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John Ashcroft, the creator of Coloroll, has in the 1980’s done for Britain’s favourite 
pastime, home decoration, what Sir Terence Conran’s Habitat did for furniture in 
the 1970’s. ‘Before Ashcroft, wallpaper was wallpaper and DIY was DIY,’ says one 
industry rival.
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Since Ashcroft, wallpaper has become wallcovering and Coloroll’s type of DIY is called home fashion. It is a phrase 

that embraces everything that decorates the home – from flying ducks on the wall to tufted carpets – and allows 

Ashcroft to expand into any area that falls into that category.

A relaxed, jokey manner and sporty good looks counterpoints driving ambition displayed with northern flamboyance. 

‘I always believed I would be running a public company by the time I was 35,’ he says. He takes for granted his 

exceptional ability and drive. “I don’t know how or why but my aim has always been to do the task in hand to 

perfection and in the third of the normal time.’

Ashcroft was born and brought up in Upholland, an undistinguished village near Wigan in Lancashire. By the age of 

38 he was the chairman and chief executive of Coloroll, one of the new breed of British manufacturing companies 

where design and marketing are as 

important as the process itself. 

Coloroll is very much Ashcroft’s 

creation and its success has been 

his success. He mixes in the 

highest business circles, takes 

tea with the queen, lunches with 

Margaret Thatcher, and has the top 

advisers in the land working for him. 

He is a senior fellow at Manchester 

Business School and an increasingly influential voice on issues relating to the North West of England. When the 

BBC went in search of a bright young industrialist to take part in the 1989 budget coverage, it picked Ashcroft. 

He also finds time for playing tennis, and breeding Charolais sheep (prize-winning naturally) on the family farm as  

a hobby. 

Under Ashcroft’s management, what was a sleepy family-run wallpaper company has become the biggest name in 

home fashion – a term Ashcroft has promoted hard. 

Coloroll’s range of products, from mugs to crystal, duvets to curtains, carpets to wallpaper, has been put together 

with the distinctive Ashcroft style. It sells in varied markets. ‘We put wall-coverings in the White House and carpets 

in Buckingham Palace’ he quips. 

In early 1989 Coloroll could boast a market capitalisation of £400 million, a tenfold rise from the £40 million value 

put on it when the company floated on the stock market less than four years before. At that time, Coloroll (which 

Ashcroft expects to sell over £1billion of products for the home in 1990) was merely a maker of pretty wallpaper. 

Although Ashcroft is not a major Coloroll shareholder in the way that Michael Green is of Carlton, his personal 

fortunes reflect the success of the group. His modest 490,000 shares were worth just under £1 million in mid-

1989, but he also collected £517,000 salary in 1989, up from 162,000 in 1988. He also enjoys acclaim outside the 

company and, in 1987, won the Guardian Young Business Man of the Year. It was not for his retiring modesty. 

‘I always believed I 
would be running a 
public company by 
the time I was 35.’
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Ashcroft fl aunts his ambition and achievements on his immaculate sleeve. But his reputation for arrogance is tempered 

by his dry, occasionally self-deprecating, humour. And he does like to have fun. 

At a Coloroll-hosted dinner in London in February 1989, he initiated an after-coffee game of making each of the four 

fellow entrepreneurs at the table tell a horror story about their company. He kicked off with a tale about visiting a 

subsidiary bought with the John Crowther takeover in 1988. He had found the company executives blissfully unaware 

that they were haemorrhaging money. Two days later it closed.

John Ashcroft was born on Christmas Eve, 1948, the youngest of three children. He has a brother 

ten years his senior, and a sister fi ve years older than him.  

His father managed what had been the family drift mine, although his fi nancial holding 

in the company was nominal. It was a hand to mouth, though reasonably comfortable, 

existence. ‘We lived in an end of terrace house, and as a kid I always thought we were 

well off,’ Ashcroft says. 

But by the time he was at grammar school it was clear there were problems. After 

months of arguments between his father and fellow directors, the company headed into 

trouble. ‘I always remember one director who drove an E-type Jaguar and never seemed 

affected,’ says Ashcroft. ‘It gave me an innate distrust of a certain type of person.’

His father became seriously ill as a result, and just before Ashcroft’s fourteenth birthday 

the company went into liquidation. 

He still remembers that period vividly, but discounts the idea that it spurred his ambition. Even before the crisis, 

he young Ashcroft had been a high achiever. At junior school he passed the 11+ a year early but was too young to go 

to grammar school. When he passed it again a year later, his teachers advised him to go to a public school, but at the 

time the family funds were too low. 

Instead he went off to Upholland Grammar School where he slotted easily into the ‘accelerated’ stream and sailed 

through his ‘A’ levels in economics, French, history and general studies by the time he was 17. 

He had already been accepted by the London School of Economics for the year after, but, rather than take a year off, 

he decided to stay on a year at school. He had a mass of non-scholastic interests, which he misguidedly thought would 

keep him entertained. He was house captain, played in the fi rst teams for rugby and cricket, as well as performing the 

lead role in the school play. That year it was Ring around the Moon. 

However, during the time, with no real work to do, he ran into trouble. ‘The year sort of got blown away,’ he remembers. 

After an impeccable school career he managed to get suspended twice and fi nally threatened with expulsion after a 

misunderstanding about drinking in the local pub after a school dance. 

