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■ WOMEN WHO LEAD

’Tis the season to dress up, pop open the Champagne and deck  
the halls – but who are the women responsible for bringing the  
party season to life? Jackie Brown and Cyan Turan meet them…

People are 
CELEBRATING 

more

‘I think I just had a very good idea and I was quite determined’
Carole Middleton set up Party Pieces 30 years ago. She talks for the first time about how she built the company from her garden shed

THE PARTY
STARTED

QUICK FIRE 
Flats or heels? Flats 
every day but definitely 
heels in the evening.
Power suit or personal 
style? Definitely personal 
style. Jeans and a jacket.
Dawn chorus or  
night owl? 
I’m a night owl. I don’t 
mind staying up late.
Moët or martini? Moët.
Smart phone or 
stationery? 
Phone, because it is 

essential for work.
Green & Black’s or 
green juice? Green juice.
Cornwall or Caribbean? 
Both.
Your New Year’s 
resolution? 
Trying to make more 
time for myself.
How do you spend New 
Year’s Eve? We usually 
spend it with family.
Your work ambition for 
2019? Launching a new 
Party Pieces website. 

We get

I
n 1987, I had two young children and 
was pregnant with my son, James. 
We had come back to the UK from 
living abroad and I was a full-time  
mum. I didn’t want to miss out  
on my children growing up, so I 

considered starting my own business.
Party Pieces was a result of my personal 

need for my own children’s parties. You  
had to hunt high and low to find suitable 
party supplies. I found suppliers and put  
up notices in my daughter’s playgroup  
that said ‘Planning a party?’ and started 
getting orders. My memories of those  
early days are very vivid. We worked out  
of a studio in the garden that was a 
glorified shed. My husband, Michael, put 
up a table top, which was like a kitchen 
workbench. I put my stock underneath  
and the top was for packing the parcels.

For the first year, business came through 
advertising in playgroups. Our big break 
came when I used a company called Red 
House Books to send out flyers about Party 
Pieces. We put out 10,000 leaflets, which 
gave a huge boost to our orders. I thought 
if we could do that on 10,000, why not  
send out 100,000? We could scale up.

We realised we needed a warehouse,  
so we moved to a small start-up unit in 
Hungerford. In 1995, we moved to Child’s 
Court Farm, where we have been ever since.

Party Pieces has been going for 30 years 
now. We have 35 employees, some of them 
have been with us since the early days.  
The biggest change was when the internet 
came along and we got a website. We’ve 
moved from being a mail order business  
to an e-commerce one.

Although we made our name as a 
children’s party company, there is just  
as much interest in other areas like 
milestone birthdays, hen parties, weddings, 
baby showers and graduations. People  
are celebrating more, especially at home,  
as it is expensive to go out. We can help  
to quickly set a scene. The addition  
I am most excited about  
is the New Years  
Party Pack*, which 
includes tableware  
and decorations like 
gold confetti balloons 
and bunting. It’s all in 
one box, so it’s an easy 
fix for hosting a crowd  
or a few friends.

My children have all worked for the 
business. Catherine started the First 
Birthday brand – she chose the products 
and looked after all the imagery and the 
catalogue production. Pippa set up the  
blog, as we didn’t have one. James came  
up with the idea of personalised cakes  

and got them off the ground for us. Because 
they all grew up with me working, Party 
Pieces has been very much part of our lives 
and what we talked about. I still ask their 
advice and say, ‘What do you think of this?’

I don’t think I have unique skills  
[in business]. I think I just had a very  
good idea and I was quite determined.  
My leadership style is very hands-on, I 
would not ask people to do anything that  
I would not be prepared to do myself. I  
am the visionary one but I need a team 
around me to make sure things are 
achievable and organised. I enjoy working 

and value what I have done. When  
I left school, I wanted to be a teacher, 

but my parents 
couldn’t afford to send 
me to teacher training 
college, so instead I 
decided to get a job 
with the idea of raising 
the money myself.   

I got married quite young and had 
children, so when the time came  

to work again, it seemed a better idea  
to set up Party Pieces.

I would say to other entrepreneurs that 
anything is achievable. If you have a good 
idea and you have lots of energy and a 
supportive family, then I think just try it.
◆ partypieces.co.uk *N
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‘My mission is to create happiness’
Vitalie Taittinger is the marketing and communications director for Champagne house Taittinger.  
She lives in Reims, France, with her husband. They have four children.

D
espite my surname, 
Champagne wasn’t a big 
part of my childhood. My 
father, Pierre-Emmanuel, 
worked at our family’s 
Champagne house 

and hosted Taittinger dinners  
at home, but he didn’t 
push it on us. 

I wanted to be an 
artist, so I studied art 
and started my own 
business producing 
marketing illustrations 
for different brands, including press 
books and animated cards for the 
restaurants Pierre Gagnaire and 
Relais & Châteaux.

I had my first child, Pia, in 2004 (a good 
vintage!) and I was working for myself at 
the time, which was great because I had 
flexibility. Our children range in age from 
four to 14, so it can be a handful. Balance  
is what I strive for. Sometimes you think 
everything is working well, then you take  
a closer look and realise it’s far from perfect.

Taittinger was sold to an investment  
firm in 2005. My father was heartbroken that 
he hadn’t been able to pass the business on 
to the next generation. It was a sad time. 
Thankfully, a year later, he managed to buy 

it back. Seeing him fight for it struck a chord. 
I asked to work with my father so I could 
learn from him, and my brother joined in, too.

