as the old saying goes, a week is a long time
in politics, then the last year must have felt like an
eternity to Rob, who had taken the plunge back in
February 2020 to launch recruitment agency RJH
Personnel.
It was hardly his fault that just over a month later
the UK suddenly found itself in the grip of the worst
medical emergency in living memory, with Covid-19
wreaking havoc and shutting down vast sections of the
economy.
As he recalls today: “That dreaded day in 2020,
when the whole country went into lockdown, I
remember my phone going ‘ping, ping, ping. All the
permanent roles were being pulled, it was a very scary
time.
“I was still working from home and overnight I
had lost £16,000 worth of business. I was looking at
getting a driving job but I sat down with my partner
Laura Moore – she works in recruitment too – and she
was able to pull some money in.

“We had no sign of income coming into the
business but I had enough money to tick along and not
take a wage.
“I started to turn the junk room upstairs into an
office and began looking at the temp side of things.
We realized we could get by and the company was up
and running.”
Today, prospects are considerably brighter for Rob
and RJH Personnel, thanks to his determination to
ensure that his fledgling business plan did not become
one of the thousands of casualties of an unforeseen
medical catastrophe.
The RJH Personnel story – which is still very much in
its infancy - is a classic case study of one man’s vision
and drive to establish a new business on his own terms
in a highly competitive sector. It’s also a tale of survival
at a time of unprecedented turmoil.
The Hackles vision and drive have paid off. Rob is
sitting in his comfortable office on a Redditch industrial
estate contemplating hitting a £1 million turnover this
year, with manufacturers and commercial firms signed
up as clients and dozens of workers on the books.
Or, as he puts it: “I am extremely proud. It was such
a hard time setting up the business pre-pandemic.”
It’s quite an achievement for this personable 33-yearold who has endured family tragedies and had already
been around the block a few times in the world of
personnel and other industries well before coronavirus
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threatened to throw a spanner in the works.
Redditch born and bred, Rob, a keen
sportsman who played football, hockey and
basketball at school, originally harboured
ambitions to become a PE teacher. “But my
behaviour at school was not brilliant. I was
kind of a disruptive type, I went through
that phase at the age of 15 or 16 – I didn’t
want to go to school.
“I had lost my father, John Hackles, at
the young age of 13, I think it had a big
impact on me, I went through a phase of
not concentrating. He died suddenly of a
heart attack at the age of 57. It was a big
blow to me and my mum. I was very close
to my dad, he was a transport manager for
a company in Redditch.
“I left school at 16 and started work. I
worked at Halfords on the twilight shift.
Then I worked as a labourer, on landscaping
and construction. I was working on the
roads, laying kerbs to entrances to caravan
parks, drainage etc. In the summer, it was
fantastic, in the winter it was absolutely
freezing and wet.”
More manual and factory work followed
before Rob was offered an opportunity
to work as a data engineer at Heathrow
Airport. “I was working away from home,
Monday to Friday, living out of a bag in
a Travelodge...I didn’t see anybody or do
anything. I got fed up with it, I didn’t have
a life at all.
“At the time I was a jack of all trades and
the master of none. I needed a job, I knew I
had more in the tank than this, I was about
22.
“ I decided that I was going to come
home from Heathrow and worked as a
temp at a lighting company. I progressed
through the ranks and ended up as a
supervisor, in charge of people older than
me. It was really hard.”
Slowly, Rob was inching towards the
sector which would in due course lead to
the launch of RJH Personnel, albeit around
10 years later. Despite frequent career shifts
and workplace changes, he always retained
a committed work ethic.
“I cannot not work. I couldn’t sit at home
and do nothing. It is nice to have a break
here and there but I have always been
aware that I needed to be working.
“I kind of fell into recruitment. One of
my friends was working at First Personnel.
They had a Redditch branch and I went
in as a trainee consultant in September

2013. I went quite quickly from trainee to
consultant...I did the hustle and bustle and
enjoyed helping people into work.” Rob
had found his vocation....
After two years at First Personnel, a move
to Gap Personnel was to pay dividends. “I
was offered a senior consultant role in the
Birmingham office, based at Shirley. They
were exciting times, I took to it like a duck
to water.
“I was going from strength to strength.
I had 13 conversions – new clients – in the
first quarter of being there. I liked to go
out and visit companies, and explain the
benefits of using our business.”
Rob’s career embraced new horizons as
he took on a regional sales manager’s role,
covering a wide area of the West and East
Midlands, from Stoke to Nottingham and
Wolverhampton to Buxton.
“I was at Gap for around two years – I
decided to leave for personal reasons. My
stepdad died of cancer when he was 59....
it was another setback, I have had a few
blows.”
Further spells of tarmacing and delivering
hot tubs followed but he later found

himself back in recruitment at big city
locations in Coventry and Birmingham. But,
tired of the travelling and keen to pursue
his own destiny, Rob finally decided to take
the plunge and branch out on his own.
“I was seeing what kind of money could
be made. I decided to go it alone and
incorporated the new business on February
17 2020. I was back in Redditch and
signed up a couple of permanent clients in
manufacturing and logistics to RJH.”
The timing could scarcely have been
worse for Rob as, just over a month later,
Prime Minister Boris Johnson appeared on
television and told the nation we all had to
stay at home as coronavirus swept through
the UK. Undeterred, he set about putting
RJH Personnel on firmer foundations in the
middle of a national emergency.
“I sat down with a friend of mine, Josh
Barr, he was working as a permanent
recruitment consultant and had been
furloughed for a while. We couldn’t sit in
my house so I found office space and we
moved in here on September 21, 2020.
It was a massive step, overheads tripled
overnight.
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“I found I could concentrate solely on the
temp side of things, Josh could concentrate
on the permanent side of things. Our first
temps went out last October and I brought
in two companies, one manufacturing, one
logistics.
“It’s a dog eat dog world out there and
you have to be persistent but we ended
up winning quite a large contract which
increased our turnover. It went up from
£800 a week to £14,000. It kept growing
and I was able to write off the worst year of
my life. We have continued to get by and
have brought in new clients.
“We are now at over £500,000 turnover
and are on target to reach £1 million
turnover for our first year of trading. If we
hit that, I will be very, very happy. It makes
me very proud, it’s kind of a champagne
moment.”
RJH has continued to grow and
managing director Rob currently heads a