‘The devil found work for idle hands,’ he says, admitting that once his immediate goals are achieved he quickly 

becomes bored. Like many teenagers in the 1960’s he played in a pop group. The Ashcroft touch was that he asked 

the headmaster for a performance fee for ‘The Brethren’ to play at the school dance. This fi rst try at fi nancial negotiation 

was met with horror. He got the fee though. 
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John Ashcroft was born on Christmas Eve, 1948, the youngest of three children. He has a brother 



Eventually he went off to the London School of Economics, which in the 1960’s was famous for radical thinking.  

Full of anticipation about the delights of London, he found himself lodging in a house in Tooting where the high 

points of excitement were a string of obscene phone calls received by the landlady. 

The initial culture shock of London university life was little short of traumatic. ‘I didn’t expect people at university 

to use four letter words,’ he remembers. ‘ I didn’t have any money; I didn’t know London; I was totally green and 

politically naïve.’ 

He soon became embroiled in left-wing politics; it was a brief encounter. One heady night in 1968, the year of the 

student riots, Ashcroft was into his fifth pint of McEwans when in came the police. ‘There is nothing like being thrust 

into the cold night air with a baton up your backside to make you reappraise the establishment’, he laughs. 

His student life had a few experiments in it, but he avoided the more destructive temptations. Even though the 

drug taking ‘hippie’ movement was in its heyday between 1967 and 1970, he stayed clear of drugs. ‘I had enough 

problems with cigarettes and 

alcohol,’ he recalls. He also, like so 

many young men when they arrive 

in London, had hang-ups about 

women, and how to meet them. 

Initially, work was bottom of the 

agenda, but he was spurred into action by being told in the middle of the first year that he didn’t stand a chance of 

passing his Part 1 exams. 

Against the recommendations of his old headmaster, who suggested law or accountancy, Ashcroft had chosen 

economics and was lucky enough to be taught by Bernard Donoughue, who later became heavily involved with the 

Wilson ‘kitchen cabinet’. 

However, after a brief burst of academic activity he threw himself into extra curricular pursuits rather than study. 

In the second year he can’t remember going to a lecture for six months. By the time he left he had been captain of 

the second eleven football team, captain of the second fifteen cricket team and president of the Athletics Union, 

successfully lobbying for a new gymnasium.

The lobbying experience proved useful when he became entangled in the vast bureaucratic companies like the 

engineering conglomerate T.I. Group and Reed International.

He emerged with a disappointing B.Sc.(Econ) lower second degree, indicating that his mind was already on other 

things. He had decided that the opportunities were in industry, and along with most of his fellow students he 

embarked on ‘the milk round’ of interviews with British companies. 

British Leyland interviewed him three times, and after much deliberation offered him to join the personnel 

department. But he finally took a management trainee slot with T.I. at £1,200 a year. It was then called Tube 

Investments and at the time was regarded as one of Britain’s better-run companies. By modern standards, however, 

‘All I need is a desk 
and a telephone.’
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it was over-manned and bureaucratic. As one of 72 trainees, Ashcroft found his early time there intensely frustrating. 

‘We would spend one day a week going around the group, everything from Creda Cookers to the tube mills. It was 

useful to see so many industries but I wanted to get into management before it was all sorted out. I remember 

thinking, “All I need is a desk and a telephone.”

It was then that the obsessional nature in his personality began to emerge. He identified strongly with the historical 

workaholics and one of his early and somewhat curious role models was one Maria Chapdelaine, a character 

in a French novel he read while studying for his ‘A’ levels. The heroine had a goal of ‘d’etre tranquille’ or being 

comfortable, a state which could only be achieved by working 16 hours a day.

Ashcroft began to crave achievement, and found his progress painfully slow. After the initial training period,  

Ashcroft was sent to T.I. Group subsidiary called Metal Sections (which later came to the stock market in its own 

right). He felt that any attempt at initiative was met with disapproval. At one stage he was asked to draft a press 

release to architects about a new product. He proudly presented what he felt was a snappy one-page release;  

his boss, a retired Colonel, simply redrafted it into two and a half turgid prose. ‘It was the sort of place where they 

issued safety caps for stiletto heels to protect the parquet flooring,’ he says.

Living in a flat above a launderette in Edgbaston, life was far from fun. Jenny King was a schoolgirl sweetheart who 

he started seeing again. An attractive brunette with a strong character, she provided some much needed sympathy 

and support . To this day he says that she keeps his feet on the ground. By 1971 they were married at a Methodist 

church near Wigan. While his personal life was now on a stable footing, he found the lack of progress in his career 

deeply upsetting. He was way behind schedule in his game plan to be running a public company by the age of 35. 

Luckily he ended up at T.I. working for a man called Tom Wood from St Helen’s in Lancashire who took Ashcroft 

under his wing. ‘He was a shelter figure for me,’ Ashcroft says. When Wood decided to move to a smaller company, 

Ashcroft followed with the proviso it would only be for a year. 

For the first time in his career Ashcroft was in the company where what he did counted. ‘If no one got the order,  

the machines didn’t move,’ he says. In 1974 he joined Crown Products, part of the mighty Reed International,  

as a product manager in the international wall-coverings division. It was here that Ashcroft began to learn about  

the industry he would make his own. 