I started as a packaging designer – I’m 
now the artistic director, but I also look after 

marketing and communications. I 
work on advertising campaigns, dream 

up packaging designs, 
check production and 
often have lunch with 
journalists or customers. 
I don’t think about 
being a leader – for me, 
it’s about bringing our 

employees on an adventure and 
helping them find 
value. I love it when 

people have ideas better 
than mine! At the moment, 
I’m working on our new 
website, which involves a 
lot of attention to detail.

I’m proud to work with 
my father and brother. It’s 
a successful dynamic 
because my father trusts 
us completely. Being a 
family business is at the 
heart of what we do. It’s rare 
for a Champagne brand 
not to be owned by a 

QUICK FIRE 
Flats or heels?  
Heels are a weakness. 
Power suit or personal 
style? Personal style. 
Marathon or meditation? 
Meditation – when 
time permits.
Dawn chorus or night 
owl? Both are special.
Book or boxset? 
A book is a true treat.
Green & Black’s or green 

juice? Chocolate –  
it’s naughty but nice.
Cornwall or Caribbean?  
I’ve never been to Cornwall, 
but I’d love to take my 
nearest and dearest.
How do you spend  
New Year’s Eve?  
With my family. 
Your work ambition  
for 2019? To continue 
making the most of  
our wines and story.

What I 
STRIVE FOR  
is balance

conglomerate. When I look at our cellars, 
which date back to the 4th century, I realise 
I have a small part to play in the business. 
The history of the house is overwhelming. 
I’m only here for a few years, but I’d love  
to ensure the successful transition of 
Taittinger to the next generation.

Knowing our product is at the heart of 
people’s celebrations is an honour. Having 
a mission to create happiness is satisfying. 
Of course, Champagne is at the heart of our 
family celebrations, but it’s so omnipresent 
that I don’t feel conscious of it most of the 
time! Will we be drinking at Christmas and 
on New Year’s Eve? Without question, yes! 
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‘I like to give customers confidence through feminine polish!’
Beth Butterwick is the CEO of Karen Millen, and has previously held senior roles at Bonmarché, Gap and Marks & Spencer.  
She lives in London with her husband and their two children

E
ver since I was young, I’ve 
adored fashion. I did a fashion 
design and marketing degree, 
worked at Jigsaw and Jaeger 
during university holidays, 
and even made my own 

clothes. I wanted to be a designer, but my 
parents were horrified; they had ambitions 
for me to be a lawyer or accountant!

During my degree, I did a six-month 
placement in Marks & Spencer’s lingerie 
department. I quickly realised I enjoyed  
the commercial side more than designing 
– putting ranges together, running shoots 
and managing budgets gave me a buzz.  
I did Marks & Spencer’s graduate training 
scheme and stayed for 16 years, leaving as 
head of buying for accessories.

Following stints at Gap and MS Mode, I 
joined Bonmarché. Within eight weeks, the 
business nearly went under. Thankfully, we 

managed to sell it to a private equity  
firm. We put half of our 400 shops into 
administration, but saved more employees 
than we thought we would and, in six months, 
had returned the business to positive growth. 
We floated Bonmarché on the stock market 
18 months later. People have suggested I have 
a reputation as a ‘turnaround’ specialist, but 
I just enjoy making a difference.

In 2016, I joined Karen Millen as CEO. It’s 
a global business with 400 stores in 58 
countries. When the brand launched, it 
brought premium fashion to the high street. 
More recently, it had lost its way, but the DNA 
was still there. I wanted to put the customer 
back at the heart of the brand – she’s strong, 
dynamic, and needs clothes and accessories 
that fit her busy life. We’ve now gone back to 
tailoring, workwear and what I call ‘car-to-
bar’! My strategy includes investing in digital 
and sorting our in-store experience – there 
are plans for changing-room Champagne! 

My home life runs like clockwork. My 
children are 17 and 15 and we do a lot 

together, but they’re independent, too. I go 
to the gym three times a week and map out 
my day from the treadmill. I live on lists 
– they run my work and home life. 

My proudest career moment was taking 
my children to the London 
Stock Exchange when 
Bonmarché shares started 
trading. I opened the market 
that morning and it was 
important that my husband 
and kids came so they could 
see that at times when I’d 
been absent through their 
lives, it was all worthwhile. 

At Karen Millen this 
season, we’ve got sequin 
jumpsuits, dresses, tops, 

QUICK FIRE 
Flats or heels?  
Heels, but I’ve got  
a growing collection  
of flats. I love trainers  
– much more practical  
for commuting. I have  
a variety of heels under 
my desk that I put on 
when I get to the office.
Power suit or personal 
style? Personal style.
Marathon or meditation? 
Marathon.

Dawn chorus or night 
owl? I get up early and  
go to bed late! 
Book or boxset? Book. I’m 
reading East West Street. 
Green & Black’s  
or green juice?  
Green & Black’s.
Cornwall or Caribbean? 
I have a house in 
Norfolk… so, Norfolk. 
Your New Year 
resolution? To 
get more sleep. 

and beautiful jacquard print designs. 
Velvet is big for us, too. Ultimately,  
I hope our customers feel like we give 
them confidence through distinction,  
with femininity, sassiness and polish.

Making a 
DIFFERENCE 

is what I enjoy
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