
The story of DealsDirect – Australia’s pioneer online retailer

Africa to the ASX

co-founder
Paul Greenberg



PAUL GREENBERG – Co-founder 

Africa to the ASX
THE STORY OF DEALSDIRECT  –  AUSTRALIA’S 

PIONEER ONLINE RETAILER



Self Published by Paul Greenberg

Copyright © Paul Greenberg. 2014

All rights reserved. Apart from fair dealing for the purposes of study, 
research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part 
of this book may be reproduced by any process without written permission 
from the publisher. 

ISBN 978-1-925023-80-0

Cover designed by FC Productions

Printed in Australia by FC Productions, www.fcproductions.com.au



FOREWARD

I  launched  DealsDirect  in  October  2004,  with  a  handful  of  hardy 
customers and a bit of money squeezed from an earlier online auction 
venture with eBay. Within five short years, this pioneer online retail  
brand had revenues heading briskly towards $100 million dollars per 
annum,  from  a  standing  start  -  along  the  way  serving  millions  of 
Australian  shoppers  and  pioneering  a  new  kind  of  retail.  This  new 
retail landscape was one where customers weren’t expected to come 
to our shop; rather we took our shop to them. 

As a migrant to Australia in the late ‘90s, I  was living the Australian 
dream. The ‘ride’ I took with DealsDirect can be explored down any 
number of  metaphorical  roads – a mirror  to Australia’s  own online 
journey, indeed the coming of age of the World Wide Web itself. But I 
prefer  to  see  it  as  its  own  story  –  unique  and  with  enough 
rollercoasters to fill a respectable theme park! 

In 2010, as I turned fifty, I was the proud and unexpected recipient of 
an inaugural Retail Industry Recognition award and found myself being 
anointed at the event as the ‘Grandfather of Online Retail’ in Australia!  
At the time, my first thought was “ouch!”. It seemed to acknowledge a 
‘changing of the guard’ in the industry, something up till then I had 
struggled to come to terms with, but now suddenly saw clearly. From 
that point, my journey with DealsDirect evolved quickly to include a 
capital partnership with Ellerston Capital in 2011, and in late 2012, my 
own  cravings  for  something  new  –  exiting  the  business  to  launch 
another startup. A new kind of startup, NORA – once more paving the  
way in Australia’s ‘New Retail’ landscape.

DealsDirect listed on the ASX on the 29th January, 2014 (my birthday!); 
a reverse listing under the MNEMON MNZ shell. The beginning of a 
new and exciting journey for this pioneer Aussie retail  brand. And I 



guess that’s why it made sense to write this now – the natural point in 
the timeline where one story ends and another begins. Despite not 
being a part of this new chapter, I will still be cheering her on from the  
sidelines – much as a boat builder waves his ship ‘bon voyage’ and a  
safe journey on uncharted waters ahead. Sometimes the winds are in 
your favour, sometimes storms rage. That’s business.

I seek to combine a few elements with this book. Firstly, the story. It’s  
a good one. Personally, I find entrepreneurial journeys a joy to read 
and it’s a privilege to share mine – with all  its thrills  and inevitable 
spills! Secondly, I also hope to illustrate real lessons, summary ‘take 
aways’  for  fellow  or  aspiring  entrepreneurs  in  this  brave  new 
technology-led world, from both my wins and misses. Lastly, as with 
most  authors,  a  bit  of  self-discovery.  “When  you  fight  yourself  to 
discover the real you, there is only one winner.” Too true. Overarching 
all of this is my hope that my story encourages entrepreneurship. If 
just one person is inspired to follow their business dreams, then for 
me, this book would have been a success. 

I have written in chronological sequence, along the way referencing a 
selection  of  interesting  and  talented  people  who were  vital  to  the 
journey. I have not been able to include everyone, but you know who 
you are. I can only hope those in this narrative find my assessment of 
the events and times accurate; indeed reality can be subjective. 

Of course, this story,does not just reference DealsDirect, but indeed a 
fascinating time in retail. What some call the greatest structural shift in 
Australian retail, ever. I feel privileged simply to tell the story as I saw 
it. After all, this ‘grandfather’ was there from the very beginning…  



Dedications

My sons Jacob and Max

All those early pioneers of DealsDirect – Team, Suppliers, Service 
providers, board… you know who you are.