‘‘

four-strong team, with Lisa Dedman as
branch manager, Gwyn Rose-Hocknull
HR Manager, Roxy Henshaw recruitment
consultant and Marta Zajac accounts
manager.
“We have had new people coming into
the business and they have sat down and
hit the ground running.
“We have got numerous clients, from
manufacturing to logistics. In five years’
time I would like to see us with five
locations in the West Midlands. We are
in our infancy still but this is a big career
opportunity for people who want to sit
down and get their hands dirty and see
their careers progress. I want to expand the
business.
“You can never have too much business.
We have got stuff in the pipeline that we
are working towards which could change
the face of the business again.”
Rob admits that post-pandemic the world

of recruitment has shifted on its axis. “It is
hard to fill roles, it’s got a lot harder to find
candidates. Two years ago, you would have
had an obscene amount of candidates –
it’s down to a mixture of Covid, furlough,
people’s uncertainty, Brexit is not going to
have a good impact on the job market.
“It has been a weird time for recruitment
but things are starting to see a bit more
normality now. There is demand for staff
in manufacturing and logistics – at the
moment, our sectors are manufacturing,
logistics, commercial and office-based
roles.”
It’s clearly been a rollercoaster ride for
the man who has worked his way up from
laying kerbs and digging holes to running a
new business which is targeting a £1 million
turnover less than two years on from its
launch.
But as Rob points out, persistence often
pays off in a dog eat dog world... l

“It was a very painful eight to nine months. This time last year I was still sitting at home in the office
upstairs.”
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Business Festival tickets
now available
/

Events in this year’s Black Country Business Festival are now available to
book on to, through the BCBF website.

There are nearly 80 business events taking place
from 4th October to 15th October, most of which
are completely free to attend.
There is a mix of in-person and digital events this
year, with events covering a wide range of topics
including carbon emissions, closing the skills gap
and regeneration around the region.
Festival partner,
Talbots Law, are
hosting an event
all about flexible
working and
how businesses
can use this as a
business growth
opportunity.
Attendees will hear from industry experts and
recruitment specialists who will discuss the
challenges and benefits of offering flexible
working.
Sandwell Council are hosting an event with
Wates about the new Aquatics Centre that is
under development. There will be exclusive drone
footage and the latest updates on the progress of
construction.

Workforce
wellbeing is a
hot topic, and
Walsall Council
is hosting a
webinar all about
CSR and how
this can help
employees to be
happier, healthier, and more motivated.
Tickets are being issued on a first come, first
served basis. So, take a look at the many exciting
events on offer and reserve yours today.
To book your tickets, visit the website:
www.blackcountrybusinessfestival.com
The 2021 BCBF is partnered by Talbots Law,
Dudley Business First and the Black Country
Chamber of Commerce. Sponsors are Thomas
Dudley, Casino 36, Sandwell Council, Walsall
Council and Sandwell Business Ambassadors.
Media Partners are: Elonex, Business Works,
Prosper Magazine and Metro.

more information, please visit www.blackcountrybusinessfestival.com call 01902 912304
/ For
or email hello@blackcountrybusinessfestival.com
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Michael Lamb shares the Syentium story with Jon Griffin

M

ichael Lamb is in splendid form on
his home turf...humorous, knowledgeable,
articulate and candid. An afternoon in his
delightful Edwardian home on the outskirts of
Worcester city centre involves discussion of
smuggling, animal trafficking, scuba diving, hot
air ballooning, life in the construction world,
Pakistan...and much more.
The sprightly entrepreneur jumps readily
from one subject to the next, often with a
mischievous twinkle in his eyes. This is a man
who has lived a varied and fulfilled life, happy
to dip into his considerable memory bank.
Not that he is able to reveal everything....as
he says: “I am not in a position to reveal entirely
what I do because of the nature of the business
and the people we work with. You can’t tell a
smuggler how you are finding them. Everything
people need to know about the business is on
the website.”
Michael is the brains and inspiration behind
Syentium, leader in the design, development
and implementation of sophisticated artificial
intelligence software which automatically
detects targeted illegal items.
His hi-tech software can be used to detect
all manner of smuggled items from guns,

weapons, protected species to illegally
smuggled wildlife. The Syentium story has been
picked up by no less an institution than Interpol,
whose Wildlife Crime Working Group has
globally streamed a video presentation by the
x-ray specialist.
“We have some of the cleverest software
imaginable. We have a nice little niche, we
are working with Governments worldwide.
Wildlife can often be an emotional subject, you
are dealing with species like elephants, rhinos,
pangolins etc.
“The global detection rate is appallingly
low out there but we are doing what we can
to improve it. The job is about perseverance
to develop and deliver the right systems. The
biggest problem is corruption, it is so easy to
smuggle, there is also a global staff shortage of
competent, dedicated people. It is so easy for
people to look the other way.”
The scale of the illegal wildlife trafficking
problem – and its potential ramifications – can
be illustrated by any number of examples, even
baby eels.
Says Michael: “We can detect elvers
smuggled in suitcases. A suitcase holds
about 100,000 at say 10p each, on arrival in

