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 Inspiration, thy name  
is woman 
Whatever the economic context, you can never have too much 

inspiration – and in these tougher times, it is more welcome and 

more valuable than ever. 

Never are passion, tenacity, determination and smart, brave 

decision-taking more crucial than when the challenges are as great 

as the opportunities. Entrepreneurship is not simply about risk 

taking, it’s about risk management. It’s about striking the balance 

between optimism and realism; confidence and caution; pushing 

forward and cutting back. 

When we look at successful business people, we’re too often 

left asking the question: “Where are the women?” Well, here they 

are! Or, rather, here are 100 of the most exciting, inspirational and 

creative women operating in the UK today, across a number of 

sectors and disciplines. What they have in common is their passion 

for developing successful ideas and businesses. 

Bank of Scotland Corporate’s Women in Business programme is 

delighted to partner with Real Business in profiling and celebrating 

these women who bust the myths that women don’t want to run 

big businesses, or that mothers lose interest in business, or that 

women only run lifestyle businesses in restricted sectors. 

As we move into a new mode of operating across so many 

areas of business activity, we see huge potential for women to  

do things their way and to support, mentor and encourage other 

women to succeed. 

This index of women makes up a community of influencers 

who will be instrumental in helping the UK economy through the 

recession. As Glenys Berd of Lovethoseshoes.com puts it on page 

10: “There’s a world of opportunity ahead of us entrepreneurs. 

The focus of big corporates is shifting – we can fill gaps and 

corner niche markets.”

Clare Logie

Director of Women in Business, Bank of Scotland Corporate

www.bankofscotland.co.uk/corporate
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I was the first woman 
in my family to work. 
It was taboo. I got a 
Saturday job aged 
15 and people said I 
was bringing shame 
on my family
Kavita Oberoi, page 22
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Careless talk breeds  
big business
As a young woman, while waiting 

for a meeting, Hilary Devey 

listened to what would prove a 

life-changing conversation. Yes, 

she heard, the product was available. 

But it couldn’t be delivered for a week 

when the next van was due. A novice 

to business, Devey was aghast: if a 

customer wanted a product that was 

available, why wait a week? Over the 

ten years that followed, Devey built 

Pall-Ex, a haulier’s hub where partial 

loads could be delivered and lorries 

filled and dispatched. The result was 

a rationalised delivery network that 

ensured next-day deliveries that were 

both cost-effective and efficient.

Similarly, when Deb Leary 

accompanied her policeman 

husband to a conference, she 

overheard conversations about  

the stepping stones used at crime 

scenes and figured out a way to 

improve them. Her design won her 

customers even before samples had 

been manufactured. Within months, 

she’d stopped being a schoolteacher 

and became a CEO. It may be the 

stuff of music hall jokes, but the 

fact that women collect 

random information about 

the world around them is 

part of what makes them  

great entrepreneurs.

Only connect
To make her road haulage 

idea work, Devey had 

to persuade dozens 

of competing 

companies to 

collaborate – with her and 

with each other. This was a 

diplomatic challenge only 

marginally simpler than achieving 

world peace. But, spending month 

after month tearing up and down the 

motorways in a decrepit car, she 

pulled it off. “It was a good 

thing my business was  

in the transport sector,” 

she recalls with a hearty 

laugh. “Everywhere I 

went, the car broke 

down. But there’d 

always be someone 

around who could 

get it going.”

Today, the power of  

her business derives entirely from 

her ability to persuade hundreds  

of companies to share resources. 

Seeing mutual advantages in 

collaboration, and having the inter-

personal skills to pull it off, is typical 

of women entrepreneurs. Far from 

seeing relationships as a timesink, 

they view them as the very heart  

and soul of success. 

At Manchester Academy, Delfino 

forges “proper relationships” 

between students and businesses  

– not the stale, redundant work 

experience schemes of old, but 

dynamic partnerships that benefit 

both parties. 

Sophi Tranchell’s 

Divine Chocolate 

champions the 

Ghanaian cocoa 

growers who  

co-own the 

business by 

negotiating 

contracts with 

Sainsbury’s. Her 

latest line of organic 

Changing the world. That’s what 
entrepreneurship is really about. And it’s 
what drives these 100 women. They’ve 
spotted problems and opportunities and 
rushed to address them. Anyone 
depressed by economic gloom should feel 
heartened by the diversity and depth that 
Britain’s female entrepreneurs display. 

Behold Britain’s 100 Most 

Entrepreneurial Women;  

the irrepressible all-rounders 

transforming the nation’s business 

landscape. These women are running 

organisations that make a big impact; 

break new ground; grow sustainably 

(which means making a profit); and 

create new jobs. No mean feat. 

Not all of them are purely 

commercial – Jane Delfino at 

Manchester Academy, for 

example, is bringing business 

together with kids in schools 

to make sure that both have  

a more dynamic future. But 

they’re all changing the world  

in which they operate. 

For all the diversity of the goods 

and services they provide, the 

similarities across this group of 

females are striking. Many of the 

activities for which women are 

derided – being sociable, earwigging, 

shopping – are precisely what has 

enabled them to spot and develop 

great business opportunities. It isn’t 

despite being women that they’re 

succeeding; it’s because of it.

 A lot of time goes 
into researching my 
products. I’m not really 
a businesswoman, 
I’m a scientist  
Mah Hussain-Gaambles, Saaf Pure Skincare

By: Margaret Heffernan
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Sophie Tranchell (right), 

Divine Chocolate

 You have to 
be prepared to 
make mistakes 
and not let that 
scare you  
Margaret Manning, 
The Reading Room

Hilary Devey, 

Pall-Ex



clothes was designed for Tesco. 