Jeff Bezos – the founder of Amazon.com
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1: VINTAGE GUITARS FOR SALE

““To live meant feeding my former self to my current self.” 
Cameron Conaway, Caged: Memoirs of a Cage-Fighting Poet

 

“What are these?”, the burly Afrikaans customs officer asked me in an 
accusing tone, pointing to a stack of guitar cases neatly lined up inside 
our  20-foot  shipping container.  My  heart  was  in  my throat.  It  was 
1997;  foreign  exchange  control  was still  a  well-monitored  policy  in 
South Africa,  and as my container was about to be loaded in Cape 
Town, I was called dockside to ‘please explain’. 

The rules were simple. At the time, if you emigrated from South Africa,  
you could only take the equivalent of around $20,000 with you. Not 
much to start a family and a new life in Sydney. I was 37. We had sold  
our house and cashed in our Super. Like any focused and hardworking  
professionals,  my  partner  Lisa  and  I  had  accumulated  a  bit  of  net 
worth,  but there  was nothing we could do with it.  Sure,  you could 
leave to start a new life, but your money had to stay. Great.  

“Just a few old guitars,” I  stammered nervously.  “I play them all,” I  
added  hopefully,  hardly  relevant.  The  customs  officer  eyed  me 
suspiciously and started opening the cases to inspect. Perhaps he was 
expecting to uncover a stash of hidden guns like he’d seen in that new 
Antonio Banderas film. In fact, they were indeed just ‘old guitars’. He 
could be the biggest Antonio Banderas fan on the planet – but right 
now I just had to hope he wasn’t a guitar enthusiast.

You  see,  the  golden  decades  of  American  guitar  making  were  the 
1950s  and  1960s,  led  by  brands  like  Fender,  Gibson,  Gretsch, 
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Rickenbacker. And that morning on the docks in Cape Town, I had a 
few fine examples of each. I had collected them over the years, and to 
the uninitiated, they simply looked like a few dinged up, well-worn and 
faded instruments.  After  all,  some were over  forty years  old,  older 
than  my  own  dinged  up,  well-worn  and  faded  self!  But  to  the 
passionate and hardy band of guitar collectors around the globe, this 
was a most presentable and valuable stash indeed.

Time stopped for a  moment.  Just  me, him, and some of  the finest  
instruments  made  for  the  rock  n  roll  era.  A  bunch  of  old  guitars. 
Finally, the customs officer looked up, speaking in his broken English. 
“You know you can take some personal effects with you to Australia,  
but you can’t take anything worth a lot of money.” I nodded. He went 
on. “Well  these old guitars look stuffed up to me, so they can’t be 
worth much. If they were new,” he waggled his finger, “I would have 
confiscated them all, so you’re lucky.” As he closed the door on the 
container he looked at me directly in the eye. “Teach those Aussies to 
play rugby.” 

I walked down the wharf. I didn’t look back. Sydney here I come. 

One  of  the  real  opportunities  of  moving  to  a  new  country  is  the 
priceless  opportunity  to  reinvent  one’s  self,  personally  and 
professionally. For me, above all, I was excited to be starting a new life  
in Australia, and taking on a new journey. My career prior to my move 
had been varied. A mosaic career. Initially in the human sciences, I had 
studied psychology at the University of Cape Town and postgraduate 
studies at the University of Stellenbosch. Once my studies had been 
completed,  I  had  been  conscripted  to  the  army,  the  Psychological 
Services of the Medical Corps. No choice. Well, there was, two years 
military conscription or three years jail. Choose. 

I had no appetite or interest in the clinical aspect of psychology, but 
was  more  interested  in  organisational  psychology  and  industrial 
relations. I worked with psychometrics and the testing and selection of 
pilots  for  the  South  African  Air  Force  at  the  Military  Psychological  
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Institute outside Pretoria. After completing military service, I worked 
in organisational  development for South Africa’s  largest life insurer. 
But  during  a sabbatical,  I  stumbled across  an intriguing  industry.  A 
family  auctioneering business. Small  but lucrative,  it  was a dynamic 
environment, ever changing. A kind of retail, a dynamic retail, where 
prices were driven by supply and demand. I loved it. I woke up one  
morning to find myself the sole owner of the business, the CEO. I was 
in my late twenties  and I  had discovered my true calling.  I  was an 
entrepreneur. I would never apply for a job again. 