25

26

ENTREPRENEUR

China they are worth £10 - a smuggler’s
investment of £10,000 becomes £100,000
so it is a good low risk business.
“When smuggling out of Africa and
moved to China or Asia it changes in value
dramatically to give you a multiple of 10,
20 or more....our task is to stop that.
“We are working with several
Governments worldwide who want to
improve their security. We do the targeting,
the detection. We do not sell the machines,
it’s all about the software and the service.
It’s not up to us to stop it (smuggling), it is
up to us to inform.”
Michael’s decision to go it alone with
Syentium 12 years ago followed a varied
business career which embraced wide
ranging management experience in the
construction sector, where he cut his teeth
in a variety of exotic locations from Oman
to Pakistan.
Like many dyslexia sufferers, he
channelled his energies from an early age
into abstract thoughts. “My teachers used
to think that I was clever, I could verbally
work out and explain my understanding,
however I found it difficult to write my
thoughts.
“ I can link abstract ideas to abstract
items, necessary to find a solution. I never
consider myself creative, but I do have ideas
and concepts.”

Born in London, Michael grew up in
Pershore. “I wanted to join the Army but
then I realized you get shot at, so I didn’t
do that. I wanted to be a pilot but that
didn’t happen.”
The young Mr Lamb went on to
undertake a five-year course in building
and surveying, which would lead to a
varied career with a string of well-known
construction firms, including Bovis, Costain,
Laing and Tarmac.
“I became a qualified quantity surveyor.
It was as boring as hell – it was all about
the size of the hole we had to fill, the
size of the hole we had to dig. I was a
planner for the M5 at Cheltenham – I
hated that job, I do not like the smell of
diesel. There was no intellectual stimulation
whatsoever.”
Michael describes his spell with
renowned construction firm Laing as “quite
interesting.”
“I moved to London and was working
at the Elephant and Castle where we were
building a massive housing estate out of
pre-fab concrete panels.”
Michael left London when he switched
to Costains. “The job was working in
Oman out in the Middle East as a planner. I
remember catching the plane at Heathrow
and thinking ‘what have you let yourself in
for now?’
“I got to Oman and the people were
fantastic. We were building Royal Oman
Police Stadium. The Royal Police were
mounted and they wanted 48 stables in
24 hours. We put together a plan and
re-organised everything to start building
a pre-fab stable block. As a result of
our success we got a multi-millionpound contract.

“I came back to the UK and worked on
the Trans-Arabian pipeline, on the world’s
largest dry dock in Dubai and on an airport
in Yemen. I went to Jeddah, they were
great people. I met a really wide variety of
cultures ....I spent a lot of time working
with various UK and US consultants on
various projects which resulted in being
awarded the Jeddah shipping container
contract.”
Michael was later head-hunted by a firm
of entrepreneurial investors and found
himself in Pakistan working as a planner
and surveyor. “That involved extensive
travel to the tribal Afghanistan border,
and the Kashmir border with China, which
was a mind-blowing experience, especially
when you consider the current situation in
Afghanistan.”
Moving back to the UK he landed a job
with Bovis. “My role was writing technical
proposals. I had to look at what we were
trying to build, work out how we were
going to do it, write the document, advise
the team ready for the interview with the
prospective client.”
A subsequent move to Wolverhamptonbased Tarmac added to his construction
experience and saw him put down roots in
the West Midlands, setting up home in the
handsome detached house in Worcester
where he still lives more than 30 years later.
“I learnt public communications, going
around lobbying. I was a whizzo at PFIs
– a friend of mine did prisons and I did
hospitals. I was working with a lot of
banks, and I learnt a lot. I became skilled
in the art of reading and understanding
competition rules, EU procurement rules
etc because I was an unconventional
thinker.”
His construction experience was to lead
to a career-changing move which would
eventually see Michael become the driving
force behind Syentium, the hi-tech x-ray
systems and AI specialist targeting today’s
generation of smugglers.
“I was approached by a US company
called EG and G Astrophysics, based in
Bristol. They built x-ray systems – I said:
“I do not know a thing about x-rays’ and
they wanted you to talk to people and
show them how they can acquire an x-ray
machine. The machines allowed a 40 feet
shipping container to be x-rayed whilst still
on the lorry.
“They wanted me to write technical
proposals, talk to customers. The x-ray
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machines can be used at borders, ports,
harbours etc. My role was to get the
machines out to the customers. I used to
go a lot to the United States, my primary
area was Europe, plus the Middle and Far
East. This was my introduction to x-rays.
“You had to get your name on the
tender list, my experience of writing
technical documents came into it. The
machines cost millions.”
Michael left EG and G Astrophysics
when the firm moved from Bristol to High
Wycombe, the catalyst for the latter-day
enterprise which would become Syentium.
“I set up on my own with the tacit
backing of EG and G Astrophysics. I said:
‘Can I have an expensive laptop? Can I
have access to your machines?’ and they
said: ‘Yes, you can.’ I set up on my own 12
years ago.”
Michael admits the advent of Syentium
carried potential risks. “If you do anything
yourself, it is a financial gamble. But I am
now giving back, I was educated by the
Government, college was paid for, I now
take on work experience people, students
...I can say that I am providing tools for anti
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wildlife-trafficking. It is non-invasive, it does
not stop free flow of trade or movement of
passengers.”
With wildlife trafficking amounting to 50
per cent of Syentium’s software detection
– fiscal protection helping Governments
target money laundering and tax evasion
makes up 40 per cent with commercial
manufacturing providing the remaining 10
per cent – Michael is acutely aware of some
of the challenges he faces.
“Animal diseases can always be
transferred to humans. There is a big, big
threat from Zoonotic diseases ie monkey
diseases, from rats, apes, pangolins,
snakes...items like pangolin scales can fit in
suitcases.”
Syentium has some powerful allies in
the battle against modern-day smugglers.
As well as Interpol, the core software has
been aided by Home Office, Foreign and
Commonwealth and European Union
Regional Development funding. Key
elements have been tried and tested by
the UK Border Force, the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office, the Jamaican
security services and others.

