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PREFACE

The Brompton bicycle was born out of one man’s need. Its invent- 
or, Andrew Ritchie, wanted one for himself, and he also thought 
that if it solved his own problem it might be useful for others. His 
resources were scant, but he had time – time to optimise, evolve and 
simplify his design until he reached an elegant solution:

The triangular frame holding the rear wheel releases from the seat 
slide tube and swings under the chainwheel to fold underneath the 
main frame. A chain tensioner arm swings with the frame to keep 
the chain taut as it loops back on itself. The angular hinge towards 
the front of the main frame is undone and folds in parallel with 
the rear wheel so that the front wheel can be locked onto the chain 
stay, while still facing forward. The handlebar support hinge is 
then released, to drop by gravity, locking the handlebars tight in to 
the front wheel, and finally the seat post is dropped, which locks 
the whole folded assembly.

If you have ever folded a Brompton, or seen one being folded, you 
will probably recognise that this is how it works, summarised in 
just over a hundred words. It’s easier to demonstrate than to try to 
explain it, but once you understand the principles – it’s like riding a 
bike! The Brompton ‘just works’. But to deliver ‘just works’ is not a 
small thing. It sits on an edifice of engineering detail and thought, 
and we’ll go through the interesting bits in this book. 
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As well as designing the bicycle, Andrew Ritchie also founded the 
company, Brompton Bicycle Limited. The company is not necessar-
ily such an elegant or specialised piece of design; it wasn’t invented 
as a unique creation by a design genius. It’s a normal business, with 
human resources, logistics, events, retail and all sorts of other things 
which don’t always lend themselves to engineering solutions. And 
the company has changed a lot more than the bicycle over time. 
Since I first joined in 2002, we have grown from 35 staff to 835, and 
from annual turnover of £2 million to more than £100 million. And 
we have moved factories twice, to accommodate growth in produc-
tion from 6,000 Bromptons a year to 95,000.

But the principle that form follows function ripples through all 
that we do. Everything needs to be lean and to add value. We like 
clever ideas, we like to do things for ourselves, and we like things 
that are good value and don’t cost too much money. This should be 
a general principle for any business, whether you’re making micro-
chips, food additives or garden furniture. Too often staff in business 
believe it is their job to do ‘stuff ’, to be busy, but that is not what we 
want. In fact our world is full of too much stuff, most of it adding 
no value at all: it is junk. We want more considered thought, time to 
optimise, so that in every part of our business we deliver something 
that is clear and simple and moves us a step further forward.

In this book, we will look at how these principles have shaped 
Brompton, and how Brompton has shaped the bicycle. We’re often 
going to do this by looking at a component in detail, and asking 
‘How did it get to be that way? Why is it exactly like that, rather 
than any other shape or material? What sorts of things had to 
happen and had to be brought together in order to get that part of 
the Brompton bicycle to be how it is today?’ Some of these parts are 
really important, like the hinges. Some of them might seem slightly 
trivial, like the little hexagonal boss that holds the plate that holds 
the chain pusher. In each case, though, because form follows func-
tion, explaining the reason for the form starts to tell a whole story 
about the functions.
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But I hope a message will come through that this doesn’t have 
to be complicated. The right thing to do is usually pretty obvious, 
but is not always the easy thing to do, and may require courage. 
Keeping hold of your intellectual property in a world of globalised 
manufacturing is difficult. Finding a way to seamlessly incorporate 
a 300 Wh battery into a bike, and make it clip on and off intuitively 
so that the bike can still be carried, isn’t straightforward. And plan-
ning management succession from a genius inventor who founded 
the company – yes, that’s hard. But none of these things are actu-
ally complicated. They require considered thought and honesty, but 
they don’t need endless meetings full of egos, covering whiteboards 
with vision statements and abstract theories.

We have a vision. Quite simply, we want to change people’s lives. 
The Brompton is a bicycle that disappears when you don’t need it 
and reappears when you do, something you can carry onto a bus 
or a train, whizz across town or take to explore. It is hardly mind-
blowing. It isn’t the only folding bike in the world, and it wasn’t the 
first. But, largely because of that hinge, it’s a bicycle which people 
actually do carry onto buses and trains, which people actually do 
ride across cities and people actually do take on adventures, all over 
the world. 