I  left South Africa as an entrepreneur, and planned to recommence 
that  journey  in  Australia.  I  had heard  the  Australian  market  was  a 
tough one for entrepreneurship. High costs, highly competitive, well 
suited to those with networks, and capital intensive. But I was upbeat  
and arrived in Sydney with an open mind. “The easiest way to make a 
small fortune in Sydney is to start with a big one,” said a jaded looking 
bloke,  from Johannesburg,  whom I  got  chatting  to  in  a  pub in  the 
Rocks, soon after arriving. But I was undeterred. 

I  didn’t  have  a  plan,  but  I  did  know  that  I  had  two  commercial 
interests. One was auctioneering; the other was vintage guitars. I had 
been thinking about taking a break from the auction game, but as a 
matter of course, applied to join the Australian Institute of Auctioneers 
as a way to network and explore potential opportunities. Armed with a 
heap of references from South Africa (I had been a founding member 
of the South African Institute of Auctioneers), I went out to meet the 
membership  panel  in  Bankstown.  “Your  application  has  been 
declined,” said Reg White, the then head of the Institute. I shook my 
head in disbelief – I had assumed I was a shoe-in. “Can you provide a 
reason?” I asked Reg and the panel. “In terms of our constitution, we 
are not required to provide reasons,” was the answer back. It was then 
that I realised one simple truth. I was thirty-seven, in a new country, 
and yes, I had to start again. And it wasn’t going to be easy. 
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With Reg’s reasonless words still  ringing in my ears,  I  found myself  
gravitating to the golden mile of guitar shops – Annandale in Sydney’s 
inner west. A musical mecca. Guitar collecting and playing was a hobby 
of  mine  many  decades  old,  so  I  was  thrilled  to  come  across  the 
ultimate emporium for  guitar  collector  enthusiasts  –  Jacksons  Rare  
Guitars,  run  by  the  ever-welcoming  Steve  Jackson  and  Mark  Evans 
(bass  guitar  player  in  the  early  years  of  AC/DC).  I  had  found  my 
spiritual  home!  When  my  container  of  guitars  from  Africa  arrived, 
thankfully without problems or delay, we were soon opening up the 
guitar cases like school kids huddled around a bag of lollies. Again I 
thanked my lucky stars none of my new friends had ever considered a 
career in Customs inspecting! 

Sydney  also  introduced  me  to  a  new  passion.  Coffee.  Of  course, 
Australia is known around the world for its coffee culture, but South 
Africa  at  that  time  was  not  even  on  the  caffeine  radar.  And  so  I 
savoured my new discoveries – latte, cappuccino, espresso, macchiato. 
I drank up the ritual as fast as the cups themselves: the aroma, the 
sound of the grinder, the golden crema, the whirr of the steamed milk,  
the  ingenious  latte  art  from  talented  baristas  with  their  casual 
mastery. I was in coffee heaven! One day, whilst sitting in Jackson’s, 
playing  an old  Fender  Strat,  I  mentioned to Steve and Mark that  I  
would love a coffee. “Hmmm, just Macca’s on the next corner,” said 
Mark, ”and that’s  pretty crap, or you’d need to head up to Norton 
Street  in  Leichardt.”  My mind whirred.  A  niche  had  just  presented 
itself.  Why  not  combine  a  quality  café  with  my  vintage  guitar 
collection?  It  would  surely  be  a  success!  And  so  began  my  first  
commercial failure in Australia. 

As it happened, a rundown milk bar a few doors down from Jackson’s 
was available, and with little thought, I got down to business. I rolled 
up my sleeves,  working with some great tradies,  giving the place a 
makeover,  learning  how to  pull  a  coffee,  getting  beautiful  wooden 
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cases made to hang my guitars.  Coffee and guitars!  It  was truly an 
‘unsinkable’ idea. 

“Sounds like a Hard Rock Café,” said the local ANZ Bank manager up at  
Petersham. I  cringed.  “No no,”  I  protested.  “It’s  a place for serious 
guitar enthusiasts to meet, drink coffee, order light meals and discuss 
their  passion.”  It  hadn’t  sounded  quite  that  pretentious  inside  my 
head. He looked at me with a slow gaze. Finally he said, “we can give 
you  a  small  overdraft,  but  we  don’t  generally  like  the  risk  around 
coffee shops.” Encouraging sign. “And Parramatta Road doesn’t have 
parking, that’s why there are so few cafes along it.” Hmmm, fair point 
actually.  He looked  at  me quizzically.  “Have  you  read  the  business 
book “The E-Myth” by Michael Gerber? “?  I had not. “Well, it basically 
explains  how  small  business  people  make  the  common  mistake  of 
turning their hobby into a business. It invariably fails.” I left the bank 
with a small overdraft, but also a nagging feeling that I should have 
read the book. That feeling proved to be correct. 