“I wanted to join the Army but then I realized you get shot at,
so I didn’t do that.”

Meanwhile, Michael is keen to praise the
help he has received from Worcestershire
County Council and the Government.
“We get an ERDF grant which gives
me a large percentage of my capital
expenditure back. And the Department for
International Trade has been exceptional.
The local representative and others globally
have listened to what I have had to say,
and they have been totally and utterly
supportive.”
Michael admits steering his own antismuggling ship at this stage of his long
business career has significant advantages.
“It was a massive change moving from
construction, although the management
tasks are similar. But with this, I do not
have to go through a chain of command you are relying on your own decisions.
It’s an interesting philosophy from a
man who in his younger days embraced
the thrill of adventure as a qualified scuba
diver in Oman, Jeddah and Barbados and
enjoyed hot air ballooning. Clearly, the
Worcester anti-smuggler still relishes a
challenge or two.
“Some days it is a struggle, on a good
day, it is good. I will carry on with this until
I do not understand the technology that
I need to work on or somebody comes in
with an offer....” l
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FAMILY
CYCLING
PASSION

Mother and son Julie and George tell
Jon Griffin how a love of cycling inspired
a family business

I

t started out purely as an enjoyable
pastime and an attempt to make life easier
for a family of enthusiastic cyclists – and
now it’s a growing business attracting
customers from Europe, the USA and
Australia.....
Entrepreneurs come in all shapes and
sizes, from the Bransons and the Sugars
through to one man/woman bands –
and the Laight family from Edgbaston,
Birmingham are determined to carve their
very own special niche in the world of
enterprise, thanks to BikeStow.
The Laights’ passion for cycling – shared
by father Simon and sons George, Oscar
and Billy and supported by mum Julie –
has spawned an intriguing manufacturing
start-up based on an industrial estate
near Stourbridge which is already gaining
significant interest from the cycling
fraternity.
But BikeStow – as the family concern is
called – would never have seen the light
of day had the Laight family not been such
keen cyclists anxious to keep their bikes in
the best possible condition as they travelled
the West Midlands looking for suitable
cycling expeditions.
Mum Julie explained: “For years we were
using a people carrier to ferry the bikes
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around – the boys were getting bigger and
the bikes were not big enough. We bought a
big six-seater Transit van but you would have
to spend half an hour loading the bikes and
putting towels in between to stop them from
getting scratched. We had the space but not
the means to stop them from damage. We
wanted to drop the bikes in the van and just
go.”
Son George, 21, added: “The van was half
the problem solved. There was no way of
holding the bikes securely or safely, we were
trying to lean them up on their sides and
stack them up with towels, or they would get
damaged.”
But a solution to the two-wheeler
conundrum – and the catalyst for a unique
family start-up enterprise – was slowly
taking shape in the mind of father Simon,
a Birmingham solicitor who was just as
committed to cycling as his three sons.
Julie said: “From 2015 Simon was thinking
about a solution. He would go off on his
weekends to B&Q to buy plywood to provide
some way of holding the bikes in our van – it
was a DIY thing which could help us move the
bikes.
“That continued until 2018 – he spent hours
and hours working on various prototypes. His
dad is a patent agent and eventually we took
the prototype covered up in the van so we
could apply for a patent.
“That was over three years ago. We had
all got fed up with him talking about it
and spending hours in the garage and we
suggested that he should take it to the Cycle
Show at the NEC.”
Meanwhile son George’s eye and aptitude
for engineering was to play a crucial role in the
BikeStow story. As he recalls: “We had to turn
it into something much more professional. I
had decided to have a gap year, I had a place
to study Industrial Design at Loughborough
University.
“But I realized that I wanted to do
engineering rather than industrial design,
which is more art-focused. I took a year
out and wanted to do something more
engineering-based. I like problem-solving, and
this opportunity came at the right time and the
right place for me.
“That summer holiday coincided with getting
involved with this. The others had gone on
holiday and Dad and I stayed at home, working
on it, developing it and working how to fold it
flat.”
The Cycle Show at the NEC in 2018 was to
prove a hugely significant milestone for the
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enterprise which would eventually become BikeStow. Julie said: “It
was about taking the concept and trying to turn it into an actual
product.
“We would never have got to the Cycle Show had George not
got involved. It would have just ended up as something else which
had been knocked up in a cycle shed. There was a lot of work
involved, it was not just design, it was getting ready for the show,
it was working late into the night.”
George recalls: “It was eight weeks of putting an awful lot of
effort into the design. A lot of the time it was two steps forward,
and one step back.”
Says Julie: “We took a little stand at the Show – all the big
multi-national cycling companies were there, selling bikes and
components. The idea was to gauge reaction, to see whether
people wanted it, to see if it could be a business.
“The Cycle Show was the turning point. We had the stand with
a few of our prototypes and we explained who we were, what
we were doing. We put together a paper survey, and we later got
emails back.”
George added: “We all went to the Show, other people and
extended family came and helped and supported us and we
realized that we were onto something. We had a prototype but no
way of getting a method to make and sell them.”
But, highly encouraged by the response and feedback
generated from the Cycle Show, the Laights were by now
determined to turn BikeStow into a viable business.
George recalls: “We were working on the prototype for a
further three months, developing it, setting up suppliers, setting
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up the website, working on the packaging. Before we had this
unit, we had outsourced all the manufacturing process to a firm in
Belbroughton. We didn’t own any equipment, as we didn’t know
how far we would go. There was a long intermediate period of
running it from home.”
Julie recalls the early days of BikeStow with considerable feeling:
“You can only build a business from home for so long – that was
up until 2020. For a year and a half, I was on the garage floor. It
became a full-time job, I was left running it on my own, working
putting BikeStows together. It was getting too much in the
garage, it was exhausting manual handling - you either move on
and invest in a unit, or you call it quits. That year and a half was
really, really tough.”
George added: “Our job on the garage floor was to put all the
panels together on our hands and knees. It was cold in winter.”
But after so much effort, personal time and investment the
Laights were too far down the track by now to abandon the
BikeStow bike rack project. Following on from the initial interest
generated by the Bike Show, the family invention had caught the
eye of influential cycling magazines.
Says Julie: “It was really scary to see what kind of reviews they
gave us, but in the end we got five-star reviews. It was brilliant.”
After years of effort – and considerable financial outlay – BikeStow
was finally up and running in meaningful fashion.
“We had a list of people from the Cycle Show who said they
would be interested, around 40 to 50. It was slow to begin with,
but around 60 per cent went on to buy – they range in price from
£190 to £289.

