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ALLIED LEATHER INDUSTRIES PLC 
1958 – 1985 

 
I resigned from the Royal Navy in February 1958. 
I did not see a long term future in the Navy other than building my own 
career. I also half expected to need to leave to run the family business of 
Freshfield Lane Brickworks. 
My hope was to become involved with a company with the prospect of 
building up a successful business over a number of years. 
Geoffrey Barlow, Rebeka’s stepfather, offered me the chance of a job 
with Allied Leather Industries. This was a public-quoted company but very 
few shares were held outside the family. 
Its Head Office was at 13, Grosvenor Gardens, Victoria. 
I joined as his P.A. for a salary of £700 p.a. which was slightly less than I 
was earning as a Lieutenant but I did get a company car which initially 
was an Austin A30 van. 
Driving from home to the office took one hour ten minutes in those days, 
at peak time! During my first year I visited and worked in the various 
companies making up the group. 
At that time these consisted of:- 
 
Oak Tanning Co, Walsall 
Western Tanning Co, Bristol 
Redvales Ltd 
C.Greatrex, Leather Goods manufacturing in Walsall. 
W.Brookes, Manufacturing saddlery and bridlery in Walsall 
Modern Shoe Repairs Ltd, based in London 
 
Initially I spent time at each of the subsidiaries learning all about them 
from their directors and managers and doing some ‘hands on’ work. 
The most appropriate opportunity seemed to lie with Modern Shoe 
Repairs which had about 100 shops round the country, some freehold 
and some leasehold. 
An essential part of my education was to learn about property so I worked 
under Lew Impey, the property manager. 
In 1960 the company gave up its lease in Grosvenor Gardens as the rent 
was becoming exorbitant. We moved to a new ten storey office block in 
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Croydon called Green Dragon House, where we took the 8
th
 and 9

th
 floors 

with a modern and efficient layout. 
I slowly gained expertise in all areas and in 1967 was appointed 
Managing Director of the Repair group and joined the board of Allied 
Leather itself. 
 

MOTOR VEHICLE FLEET 
 

I took on the management and purchasing of the company’s 
motor vehicle which grew to well over 100 assorted cars and 
commercial vehicles. Most of these were purchased through 
L.F.Dove Ltd of Croydon. The Dove brothers David and Geoffrey 
were good friends of the Barloe/Watson family from wartime days 
in Burnham-on-Sea. 
 
 

EXPANSION 
 
Over the next 20 years the company steadily expanded by opening new 
shops and by taking over existing multiple chains. 
 
 

DATE COMPANY SHOPS 

1958 S.O.S.REPAIRS IN SURREY 10 

1959 MALONE SHOE REPAIR 
SERVICE IN DUNDEE 

12 

APRIL 1967 NORTHAMPTON SHOE 
RENOVATORS (in Brighton) 

15 

30 JAN 1971 COOMBES SHOE REPAIRS 
BASED IN HARROGATE 

225 

NOV 1973 HARRY.H.PAYNE SHOE 
REPAIRS BIRMINGHAM 

120 

APRIL 1979 SPEEDY SHOE REPAIRS 
FROM LEATHER AGENCIES 

70 

 
After the acquisition of Coombes we formed Allied Shoe Repairs Ltd as 
the holding company for all the various companies we had bought.  
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I had rejected the idea of renaming all the shops as the local trading 
names were well respected and the cost to rename and promote the new 
image would have been too high. 
I had learnt from the experience of Fine Fare who bought Coopers in 
Scotland and changed all the fascias only to find that sales dropped 
significantly! 
However in the south we had several little companies with poor names so 
we renamed those Shoecraft Shoe repairs on their facias and promoted 
that name. 
At one stage we had over 500 shops covering the whole country. 
Shoe Repairs were declining badly partly due to the import of cheap 
shoes and partly to changes in fashion such as the demise of the 
stilettoes which had been very important to the trade. 
We steadily rationalised the shops, closing the third rate sites and 
opening in much better locations. 
Site selection was a vital ingredient and we developed a technique of 
assessing the total market in a town using data analysed from existing 
shops. The market varied with the socio-economic groups. We then 
assessed our potential share against competitors to arrive at an estimate 
for the sales of a potential shop before committing to open it. This worked 
well; it avoided some mistakes and encouraged us into some pitches. 
In particular Payne’s had a lot of very small loss-making shops and we 
decided to close about 50. I organised five directors to visit all the shops 
over two days and tell them what was planned and why. One shop, which 
was to close, I visited and the manager thanked me and said it was the 
first time he had been treated as a human being. Jack Payne used to go 
in and harangue him! 
 
 
 
 

DIVERSIFICATION 
 
We had to find additional sales to replace lost pairage and built up the 
sale of shoe accessories and shoe care products. Then we added key-
cutting and concentrated on a ‘While You Wait’ service. 
Early on we started adding a limited range of small leathergoods, mainly 
from associated companies, but developed this to fully fledged Leather 
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and Travel Goods trading under the name ‘GULLIVERS’. This became a 
major source of income and required much larger warehouses and a 
sophisticated stock control, delivery and re-ordering system. 
We also developed a good relationship with the Johnson Group of 
cleaners who operated under regional names and separate boards. We 
opened about 100 heel bars in their shops which were quite successful. 
 
 

SQUARE ONE SERVICES 
 
A less successful venture was the opening of four multi-service shops 
with Laundromat, dry cleaning, shoe repairs and keycutting. 
 
 

MANAGEMENT STRUCTURE 
 
The country was divided into five regions, Scotland, North, Midlands, 
South and Southwest. Each had a Regional Manager and under him Area 
Supervisors looking after about 15 shops each. This required a lot of 
training as promoting a Shop Manager to Supervisor is a big jump. 
 