Even if you only cover four miles a day on a bicycle (two in the 
morning and two in the evening) rather than sitting on a bus or the 
Tube or being stuck in a car, that’s still 800 miles over the course of 
a working year. Which works out at about 40,000 calories, which in 
turn equals about five kilograms of body weight. That won’t exactly 
give you a perfect body, but for anyone past their twenties, the dif-
ference between gaining five kilos a year and not is going to add up 
to something pretty good for your health. On top of which, riding 
a bike is a blast. It makes you feel good and allows you to declutter 
your mind, something I for one couldn’t live without. All this may 
sound blindingly obvious, but so often it’s not. That is the vision. We 
know we’re doing something that makes life a little bit better, so the 
more we do, the happier we are.
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In order to achieve this vision, though, you have to build a 
company. One of the biggest traps it’s possible to fall into is assum-
ing that since the product is so wonderful, everything is going to 
work out fine. Probably hundreds of companies with wonderful 
products go bust every year. If you actually want to change people’s 
lives with a bicycle, you need to let them know that it exists. When 
they know it exists, they need to be able to find somewhere to buy it, 
which means you need a distribution chain. Even the task of build-
ing enough Bromptons to satisfy demand is not straightforward 
– for most of the company’s life, it’s something we’ve been unable to 
consistently achieve. It’s not hard for an entrepreneur to be tempted 
to believe that all these problems are difficult, and that therefore 
they must be a special person even to have tried to solve them. In 
fact, if you look at problems the right way and have the right people 
around you, everything is simple, if not always easy.

This, then, is the story of the Brompton bicycle and the company 
that made it. The story of the people who built the company 
and how and why we did what we did. It’s a story about brazing  
and titanium and distributor networks and management buyouts 
and paint inspection. It’s told from a particular point of view –  
mine – and that means there are bound to be some biases and 
blind spots, but I’ve done my best to be honest and to consult other 
people who sometimes remembered things slightly differently. If 
you’re a fan of the Brommie, you’ll find a lot in here about how it 
was developed and some really frighteningly nerdy details about 
some of the finer technological points. But it’s also a story about 
a company, its working practices and its people, and the business 
of turning raw steel tubes into a product people want to buy. If 
you haven’t got your Brompton yet, then you might be interested 
in the story of a company which has, against the odds, and with 
manufacturing in London, flourished and grown into a global 
brand. And if you have your own genius idea, I hope you’ll find 
inspiration and a few tips along the way on how you can build a 
successful business. 
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I need to say one more thing here before you plunge into the 
story. It’s very simple. Life is short, our moment will come and go, 
and like our grandparents we too will soon become memories. I 
reflect on this absolute truth every day. We don’t have much time, 
so the time we do have needs to be used to the full, delivering the 
greatest positive impact. We live on Planet Earth, a spectacular 
little blue dot, where we are all connected to each other and to the 
environment that supports us. But for the last 250 years business 
has seen its role as delivering profit to shareholders, too often at all 
costs, resulting in the destruction of societies and our environment 
all over the world.

Yet those who run businesses, and their management teams, 
are privileged; they have education, wealth, social stability and 
healthcare. I believe that for all of us involved in business, privilege 
comes with responsibility to enrich society and nurture our 
environment.

Business is not beholden to shareholders. It is the customer 
who is king. Your business will live or die on its reputation with 
the customer, and that is something you can never take for granted. 
The customer is looking for value, meaning a product or service 
that makes their life better – not because the advert says it will, but 
because it really does. And to really deliver something delightful 
you need staff who believe in what they are doing and who genu-
inely care about how their work affects your customer. 

We at Brompton want to change how people live in cities,  
to bring urban freedom and with it a little more happiness. 
This is our measure of success, not EBITDA ratios or return on  
capital employed – although it is fair to say that if we don’t look 
after our EBITDA, our cash, our profitability, we are unlikely to 
be able to change how people live in cities for much longer. Last 
but not least, if we get all that right – well, those shareholders 
who invested their hard-earned savings with us when our founder 
needed their support to get off the ground will with luck see a half-
decent return.
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So this book offers a personal perspective on what building a 
business is all about. And whether you are in the world of business 
or a Brompton fan, I hope it will be interesting and maybe useful.