The job took him to Europe, Australia, Japan and the Far East and included a short course at the London Business 

School. ‘I did a competent job and I was acquiring a lot of experience,’ he says. Part of that experience was learning 

how to get on with people, although Ashcroft has always been a good mixer. ‘You have to get on with people if you 

play rugby,’ he laughs. But there is a part of him which is aloof and distrustful. In essence he is a loner, preferring to 

spend his weekends with his family and working on the farm.  

It was during the four years at Crown that he began to evolve the Ashcroft style and to work on management 

techniques pieced together from a series of new textbooks in the United States and his observations of business 

heroes like Ayko Morito, the head of Sony in Japan, and Lee Iacocca in the US.
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It is a light-hearted gesture with a serious message. ‘Every time a Coloroll manager has a cup of coffee, he knows I 

will be thinking of him and asking him those questions,’ says Ashcroft. 

Ashcroft has developed a recognisable style in marketing himself as well as the products in the company. No matter 

how august the function, Ashcroft and all the Coloroll managers wear a small pin bearing the Coloroll logo. 
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In 1986, shortly after Coloroll took over 
the Staffordshire Potteries, which makes 
earthenware pottery, every manager in the 
business, and a number of investors and 
journalists, received a coffee mug bearing 
a smiling Ashcroft face and ten questions 
to which every Coloroll manager needs to 
know the answer. Around the rim are the 
words: ‘Remember: This month is the 
most important month in the future of 
this company.’

He was continually experimenting, trying new ideas to make people notice what he was doing. It was the beginning 

of the now famous Coloroll culture that has since fi lled pages of management magazines. Put crudely, he used 

gimmicks to attract attention to otherwise boring items. ‘Whenever he wrote a report, he would head it with a 

little ‘poem’.

His predilection for self-publicity has always been a feature of his career at Coloroll. A factory opening becomes a 

spectacular occasion when the British army’s Red Devil’s parachute team, which the company sponsors, swoop in 

from the sky trailing coloured smoke, accompanied by their theme music ‘The Ride of the Valkyries’ by Wagner.

He is probably the only company head to turn the humble coffee mug into a management tool.



During his four years working on the international marketing at Crown he acquired a reputation for originality and 

biting humour. On secondment to one of the larger advertising agencies to spearhead the ‘Pan European’ promotion, 

Ashcroft created what he describes as a subtle French campaign. A colleague was involved in a series of German 

advertisements with the emphasis driven home with full Germanic force. When the director of the German campaign 

claimed that he didn’t understand the French advertisements, Ashcroft responded: ‘Well, Dieter, it’s the difference 

between nuance and blitzkrieg.’

In 1978, Crown offered him the job of UK marketing director. For most aspiring 29 year olds this would have 

seemed like the pinnacle of success. But, although pleased, Ashcroft saw the danger of becoming to comfortable. 

He had just moved to a new house in the fashionable suburb of Manchester with a huge mortgage, and Jenny was 

pregnant with their first child. He saw that it would be all too easy for him to be stuck half-way up the corporate 

ladder as so many of the managers around him were. The Crown promotion could have led to the kind of stagnation 

that fills Ashcroft with horror. ‘To under-achieve is the worst thing,’ he once said. 

He had realised he would never make any serious money by sticking with Reed - and he had decided that he wanted 

to be rich enough not to have to worry about the future of his family. He had watched Jim Slater and John Bentley 

build up their companies using shares to expand. He had also watched in horrified fascination as the Slater empire 

collapsed and noted how John Bentley cleverly, or luckily, sold out before the stock market crash of 1973-4.

While he was contemplating the Crown promotion, along came the opportunity that would fulfil his ambitions.  

The tiny, family- run firm of Coloroll offered him a job. Initially it was to run the export side, which he reluctantly 

agreed to do for a year. John Wilman, who had known Ashcroft from the Reed days, was already there as head of 

design. He is still one of Coloroll’s greatest assets.

Ashcroft was the right man at the right time. ‘It was clear something needed to be done, I just took over and led from 

the front.’ He has been doing so ever since.

It didn’t make him too popular initially, particularly with John Bray, the managing director who had taken Coloroll 

from being a paper bag manufacturer into a wallpaper maker. But, although Bray had probably saved the company 

from extinction, he was no match for 

Ashcroft. He joined the company as 

deputy managing director in 1978, 

but within months he was managing 

director and Bray was out.

At that time Coloroll had sales of 

around £6 million a year and roughly 

3 per cent of the wall-coverings 

market in the UK, and was jogging 

along quite nicely.
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This was the moment Ashcroft had been working towards. All the previous years of obsessionally building up his 

management theories were about to be put into practice. Even as a private company, Ashcroft’s Coloroll received 

more favourable publicity than many quoted companies. In 1980 it won the Sunday Telegraph Best Young Company 

award, while Ashcroft himself, young and dashing in stark contrast to most chief executives in the manufacturing 

sector, appeared regularly in the business pages expounding his evangelical theories on management. 

He became well known for writing three management documents. These were the Blue Book, which lays out the 

management philosophy, the White Book, which sets financial criteria for every subsidiary, and the Yellow Book, 

which is an analysis of the market, the customers and the competition. 