Getting such disparate organisations 

to find common ground is 

nothing short of a miracle. 

Don’t fence me in 
There’s a popular 

misconception that 

female entrepreneurs 

think small, building 

only tiny organisations 

that – with their 

emphasis on 

relationships –  

never really scale. 

But Margaret 

Manning’s company,  

The Reading Room, is  

now the UK’s sixth largest 

digital agency, with offices 

around the world. Mah 

Hussain-Gambles of Saaf 

Pure Skincare, 

meanwhile, has built a global brand 

with distributors in 11 countries, 

despite her claim that “I’m not really 

a businesswoman, I’m a scientist.” 

Nicole Farhi, Tricia Guild, Jo 

Fairley, Dawn Gibbins, in fact, 

most of the women on this list 

are building big, important, 

international companies 

that belie the old cliché. 

And it’s virtually 

impossible to see any 

major movie these days 

without appreciating the 

special effects from Sharon 

Reed’s Framestore. 

What’s also so striking 

about many of these 

entrepreneurs is the ease with 

which they cross categories. Pall-Ex, 

in rationalising road resources, also 

turns out to be eco-friendly. Does 

that make it a green business? 

Leary’s Forensic Pathways 

manufactures plastic stepping stones 

but it also crunches data to identify 

the patterns that indicate fraud. Does 

that mean it’s a manufacturing 

business or in the service 

industry? As far as most of these 

entrepreneurs are concerned, 

all that really matters is serving  

the customer. 

Risk is rewarding
While they set the bar  

high and aim at over-

achievement, women  

don’t fool themselves that 

reaching their goals will  

be easy. Rather, they have 

an energetic and tough 

approach to risk. As 

Manning says: “To me, 

the point of being an 

entrepreneur is that 

successful business leaders and  

fold them into the company without 

them losing their sense of autonomy 

and creativity. Her acquisition 

strategy couldn’t have been 

successful any other way.

Yes, mums can manage
If male bosses had the wit to pay 

attention, they would notice that 

most of these successful and 

influential entrepreneurs are also 

mothers, exploding the hoary old 

myth that women are a bad bet  

in the workplace because they go  

off and have children. 

At SHINE, Murdoch is both a 

hard-working executive and a full-

time mother who knows you don’t 

last long in creative businesses if  

you burn people out. At The White 

Company, it was being a mother that 

you are prepared to take risks and that 

you aren’t afraid to make mistakes. It is 

inevitable that things will go 

wrong; you have to be prepared 

to make mistakes and not let 

that scare you.”

For Jane Dyson, being an 

entrepreneur is about risk but 

it also entails sacrifice. “If you 

aren’t prepared to make 

sacrifices, you won’t make it. When I 

started my business, I took a pay cut, 

got a bank loan and then discovered, 

in the first month, that I was 

pregnant! You miss school plays.  

But if you’ve got a good relationship 

with your kids, they understand  

– and they develop an excellent work 

ethic because they see what you 

have to do to get what you want.” 

You’ll never walk alone
Devey and Delfino will be among  

the first to tell you what all of these 

women know: it isn’t the idea that 

makes the difference, it’s how you 

execute it. Millions of people have 

great ideas every day. Being able  

to build a successful, sustainable 

organisation that delivers on that 

idea – that’s the hard part. 

“You have to be able to run the 

organisation, as well as having the 

great ideas,” says The Reading 

Room’s Manning. “I’ve seen plenty  

of businesses stuck at 20 employees 

because the idea is fantastic but 

they can’t figure out how to grow 

and remain functional.” Manning’s 

company has done more than grow 

her business to 150 employees; 

almost all promotions are internal 

ones – including those to board level. 

At Elisabeth Murdoch’s SHINE,  

a big part of the company’s success 

is attributed to her ability to attract 

In association with

brought Christian Rucker to the 

realisation that beds need to be big 

enough to hold parents and kids.

Recent research shows that,  

by 2020, the majority of British 

millionaires will be women – and most 

of those build their wealth through 

their businesses. It’s a seismic shift, 

and visible proof of what women can 

do when they no longer have to 

devote half their energies to fitting in. 

Even the British government has 

come to appreciate the economic 

impact made by women-owned 

ventures. If the UK could achieve  

the same levels of female 

entrepreneurship as the US, argued 

Gordon Brown, Britain would gain 

750,000 more businesses. Let’s  

face it, this would solve a lot of his 

current problems. 

Entrepreneurial women make 

money – for themselves and for  

the country. But (just like their  

male counterparts) that isn’t what 

motivates them. Rather, they seek the 

opportunity to discover, stretch and 

develop who they are. They set out  

in search of an adventure that’s both 

personal and public. 

And the 100 women profiled here 

have found it.