Will Butler-Adams

I spent my early career as an analyst in the City of London, trying 
to make predictions about share prices. In those days, I tended 
to actively avoid learning too much about the actual businesses 
involved; there was a huge danger of ‘getting married to a recom-
mendation’ or ‘mistaking the stock for the company’. We spoke to 
companies roughly once every quarter, when reluctant manage-
ment teams were dragged out to answer impertinent questions 
about short-term revenues and profits.

For this reason if no other, it’s been a rare treat to be able to spend 
something just short of eighty hours (a ‘nine-day fortnight’ in the 
Brompton working hours system) over the course of a year, talking 
to the chief executive of a successful manufacturing company about 
all the things which drive the business, and the human and material 
reality that lies behind growing the top line at 20 per cent a year. 
The text is mainly transcripts of Will’s explanations and insights, 
edited and arranged by me so as to tell the overall story and illus-
trate the key themes. Where necessary, I’ve added some extra detail 
to explain exactly what something is, or to fill in facts and figures 
about Brompton or the bicycle industry in general.

In the nineteenth century an economic journalist called George 
Dodd wrote a book titled Days at the Factories: Or, the Manufacturing 
Industry of Great Britain. It’s an extraordinary project; each of its 
twenty-five chapters records a different factory, brewery or work-
shop that Dodd visited, describing in as much detail as he could 
manage how the raw materials arrive, what kind of work gets 
done on them and how they leave the factory to be sold. To do a 
book-length exercise like that on a single company might get a bit 
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mind-numbing, of course, and in many ways leaving out the human 
stories for a purely technical account would give a false picture. But 
I hope you’ll agree that it can be fascinating sometimes to stop and 
consider how, in a single product and a medium-sized company, so 
many things and people have to be organised and brought together 
and problems solved. 

All of the technical engineering and management terms are 
explained, I promise – although not necessarily on the first occasion 
on which they appear, if the definition looked like it was going to get 
in the way of the story.

Dan Davies

A NOTE ON THE BROMPTON FACTORIES

Bromptons have always been made in west London, in progres-
sively larger workshops and factories at a series of locations. Some 
of the different sites have very similar names, which can be confus-
ing. Early on, Andrew Ritchie had a small workshop beside Kew 
Gardens Station, after which Brompton moved to a slightly bigger 
space in a railway arch in Brentford, where production started in 
1988. The next move was to a small factory at Bollo Lane, Chiswick, 
in 1993. In 1998 Brompton moved to larger premises at Kew Bridge, 
Brentford, acquiring additional space nearby (‘Unit 19’) in 2011, 
and finally moving to the current 100,000 square-foot factory in 
Greenford in 2015.



Andrew Ritchie starts designing his folding bicycle.

First prototypes made and Brompton Bicycle Ltd 
formed.

First production run of Brompton bicycles: 500 made 
and sold. 
The hinge supplier goes bankrupt and Andrew starts 
looking for finance.

Julian Vereker invests and joins the board. 
Brompton awarded ‘Best Product’ award at the Cyclex 
trade show.

Production restarts at railway arches in Brentford, 
west London. 

Taiwanese Neobike joint venture agreed.

Brompton moves from railway arches to Chiswick Park 
factory, west London.  

1975

1976

1981

1987

1988

1992

1993

CHRONOLOGY
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Brompton receives the Queen’s Award for Export.  
The company has 16 employees, making 3,633 bikes in 
the year, with turnover of £961,000.

Brompton moves to a factory in Kew Bridge, Brentford, 
west London. 

First titanium rear frame prototype made in Korolev, 
Russia.
Sturmey-Archer goes bankrupt; Sturmey head designer 
Steve Rickels joins Brompton. 
Brompton has 31 employees, making 6,855 bikes, with 
turnover of £2.05 million.

Will Butler-Adams joins Brompton. 
Six-speed Brompton launched.

Fake Bromptons begin to appear at bike shows.

New main frame hinge designed and the Haas 
Automation CNC system installed.
The company produces 9,888 Bromptons.

Nigel Saffery joins as Lean Manufacturing Manager.
Electric bike project starts.
Superlight Brompton launched, using titanium rear 
frame and forks.
First Brompton World Championship race in 
Barcelona, Spain.