A vital credo from the Blue Book is ‘Death Rae’, a humorous term for the concept that managers should be  

R: responsible for their decisions; A: accountable for their decisions; E: exposed to the effects of their decisions.  

It includes points on leadership like ‘Coloroll is not a “strut and tut” management system. Managers should wander 

around and discuss.’ There are also extracts from Ashcroft’s favourite reading such as In Search of Excellence and 

the sayings of an uncompromising Chinese war-lord called Sun Tzu, whose basic premise seems to be that,  

if officers do not obey the law, they are executed.

By the end of 1984 the company was ready for flotation on the stock market. The date was set for 9 May 1985 and 

the Coloroll publicity machine swung into action. Starting with an exclusive interview in the Sunday Times, a series 

of glowing articles appeared in the business pages of most of the national press and a series of presentations was 

undertaken (‘road shows’ as they are known) to the investing institutions in the City of London and the other financial 

centres of Edinburgh and Manchester.

Everything was going to plan, there was huge demand for the shares being offered for sale. The 13.5 million shares 

offered were 20 times over-subscribed. In other words, investors put up £375 million for the £18.2 million worth of 

shares available. Ashcroft, still slightly innocent of the vagaries of the City, travelled to London to witness the start of 

trading on the floor of the Stock Exchange. It was an embarrassing disappointment.

The stock market took an unexpected turn for the worse that week, and when dealings in Coloroll opened most of the 

‘stags’ (people who subscribed to the issue expecting to make a quick profit), and even some of the underwriters, 

rushed to sell. The shares tumbled from the issue price of 135p to 125p. ‘You could almost smell singed flesh in 

the stock market today as stags burnt their fingers in Coloroll first dealings,’ reported the Evening Standard City 

pages that lunchtime.

Ashcroft, who was then just 36 and had only missed his goal of running a public company by the age of 35 by six 

months, was furious. The day should have been the culmination of what he had been working towards since 1978 

when he had joined Coloroll.

Over the next few months the shares continued to fall, touching 101p in the July. Something had gone badly wrong 

and Ashcroft believed he knew what it was.

THE   NEW   TYCOONS
JOHN  ASHCROFT



Behind the scenes of the slick presentations to the City had been some bitter rows over the structure of the company. 

The bank that had handled the stock market issue was Charterhouse Japhet. In 1982 Charterhouse had put the 

consortium together that bought 90 per cent of Coloroll from the family and had provided financial advice since.

The Charterhouse role at that time was vital to Ashcroft; without it he would have been unable to expand the 

company prior to flotation. But the institutional investors had not been ready to let the 36-year-old Ashcroft be chief 

executive and chairman.

They had insisted that Coloroll go to market with an older and more experienced chairman in the shape of Sam Oxford, 

the chairman of Magnet & Southern, the building group. The idea was to lend gravitas to Coloroll, as some at 

Charterhouse feared that the stock market would be wary of a company with such a young chief executive.

Ashcroft objected on the grounds that he had been running Coloroll successfully for over six years, but eventually 

agreed to Oxford’s appointment for the good of the flotation. The fact that the launch went so badly played right into 

Ashcroft’s hands.

By the September, the Coloroll share price was still only 106p and Ashcroft was gearing up to take action. It was not 

just a question of pride, it was a matter of practicality. One of the major reasons for becoming a public company was 

to use shares in buying up other companies. Ashcroft needed a healthy share price in order to begin his planned 

programme of acquisitions.

Four months after going public the share price was languishing at 20 per cent below the offer price of 135p. He, and 

clearly others, felt that the advice from Charterhouse had contributed to the sickly performance of the shares. One of 

his maxims is to ‘locate the problem and take the appropriate action’.

His solution was ruthless and effective. He fired Charterhouse and appointed S.G. Warburg, recognised as  

one of the top two merchant banks in London at the time. The link was Coloroll’s stockbroker, Rowe & Pitman,  

which was merging with Warburg to form Mercury Securities, a group that proved the most successful of the 

integrated securities houses after the ‘Big Bang’ in October 1986.

The effect was almost instantaneous. Within a month, the shares were back to the issue price; within two they were 

150p. Ashcroft pushed to become chairman. The market had demonstrated that the Oxford appointment had not  

had the required effect; if anything, it had confused Coloroll followers who had become used to Ashcroft as the 

leading figure.

In November he took over the chairman’s role and embarked on a hectic programme of acquisition. Since then, 

Ashcroft has masterminded thirteen takeovers, at a total cost of £400 million in Coloroll shares.

The share price went on to climb steadily to 220p by the end of 1986, then soared to nearly 400p when the market 

hit its peak in the summer of 1987, providing a strong currency for acquisitions. By the spring of 1989 it was back 

down to 170p.
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Whether they were so-called friendly ‘agreed’ bids, recommended by the boards of the companies, or hostile 

swoops, Ashcroft has never allowed sentiment to affect his handling of the integration of the companies  

into Coloroll. Some months after the supposedly friendly takeover of Fogarty, the duvet company, in 1987,  

Ashcroft realised that most of the thirteen directors of the group would have to go.

At the time of the deal, Ashcroft had said their contracts would be honoured and he foresaw no massive changes. 

Nevertheless he realised that their departure was necessary if the company was to perform in the Coloroll mould. 