The  café  opened,  and  despite  initial  interest  by  the  vintage  guitar 
fraternity, it soon became just another coffee shop on a street with 
lots of traffic and no parking. There were some very fond memories 
though from that time. For example, upon being introduced to Slim 
Dusty in the cafe,  I  proceeded to ask him, in  true migrant fashion,  
what he did for a living! Or chasing a few young kids away who’d been 
leaning on my car behind the café. How was I meant to know they 
were Silverchair? Chatting across the coffee machine with Tim Rodgers 
of You Am I or Mark Lizotte (Diesel). The list goes on. Great musicians, 
lovely blokes. But it was clear that my passion for vintage guitars and 
the café society were not gelling. After about six months I had made 
up my mind. 

Lisa had migrated with me from South Africa for our bold new life 
together in Australia.  She was by now used to my big ideas usually 
followed by less than big execution, so what I had to say that evening 
probably  didn’t  come  as  a  great  surprise.  “I’m  closing  the  Vintage 
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Guitar  Cafe  and  handing  the  lease  over  to  a  guy  who  sells  vinyl 
records” I announced to Lisa. She looked at me, bemused, for she had 
an announcement of her own. “ I’m pregnant” was all she said. 

*

My first son Jacob was born in April 1998, and if anything was going to 
make me ‘get real’, becoming a new parent provided fresh motivation 
to provide – a newborn urgency in my step. I had finally managed to 
secure auctioneer status, and was pretty good at it, making a bit of pin  
money doing auctions for other companies. But the money I made as a 
‘hired-auction-gun’ was not going to cut it  in  Sydney, with a young 
family. Hired guns turned my thoughts back to those guitar cases… You 
guessed it. It was time to start selling some of my vintage guitars. 

“If you consign it, I think we can clear you $5000 for this late 1960 
Fender  Telecaster,”  Steve  Jackson  explained.  “But  if  you  want  a 
cheque now,” he went on, “the best I can do is thirty five hundred.” I 
grimaced. She was a beauty. “I need the cheque Steve, thanks.” I had 
sold Steve quite a few of my instruments, at prices, whilst respectable, 
were on the lower end of  my expectations of  value.  And while his 
mark ups were high, the sales cycle was very slow and I would often 
see my guitars in his window for six months or more. Eventually, I still  
had a few, and still needed the money, but felt intuitively there had to  
be a better way to get a better return. I  had heard that Australians  
used to take a good vintage guitar to London or New York and the 
profit could pay for a decent holiday. Collecting vintage guitars was 
clearly a global interest, but I felt isolated. The market in Sydney was 
deeply local. In fact, Steve Jackson was the market. 

 “Have you heard of a website site called eBay?” asked Mark Meallin, a 
music shop owner I had become friends with on the Parramatta Road 
strip. It was late 1998 and I had moved into a small office above my 
‘ex’ coffee shop in Annandale, trying to work out my next move. Like 
many Australians, I had signed up for my first modem, complete with 
its alien-like dial up sounds and blistering 56.6k/sec speeds, ‘logging 
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on’  and  ‘surfing  the  net’  as  some  were  calling  it.  But  my  online 
dabbling to date was cursory at best and I hadn’t heard of eBay. Mark 
continued.  “Mate,  Ebay  is  an  internet  auction  business.  You’re  an 
auctioneer,  you  should  get  into  it!”  I  was  skeptical.  Auctioneers 
needed to call an auction, in a physical environment, whether from the 
grand podiums of Sotheby’s or the back of a ute at a stock & station  
auction. Online? Pffft. An auction was an event. A physical real world 
event, where theatre, entertainment and business drove the process. 
But then he said something else.

“ I heard a bloke took a guitar out of Jacksons Rare Guitars, it had been 
there  for  a  year,  and  stuck  it  on  eBay,  sold  it  three  days  later  for 
double the money Jacksons was asking, to a buyer in Dallas” said Mark 
enthusiastically.  I  went  to  my  computer  and  dialed  up  Ebay,  the 
squawking, whistling, beeping and boinging modem connecting my to 
the world out there beyond Parramatta Road. Alta Vista pointed me 
towards  eBay,  where  I  spent  fifteen  minutes  surfing  the  site. 
Transfixed. I got it. Quickly. 