Reorganisation of the production line begins. 
Brompton now has 71 employees, making 14,401  
bicycles, with turnover of £5.28 million.

1995

1998

2000

2002

2003

2004

2006

2007
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Management buyout; Will promoted to 
Managing Director/CEO.
Casting moves from Walsall in the UK to Katowice, 
Poland.
Brompton M3L added to vehicle collection in the 
Henry Ford Museum, Detroit, USA.

Lorne Vary joins Brompton as Finance Director.

Unit 19 extension opens to ease pressure on the 
Brentford factory.
First Brompton Junction shop opened in Kobe, Japan.
First Brompton Bike Hire station (Brompton Dock) 
opens in Guildford.
First planned launch date of electric Bromptons.

Computerised paint inspection system installed, 
leading to the Configurator on the Brompton website. 
The company has 132 employees, producing 30,902 
bikes in the year, with turnover of £16.7 million.

Sixth Brompton Junction shop opens, in Covent 
Garden, London.
Brompton Fletcher joint venture founded to make  
titanium frames in the UK.

Brompton buys out Benelux distributor and begins 
consolidation of distribution network.

Brompton moves from Brentford to Greenford factory.
New investors are brought in. Turnover is £27.49 
million, with 42,941 bikes produced by 225 employees.

2008

2009

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015
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2016

2017

2018

2020

2022

CHPT3 special edition released.

Electric Bromptons launched.

Brompton Junction USA opens in Greenwich Village, 
New York.

Brompton Brazing Academy founded. 
By now there are 432 employees making 59,062 bicycles 
a year, with turnover of £57.04 million.

T Line Brompton launched, with full titanium frame.
For the latest full year, turnover was £105.9 million, with 
93,542 bicycles produced by 786 employees, despite a 
pandemic and Brexit.





INTRODUCTION: HOW 
IT ALL STARTED

In 1987, Abdul El-Saidi answered a job advertisement asking for 
‘torch welders’ at what looked like a good wage. He arrived at a 
small workshop in Brentford, west London, to be greeted by a tall, 
quietly spoken Englishman. Steel tubes were piled up around the 
walls alongside boxes of components in a scene reminiscent of a 
car enthusiast’s workshop. The sight wasn’t wholly unfamiliar; after 
learning his trade building power turbines, Abdul had become 
known as the ‘miracle man’ to classic car hobbyists, able to recreate 
vintage parts with almost perfect accuracy. But after a six-hour trial 
and receiving an almost absent-minded ‘Yes, you’re good, can you 
start tomorrow?’, he was aware of two things. The Brompton bicycle 
was an extraordinary product. And this job had nothing to do with 
torch welding.

In fact, almost everything about the Brompton is unusual. It 
isn’t welded at all – the frame parts are steel tubes held together by 
molten brass, a process known as ‘brazing’. The wheels are only 16 
inches in circumference. And at the heart of the thing, there is a 
fiendishly cleverly designed hinge, which allows the whole bicycle 
to fold up into a neat package, with all the dirty or oily parts kept 
away from your clothes as you carry it around. Something like 80 
per cent of the parts used are unique to this bike. A product like this 
isn’t – can’t be – manufactured by a normal company.

This book is mainly about all the things that I’ve learned in my 
time at Brompton Bicycle Limited. I think it’s a unique company 
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making a unique product which has the potential to change the 
world. But conversely, it’s a company which works within the same 
laws of physics and in the same global economy as everyone else, 
and it’s staffed by human beings. So although some things about 
my experience are uniquely Brompton, many more of them are 
based on much more widely applicable principles. I’m going to try 
to explain what I think those principles are and how they’re based 
on straightforward facts, which I’d describe as principles of engin- 
eering. This explanation runs through three sections, building on 
each other to a certain extent, as we see that the same lessons keep 
reappearing whether you’re talking about making bikes, or building 
a company, or changing the world. But before we start on that, I’ll 
say something about how this company came to be; the invention of 
the Brompton, and the story of Andrew Ritchie.