Ashcroft told the Fogarty chairman the bad news. He had been a major shareholder and had thus done well 

financially out of the deal. He was horrified, although he bravely opted to break the tidings to his doomed directors. 

‘But John, what shall I tell them,’ he pleaded. Ashcroft smiled sweetly. ‘Tell them you did it for the money,’ he said.

Employees or advisers who do not perform are politely dis-missed. There is nothing personal. It is just that John 

Ashcroft’s only true loyalty is to success. After the takeover of Fogarty, Coloroll made 200 of the 1,200 workforce 

redundant. ‘Don’t you ever worry about what happens to those people, John,’ asked a journalist. ‘No, never,’  

he replied instantly, ‘I can’t afford to. I have to worry about the other 1,000 jobs.’

When Coloroll buys a company, the battle plan to win the hearts and minds of the workforce goes into action 

immediately following the initial reorganisation. The important thing is to move fast before the workforce and 

managers become demoralised and start losing money. In the first month after the purchase is finalised, a team of 

managers goes through the company, examining it for every flaw. But nothing is actually done in that first month, 

however tempting. Then the action starts. When the management teams sweep in to restructure and rationalise 

they have a chilling resemblance in style to the Red Devils parachute team. The Red Devils have a reputation for 

toughness and daring and the same, it is hoped, is true of Coloroll.

Ashcroft reckons to 
knock a new company 
into shape in a month. 
Like so many managers before him, he knows that the easiest way to make money is to cut costs, but knowing where 

to cut them is what really counts. For instance, Ashcroft will cut back on office staff but values the line managers.

The casualties are generally the top managers. At Staffordshire Potteries five out of seven top managers went, 

although the remaining two have flourished, and it was much the same story at Crown House.

Often there is a group of ambitious but frustrated middle managers underneath - and sometimes they have been the 

ones running the company anyway. 
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Denby, the famous pottery company bought along with the Crown House acquisition, was losing £1 million a year 

and gradually laying off more and more staff. The year after acquisition it made £1 million profi t being run by one of 

the original managers and was recruiting workers again.

The restructuring out of the way, a ‘bash’ is held at a nearby hall or cinema. ‘John believes in getting in front of the 

workforce as soon as we can,’ says Philip Green, the group-managing director. ‘Basically, it is music, videos and 

lots of fl ashing lights and then John does his thing.’

The Ashcroft presentation is 
slick, punchy, humorous and 
charismatic. Ashcroft once 
antagonised a cynical merchant 
banker by enthusing about ‘aura 
management’, but it has not 
failed him yet. ‘He is absolutely 
wonderful with the girls on the 
line,’ enthused one subsidiary 
managing director talking of 
Ashcroft’s bi-annual visits.
Coloroll has been the vehicle for Ashcroft to achieve his goals.
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Although he is quick to give credit to his bright young board of directors, they are all handpicked by him. The team 

is of his creation. Young, slim and squeaky clean, with a chirpy northern humour; you could take them all home for 

tea without a qualm. Ask them a question, and out pours the Coloroll philosophy.

Ashcroft has been accused of gimmickry and grandiosity. It is style that goes with staying in a suite at the Savoy 

on his frequent trips from Manchester to London (while his co-directors stay at the Meridien in Piccadilly), flying 

Concorde across the Atlantic and having the Red Devils on hand. But Ashcroft’s financial record so far vindicates 

such behaviour. He also clearly believes it justifies him trebling his salary When Coloroll came to the stock market 

in 1985 it made profits of £5.3 million. By mid-1989 Coloroll was the largest maker of wall-coverings in Britain and 

the third biggest in the United States. It is the largest in household textiles, household pottery and ceramics.  

The takeover of John Crowther in the spring of 1988 also made Coloroll the second-biggest carpet maker in Britain.

In the financial year to March 1989, sales were £565 million, with profits hitting £55.6 million. But he concedes 

that the next two years may prove tougher going, as economic growth slows down. Behind his sometimes-arrogant 

manner Ashcroft is also self-critical and takes advice even on minor points. In his early days in the City, Ashcroft 

smiled almost incessantly.  

‘Don’t smile so much John,’ advised 

a friendly stockbroker one day.  

‘The City won’t take you seriously.’ 

The Ashcroft smile became used 

with more discretion.

He has not escaped making his 

share of mistakes, but observers 

are impressed by his ability to take 

action quickly to cut his losses or 

turn the situation to his advantage. 

However, he occasionally makes 

long-term enemies.

The mighty Marks & Spencer, for 

example, dropped Coloroll as a supplier after a series of rows. The main one erupted when Ashcroft decided that 

Coloroll, as a manufacturer, should open a flagship ‘shop’ in London’s Regent Street. M & S, along with several 

other retailers, objected strongly to what they saw as a manufacturer and supplier competing with them in retailing.

Ashcroft protested that it was merely meant to show Coloroll for what it was, ‘one-stop shopping for the multiple 

retailer’. In other words, a company supplying a large range of products sold by the large store chains. No one was 

convinced and the shop closed quietly in early 1988.
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In the financial year 
to March 1989, 
sales were £565 
million, with profits 
hitting £55.6 million.



The high-profile television promotion of the Coloroll brand in its own right also upset M&S, which prefers its 

suppliers to keep a low profile.