It’s a strange sensation looking at one’s own future. An eerie calm. For 
despite having been a pretty good auctioneer,  my real interest had 
never  lain  in  that  part  of  the  business,  but  rather  the  economic 
mechanisms that drove supply and demand marketplaces. And here it  
was. A new worldwide trend that was tapping me on the shoulder. It 
took me less time than it takes to make a decent cup of coffee (or a  
bad one, for that matter) to ‘get’ what eBay was all about – what it  
represented. And at that moment I began to get, there and then, that 
small  failures  are  the  stepping  stones  to  success.  All  my  apparent 
random dabbling  in  vintage  guitars,  auctions  and coffee  shops  had 
converged in quite a remarkable way. 

I was on my way. 
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DIRECT LESSON #1:  FAILING FORWARD

In  Silicon  Valley,  they  have  coined  an  important  term:  “Failing 
Forward”. John Maxwell has also written a great book with this title. 
In essence, the concept has its origins in the view that small failures 
are  indeed  the  stepping  stones  to  success.  The  failing  “forward” 
mantra implies that as long as one learns from their mistakes, than 
failing  is  more  than  just  a  sound  strategy,  it  is  essential,  an 
imperative for this brave new technology-led world we live in. 

In this new retail we must all learn by doing. No longer is business a 
linear journey  with clear milestones along the way. Rather,  it  is  a 
winding road, with lots of S bends, U-turns, and even dead ends and 
blind alleys.  This mantra is forcing us to redefine our definition of 
failure. Too often, it is seen as a shameful loss, a loss of face, a loss of  
opportunity.  Great  entrepreneurs  understand  it  is  fact  quite  the 
opposite.  Jeff  Bezos,  the  founder  of  Amazon.com,  puts  it  more 
succinctly than I ever could: “Any business plan won't survive its first 
encounter  with reality.  The reality  will  always  be different.  It  will 
never be the plan." And if you think that’s good, I think he really nails 
it with this: “If you decide that you’re going to do only the things you 
know are going to work, you’re going to leave a lot of opportunity on 
the table.  Companies  are  rarely  criticized  for  the  things  that  they 
failed to try. But they are, many times, criticized for things they tried 
and failed at.” I love you Jeff! 
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2: A SLICE OF THE AUCTION

“Fake it till you make it.”
Paul Greenberg

 

Author Malcolm Gladwell once said that it takes roughly 10,000 hours 
of practice to achieve mastery in a field. I’m not sure if I spent that 
much time getting  to  know eBay,  but  I  do recall  a  number of  “all 
nighters” as I increasingly immersed myself in this dynamic and vast 
digital  marketplace.  The  business  model  was  intuitive  and  made 
complete  sense  to  me,  given  my  interest  and  experience  in  the 
auctioneering  world.  Despite  having  limited  technology  skills,  the 
power of the commercial model took front and centre. (Years later I 
would  meet  Jack  Ma,  the  visionary  founder  of  Alibaba.com,  as  he 
kicked off a keynote in San Francisco declaring that he knew “nothing 
about  computers”.  Giving  expression  perhaps  that  the  commercial 
model and commerciality trumps tech, which invariably can be hired 
in.)

Within weeks, I had listed my first collectible guitar on eBay.com. It’s 
important  to  note  that  at  the  time  eBay  was  still  a  rather  niche 
proposition  –  a  San  Francisco-based  (but  increasingly  global) 
marketplace  for  second  hand,  unusual  and  hard  to  find  collectible 
items. Certainly a million miles from the broad consumer marketplace 
of new products that it  is today. My first listing was a 1961 Fender 
Stratocaster, L series, a similar model to that famously played by the 
late great Texan blues-rocker, Stevie Ray Vaughan. Steve Jackson had 
liked the guitar, but it was beaten up and missing some original parts 
which, like all collectibles, devalued it. He had offered me $3000 for 
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the guitar. (Imagine the Cape Town customs officer hearing that!) To 
be fair to Steve, the price was probably fair for the times, but I just felt  
it might be worth more. Sentimentality can do that.

There is an old adage, ‘a little knowledge is a dangerous thing’. Whilst  
vintage guitars had been a part of my life for at least twenty years, I  
was very aware of a hardened band of experts right here in Australia. 
Their  well-honed  deep  technical  skills  and  understandings  ran  far 
beyond my knowledge base. The leader of the pack was a man by the 
name of  Piers Crocker,  a high fore-headed and somewhat eccentric 
genius, who besides building magnificent guitars, was the doyen of all  
collectors. If Piers said the guitar was straight, it was straight. If he said  
it was not, well, you had a bent guitar son. As fate would have it, Piers 
had set up his workshop below my small windowless office, and I used 
to  have  a  morning  coffee  with  him  before  climbing  the  rickety 
staircase to my desk. One morning, my sentimentality got the better of  
me.