Just getting to the stage of having the factory where Abdul did his 
trial had been a struggle. Andrew Ritchie had invented the bicycle 
and its central hinge in 1975. Andrew is a tall man who smoked 
Gauloises cigarettes and wore overalls on the factory floor, super-
vising everything with a terrifying eye for detail. His story was so 
extraordinary that it was almost a cliché; you could definitely see 
Hugh Grant being cast as the young inventor, working part-time on 
his idea while trying to keep a landscape gardening business going. 
But that was all true – Andrew really did build prototype parts in 
his shed, and do the drawings at his kitchen table, looking out of 
his window at a neoclassical church in Knightsbridge, just down 
the road from Harrods. The church was the Brompton Oratory, and 
that’s where he got the name. 

Andrew was an engineering genius with an unusual vision for 
the time. During a period when the bicycle industry was almost 
completely given over to sport and recreational models, he wanted 
to make a bicycle that would be a useful mode of transport, just as 
it was in the first half of the twentieth century, but reinvented for 
the modern city. A bike that could fold up small enough to be taken 
on public transport and was light enough to be comfortably carried 
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Brompton’s first proper manufacturing facility, in a railway arch in Brentford, 
west London. Production started here in 1988. Andrew Ritchie is at top left.
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would be a kind of ‘magic carpet’ that you could take from place to 
place to get you where you needed to be more quickly and comfort-
ably than a car.

But in order to realise that vision, it wasn’t enough just to have 
the idea. He needed to get the thing built. He established Brompton 
Bicycle Limited with investment from friends. The goal was to make 
some prototypes and proofs of concept and then sell the plans to an 
established manufacturer, but none of them was interested (a letter 
from Raleigh turning him down in 1977 is on page 104). So Andrew 
realised that as well as being a designer, he would have to become a 
manufacturer.

This might not have been a natural or comfortable decision to 
take. Andrew had taken on the project of building a folding bicycle 
partly because he wanted to own one and thought that existing 
models hadn’t been done right. But also he considered it to be 
exactly the right scale of project; more or less the largest and most 

Julian Vereker, seen here on one of his many early Bromptons, became chairman after 
saving the company with crucial investment in the late 1980s.
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complicated thing that could reasonably be tackled by one person 
(this was in pre-computer days, when industrial design still meant 
creating literally hundreds of paper drawings and making wooden 
models by hand). This meant that he wouldn’t have to delegate any-
thing and would be able to keep complete control of the design; 
everything could be held in his own head. And this felt necessary to 
him. Compromise and taking easy ways out were pretty much alien 
to Andrew. They say that you don’t often find reasonable people on 
the tops of high mountains, and something similar is true of anyone 
who achieves an engineering project on their own.

His early experiences were definitely of the type to reinforce any 
pre-existing tendencies towards wanting to control everything. He 
invented an early form of crowdfunding, selling thirty bikes on a 
‘when built’ basis in order to get cash to buy materials and parts, 
and assembled them himself. About fifty bikes were made this way; 
it took a while, but by 1981 the concept was proven. Andrew was able 
to raise money from the first group of investors in Brompton Bicycle 
and set up production in the Old Power House, near Kew Gardens. 
After making 500 bikes, however, he lost a supplier – the company 
producing the hinges went bankrupt. This brought things to an 
immediate stop. There had been next to no profit on the first 500 
Bromptons, but Andrew calculated that with an additional £40,000 
of investment he could set up a more efficient process and make a 
profit while keeping the price the same. At the time, he guessed that 
it might take up to six months to find a hinge supplier and that the 
funding could be arranged while he was looking. Instead, over the 
next four years, every bank he approached for a loan turned him 
down. We still have their letters.

Early experiences shape companies just as much as they do 
people, and the lessons that Brompton Bicycle Limited learned in its 
formative years have influenced the company to a surprising extent, 
even decades later. Lessons like: ‘Money is tight, so improvise and 
try to come up with creative solutions.’ Or: ‘The world is full of unre-
liable people, so keep as much control as you can over everything 



18    THE BROMPTON

important.’ Or: ‘Hardly anybody 
takes the folding bicycle as ser-
iously as it deserves, so build a 
community of people who really 
get it.’ And above all: ‘Never 
compromise.’ For good or ill, 
these sort of things shaped the 
personality of the company.