Ashcroft publicly appears not to mind too much, although losing a customer with that kind of high street dominance 

must rankle.

Socially, Ashcroft’s manner is easy-going. He comes across as a relaxed family man who enjoys a good party and 

the odd game of tennis. But he has few close friends.

‘I had lots of mates at LSE and at Reed but I hardly ever see them these days simply because of the time pressure,’ 

he says. It is not unusual for Ashcroft to rise at 6 a.m. and get to bed at 1 a.m. the following morning after a round 

of hectic meetings. He has built up a sheep farm of 300 Charolais sheep, which win regular prizes at local sheep 

shows in Lancashire - an activity that has inspired some irreverent press comment. Fellow directors put it down to 

his need to build something permanent. Running alongside his career plan has been his ‘domestic plan’ to create a 

250 acre self-financing estate. It is both a counterpoint and a fall-back to his business career, although it is difficult 

to do both - ‘Actually I hardly see the sheep these days’, he admitted in late 1988.

The farm also involves his wife and three children, a girl and two boys. He is both protective of and ambitious for his 

family. In business, however, the high achiever shines through.

While admitting, under pressure, to having a split personality (his star sign is Capricorn), he makes no apologies for 

being confident or arrogant. He believes in himself absolutely and sees mistakes as part of the learning curve.

After the stock market crash in October 1987 Ashcroft became briefly despondent, and the company put out a 

statement saying that it expected to be less acquisitive in the near future, early 1988, however, both the market and 

Ashcroft’s morale had revived. He decided it was time to go for a large acquisition that would change the shape of 

the company.

He and the strategic team at Coloroll identified a number of possible takeover targets. Through their stockbroker, 

Rowe & Pitman, they built up small shareholdings under the 5 per cent level at which a company must disclose 

its stake. When the presence of one of those stakes, in a company called Norcros, became public, the news was 

greeted with considerable hostility both from Norcros and Coloroll’s own shareholders who were in no mood for an 

acrimonious bid battle. 

The idea of the Norcros takeover was swiftly dropped and 

Ashcroft went on to the next target. It was John Crowther,  

Britain’s second-biggest carpet maker. Although the bid for 

Crowther began in late April as a friendly ‘merger’, the entry of 

another contender - the Thomas Robinson engineering group, 

run by another young entrepreneur, Graham Rudd - made the  

bid one of the most bitter in recent takeover history.

It was not of Ashcroft’s choosing, but he relished the fight.  
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‘I’m prepared to go to war, isn’t everybody’, he remarked casually to friend over dinner in Chelsea in the middle of 

the £220 million battle. What went unsaid was that he usually wins, as he did then.

His tactics were superb. At the moment Robinson entered the fray, Ashcroft declared that the Coloroll bid for 

Crowther would not be raised. It was an unorthodox move - normally, contested bids involve a series of offers and 

counter-offers. But in the nervous City climate of the time it worked wonders. Those investors who were preparing to 

finance the rival offer from Robinson panicked. If Ashcroft was not prepared to raise his bid, why were they backing 

a higher hostile offer, they asked, before deserting Robinson in droves. Robinson’s merchant bank, Robert Fleming, 

was forced to fund the bid virtually alone and was left with the prospect of owning a huge number of Robinson 

shares if its bid succeeded.

On Friday, 3 June 1988, S.G. Warburg’s Robert Gillespie rang Ashcroft to tell him that over 60 per cent of 

shareholders had accepted the Coloroll offer for Crowther in the face of a cash counter-bid worth l0p more from 

Thomas Robinson. He had won.

By the time the phone call came through, Ashcroft was already in a rare formal board meeting with his co-directors 

working out the best strategy to assimilate Crowther. Throughout the seven weeks that the bid lasted most of the 

time Ashcroft had been his usual cool self, although there had been one or two flare-ups.

He was well aware that it was his biggest deal yet. Overnight it doubled the market capitalisation of the company, 

bringing him his 1990 goal well before time.  

The prospect of becoming a major 
industrialist of the 1990s was in sight.
Two days before Coloroll actually made the formal bid for John Crowther, Ashcroft was on a beach in Barbados 

enjoying a long-promised family holiday. He had long seen Crowther as a suitable acquisition for Coloroll once 

it got big enough, and had plotted the move carefully initially approaching the directors several months before 

deciding to go ahead. He had done much of the negotiation with Crowther directors Trevor Barker and Michael 

Abrahams. Eric Kilby, the finance director, had been left in charge of tying up the deal. But on his return from 

holiday, Ashcroft jumped into a waiting helicopter and arrived late at night in the Warburg offices. ‘He sorted out a 

couple of points that had been holding us up in a trice,’ remarked one bank present. But Ashcroft did not want his 

holiday mentioned in the press. ‘I felt guilty about going at the company year-end anyway but it had been booked 

months before,’ he said.

Most of the time, though, talking to Ashcroft is more like talking to a computer than to a man. He has proved 

enviably cool under fire, something he got plenty of during the Crowther episode and he justifies his ruthless 

approach as being necessary for the greater good. One of his more chilling maxims is: ‘Decide ruthlessly and 

execute compassionately.’ 

THE   NEW   TYCOONS
JOHN  ASHCROFT



Leadership 
comes easily 
to Ashcroft. 