Jane Dyson 

(right),  

The Network

Dawn  

Gibbins, 

Barefoot  

Living
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 Murdoch works hard to develop 
staff creativity and autonomyi  
Elisabeth Murdoch, SHINE



britain’s 100 Most Entrepreneurial Women

Name Company What she does

Sophie Atkinson Autosmart Franchise car cleaning

Camila Batmanghelidjh Kids Company Youth charity

Carole Bamford Daylesford Organic Organic food retailer

Fiona Begley Concateno Drug testing services

Linda Bennett LK Bennett Women’s fashion

Glenys Berd Lovethoseshoes.com Online shoe retailer

Rosaleen Blair Alexander Mann Solutions Recruitment

Baljinder Boparan 2 Sisters Food Group Processors of raw chicken

Dr Rabinder Buttar ClinTec Clinical consultancy

Bec Astley Clarke Astleyclarke.com Online jewellery

Judy Craymer Littlestar Mamma Mia! musical

Karen Darby Simply Switch Utilities comparison service

Juliet Davenport Good Energy Renewable electricity supplier

Sue Davenport Pasta King Pasta and sauce supplier

Julia Davey Angel Group Accommodation for asylum seekers

Jennifer Davis Holiday Rooms Direct Travel website

Jane Delfino Manchester Academy Education

Hilary Devey Pall-Ex Haulier

Christina Domecq SpinVox Mobile technology provider

Natalie Douglas IDIS Drug distribution

Edwina Dunn Dunnhumby Marketing firm

Jane Dyson The Network Free newspaper distributor

Leyla Edwards KK Fine Foods Food manufacturer

Shelagh Elkins Tectrade Data and storage solutions

Renée Elliott Planet Organic Organic food store

Brenda Elsmore Salt & Pepper Kitchen goods shop

Josephine Fairley Green & Black’s Chocolatier

Nicole Farhi Nicole Farhi Fashion designer and retailer

Gwyneth Fleming GS Associates Industrial cleaning

Eileen Gallagher Shed Media Television producer

Chey Garland CJ Garland Call centre operator

Dawn Gibbins Barefoot Living Holistic flooring

Jacqueline Gold Ann Summers and Knickerbox Lingerie and sex toys retailer

Elizabeth Gooch eg Solutions Financial services software

Sally Greene The Old Vic Theatre impresario

Tricia Guild Designers Guild Luxury furnishings retailer

Sharon Gulden Phoenix ARC Corporate relocation

Katharine Hamnett Katharine Hamnett Fashion designer and retailer

Julia Hands Hand Picked Hotels Luxury hotels

Karen Hanton Toptable.co.uk Restaurant booking service

Emma Harrison A4e Training and consultancy

Tamara Heber-Percy Mr & Mrs Smith Boutique hotel guides

Thelma Holt Thelma Holt West End theatre producer

Kelly Hoppen Kelly Hoppen Interior designer and retailer

Mah Hussain-Gambles Saaf Pure Skincare Holistic cosmetics

Jennie Johnson Kids Allowed Childcare centres

Robyn Jones Charlton House Catering Catering services

Wasfi Kani Grange Park Opera Music company

Zarine Kharas Justgiving.com Charity fund-raising website

Cath Kidston Cath Kidston Homeware and fashion retailer

Name Company What she does

Orla Kiely Kiely Rowan Fashion designer

Kanya King MOBO Awards Urban music awards

Nicky Kinnaird Space NK Cosmetics retailer

Martha Lane Fox Lucky Voice Karaoke bars

Deb Leary Forensic Pathways Forensic intelligence

Carmen Lewis A1 Pharmaceuticals Pharmaceutical retailer

Pinky Lilani Spice Magic Cookery instructor

Marion Malik Exasoft Financial software

Margaret Manning The Reading Room Digital communications agency

Natalie Massenet Net-a-Porter Online fashion retailer

Sandra McClumpha Fake Bake Tanning lotion retailer

Sarah McVittie Texperts Text information service

Deborah Meaden Dragons’ Den Angel investor

Tamara Mellon Jimmy Choo Luxury accessories retailer

Julie Meyer Ariadne Capital Investment and advisory firm

Safia Minney People Tree Eco-fashion

Michelle Mone MJM International Lingerie retailer

Lisa Morgan Game Computer game retailer

Lara Morgan Pacific Direct Toiletries manufacturer

Elisabeth Murdoch SHINE TV producer

Sara Murray Buddi Tracking device retailer

Kavita Oberoi Oberoi Consulting IT solutions and consultancy

Marilyn Orcharton Kite Consultants Management consultancy

Clare Parsons Lansons Communications Public relations 

Betsan Partridge Sonardyne Subsea navigation manufacturer

Paloma Perez 1927 Clothing Fashion retailer

Dame Mary Perkins Specsavers Optician chain

Vanessa Phillips OutSec Secretarial outsourcing

Caroline Plumb FreshMinds Market research

Alex Polizzi The Hotel Inspector Hotel specialist

Sharon Reed Framestore Visual effects

Claudine Reid PJ’s Community Service Care services

June Reynolds-Lacey Box Telematics Tracking devices

Angela Roden Frontline Bathrooms Bathroom distributor

Christian Rucker The White Company Luxury homeware retailer

Luisa Scacchetti Mamas & Papas Nursery goods retailer

Barbara Scandrett Complete Group Homecare for the disabled

Rita Sharma Bestattravel.com Travel website

Rosemary Squire Ambassador Theatre Group Theatres

Helen Stokes Morgan Hunt Recruitment

Laura Tenison Jojo Maman Bébé Kids clothing

Sophi Tranchell Divine Chocolate Fair Trade chocolate

Sarah Tremellen Bravissimo Lingerie retailer

Christina Vaughan Image Source Photo library

Claire Walker Firefly Public relations

Clare Wareing Nexus Oncology Clinical research

Perween Warsi S&A Foods Indian food manufacturer

Kate Welch Acumen Development Trust Back-to-work agency

Kresse Wesling EaKo Ethical products

Rebecca Worthington Quintain Estates Property
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Sophie Atkinson
Autosmart

Let’s face it, Atkinson’s Autosmart  

is not a glamorous business: the 

Lichfield-based franchise operation  

is the UK’s major supplier of car-

cleaning products to the trade. But 

don’t scoff: not only is Autosmart 

racking up tidy profits (£3m-plus 

across its 250 franchises in the UK, 

Australia and Europe), it’s also one of 

those rare businesses generating jobs 

in the downturn. Atkinson, a former 

blue-chip management consultant, 

led an MBO of the business in 

December 2004, and is driving  

it hard towards further growth. 