But there was better to come. 
Brompton Bicycle Limited didn’t 
always have a lot of luck, but one 
of the things it had going for it 
was that people who bought the 
product loved it. One of them 
was Julian Vereker, who had invented the Naim range of hi-fidelity 
amplifiers. Julian had bought six of the first 500 bikes (they were 
useful on his yacht), and he wanted more. All of his friends seemed 
to want a folding bike like his, but the initial 500 had all been sold, 
and he was told he would have to wait six months until production 
started again. As the delay stretched from six months to four years, 
he decided to try to get involved himself.

Julian was better placed than many people to see the commercial 
potential of the Brompton. He made his own product in a factory 
in Scotland and consequently didn’t suffer from the misconcep-
tion that only big companies were capable of producing things. 
Eventually he guaranteed an overdraft and became chairman, and 
at last Andrew was able to raise enough money to restart work in 
a railway arch in Brentford, within pedalling distance from his flat. 
That was where Bromptons were being made when Andrew placed 
his advertisement in the Ealing Job Centre for torch welders whose 
skills could be adapted to bicycle-frame brazing.

Looking back at the accounts from the days when they were 
prepared on typewriters, and later dot-matrix printers, the most 
surprising thing is how little money was needed to make something 

Me (at left) with Andrew Ritchie at the 
Brentford factory in 2009.
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happen. Julian was a rich man, but there were plenty of other people 
who could have written a cheque for the £46,000 worth of shares that 
he bought, even in 1987; an average house in London cost £66,000 
that year. By the next year, the company had ‘completed its tooling 
programme and manufactured an initial stock of bicycles’, accord-
ing to the management’s statement. There was a bank overdraft of 
about another £20,000, which then went up to £50,000. All told, it 
looks like Andrew needed a little less than £100,000 to get Brompton 
going as a serious manufacturing concern. By 1993, only five years 
after the investment went in, Brompton had £100,000 in cash on 
its own balance sheet and had paid back all the bank overdraft. The 
bike started winning design awards and getting recognition in the 
press, and had to move to bigger premises in Chiswick, still in west 
London. 

This didn’t happen without conflict, however. Julian and Andrew 
seem to have been cut from similar cloth, and although Julian’s 
expertise was valued (and partly paid for through a consulting 
agreement alongside his investment), it wasn’t always taken kindly. 
By 2000, the two could no longer work together. Julian sold his 
shares and left the board; sadly, he died of cancer soon after. But 
his involvement had an indelible effect on the company; he gave 
Brompton ambition to grow and to try to change the world, and 
he insisted on hiring managers and engineers with the capabil-
ity to build a company that could do so. In 1997, Julian brought in 
Mike Sear, another audio industry veteran (he had worked for the 
company that made the Simmons electronic drum kit, which can be 
heard on practically every disco record from the 1980s). Mike and 
Greg Smith, Brompton’s technical manager, insisted that a bigger 
factory was needed with room for future growth. 

By the end of the century, Brompton had won a Queen’s Award 
for export achievement, but the first attempts to take Brompton 
to the world spawned a somewhat disastrous venture which still 
occasionally causes problems to this day. Back in 1992, production 
had reached a bottleneck at only a few thousand bikes a year. This 
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wasn’t enough to keep up with even domestic demand, let alone 
European exports, and reaching the Asian market was just a pipe 
dream. Brompton tried to address this by setting up a joint venture 
with a Taiwanese manufacturer called Eurotai, who would produce 
licensed copies of the original Brompton. The deal provided for 
Brompton taking a royalty for ten years on every copy sold, and 
possibly coming back in the future, when UK production problems 
had been solved, to sell the real thing. This joint venture company 
was to be called Neobike. The best thing that can be said about it 
was that it seemed like a good idea at the time.

This was the early 1990s. Only a few college students had an 
email account, and there was no computer-aided design software 
for Windows. Rather than uploading a few megabytes to Neobike, 
Brompton had to copy and then send by post or courier thousands 
of physical documents. Not only that, but Andrew had to make 
copies of the factory jigs and ship them to Taiwan. And then every-
thing had to be explained in telephone calls. Unsurprisingly, this 

Andrew Ritchie talking to Yahia El-Sayed Ahmad, one of the brazers at the 
Chiswick factory.
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meant that the copied bikes weren’t good. They didn’t sell well, 
and Brompton received hardly any royalties. And of course, all the 
shortcomings reflected back on the brand; regardless of the quality, 
cosmetically they looked like Bromptons.