“Piers, before I list this Fender Strat on eBay, could you provide me a 
full written assessment of the instrument?...An appraisal?” I enquired. 
Piers is still known today as an icon of the industry, but a bloke who 
doesn’t suffer fools gladly. He considered the request. “Yeah, okay,” 
he responded. “But it will cost you fifty bucks and lunch.” I had also  
taken the leap of faith and purchased a clunky and unwieldy Kodak 
digital camera. Cost a fortune, might have been around $1000 at the 
time, but that’s technology for you and besides, with its powerful 0.4 
megapixels (!!), I could have images up online immediately. So, armed 
with  Piers’  detailed ‘warts  ‘n’  all’  description  and  some reasonable 
pictures, I was soon uploading my first guitar on eBay under the aptly 
named  username  Vintageguitarcafe,  which  even  today  still  boasts 
100% positive feedback. 

By now it was April 1999, my son Jacob was one year old. Money was 
tight, and time was not on my side. This had to work. As I completed 
my listing  on  eBay,  I  noticed I  was  given an option  to  nominate  a 
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starting bid as well as a reserve price. Most collectors of course were 
choosing  this  reserve  price  option  and  many  fine  pieces  remained 
unsold,  either  due  to  reserve  price  expectations  not  being  met  or 
bidders being turned off by a high start price. I remembered back to a 
lecturer at  the University of  Cape Town, in economics,  starting just 
about all his lecturers with the truism, “price is driven by the law of  
supply and demand and nothing else”. This principle resonated deeply 
with  me,  and  I  had  always  been  a  proponent  of  this  in  my 
auctioneering business, even going so far as to quote it to vendors. It 
seemed,  to  my  untrained  eye,  that  eBay  was  a  perfect  global 
marketplace – arguably the first true global marketplace for physical 
merchandise. A stock market, a commodity exchange. I looked at this 
gorgeous Fender Stratocaster  in front of  me,  ready to be listed on 
eBay for sale, and made one of the most important decisions of my 
entrepreneurial  journey.  Slowly  and  deliberately  I  listed  this  fine 
instrument with a clear headline.

Bidding from $1, no reserve.  

With my prized Fender Stratocaster  as  the sacrificial  lamb, I  would 
accept the final price that this marketplace offered up to me. In five 
days, I would know if I had made a horrible mistake.  Game on. 

I woke up the next morning, and like most eBay newbies, went straight  
to the listing, even before morning coffee. Encouragingly, bidding was 
at around $1000 already and lots of bidding activity. Still well below its  
value, but I had a sense I had made the right decision. I had also had a  
flood of questions, mainly technical in nature. My first stop was Piers’ 
workshop, and he helped me respond with the kind of nerdspeak that 
only diehard collectors understand. Piers was a technical luddite when 
it came to IT, proudly, and I took him up to my office to show him the 
listing and explain how eBay worked. I think we both felt, peering at 
the screen, that we were looking over an abyss.  Bidding over the next 
few days went up in slow but steady increments, and with a few hours  
to go before the online auction closed, the bidding was around $2800 
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– a few hundred dollars below what Steve had offered me. Enquiries  
had come in from around the world, the majority from the USA, but 
some  from  Japan  and  the  UK.  I  felt  comfortable  that  even  if  this 
amount was the final bid, I would have received a fair market offer. 
But  as  the  countdown  commenced,  an  amazing  thing  began 
happening. The bids started climbing. 

With  twenty  minutes  to  go,  I  hit  the  refresh  F5  button  on  my 
keyboard. $5500! And in the last few minutes I was banging that F5 
button like an old Morse code machine. In the last sixty seconds the 
bid climbed and closed at $9000. Three times what Steve Jackson had 
offered! The power of a global marketplace had delivered, and then 
some. Supply and demand in perfect equilibirium. Of course news of 
the  sale  rippled up the  Parramatta  Road music  strip.  Like  the  cold 
winds  of  change  that  has  blown  through  many  businesses  since,  I 
sensed  that  these  noble  establishments  that  had  served  the  guitar 
playing and collecting community for so many years were going to hurt 
if they didn’t adapt. (It took time, but Steve Jackson did finally close 
the  doors  of  Jacksons  Rare  Guitars  in  2012  and  called  in  the 
administrators.)  