“All the big multi-national cycling companies were there, selling bikes and components. The idea was to
gauge reaction, to see whether people wanted it, to see if it could be a business.”
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The next crucial stage in the BikeStow
saga coincided with lockdown, as mother
and son recall. Says Julie: “It was still
the tip of the iceberg. We had to decide
whether to treat it as a hobby or start a
business.”
George added: “We took the
opportunity to move into this unit and
invest in new equipment. We moved in
here in June 2020 – it seemed like the next
logical step, it was the right thing to do.
We have invested quite a lot of money.”
The fledgling bike rack operation is
already helping turn the wheels of West
Midland industry, albeit on a small scale.
Says George: “We have started assembling
and shipping from here. Laser-cutting is
still done by Midtherm Laser of Dudley,
rubber felt is supplied and we work with a
firm of metal polishers, MA Polishing Ltd of
Birmingham. Everything else is done by us.”
Julie added: “The greatest thing about
using local suppliers is that they are just a
phone call away,” while George said: “They
care, they are really good companies. We
are trying to keep it as local as we can.”
It would seem that BikeStow has hit the

ground running in enterprising fashion.
Julie explained: “Sales are growing month
on month with around 40 per exported,
including to Australia, the US, Europe.
“More and more bike shops are coming
to us and want our BikeStows for their
displays. We love what we do but I do not
want to lose that. If we were to start selling
through distributors, we would quickly lose
control of the product pricing – people
value being able to pick up the phone and
talk to us.
“It is not just about numbers – we have a
close relationship with our customers – we
have over 1,000 from all over the world.
We are currently direct to the consumer
only, it works for us. A lot of our customers
have bikes which can cost £6,000 or
£7,000. Because of lockdown the market
has grown a lot.”
BikeStow is already in the throes of
developing a second bike rack model
designed for storage at home rather than
the original transportation product. Says
George: “The potential here is for other
bike racks and bike accessories.”
Says Julie: “It is very exciting. We are

now seeing returning customers, coming
back for their second or third racks. We
have even got an order going out to Russia.
We already have a waiting list.”
Whilst it’s still early days for BikeStow
it would seem that the original vision of
father Simon for a user-friendly bike rack
to help prevent damage in transit has been
more than vindicated – with a profitable
new family business and worldwide interest
in its products.
Says George: “Dad knew all along that
we could make a business out of it. I am
now on my placement year and my plan
is to come back and work here full-time if
it goes well. It feels like a proper business
now rather than a hobby.”
Although still in its infancy, the BikeStow
vision has paid off so encouragingly that
earnings are already being ploughed back
into the business as Julie says. “We are
running at a profit and that is nice, because
we can reinvest. At present, we are not
taking anything out of the business.
“ I love what we do, I love the
concept behind it – we have some lovely
customers.” l
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THE FACTS
BEHIND
STROKE
ATTACKS
Martin ‘The Warrior’ Warrillow discusses
life after a stroke
In previous BW columns, I’ve written about
how work-stress caused the stroke which
I suffered in December 2013, the general
dangers of work-stress and the importance
of maintaining a proper work-life balance,
especially in business sectors where having
that balance is often sniffed at.
But what exactly is a stroke? In the time
since I had mine, it has become painfully
clear to me that unless someone in their
close family or a close friend is afflicted, too
many people know little or nothing about
stroke even though it is one of the leading
causes of death in the UK and, indeed,
worldwide.
Essentially, a stroke is a brain attack. In
the same way as a heart attack occurs
when the flow of blood around the heart
is interrupted, a stroke happens when the
blood supply to part of the brain is cut off,
killing vital blood cells.
There are three different types of stroke;
an ischaemic stroke, a haemorrhagic
stroke and a transient ischaemic attack. An
ischaemic stroke, by far the most common
type at around 75 per cent of all strokes,
occurs when a blockage cuts off the blood
flow to the brain.
That is often the result of clots forming
in the blood and when a part of the clot
breaks off, as can happen, it moves up the
body to the brain and causes a blockage.
Clots can be caused by all manner of
things, particularly as our arteries harden
and thicken with age. High cholesterol
is a common cause, smoking is another
but I have met and interviewed people
whose stroke occurred as the result of an
undetected hole in the heart. Blood flowed