We were very unfortunate to loose:- 
ASR Operation Director – Heart attack 
ASR Technical Director- Death by cancer 
ASR Finance Director- Heart attack 
ALI Company Secretary- Cancer 
ASR Leatherwoods Buyer- Sacked for accepting bribes 
 
This was not easy but we were able to find successors from within the 
companies. 
 
 
 

MALONE SHOE REPAIRS 
 
I had a major role in developing a chain of 60 shops in Scotland, many 
with strong leathergoods content. 
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I used to travel up on the overnight sleeper to Glasgow, Edinburgh or 
Dundee and spend two or three days up there. 
Ian Robertson, the solicitor who handled the sale to us impressed us 
greatly and as the property laws in Scotland are different to England we 
appointed him to the board. I built up a long and friendly relationship with 
him. 
We employed a local architect called James Parr, who had offices in 
Dundee. We had meetings in his office to plan shops and at the end of 
the meeting he would open a cabinet and produce a bottle of ‘Old Parr’ 
malt whisky! 
 
 

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SHOE REPAIR MULTIPLES 
(NASRF) 
 
This had a management committee to which I soon got appointed and 
eventually became Chairman and then President. The smaller 
independents had their own association called ‘BTA ST. CRISPINS. 
 
 

INTERNATIONAL COUNCIL OF SHOE REPAIRERS (See 

attached brochure) 
 
This was formed in 1960 and in 1963 the third Congress was held in 
Blackpool. I was the Secretary, which involved a huge amount of planning 
as we had 600 delegates from Europe and the USA. 
I had to arrange the programme and get simultaneous translators for 
French and German and get all the lectures printed in the three 
languages. This used 18000 sheets of paper! 
In following years I attended Congresses in The Hague, Copenhagen and 
Heidelberg. Prior to the German one, in 1967, Rebeka and decided to 
take a crash course in German at a Language Laboratory. This was 
successful and gave us some degree of ability to converse with the 
German delegates. 
 
 

ALLIED LEATHER MANUFACTURING COMPANIES 
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We had not been idle in developing our tanning, shoe components and 
leathergoods groups. 
    196?    Davies and Co, Kettering – Shoe Components 

1971 Downton Tanning 
1972 Eldonian Saddlery & Bridlery and S.B.N., a stainless steel 

foundry making top quality bits and stirrups for the horse trade. 
1973 W & A.J.Turner (Ipswich),Tanning and Sheepskin Clothing 
1975 Milore Gloves, Worcester 
1975 Sedgewicks – Leather Dressers, Walsall 
1979   Leather Agencies – Cox’s Tannery, Bristol 
 
All aspects of the Leather Trade were becoming more and more 
difficult with cheap imports and changes of shoe styles affecting every 
division. 
The Walsall Group of small leathergoods was closed in 1984 as was 
the stainless steel foundry which could not compete with cheap Korean 
imports. 
Cox’s Tannery in Bristol was merged with the Downton Tannery. 
 
 
 
 
 

DEMERGING ALLIED SHOE REPAIR HOLDINGS PLC 
FROM ALLIED LEATHER 
 
In 1984 we decided to demerge ASR and list the shares on the Stock 
Exchange in place of ALI to enable us to make acquisitions for paper 
should we so desire. 
In the event Mr Minit International made a bid of about £8,000,000 for 
ASR and this was considered to be too good an offer to resist. 
 

Subsequently we had to decide what to do with the      remaining 
companies in ALI, and after lengthy         negotiations managed to sell 
each of them to their management (Management Buyouts) 
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This left about £8,000,000 in cash in ALI. If that was distributed to 
shareholders it would have meant nearly 40% would have been taken 
by the Chancellor! 
 
In 1990 the decision was taken to merge with Barlows PLC, a property 
company based in Manchester and subsequently in Chester. 
This turned out well and by 2006 the net asset value of the shares had 
increased substantially. 
 

SHAREHOLDINGS IN ALI 
 
The Hardy family group had acquired 15%, 330,000 shares in ALI in 
various ways over the years. These shares were held mainly in Trusts 
and the Charity and by the four children and very few by me or 
Rebeka, to avoid eventual Inheritance Tax. 
 
 
 
 
 

Leaving Allied Shoe Repairs 
What next? 

After selling Allied Shoe repairs my job as Managing Director came to 
an end and I left with an immediate pension of £15,000 p.a. inflation 
protected. 
 
This came at a most convenient time as my mother, who was the main 
owner of Freshfield lane Brickworks Ltd died of a brain tumour in 
January 1985 and Shon Bennett who had been the brilliant managing 
director also died. My son Alan took on the role of Managing Director 
and I became Executive Chairman. 
 
The story of Freshfield Lane Brickworks Ltd is another chapter in my 
autobiography. 

 
Appendix, Allied Leather record of turnover and profit. 

 



16/09/2016 

 

8 

 

 
ALLIED LEATHER INDUSTRIES PLC 

RECORD OF TURNOVER AND PROFIT 
 

YEAR TURNOVER NET PROFIT 

1970  70.041 

1971 4,263,000 222.000 

1972 (18 mths) 8193,000 773,000 

1973 8,019,000 700.000 

1974 10,062,000 752,000 

1975 11,924,000 731,000 

1976 13,962,000 896,000 

1977 16,674,000 1,247,000 

1978 18,400,000 1,590,000 

1979 23,580,000 1,935,000 

1980 25,045,000 1,745,000 

1981 25,186,000 1,439,000 

1982 26,130,000 575,000 

1983   

1984   

1985 15 mths 34,705,000 2,195,000 

1985 ex ASR 10,165,000 216,342 

1986 11,031,000 221,809 

1987 10,091,000 (55,021) 

1988 8,512,000 (83,605) 

1989 8877,000 952,224 

1990   

   

   

 
  