From then on, eBay was my sole channel to turn my small collection 
into much needed cash. There was one exception however during this 
period  –  a  late  1950s  Gretsch  White  Falcon.  The  buyer?  Malcolm 
Young of AC/DC. I was always a fan, and I figured a cup of tea and a  
chat over a guitar with Malcolm, would be worth it. And it was!

Over and above a good price for my guitars, what I was really excited 
about was that I knew I had stumbled on a business opportunity. A 
potentially  sizeable  one  too.  I  didn’t  know  much  about  eBay,  who 
owned it, or even how long it had been running, but I was certainly 
going to find out. 

*
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“Can I speak to your CEO?” I asked the receptionist on the line from 
San Francisco, eBay’s head office. I  had been able to ascertain that 
eBay had been founded in September 1995 by Pierre Omidyar,  and 
that the management of the company had been taken over by Meg 
Whitman, a Disney executive, in March 1998. “I am sorry, Ms Whitman 
is not available,” came the reply. At this stage, eBay employee count  
would have been in the hundreds, not the thousands, so I had figured I  
would have had a fair chance of chatting with “Meg”. (I was to meet 
her a few years later and recount my story, with some mirth). “Okay, 
well  can  I  speak  to  someone  from  your  international  business 
development arm?” I replied. I was promptly put through to someone 
and without delay I announced that I was an Australian entrepreneur,  
with a background well versed in the auctioneering industry. And then 
I made my bold play…

“I  would like  to  start,  or  buy  your  Australian operation.”  I  paused. 
Nothing.  I  renewed my pitch.  “I  am passionate  about  the business 
model, and believe my experience and enthusiasm would generate a 
significant return for you.” After a short silence, the voice on the other 
side responded politely and slowly. “Thank you for your interest , but I  
am  afraid  that  the  Australian  rights  for  eBay  have  already  been 
secured.” I was annoyed and disappointed. “May I ask, who acquired 
these  rights?”  I  offered  curtly.  “Have  you  heard  of  an  Australian 
businessperson called Kerry Packer?” came the polite reply. 

Alison Deans took my phone call. She sounded warm and interested in 
my pitch. As eBay Australia’s first CEO, she had been assigned to eBay 
Australia by Kerry Packer’s eCorp, his internet play, which held eBay, 
Ticketek and other digital assets. “Alison, I know you are busy, and I 
appreciate you taking my call. I am so excited about the potential of  
eBay and have a real passion for the space. Can I come and see you 
and chat about the opportunity?”. Graciously she agreed and I found 
myself in their small Pitt Street, Sydney office which housed a handful  
of staff. “We are hiring at the moment,” Alison said, “but you would 
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need  Mckinsey  or  Boston  Consulting  sort  of  experience”.  I  shifted 
uncomfortably in my chair. I had not prepared for the meeting, and did 
not have a defined pitch. But I had Alison’s ear, and I didn’t want to  
miss the boat. 

I quickly summed up my situation in my head. I was unemployable and 
I did not have capital. I am not a religious person, but I do remember 
looking upwards for inspiration, and somehow that inspiration came. 
“Alison,  what  eBay  Australia  needs  is  a  broker,  an  auction  broker. 
Someone like me, who can list product for eBay customers who do not 
have the skills, time or ability to do so. I would manage the end to end 
process  and  charge  them  a  fee,  or  commission.”  I  waited.  Alison, 
smiled and looked at me. “Paul, I am not quite sure where this will end 
up, but I am going to take a chance on you. I will give you a twelve  
month commitment  that  any enquiry  that  comes into eBay from a 
seller,  looking for  a  selling  service,  I  will  ensure  is  referred to you,  
exclusively.  Twelve  months  only.  It  won’t  be  renewed.”  We  shook 
hands. Soon after, on the ferry, crossing Sydney harbour, I felt warmth 
come  over  me.  I  didn’t  know  where  this  would  all  end  up  either. 
Would it be fair winds or stormy seas? I didn’t have a clear map of the 
future. But I knew one thing. Things would work out all right. Things 
would be okay. 