through the hole and got up into the brain.
A haemorrhagic stroke, the type which I
suffered, is caused by bleeding in or around
the brain. In my case, stress caused an
artery to burst in my cerebellum, the area
directly at the back of the brain which
controls balance and co-ordination, among
other things.
The burst artery caused blood to flow
into parts of the brain it is not supposed
to access, causing the intensely explosive
headache I remember. If I ever get round to
writing my autobiography, it will be entitled
‘The Atom Bomb in my head’. It killed large
areas of brain cells, leaving me paralysed
down one side for a fortnight while a
painfully slow process called neuroplasticity
began.
This is the ability of the brain’s billions of
cells (roughly 100 billion, in fact) to find
new pathways around the dead areas of the
brain. They don’t replace the dead areas,
they just compensate for them, which can
leave survivors finding themselves with new
or different skills which they didn’t possess
previously.
I don’t have space here to go into
neuroplasticity in any depth, but if you
are interested (and you ought to be) I
unreservedly recommend that you seek
out a book called ‘The Brain That Changes
Itself’ by Norman Doidge. This is the first
book I was given by an occupational
therapist as I began my rehabilitation
and it is a fascinating explanation of a
complex subject, written in a way that the
layman with no medical knowledge can
understand.
The third form of stroke, a transient

ischaemic attack, or TIA, is often called a
mini-stroke. It is essentially the same as a
stroke, but the symptoms only last for a
very short time because the blockage is
temporary. Indeed, people often say that
they are completely unaware of having
suffered a TIA.
They are important, however because TIAs
can often, but not always, be warning
signs that a larger stroke could be about to
happen.
How common is stroke? There are 100,000
strokes every year in the UK, a figure which
was projected to rise sharply in the next few
years even before the coronavirus pandemic
piled added stress on to all our lives. That
means a stroke happens once every five
minutes and because the medical profession
is more adept than ever at saving the lives
of people who have strokes, there are 1.3
million survivors in the UK.
Perhaps the most important thing to know
about stroke is that no two strokes are the
same. Apart from the fact that I walk with
a cane because my balance is so uncertain,
I don’t look as if I have had a stroke.
Other survivors may have badly-damaged
arms or legs; others may have speech or
communication difficulties or eyesight
problems. The list is as endless as the brain
(and specifically, what happens when it
goes wrong), is fascinating. I remember
someone involved in stroke rehab telling me
that she had been involved in neurological
research for over 30 years and still didn’t
know half of what there is to know. l
Website: www.askthewarrior.com
Podcast: Thewarriorpodcast.libsyn.com
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SOUNDS ELECTRIC
Josh Sims on the future sounds of the electric vehicle

R

ichard Devine thinks a lot about the
noises a machine might sound if it had
to make a noise at all. “The car industry
really has to think about that a lot too now,
as it produces more electrically-powered
vehicles. It’s not like the combustion
engine. You have a to generate a sound for
an EV. And most makers are doing that for
the first time,” says the acclaimed sound
designer, musician and senior content
producer for audio at Apple, who’s latterly

created the sound for Jaguar’s I-Pace, and
been approached to do similar for the likes
of Porsche and independent super-car
maker Lucid.
“It’s fast becoming a specialist discipline
too,” Devine adds, “not just because
there’s an opportunity to make the sound
part of the brand of an electric vehicle, but
because there’s so many conditions the
sound has to work in, be that with ambient
sound, wind and rain noise, various urban

environments. It’s creating a whole sonic
language.”
That’s what most upscale carmakers are
now pondering as the market shifts from
the familiar rumble of the combustion
engine to the eerie near silence of the
electric motor. Or, in the case of Devine’s
I-pace sound, a harmonic blend of
Jaguar’s conventional engine ‘purr’ with
the pod racers from ‘Star Wars’ and the
light bikes from ‘Tron’. In part this is an
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“There’s a huge opportunity for car brands to demonstrate their identity in a new way and to think
about sound in terms of usage, meaning and function.”

issue of pedestrian safety - which will,
in time, inevitably raise the question of
imposing protocols on EVs to prevent
cities becoming a cacophony of competing
mobile soundscapes. The sound a car
makes can also be functionally important
for intuitive driver feedback, and for
making driving fun.
But, more intriguingly, what, or even if,
an EV should have ‘engine noise’ is also
a question of branding. At the upper end
of the market, car-makers have fine-tuned
their engines to produce what petrolheads at least suggest is a defining sound:
the squeal of a high-revving Ferrari, or

the low growl of an Aston Martin, for
example, both companies now working
on developing a sonic architecture for
forthcoming electric models, one audible
inside the cabin, or outside too. Indeed,
makers of high performance cars have long
electronically enhanced their combustion
engine sound, such is its perceived
importance.
“The fact is that Jaguar has a fair history
of making great sounding cars and tuning
the engine sound to match the product,”
says Iain Suffield, noise technical specialist
for Jaguar. “The trick is create sounds that
feel natural and authentic to the EV model

in question, while not going so far that you
break the illusion, or create a sound that
ages badly or becomes passe.”
Dr Thomas Kueppers, sound designer
for Mercedes-Benz, speaks of the dangers
of breaking certain psychological rules that low frequency sounds suggest size and
solidity, ideal for a saloon, while higher
pitches are equated with speed. But, he
adds, there’s also an awareness among
car-makers not only that, for many drivers,
luxury is equated with silence - in which
case the game is to make the EV as quiet as
possible - but that if the sound you design
for your EV is artificial anyway, why make
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it sound like the combustion engine’s
outmoded tech at all?
“We know what a Mercedes should
look like. But it’s a more esoteric notion,
when you no longer just have a sound
resulting from the engineering of a
combustion engine, to have to match a
sound to a brand,” explains Kueppers.
“Yet we’re already moving into more
individualisation, so that the EV sounds as
you want it to sound, depending on your
taste, and I think we can see that, in time,
sound in EVs will become more of a digital
feature rather than something that meets a
functional need.”
That’s why drivers of Mercedes’s new
all-electric EQS model, for example,
might select the growlier ‘Roaring Pulse’
sound programme or the more synthesised
‘Vivid Flux’ - and it’s no coincidence that
such options sound like they’re named,
respectively, after some heavy metal
or electronica band. “Go to China and
there are 35-year-old billionaires who
grew up with ‘Star Trek’ and don’t have