Camila Batmanghelidjh
Kids Company

Britain’s best-known champion  

of vulnerable inner-city children, 

Batmanghelidjh personifies spirituality 

and can-do attitude, describing herself 

as “a vocational entrepreneur”. In 

2009, working with Britain’s leading 

trauma experts, Batmanghelidjh plans 

to distil Kids Company’s unique 

approach to working with violent kids 

into a clinical model that can be scaled 

across the UK and internationally. 

“Violence among children is an urgent 

international issue, on a par  

with climate change,” she insists.

Carole Bamford
Daylesford Organic

Former air hostess and wife of JCB 

tycoon Anthony, Bamford founded 

Daylesford Organic in 2003 selling 

produce from the couple’s 3,000 

acre estate in Staffordshire. “At 

Daylesford, the bread you eat may 

have been made from flour that has 

been grown in our organic fields, the 

cheese and milk from our dairy herd, 

and the vegetables and fruit from 

our organic kitchen garden,” she 

says. But this blonde bombshell is 

more than just a business brain, she 

is also a “passionate nomad” and has 

receieved an OBE for her charitable 

work in India.

Fiona Begley
Concateno

Talk about a spending spree. When 

Begley sold her employee drug and 

alcohol-testing firm to AIM-listed 

Concateno for £30m and took 

charge of the joint company, she 

decided to embark on a course of 

aggressive expansion. “The drug and 

alcohol-testing industry was a 

fragmented market with swathes  

of small companies providing niche 

services. I saw an opportunity to 

aggregate them into one group that 

provided a ‘basket’ of complimentary 

services.” The 41-year-old 

Irishwoman has bought six 

companies in all, the largest being the 

£64.5m purchase of Cozart. But she’s 

not stopping there. This year, she’s 

focusing on expansion into mainland 

Europe, Australia and New Zealand. 

Linda Bennett
LK Bennett

Bennett learned her trade from the 

shop floor before opening an 

accessories shop in Wimbledon 

village with £13,000 savings and a 

£15,000 bank loan. In classic retailer 

fashion, she focused on location and 

almost single-handedly built up the 

LK Bennett chain of 70-plus shops, 

In association with
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Jane Dyson Read about  

The Network founder’s  

“just do it” attitude on page 12 .



with sales of £60m. And she did it 

without courting the limelight: “The 

product is the most important thing 

to put forward, rather than me,” she 

once said. “I’d rather focus on running 

the business than talk about it.” It 

didn’t prevent her being nicknamed 

the “kitten-heel queen”. But her focus 

was rewarded – last year, she sold a 

majority stake to private equity firm 

Phoenix Equity Partners, netting 

approximately £70m.

Glenys Berd
Lovethoseshoes.com

Berd is the queen of healthy shoes. 

Having spotted the explosive growth 

in demand for “wellness footwear”, 

she started Lovethoseshoes.com  

in 2003. Today she sells more than 

£2m-worth of shoes online each year. 

The year ahead holds no fears: 

“There’s a world of opportunity ahead 

of us entrepreneurs. The focus of big 

corporates is shifting – we can fill gaps 

and corner niche markets.” Her next 

ventures include a new fashion 

website, Shoebilly.com, as well as a 

Lovethoseshoes shop. In the long run? 

“We want to be the Google of shoes.”

Rosaleen Blair
Alexander Mann Solutions

“I’m not motivated by money,” says 

Blair, the Dubliner whose recruitment 

outsourcing firm Alexander Mann 

Solutions (AMS) now employs 1,200 

and turns over £350m. So how come 

she’s made so much of it in just 12 

years? “Coming up with an idea  

and making it a reality, working with 

people I admire and respect – that’s 

what I work for.” Blair says she’s not 

unusual, and most women get the 

same kicks from running a business. 

And they don’t want fame either. “Men 

love the limelight. Women would 

rather spend what time they have with 

their family.” If Blair’s global expansion 

of AMS continues she may have to get 

used to being famous.

Baljinder Boparan
2 Sisters Food Group

When Boparan and her husband 

founded 2 Sisters in 1993, it was  

a tiny frozen-food operation. Now 

the West Bromwich firm is one of 

Europe’s largest processors of raw 

chicken, with 13 manufacturing sites 

in the UK, Holland and the US. 2 

Sisters employs more than 5,500 

people and annual sales exceed 

£650m. The couple are now latching 

onto the Jamie Oliver-inspired 

hunger for organic chicken, 

developing an organic range for 

Tesco and Sainsbury’s that will take  

2 Sisters past the billion-pound mark.

Dr Rabinder Buttar
ClinTec

When Buttar started a freelance 

business while she was on maternity 

leave, she couldn’t have guessed it 

would morph into a £9m-turnover 

business, employing 300 people. 

ClinTec provides specialist clinical 

consultancy to pharmaceutical and 

biotech companies in 30 countries 

and is helping to improve the future of 

cancer therapy with new treatments. 

“We’ve always been entrepreneurial  

in our approach and have been willing 

to try out new markets. In terms of our 

international footprint, we’re on a par 

with the big, global players but clients 

can still pick up the phone and speak 

to me.” Buttar’s business is defying the 

downturn – she’s predicting 150 per 

Darby, we’d change insurance policies 

every week. This irrepressible serial 

entrepreneur started and sold her first 

call centre, Decisions Group, in the 

eighties; then built the utilities 

comparison service Simply Switch, 

which was acquired by the Daily Mail 

group in 2006. In 2009, she’s set 

herself a mission: with unemployment 

hurtling towards three million and an 

increasing divide between rich and 

poor, she plans to create 10,000 call 

centre apprenticeships in some of the 

UK’s most disadvantaged 

communities – and she’s got Gordon 

Brown on side.