People who work with him find his confidence infectious. He sometimes gets uncontrollable fits of laughter and not 

always at his own jokes. He is a good delegator and a great communicator. On the whole, the view from inside is 

that it is fun to work for Coloroll; frightening sometimes - but fun.

The record speaks for itself. Most of the directors he recruited in those early days are still with him. Philip Green 

joined in 1980 as marketing director and was given the job of setting up the textile division. He was group managing 

director for two years before becoming chief executive in June 1989. (Until then Ashcroft had held both the titles 

of chairman and chief executive, but he decided that the increasing size of the company required a division of the 

roles.) Eric Kilby, the finance director, who joined from Arthur Anderson, is the relative newcomer; he has been with 

Coloroll since 1986, although he has known Ashcroft since 1980.

Even at the beginning, Ashcroft had the vision of the company selling a wide variety of products for the home.  

His experience at Crown had shown him that the wall-coverings market wasn’t big enough to fuel the kind of growth 

he wanted for the company.

Green had read one of the early articles in Management Today about Coloroll. ‘It sounded exciting and wizzy,’ says 

Green, who then eagerly replied to a Coloroll advertisement for a job. He didn’t get it. Then a month later Ashcroft 

rang him and said, ‘You were not right for the job we advertised, but how about this one?’ Green, who had spent 

the three years after graduating from the London Business School working in New York in marketing, was taken 

aback, and even more so when Ashcroft asked him to go to the company’s head office in Nelson the following week. 

‘Where’s Nelson?’ asked a bemused Green. ‘That’s your first initiative’ replied Ashcroft.

The cultural leap between working in Manhattan and the small tile town of Nelson in Lancashire was vast, but 

somehow Ashcroft’s enthusiasm and sheer force of personality won out.

‘It was only a £10 million turnover company then, and it was a terrific gamble,’ says Green.

What does he like about Ashcroft? ‘I just get on with him; I’m not close to him personally, but then the guys that 

work for me aren’t close to me. I respect him.’
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One of Ashcroft’s strengths is his ability to delegate yet keep control. ‘He actually applies the principles set out in 

the Blue Book like responsibility, accountability and exposure,’ says Green.

Shortly after the flotation, Ashcroft moved the company headquarters from Nelson to modest offices at No.1,  

King Street in Manchester, which was just beginning to recover from the recession of the early 1980s.  

Ashcroft believes in keeping the identity of the group allied with the North West, and he thought it would be a good 

idea to be near Manchester’s important financial community. Only he, Green and Kilby were based there originally. 

The idea was to separate them from the day-to-day operations of the business so that they could concentrate solely 

on strategy and development.

Ashcroft believes that if he has the right controls and the right philosophy the separation works. At King Street he 

can call up the sales and profits of every operating unit on the nationally linked Hewlett-Packard computer system. 

‘All managers are expected to be fluent in at least two languages. English and Visicalc,’ declares Ashcroft. 

At the Staffordshire Potteries’ site at Stoke on Trent the computer can give a picture of the sales and stock position in 

just seven seconds.

Once a month there is a team briefing. It starts at the top when Philip Green presents a short report (no more than 

a couple pages) on the state of the company, the sales and profits achievements, market position, the problems 

and the short- and medium –term goals. He presents it to their respective managers, who then present it down the 

line through middle management to the shop floor. But even at shop floor level the report is presented to groups of 

fifteen or less. The information cascades down through the company so that every single person feels involved. 

Ashcroft believes that the twin credos of communication and involvement are especially vital when a company is 

taken over. 

On the day the £200 million bid for John Crowther was announced, Ashcroft decreed a special team brief ‘so that 

they heard from us rather than learn about it through the press’, and by lunchtime every one of the 6,000 employees 

had been briefed.

The top team at Coloroll is clean-cut, fighting fit and bright but, above all, it is young. In 1989, Eric Kilby was the 

oldest at 44; Ashcroft was still only 40, while Philip Green was 36.

Once a company is Colorollised, those that keep their jobs (which to date have been most of the original 

workforces) are treated generously and working conditions are good. ‘The Coloroll employee and management 

philosophy is based on respect for the individual,’ says the Blue Book. The original wall-coverings factory at Nelson 

now boasts a £250,000 leisure complex complete with a gymnasium and sauna.

Ashcroft believes in the ‘entrepreneurial factor’ - that is, treating managers as if it was their money they are spending.

They are rewarded (or not) according to profits. The board directors’ remuneration is directly linked to earnings  

per share.

A bonus worth a third of their basic salaries is triggered on an annual growth of over 20 per cent. The operational 

directors get paid in line with the profitability of their units, while down the line managers are rewarded according to 
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performance. ‘You have to pay them for something they are in control of,’ says Green.

Ashcroft insists on instilling the Coloroll culture into every single one of the workforce, and new members have to be 

worked on particularly hard. The flamboyant presentation is just the start.

Ashcroft and his team have evolved a package to keep employees aware of just who they are working for and why. 

One part is the team briefing. There is also the ideas scheme, through which any employee can win up to £5,000 

plus 20 per cent of the savings resulting from his or her idea. ‘How are you doing boards?’, placed prominently 

in factories and offices, tell the workforce of an individual factory or sales unit exactly how they are performing in 

terms of sales and market share. And there is a children’s trust into which the company puts £50,000 a year towards 

employees’ children with severe disabilities.