‘‘

ties to combustion engine sounds,” adds
Kueppers.
Justin Lunny agrees, in part. He’s the
CEO of Everrati, which specialises in
retro-fitting classic sportscars - most
recently focused on the Porsche 911 - with
electric motors. “We have one client we’re
building a Shelby for and he wants it to
sound like ‘The Jetsons’ [flying car] when
he accelerates. And the fact is that, since
sound files can be updated in minutes, an
EV could sound like anything,” he says.
“But then, in contrast, the sound is part of
the essence of its famed flat six engine, and
you can feel it coming through the chassis and mimicking that is an important feature
for getting petrol-heads into EV. They’re
disappointed if they drive up without a
sound and nobody looks...”
That said, the top auto brands also need
to appeal to new customers with different,
perhaps more eco-minded agendas, those
to whom, as Robert Palm, CEO of auto
design consultancy Classic Factory, puts
it “it would seem ridiculous to make an

electric Ferrari sound ‘like a Ferrari’.
Customers who buy an EV have made
a choice to do so - and that’s expressive
of the fact that the combustion engine,
together with its sound, is a vanishing
species.”
Certainly even its sonically artificial
version may be around only for the next
few years. Some argue that the expectation
that an EV will - beyond safety concerns
- make some kind of noise is simply a
transitional phase, and that soon enough
its artificiality will come to be seen as
increasingly awkward.
“We’re in a buffer period,” reckons
Yuri Suzuki, sound designer and partner
at design agency Pentagram, which has
worked with a number of top-end car
brands on their EV sound. “Of course it
makes sense to mimic the combustion
engine for now, but there’s also a huge
opportunity for car brands to demonstrate
their identity in a new way and to think
about sound in terms of usage, meaning
and function. We’ve got used to

“The sound a car makes can be functionally important for intuitive driver feedback, and for making
driving fun.”
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combustion engines making whatever
sound they make. But with electric it
doesn’t have to be that way.”
Indeed, that shift is already afoot.
When Automobili Pininfarina
launches its first model in August,
the €3m, all bespoke hyper GT
Battista, there won’t be any artificial
combustion engine sound. Rather
its designers have worked to give its
electric motor a distinctive real sound
all of its own.
“We didn’t want to recreate some
fake combustion engine sound when
there’s clearly an audible electric
sound already, more so than with
other EVs,” explains Paolo Dellacha,
chief product and engineering
officer for the company, “so we
really wanted more to amplify the
harmonics that were already there.
“Clearly we’re at some advantage
in that we don’t have that internal
combustion engine legacy, so we’re
freer to think in terms of being
fully electric,” he adds. “For us it’s
important that when you hear our
motor you immediately think of
something that’s electric. And that
feels right for an EV.” l
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A Taste of the
Mediterranean in
Middle England
Jon Griffin enjoys dining Ego-style

bw-magazine.co.uk

A

ny restaurant which calls itself Ego
Mediterranean will always tend to conjure
up images of sun-kissed beaches on a Greek
island or the rugged coastline of the Costa
Brava, of glorious sunsets and picture
postcard azure blue skies.
It’s hard to imagine any location which
could rival such a setting in cold, grey
England – but visitors to Ego in Lichfield
might argue that the scenery is, at least
for culture-lovers, quietly comparable, if
starkly contrasting, to the blue skies of the
Mediterranean.
Substitute the crashing waves of the Med
for the calm and tranquillity of Minster Pool
or the rocky cliffs of the French Riviera for
the towering majesty of Lichfield Cathedral,
a site of Christian worship for more than

1,300 years, and the only moated cathedral
in England – and you might, with a bit of
imagination, get the drift.
Sun-lovers enjoying their annual holiday
may chortle merrily at such a comparison
and quite understandably prefer to eat their
calamari or paella al-fresco under a boiling
sun – but for the other 50 or so weeks of
the year the Lichfield eaterie can provide a
genuine taste of the Mediterranean, even in
the bleakest days of January or February.
The Lichfield restaurant’s location is
stunning, cheek by jowl with the ducks
swimming around the picturesque Minster
Pool in the shadow of one of the UK’s most
dramatic cathedral settings. It may not quite
be the Bay of Naples but on the plus side
you don’t have to queue up for seven hours

at an overcrowded airport to sample the
delights of this Staffordshire diner.
And what a varied array of Mediterranean
style dishes are available in this serene
corner of Middle England, whether the sun
is shining or the rain is pouring down in
bucketloads under the West Midlands night
sky.
A Tuesday night in mid-September
may not necessarily be the highlight of
the calendar for many restaurants, with
the impact of lockdown still fresh in the
memory – but Ego was bustling with
customers eager to enjoy the Mediterranean
fare on offer on the night of our visit.
For extra-hungry diners there’s an
appetiser called an Ego Sharing Board,
including skewered King prawns, calamari
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fritti, fried halloumi, Lamb Kofte, falafel, breaded
manchego and chorizo with honey.
Starters vary from the exotic to the more familiar,
from Lamb Kofte (Harissa spiced lamb, carrot, raisin
and orange salad with tzatziki) to Grilled Goat’s Cheese
and Breaded Camembert. I opted for Chicken Liver and
Rosemary Pate, complete with clarified butter and pink
peppercorns, toasted bread and chilli tomato marmalade.
It was as mouth-watering as it sounds, and would have
been so whether eaten in St Tropez or next door to
Lichfield Cathedral.
Julia opted for the salmon and dill fishcake with soft
poached egg, lemon and chive hollandaise and mixed
leaves. She declared it light and fresh-tasting, leaving
plenty of room for her main course, pan roasted chicken
supreme.