Juliet Davenport
Good Energy

Gordon Brown wants a “green 

energy revolution” and is demanding 

a £100bn investment in new 

technology. Music to the ears of 

Davenport, founder of Green Energy, 

the UK’s fastest growing sustainable 

energy company. Green Energy 

generates solar, wind and water 

power and even sells kit to 

customers so they can produce 

energy, which it buys from them  

at commercial rates. Davenport’s 

environmental model is proving  

as popular with consumers as with 

politicians, with 25,000 customers 

prepared to pay a premium for 

power that doesn’t contribute  

to green house gasses.

Sue Davenport
Pasta King

Backed by Matrix Private Equity, 

Davenport and Paul Haigney bought 

out the Devon-based family food 

business, Pasta King (PK), in 2006. 

cent growth this year based on 

confirmed orders.  

Bec Astley Clarke
Astleyclarke.com

Venture capitalists don’t often back 

women, let alone pregnant aspiring 

online jewellery entrepreneurs. So a 

ripple of applause for Index Ventures, 

which put £2.75m into Astley Clarke’s 

new venture in 2006 just as the 

former Tesco.com exec was about  

to deliver another baby. Astleyclarke.

com aims to prove that you really can 

sell high-ticket luxury online, and will 

go toe-to-toe with her doubters. “I 

like it that everyone’s sceptical,” she 

counters. “People used to say they 

wouldn’t buy food or clothes online.” 

In 2009? “It would be folly to say we 

won’t be affected, but online retail is 

bucking the trend on the high street.” 

Judy Craymer MBE
Littlestar

Her company may be called Littlestar 

but it’s generated a monster hit. Like 

so many entrepreneurs, Craymer 

started with a passion: she loved 

ABBA and dreamt of folding their 

songs into one gigantic hit. Alone in 

her vision, she found a writer, a 

director and persuaded the group  

to let her try. She quit her job to put  

all her effort and savings into a show 

that, at first, only she could envisage. 

Her big risk reaped a huge reward: ten 

productions of Mamma Mia! around 

the world, and a hit movie. 

Karen Darby
Simply Switch

If all call centre operators were like 

In association with

Today their “hot, healthy food” is 

consumed in countless schools, 

hospitals and workplaces, and PK is 

forecasting a 30 per cent hike in sales 

to £15m to June 2009. Looking ahead, 

Davenport says she’s “inundated”  

with international enquiries but still 

sees plenty of UK growth potential  

– London 2012 is a key target. 

Julia Davey
Angel Group

Asylum seekers from Somalia and 

the Congo count themselves lucky 

that Davey founded the Angel  

Group a decade ago. She is the 

leading provider of accommodation 

for asylum seekers in the UK, with 

residential complexes across the 

country, in Poland and the US.  

Lately Davey has been diversifying 

into student accommodation and 

wedding venues as well as 

residential construction. The 

downturn will hit the Angel Group 

but, with the recent social collapse 

of half a dozen African nations, 

Davey’s core business will not  

be short of demand in 2009.

Jennifer Davis
Holiday Rooms Direct

At just 23, Davis founded Holiday 

Rooms Direct, which she’s grown 

faster than any other holiday 

provider. The secret behind her 

meteoric success is her low-cost 

model. By undercutting high street 

rivals with a “pile ‘em high, shift ‘em 

cheap” philosophy, Davis has created 

the first port of call for bargain 

hunters. With 40,000 holidays  

on offer she competes with the  

likes of First Choice and Thomson. 
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Karen Darby 

of Simply 

Switch is on a 

mission to curb 

unemployment.



Hilary Devey of Pall-Ex is cutting 

waste in the haulage industry.

In association with

Jane Delfino
Manchester Academy

“We have 64 different languages 

being spoken in this school. One  

of our students got a letter from the 

Red Cross saying her entire family  

had been butchered in Somalia; one 

watched his grandmother being 

beheaded in Iraq.” As the director  

of enterprise and internationalism  

at Manchester Academy, Delfino is 

working to improve the prospects of 

young people in the deprived Moss 

Side area, reinventing the relationship 

between business and education in 

the process. Working with the likes  

of global law firm Pincent Masons, the 

NHS and Manchester University, the 

students are involved in shadowing 

programmes, business lunches  

(a crash course in social poise)  

and Dragons’ Den-style pitches. 

Hilary Devey
Pall-Ex

When Devey created Pall-Ex in 1997, 

she wasn’t thinking about being green. 

She just wanted to eliminate the waste 

of time and resources endemic in  

the haulage industry. Today, with a 

state-of-the-art Midlands transport 

hub, she’s eliminating pollution, too. 

Over 100 hauliers participate in her 

delivery network. Persuading so many 

competitors to play nicely together 

testifies to her coalition-building skills 

of a kind most MPs would envy.  

Christina Domecq
SpinVox

Look at the team responsible  

for SpinVox and you’ll see an 

extraordinary sight: an all-male team 

led by a woman. What won’t surprise 

you is that the company makes 

technology that is actually useful. 

SpinVox captures phone messages, 

converts them to text and email and 

delivers them to you, making it more 

likely the message will be received – 

20 per cent of voicemail is never heard. 

It’s seven times quicker to read than to 

listen and passionate users claim that 

SpinVox saves them hours a day. 