Directors and senior managers have mixed feelings about the weekend outward-bound courses designed to ‘bond’ 

them with other managers from different parts of the group. They are driven in groups to a remote part of the 

Yorkshire moors, given a map and a torch and told to find their way back to base by the following morning without 

being caught by the enemy (the army). The going was clearly tough. ‘It did help us get to know people from other 

parts of the business, but I wouldn’t want to do it again,’ said one manager.

Ashcroft also believes in the occasional celebration. In 1987 and 1989 the group held a lavish dinner dance at 

London’s Savoy Hotel, complete with a pipe band and the Red Devils (without parachutes for a change).  

Naturally the highlight of these evenings was a rousing speech from chairman Ashcroft. ‘It was very northern,’  

said one City editor uncertainly the morning after the first one. In other words, everyone had a jolly good time.

The stock market crash of October 1987 has significantly changed Ashcroft’s medium-term plans for the 

company. Immediately afterwards, when many feared that business activity would come to a grinding halt, Ashcroft 

contemplated leaving Coloroll and setting up a small family business where he would have a large shareholding, 

an option he still occasionally considers. By the early spring, however, he was dusting down the acquisitions’ file 

again, coming up with Crowther.

Ashcroft has understood the power 
and workings of the City more 
quickly and completely than most 
young businessmen.
When the stock market was bubbling he kept in close contact with major investors and stockbrokers’ analysts, 

usually visiting London at least twice a week. During a takeover those visits were stepped up. To Ashcroft, the 

lunches and presentations, explaining the rationale behind the company’s latest move, are simply part of being a 

public company chairman.
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But after the crash he adapted to the new sombre mood and low turnover in shares. He does not waste time 

grumbling about the share price, preferring to get on with running the business.

‘They’re all walking around with their heads under their arms; it’s best to stay away,’ he says of the City. It has altered 

his plans for the group too. I don’t think going for global dominance would be too popular right now,’ he joked in the 

spring of 1982. ‘So I think for the moment we have to concentrate on consolidating or business in Britain.’

Ashcroft also got the measure of merchant bankers early on, refusing to be intimidated by their public school and 

Oxbridge backgrounds. ‘They used to have a tendency to treat me like a north country hillbilly,’ he said. Now even 

the pre-eminent Warburg has heard the rough edge of his tongue. 

As the company has matured, Ashcroft 
has become more involved with outside 
issues. He is keen to promote the 
North West and, as well as his duties 
at Manchester University and Business 
School, is a trustee of the North West 
Civic Trust and chairman of the recently 
set up body called North West Business 
Action. ‘It’s partly to do with giving 
something back,’ he says, ‘and 
as we push the North West so it 
pushes us.’
As the British economy slows down, he will have to prove to those inside and outside Coloroll that he is capable of 

leading the company through more difficult times than it has so far encountered. Occasionally he is tempted to leave, 

and try something new, but at the last count Ashcroft was firmly committed to Coloroll. ‘I can’t afford to get diverted.  

I’m only halfway through what I want to do here,’ he says firmly. 
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They are the outsiders who have come inside, one time nobodies whose 
infl uence is now felt in the highest places, employees who have become 
substantial employers, ordinary people who are now millionaires. 
They are the New Tycoons.

The New Tycoons: they are the newcomers, the people 
who have challenged the status quo, and from their ranks will 
be drawn the leading business fi gures of the 1990’s. In the 
process they have changed the image of the businessman. 
Gone is the grey-haired corpulent fi gure in his fi fties sitting 
at his desk. His replacement is young and fi t, working from a 
mobile telephone and a fax machine in his car. Increasingly 
“he” is a woman.

The men and women in this book exemplify the new spirit 
of entrepreneurial success. They are the younger generation: the people in 

their 30’s and 40’s who have brought their companies through the infant stage in which so many 

entrepreneurs get stuck, to maturity.

Marshalling the huge fi nancial muscle power of the City of London, they have taken their 

businesses from obscurity to the centre stage of British business. Many of them are “driven”, 

not just by the thirst for material wealth, but also to prove themselves to the world and create 

something substantial out of nothing. Some, like Martin Sorrell of WPP have 

done this with amazing speed.

Their achievements are remarkable. From tiny beginnings at the start of the decade have sprung up 

vibrant young companies like Body Shop International and Sock Shop International. Businesses like Williams Holdings, 

Amstrad and Carlton Communications have transformed themselves from obscurity into billion pound combines. 

Sleepy family fi rms such as Coloroll, Ratners and Albert Fisher have become market leaders in their fi elds. At the start of 

1985, the combined market value of the 11 companies in this book was well under £1 billion. Four years later they were 

worth over £5 billion. Their activities, once confi ned to the ghetto of the business pages, now make front-page news.

As well as making fortunes for themselves and their shareholders, they have helped change the way we live. 

Tony Millar brings exotic fruit to our supermarkets; Anita Roddick produces cruelty-free cosmetics from 

plant extracts and John Ashcroft, ranges of co-ordinated wallpaper, china, curtains and carpets to our homes. 

Alan Sugar has revolutionised the lives of hundreds of thousands by making home computers and word 

processors available to the masses, while John and Peter Beckwith develop stylishly designed offi ces and 

shopping centres.
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