The chicken dish was accompanied by pommes puree,
buttered green beans and wholegrain mustard cream.
The verdict was that the dish had provided a mouthwatering combination of tender chicken and well cooked
vegetables.
Meanwhile, I went for a personal favourite, Belly
Pork. The Ego version came, as you would expect, with
a dash of two of suitable Mediterranean flair, listed on
the menu as Iberian Belly Pork, slow roasted and honey
glazed with spinach, chorizo and black pudding, thyme
red wine jus and pommes puree. It would be hard to
believe the dish could have been any tastier had I been
wolfing it down in the fashionable eateries of Barcelona
or Madrid.
There’s a wide variety of other main courses to tuck
into at Ego, from Roasted Lamb Rump to Pan-Fried

bw-magazine.co.uk

Sea Bass, Stonebaked Pizza, Steak Frites,
Chargrilled Kebabs, Pasta and Paella or
Moroccan Chicken, Lamb or Falafel.
Enough choice for any palate, you might
reflect.
It’s always nice to indulge a sweet
tooth Mediterranean-style, and desserts at
Ego include classic creme brulee, warm
frangipane and raspberry tart, tiramisu and
warm triple chocolate brownie. I chose the
creme brulee, which lived up more than
adequately to its description on the menu
while Julia rounded off proceedings with a
couple of dollops of ice cream.
The meal was washed down satisfactorily
with a couple of pints of lager for me and
a glass of white wine for Julia. Shut your
eyes and rely on your taste buds and you
might have imagined yourself dining in a
taverna in Corfu or a bistro on the French
Riviera.....

Kayleigh Blades, the manager at the
Lichfield site, described the Ego business
model as a family-style enterprise, with 14
restaurants dotted around the UK, including
other Midland outlets at Cannock,
Bromsgrove and Worcester.
“We started off with six and now we are
up to 14. I have been here for seven years
and previously ran a pub in Lichfield. I was
a happy, chirpy landlady and had to adapt
to the world of fine dining.
“It’s what we call relaxed fine dining,
everybody is welcome here from newborn
babies to 99-year-olds. It’s not a niche
restaurant at all. We feel that our location
is number one, with beautiful views of
Lichfield Cathedral. Lichfield gets it right
as far as the tourist trade is concerned, with
its cobbled streets and its history.”
With a 35 to 40-strong team of full and
part-time staff, and up to 90 to 100 covers,

Ego seems more than adequately prepared
to meet the demand for Mediterranean
dishes, whether at the height of summer or
in the depths of winter.
As Kayleigh says: “The team do not last
long if they do not love the job – they really
want to be here.” And why wouldn’t they,
with a working environment overlooking
the ducks gliding across Minster Pool
and Lichfield Cathedral as an inspiring
backdrop? l
Ego is open seven days a week, from
11am to 11pm. Pre-booked afternoon
teas are also available from Monday to
Saturday, 2pm to 4pm.
For more information see
lichfield@egorestaurants.co.uk
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OCTOBER
13

Womens Business Conference, Crumblebury Farm
hwchamber.co.uk/product/womens-business-conference-2021-sponsored-by-bishop-fleming/

14

Virtual Manufacturing Forum - hwchamber.co.uk/product/virtual-manufacturing-forum-6/

17-18 The Pharmacy Show, NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/the-pharmacy-show/
19-21 Multimodal , NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/multimodal/

NOVEMBER
3-4

Advanced Engineering, NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/advanced-engineering/

3-4

Saltex, NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/saltex/

9

Virtual Sustainability Forum - hwchamber.co.uk/product/virtual-sustainability-forum-5/

10-11 Family Attraction Expo, NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/family-attraction-expo/b
10-11 Farm Business Innovation, NEC Birmingham - www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/farm-business-innovation/
10-11 Leisure Food & Beverage Expo, NEC Birmingham
www.thenec.co.uk/whats-on/leisure-food-beverage-expo/
11

Black Country Economic Business Conference, Wolverhampton Racecourse
www.blackcountrychamber.co.uk/events/11112021/black-country-economic-business-conference/

23

HR Professionals Conference 2021, Sixways Stadium
hwchamber.co.uk/product/hr-professionals-conference-2021-in-association-with-hewett-recruitment/

To have your event listed here, please email jon@bw-magazine.co.uk.
Please note, while we make every effort to ensure these listings are correct, we cannot be held responsible for changes or cancellations – always contact the venue beforehand to check.

saw
were

Make your
worries our
business.
Whatever problems you are
experiencing in your business,
we can help.
Begbies Traynor Group delivers solutions for businesses in the
areas of corporate recovery, restructuring, corporate finance,
property consultancy, refinancing, fund raising, credit control,
time to pay and asset disposal.
Contact us for a consultation:
3rd Floor, Temple Point, 1 Temple Row,
Birmingham, West Midlands, B2 5LG
T: 0121 200 8150 E: birmingham@btguk.com
28 Cleveland Street, Wolverhampton, WV1 3HT
T: 01902 489 860 E: wolverhampton@btguk.com
Office 2, Broomhall Business Centre, Broomhall Lane,
Broomhall, Worcester, Worcestershire, WR5 2NT
T: 01905 852 274 E: worcester@btguk.com
www.begbies-traynorgroup.com

Offices across the UK. www.begbies-traynorgroup.com
Begbies Traynor Group plc is a company registered in England and Wales No: 5120043.
Registered Office: 340 Deansgate, Manchester M3 4LY