Raising the largest VC round in Europe 

can’t have done any harm, either. 

Natalie Douglas
IDIS

One of the lesser-known businesses  

in our report could just become one of 

the superstars. Weybridge-based IDIS 

provides patients across the world 

with medicines that are unlicensed in 

those countries. Already hitting sales 

of £70m – with profits of more than 

£9m – Douglas is taking IDIS into  

the US in 2009. “I want to build a big, 

global brand,” says Douglas. 

Describing her style as “totally honest, 

direct and impatient”, she led a Close 

Brothers-backed MBO of IDIS in 2004 

and had a baby in 2008. You can add 

energetic to that list.

Edwina Dunn 
Dunnhumby

In 1989, Dunn and husband Clive 

Humby started Dunnhumby, a 

customer relationship specialist that 

helped Tesco develop its Clubcard. 

The supermarket has a majority stake 

in the company but Dunn notes: “It still 

feels like our business.” Dunnhumby 

employs more than 1,000 people in 

Europe, Asia and the Americas and 

turnover for the UK business is in 

excess of £150m. Dunn isn’t too scared 

of the recession: “The idea when we 

set up was, and still is, about helping 

companies improve. It’s a model that 

works very well when money is tight.”

Jane Dyson
The Network

“If you have an idea, go for it!” says 

Dyson. And she certainly put her 

money where her mouth is. Her 

company, set up to serve the  

field-marketing needs of the travel 

industry, opened its doors one month 

before the first Gulf War. But it 

expanded to serve a number of other 

sectors, notably free newspaper 

distribution. Now, for the first time in 

18 years, Jane has a boss, having sold 

The Network to John Menzies 

Distribution in September 2008. Her 

passion, however, is unabated: “I just 

feel like I have a big brother that I can 

bounce ideas off of now!”

Leyla Edwards
KK Fine Foods

Lazy folk need not apply to KK Fine 

Foods. Founder Edwards insists on  

a ferocious work ethic from her 

employees, something which seems 

to deter local workers. “We’re not 

that far from Liverpool and I 

advertise in local papers but I can’t 

get labour. Brits tend to stay a few 

weeks and then leave. They’re just 

not interested in these kinds of jobs,” 

says Edwards. Almost half of her  

160-strong workforce are immigrants. 

Edwards took KK from her kitchen in 

1987 to a £10.5m turnover, three-

factory operation, supplying Tesco, 

Pizza Hut and McDonald’s while 

raising three kids. One tough lady.

store sells everything from Sabatier 

knives to Gaggia coffee makers. 

Multiple winner of the Wales Gift Shop 

of the Year title since opening in 2000, 

Salt & Pepper prides itself on offering 

catering-quality goods to ambitious 

home chefs. 

Josephine Fairley
Green & Black’s

There’s no stopping Fairley. Britain’s 

youngest magazine editor at 23, she 

went on to found Green & Black’s 

chocolate with her American husband, 

Craig Sams. The first product in the UK 

to earn the Fairtrade mark, Green 

stands for organic and Black for the 

lustrous nature of the raw product. 

Having achieved five per cent market 

share in the UK, the couple sold the 

business to Cadbury Schweppes  

in 2005. She’s moved on to beauty 

products, founding the Green Beauty 

Bible, which shows women how  

to beautify themselves ethically.

Shelagh Elkins
Tectrade

Absurdly, Elkins is one of the least-

known women entrepreneurs. The 

founder and non-executive chair  

of Godalming-based data storage 

specialist, Tectrade, shuns the 

limelight her achievements richly 

merit. Tectrade began life in 1991 as a 

mainframe reseller. Elkins ensured it 

moved with the times, branching out 

into disaster recovery, backup and 

archiving. Clients include Powergen, 

Toyota and AmEx. Last year, the firm 

made £1.27m on a turnover of £27m  

– an impressive margin in a fiercely 

competitive industry. 

Renée Elliott
Planet Organic

Back when organic food was the 

preserve of tambourine-shaking 

hippies, wine writer Elliott saw its 

commercial potential. Her vision for an 

environmentally friendly supermarket 

was Planet Organic. Planet Organic 

has come into its own as consumer 

tastes have changed. Elliott’s been  

a big part of that shift, serving on the 

Soil Association and campaigning  

for improved farming practices. Elliott 

is regarded as a worthy successor to 

Anita Roddick as the foremost 

spokesperson on environmentally-

friendly food production.

Brenda Elsmore
Salt & Pepper

Master baker turned master retailer, 

Elsmore started life as a cake 

decorator and ended up founding 

Wales’ most respected kitchen goods 

shop Salt & Pepper. The Monmouth 

 
Nicole Farhi
Nicole Farhi

At the First Women Awards last year, 

fashion designer Farhi announced 

herself a feminist, living proof of how 

feminine and relevant feminism can 

be. Farhi was a protégée of Stephen 

Marks, who funded the creation of 

her women’s label in 1983 and her 

men’s label in 1989. The company  

is quietly successful, a global brand 

that succeeds by emphasising 

elegance over noise.

 

Gwyneth Fleming
GS Associates

Entrepreneurs need an understanding 

bank. Despite founding a solid £4.5m-

turnover cleaning business, Fleming’s 

bank refused to fund her second 

venture. So she used £100,000 of her 

own funds to finance GS Associates – 

resulting in a £25m-turnover business. 

“Working with someone who is with 

you every step is the biggest thing  

to get right,” says Fleming, who  

now holds cleaning contracts for 

some of the UK’s biggest blue-chips. 

