Trade Talk.   November 2006-11-16
                                                                           THE BIG ISSUE
Jack Lynes has been in touch with a young man, the like of which, in his considerable experience both as a retailer and writer, he has never come across before. As well as being inspired by what he has achieved thus far he also shares, in this month’s Trade Talk, some thoughts pertinent to every retailer and he suggests, many a supplier too.

Imagine the scene. A fifteen old schoolboy is ambling in the Lake District and decides that he wants a new pair of walking boots.  Easy enough, for most, but for Oliver Bridge not so easy. Indeed, mission impossible. Not that he was particularly fussy but he needed a size 13. No big deal, you may think, but as far as the shops that he went to were concerned, he did have big feet, and they had nothing in stock to show him. Ollie was frustrated. But Ollie did not only have feet a little larger than his peers, he also had a lively mind and a natural recognition of opportunity. Twenty minutes later, over a drink and a sandwich, turning over to the blank side of the menu, he sketched out his ideas for serving the needs of big feet, turning his initial frustration into a positive business plan. All this may sound like fiction but now, aged eighteen and in the final stages of his ‘A’ levels which look set to take him to Oxford, he has already sold his share of the business, ‘Bigger Feet Ltd.’ to his younger brother Thomas, who together with his mum Lesley (“wonderful with systems and filing.”) and business partner Paul Wilkinson who incidentally sells fire extinguishers and was brought in from the beginning because “15 year olds need an adult for credibility” expect to maintain and further the venture. 

So, who is this Oliver Bridge? His home is in Godmanchester, on the banks of the river Great Ouse and long famous for its Chinese bridge and soon surely for the family Bridge who live there.  He has been at his school,  in Kimbolton since he was eleven and not surprisingly, as well as excelling in hockey, currently he is captain of the 2nd.Eleven, and when it comes to swimming, he’s captain of that too. Oh yes, he’s head boy of his school’s 600 boy pupils too, and yet, whilst articulate, he is easy to talk to and has a modest manner. His ‘A’ level subjects are Politics, Economics and Maths, and he hopes to read PPE at Uni.   The only real surprise was, that standing tall at 6 feet three inches, he does not play basketball. And lets face it, there have always been an abundance of large size basket ball boots available. I asked him about his school’s ‘Young Enterprise’ scheme but he actually got cracking on his young enterprise before it happened, and then as up to the present time gets involved in running local discos at parties. Ollie wrote to most of the major sports brands (and others)  and soon discovered where he could find support and encouragement and where he most definitely could not. He tells of  a letter sent to Nike in Holland being rejected out of hand and Reebok made it clear that to supply footwear without clothing was out of the question. Three firms did come up trumps. They were Asics, Converse and Doc Martens. As to banking, the first one he approached were ‘patronising’ but over at Barclay’s he found a receptive manager and sufficient funding to get him started. Within just half an hour of opening his website (www.biggerfeet.com) he had received his first order. He purchased software for the website from ‘Shop Factory’, and for less than three hundred pounds, created a professional site, kept up to date at least weekly, which is his shop or more correctly, his Empire. And Internet shopping, he explains, is really far safer than Mail Order. Using ProTec secure server, the customer’s card details are not disclosed. and as Jo Public are beginning to understand, buying in this way, on the internet is really very safe.
Truth to tell, very little finance is required for stock. His suppliers are his warehouse. Ollie is a somewhat small fish in a rather big pond but already sells some six hundred pairs of shoes each year. He is disappointed that there is not a greater choice for the ladies who find men’s shoes the wrong shape. We discussed why so few sports shops neglect what is becoming, if you will excuse the pun, a ‘bigger’ market, and I was able to recall my attempts to fit all sizes and my annoyance at those of my customers who chose to wait for Sale time to come in for the size 14’s rather than pay the full price and reward us for our provision of a service to fit all. BiggerFeet buy mainly from catalogues and their site describes stock available. The business is growing due to its reputation for reliable service with referrals playing a major role in its growth. Ollie has passed his share of the business to his brother because it is a condition of the University that he cannot trade during term time and right now he must use his time and energy to study. His recent 100% results though portend well for his future. Put to the test, he certainly comes up trumps. The picture showing him receiving an award for ‘Enterprising Young Brits. 2005’confirms this. He had answered an invitation in The Daily Mail advertising the award, which was jointly sponsored by them and Lloyds TSB, and once short listed (despite his height.) went for it.  You may recognise the presenter and be wondering if the shoes that he is looking to step into, will fit. To win that award he had just two and a half minutes to present his case, and was, he thinks, at an advantage due to his participation in school debates and public speaking competitions.  How he would have fared with the likes of Alan Sugar is a matter of conjecture but he does agree with those who regard the abrasive and often downright rude manner portrayed in such shows as both regrettable and a bad influence on behaviour. 
What of his future? Despite his chosen studies he has no wish to become Prime Minister, or even a member of parliament. His private life is too important to him and he would dislike the constant searchlight on him and his family. Having a regard for environmental issues, he thinks there may be some room for commerce to play in car sharing or he may become involved, like his father, in some aspect of financial planning. Whatever his eventual choice, there can be no doubt that he will succeed. And if by chance, something else frustrates him, as it surely must, he is more than likely to have the answers on the back of a menu and will sow the seeds for a successful and useful career. His future is ‘Big Time’ and like his Dickensian namesake, he is bound to ask for more.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………

There are times when everyone becomes frustrated. At home or at work, even in bed, dare I say. But the measure of our success is how we react. Ollie put his frustration to something very positive. Yes, by comparison with other businesses, even smallish ones, his ‘big feet’ is somewhat ‘small news’ but there are some big lessons for us all. Shoes are just a starting point in this enterprise. The great add-on, socks are not forgotten. Biggerfeet offer their customers large size socks made by one of the oldest established sock manufacturers in the UK, H.J. Hall. Everyone needs socks. Rather than offer a discount, some retailers throw in a pair of socks, and the perceived value to the customer often exceeds any price cut. And do the manufacturers realise how their brand on a large foot, not only has more actual coverage, but actually advertises the brand to everyone, irrespective of the size of their feet. But the lesson is not simply about big feet and footwear. There are so many instances of how a specialist can live up to the name ‘specialist’ and nowhere perhaps, more so, than in our trade.   Do you stock left handed cricket bats? True, many today are not shaped specifically for left or right handers, but are you aware of this and can you, or more importantly your staff, explain all this? And how much do you know about the differing speeds of squash balls and how this affects their play? But back to footwear. Pronation is not about being patriotic and supernation even less so! If we want to keep on playing, the answer is in our hands. Frustrated? Don’t take it out of your staff or your customers. Make it be a positive factor and like Ollie, the future is BIG.  
PAGE  
1