Andrew was bound to take it personally when he was shown a 
bad piece of workmanship and told that he was associated with it. 
To rub salt into the wound, the branding chosen by the Neobike 
management meant that their Taiwan-made ‘Bromptons’ were 
the only ones ever sold with a Union Jack on them. Worse still, 
it emerged years later that Neobike had broken the agreement to 
return Brompton’s designs and tooling once the licensing agree-
ment ended, and fakes started showing up. They still do. It was a 
formative and bruising experience for the company, and another 
confirmation that you have to keep control; these things shape a 
culture.

But even after that, and even after Julian left, the company still 
wanted to grow. The next chairman was Tim Guinness, an old friend 
of Andrew’s who had gone into finance, and who had a decent idea 
of what a company with a unique product could be worth. After 
joining Brompton, Tim went by chance to the ‘swan-upping’ cere-
mony at Henley-on-Thames, a classic piece of olde worlde English 
pageantry in which the members of the livery companies of the City 
of London assert their ancient rights of ownership over what would 
otherwise be considered royal birds. Sitting next to Tim on the bus 
from Henley train station to the reception was a young engineer 
looking for something interesting to do in life. 

That young engineer was me, Will Butler-Adams. At the time, I 
was studying to begin an MBA, but over the course of a bus ride with 
Tim, I saw an opportunity to be part of something really intriguing. 
He invited me to meet Andrew, tour the factory and get a close look 
at the bike, and I accepted. The visit gave me a clear sense of how far I 
would have to move out of my comfort zone. From a large corporate 
setting, governed by processes, structure and hierarchy, I would be 
going into a fast-growing and slightly chaotic environment, working 
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in a context which, particularly at the beginning, was dominated by 
the personality and vision of a single inventor. But the bicycle was 
just so darned good. I wasn’t at the time a particularly keen cyclist, 
but the Brompton is such an attractive piece of engineering that I 
was drawn to it. I was willing to take a risk.

And that’s how I ended up arriving at the Brompton factory 
in 2002. In an experience surprisingly similar to Abdul’s, I took a 
few weeks doing different jobs and getting to know Andrew before 
being told that, on balance, I ‘would do’, with the official title of New 
Projects Manager. (A marketing guy who joined at the same time 
wasn’t as lucky; he only lasted three weeks.)

My experience at that time was based on having been thrown 
into running the maintenance of a massive chemical plant at ICI 
Wilton, on the outskirts of Redcar near Middlesbrough. It was 
called Melinar 2/4, and it produced tonnes of PET plastic chips to be 

One of the first Brompton prototypes, from 1975.



INTRODUCTION: HOW IT ALL STARTED    23

made into Coca-Cola bottles. Two previous planned managers for 
the factory had turned down the job in quick succession, so there 
was nobody for them to turn to except a relatively new kid from the 
graduate training scheme.

It’s hard to think of a more polar opposite to the Brompton 
factory. A chemical works is by its nature not a project that one 
person can execute on their own, and mistakes can quickly turn 
into the sort of disaster that appears on the evening news. For this 
reason, mechanical engineering on this scale is all about control, 
procedures, teamwork and checking. I had gone there to run a much 
smaller technical group, and I was thrown into this new role with so 
little preparation that it was impossible for me to know everything 
that was going on. I was too young even to bluff. In order to survive, 
I had to learn to listen. I needed to charm people, gaining the trust 
of employees who knew what they were doing, delegating responsi-
bility to people down the chain and, crucially, backing people even 
when I didn’t necessarily agree with or understand the course they 
were taking.

On paper, this might have seemed like exactly the right match for 
Brompton: complementing the genius founder with a young, affable 
engineer who was good with people and came from a background 
of orderly processes and well-arranged plants. Only somewhat later 
did everyone begin to realise that ‘Always wants to delegate’ and 
‘Wants to keep control’ are not necessarily styles that complement 
one another; they’re very deep-rooted philosophical differences. We 
were all going to go through many more learning experiences over 
the coming two decades.
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