Eileen Gallagher
Shed Media

Gallagher is proof that you can start 

life as a corporate and morph into  

an entrepreneur – and that you can 

make quality shows and money at the 

same time. Most people know Shed 

Media for its programmes (such as 

Bad Girls), but even more striking is 

its 18 per cent operating margin on 

revenues of £63m. Kudos to a CEO  

as proud of being bought up a “good, 

Scottish socialist” as she is of being 

an entrepreneur. 

12  REAL BUSINESS  2009 REAL BUSINESS  2009  13



Chey Garland
CJ Garland

One of the biggest employers in the 

North East, Garland runs call centres 

that defy outsourcing because of the 

outstanding personal service they 

deliver. It’s no accident – her teams 

learn people skills through teaching 

literacy and helping in hospices and 

community drug projects. “Our 

people are our X factor. They’re the 

ones that deliver,” says Garland. “As  

an employer, you do change lives.  

You don’t necessarily go into business 

with that as the guiding principle,  

but I’ve learned that, with over 3,000 

employees, you’re blown away by 

their talent and experience.”

Dawn Gibbins
Barefoot Living

Cheshire firecracker Gibbins sold her 

flooring business Flowcrete for £30m 

last year. Will she slow down? Hardly. 

The former Veuve Cliquot Woman of 

the Year has launched Barefoot Living, 

combining her industry knowledge 

with Feng Shui and holistic lifestyle 

trends. Add in her cancer charity work, 

motivational speaking, a booming 

laundry business and writing for Real 

Business, and she’s got the workload 

of a dozen entrepreneurs. “My mission 

is to transform Britain into a happier, 

healthier and more prosperous 

nation.” If anyone can, it’s Gibbins.

Jacqueline Gold
Ann Summers and Knickerbox

Legend has it that Gold’s father cried 

when she was born as he wanted a 

son. He should have shed tears of joy  

– she turned out to be twice the 

entrepreneur he ever was. When Gold 

did work experience at Ann Summers 

aged 19, she realised her father’s 

business was tawdry, off-putting to 

women and poorly managed. Cue 

“tupperware parties”, an assault on 

the high street and the revolution of 

the UK sex industry. Under her 

leadership, Ann Summers has grown 

to 7,500 party organisers and 136 high 

street stores turning over £110m. Not 

bad for a girl, eh dad?

Elizabeth Gooch
eg Solutions

Listing on AIM is often seen as the 

ideal goal for entrepreneurs. Gooch 

floated eg Solutions, the financial 

services software firm she founded in 

1989, on AIM four years ago. But she’s 

tiring of the restrictions. “Listing was 

the right move at the time. But when 

we missed our targets, compliance 

took over and investors got cynical. 

With the market going down, the 

advantages of secondary fundraising 

have disappeared.” A free spirit who 

hates being pinned down by City 

box-tickers, Gooch says: “The City 

loves predictability. I love going with 

the flow.”

 

Sally Greene
The Old Vic

Kevin Spacey’s arrival as creative 

director at the Old Vic was the 

theatrical coup of the decade. His 

global appeal and artistic ambition 

propelled the theatre onto the global 

A list. The triumph was Greene’s. Born 

to the theatre – her father was an 

aspiring playwright and her 

grandfather an actor – Greene owns 

the Criterion, Richmond Theatre, 

Ronnie Scott’s and the Old Vic and 

has an unparalleled ability to woo the 

rich and famous. She persuaded Elton 

John to chair the Old Vic and got 

Sharon Gulden
Phoenix ARC

“I’ve never seen myself as a woman  

in business – just as a business person,” 

says Gulden, adding that the feeling 

isn’t always mutual: “I’ve been in 

meetings where men won’t look at 

me.” Ironically, few men who meet 

Gulden can outgun her business 

credentials. Her firm – corporate 

relocation specialist Phoenix ARC  

– is one of the largest of its type in  

the world with a turnover of £19m.  

An Oregonian with an MBA, Gulden 

chose Basingstoke as her HQ and  

is determined to make Phoenix ARC  

a global name. Intimidated, boys?

Katharine Hamnett
Katharine Hamnett

Entrepreneurs love nothing more  

than contrarian positions and that’s 

what Hamnett’s developed with her 

“anti-fashion” fashion business. An 

outspoken critic of the industry that 

continues to use razor-thin, white 

models, Hamnett keeps pushing the 

industry to set itself higher standards. 

The inventor of stone-washed and 

distressed denim in the seventies, 

Hamnett has kept well ahead of the 

game, with a line of ethically-mined 

gold and diamond jewellery and a 

collection of organic cotton clothes 

sold through Tesco.

Julia Hands
Hand Picked Hotels

Husband Guy gave Hands £125m  

to buy and refurbish 17 hotels. She’d 

never run hotels before but she 

astonished the cynics by acquiring 

some of the most desirable properties 

Peter Mandelson on the board. Known 

for her sensational parties, Greene is 

married to Robert Bourne, the 

property tycoon behind the O2 Arena, 

making them a power couple worth 

an estimated £70m. 

Tricia Guild
Designers Guild

Guild’s design rules are: be bold; be 

faithful to yourself; remember there 

are no rules to break. These could 

equally apply to her entrepreneurial 

style. Eschewing musty chintzes for 

bright, edible colours, Guild 

revolutionised British design, 

cheerfully proving that elegance, 

comfort and colour could co-exist. 

Founded in 1970 with her brother 

Simon Jeffreys, Designers Guild is one 

of Britain’s fastest growing private 

companies. And the British look 

travels: 65 per cent of revenues derive 

from showrooms across the globe. 

In association with

in the country at knockdown prices, 

and running them at a profit. Guy 

must consider his investment one of 

his best. Since walking away from 

investment banking with £300m, his 

Terra Firma private equity house has 

lost a bundle on Rockingham race 

circuit and is struggling to turn music 

giant EMI around. His wife is proof that 

he still knows how to pick a winner.

Karen Hanton
Toptable.co.uk

Business concepts can take time to 

prove. Hanton’s vision for an online 

restaurant-booking portal spent 

years in the red before bursting into 

profit. In its first six months in 2000, 

Toptable.co.uk took 4,300 bookings 

for a pound each. Operating costs 

were £500,000. “I thought I’d taken  

a risk too far,” says Hanton. Backers 

included Gary Rhodes, Diageo and Sir 

Alex Ferguson. Hanton feared getting 

the “hairdryer” treatment. 

Fortunately, the advent of broadband 

transformed the 

business. Toptable.

co.uk booked 

three million 

diners last 

year alone. 
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Dawn 

Gibbins, 

Barefoot Living 

Gibbins contin-

ues to floor  

us with her 

ambition. Read 

more opposite.

Jacqueline Gold is the 

brains behind the Ann 

Summers tupperware parties. 

Read how she reshaped the 

sex industry on page 14. 



Emma Harrison
A4e

Unemployment is soaring towards 

three million, which is an oppotunity 

for Sheffield lass Harrison. Her firm 

A4e is the largest partner of the  

back-to-work New Deal programme, 

helping the unemployed train and find 

jobs. It’s a lucrative relationship: A4e is 

a £120m, 2,500-employee businesses 

operating in 120 locations and helping 

60,000 people every year. Her motto: 

“We’ll do anything that will improve 

people’s lives but, more importantly, 

we won’t do anything that won’t.”

Tamara Heber-Percy
Mr & Mrs Smith

Named after the cheeky practice  

of checking in under the “Smith” 

pseudonym, Heber-Percy’s iconic 

hotel guides have become a stalwart 

of the dirty weekend. But when 

Heber-Percy and her husband, James 

Lohan, first touted their idea around 

publishers back in 2000, they all 

refused to print it. The pair raised 

£120,000 from friends and family and 

put the book out themselves. They 

were told it wouldn’t sell 5,000 copies. 

Two months later, they’d sold 16,000. 

The firm will turn over £4m this year;  

a figure that’s set to sky-rocket once 

the business launches in the US. 

Thelma Holt
Thelma Holt

When director Peter Brook told Holt 

she should stop acting to become  

a producer, he must have known she 

would define that job in her own 

unique way. Holt challenged British 

theatre’s cozy parochialism by 

importing startling new directors  

and productions from Japan, Italy, 

Germany and France. Holt brings 

together organisations and 

individuals that no-one else could get 

to collaborate. How does she do it? 

Ruthless honesty. “I always speak my 

mind, darling.” 

Kelly Hoppen
Kelly Hoppen

Hoppen, aka the Queen of Taupe,  

has transformed the interior design 

industry. Launching her first business 

at 16, the fiery redhead has styled the 

homes of Formula One drivers, 

starlets and musicians. Her business 

spans the disciplines of private and 

commercial commissions, books, 

homeware and design schools: “I’ve 

had the most amazing six years,” she 

says. “The last one ended with 

receiving an MBE, which was brilliant.” 

What does 2009 have in store? “I have 

a lot of friends in banking,” she says. 

“The successful kind, not the greedy 

variety. They told me six months ago 

that it was time to cut costs and sit 

tight. I’ve been through a recession 

before. I will survive this one.”

Mah Hussain-Gambles
Saaf Pure Skincare

Hussain-Gambles has all her bases 

covered with her Saaf skincare 

products: they’re not only organic, 

vegan, ethical and halal, they also 

come in recycled packaging. “We push 

the organic angle to our customers in 

the West,” she says. “But we already 

have distributors in 11 countries so, for 

the Muslim markets, we have the halal 

angle to generate revenue.” Even the 

name Saaf has holistic connotations: 

In association with

“Saaf is a Persian word meaning 

‘pure’,” she says. 

Jennie Johnson
Kids Allowed

“I’ll definitely be a serial entrepreneur,” 

declares Johnson, founder of the 

£4.5m-turnover chain of kids centres. 

“I’m not the kind of woman that lies  

on a beach.” She’s certainly not. Since 

founding Kids Allowed in 2005, the 

mother of two has opened three 

learning and play centres for children 

in the Greater Manchester area, 

bought out her original investors and 

put the wheels in motion for three 

more branches this year. And the 

growth of the business shows  

no sign of slowing, “There is still huge 

potential in this region,” she says. 

“Ours is a proven business model. So 

often, you see the sign ‘No Kids 

Allowed’. I’m going to change all that.”

Robyn Jones
Charlton House Catering

The immortal words of Winston 

Churchill are framed on the wall  

of Jones’s office. They read: “Never, 

never, never give up.” Jones says they 

give her “the strength to keep 

fighting”. She launched the business 

with her husband in 1991 after being 

made redundant. Armed only with “a 

phone book and lots of enthusiasm”, 

Jones set about revolutionising the 

catering industry. “We did away with 

the old ‘slow and steady’ canteen 

concept, and introduced the idea  

of a bespoke staff restaurant.” By 

September 1992, Sony was on board. 

These days, Charlton House brings in 

revenues of £75m. And Sony staff still 

fill their bellies on Jones’s meals. 
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Mah Hussain-Gambles, 

Saaf Pure Skincare, has 

combined ancient knowledge 

with modern science to  

build a global skincare range.