Auctionbrokers.com.au  was  initially  a  one-man show,  run  from  my 
small office in Annandale. Squeezed firmly between a guitar shop (The 
Bass Player) on one side and a very active brothel on the other, you 
might say I was caught between a Rock and a hard place! The noise 
from both sides (two very different rhythms!),  through the gyprock 
walls,  sometimes  became  too  much  and  I  resorted  to  headphones 
while I worked. It was an appropriately bohemian beginning.

I  chipped  away  for  about  six  months,  listing  all  manner  of  goods. 
Mainly  collectible  merchandise  with  a  focus  on  sport  and  music 
memorabilia,  and of course a smattering of vintage guitars.  But the 
sellers, my clients, were all hobbyists and the buyers on eBay, though 
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plentiful,  were  sometimes  a  little  sparse  for  some  of  the  unusual 
offerings. The sellers also did not warm to my suggestion that they list  
their rare items at a buck and meet the market. It was a leap of faith 
many were simply not willing to take. I sensed quite quickly that there 
was a bigger opportunity outside of collectibles. And I was keen to get  
moving. 

“Paul, this is Steve Knowles of eBay Australia, head of marketing,” a 
lilting English accent on the line. “ I would like you to come out and 
meet the head of Acer Australia, Charles Chung. They have a bit of 
surplus and aged inventory to clear, and are keen to consider the eBay 
marketplace as a channel.” It was early 2000, no one had been killed 
or maimed by the dreaded Y2K bug and the stock market was booming 
driven by tech stocks. Meanwhile, eBay was trying to reposition itself 
as a broader market place than just collectibles, second hand and hard 
to find merchandise. I went out with Steve to Acer, and they agreed in 
principle to trial a few PCs. “We will  list  them at $1, no reserve,” I 
advised with some authority, “and you will get the full amount, less 
the Auctionbrokers commission of 10%.“ The channel manager of Acer 
seemed unsure. But I was determined.

With some bravado I  agreed that I  would make up the shortfall  on 
their bottom line price. I knew that eBay had more hungry buyers than 
sellers, and that Acer had very realistic expectations, but I also knew I 
was gambling a bit with money I didn’t have. However, as expected, 
the strategy worked a treat, a bidding frenzy driving the dozen or so 
listed PCs to final prices well in excess of their retail list price. The laws 
of supply and demand were on my side, for now. And my sites were 
now  firmly  focused  on  new  product  lines.  Readily  available,  larger 
volumes. eBay called this the “practicals” market, and I was keen to 
own  it.  The  only  problem  was  that  Auctionbrokers  had  only  one 
employee. Me. 
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DIRECT LESSON #2:  MULTICOLOURED AWESOME

I was listening on ABC radio recently, to Kevin Wheeler – a futurist 
with a passion for education. He spoke about a term I had not heard,  
yet  somehow  felt  I  had  been  living  for  half  my life.  He  spoke of 
‘Career Mosaics’, a trend that in his view was on the up and up. We 
will, he argued, be defined by broader skill sets and careers, which 
might appear patchwork on the outside, but, are logical mosaics on 
the inside. And as always, the whole is greater than the sum of its 
parts. He argues that everyone will need to be an entrepreneur in 
spirit. Whilst that might not mean running your own business, it will 
require some of the characteristics of entrepreneurship in the digital 
age. 

He predicts (and is not alone) the automation and robotizing of many 
traditional jobs. Education, he argues, will become less formal, with a 
strong  element  of  virtual  self-learning  and  mentorship.  Gen  Y  of 
course will lead the charge with their simple but profound mantra, 
‘life  is  short,  work  somewhere  awesome’.  In  a  nutshell,  the  new 
workscape  will  be  underpinned  by  creativity,  less  hierarchy, 
collaboration,  innovation,  and  social  learning.  All  attributes  that 
overlap strongly with entrepreneurship. 

Behavioral marketers are increasingly claiming that as humans, we 
are in  fact  irrational  beings  that  seek to rationalize  our  decisions. 
Given  that  I  started  my  career  in  psychology,  went  into 
organisational  development,  than  into  the  auctioneering  industry, 
coffee and vintage guitars,  into online  auctions,  than online retail 
and the story has only just begun,  perhaps I  am doing this  here? 
Either way, I love diversity. I just do. Embrace it as a positive. Colour 
your  world.  Or  as  Gen Y always  says,  “Life  is  short,  do awesome  
things!”…
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3: MIKE AND ME 

“In this new wave of technology, you can't do it all yourself,  
you have to form alliances.”

Carlos Slim 

“What’s  your  favorite  newspaper?”  I  asked the  young bloke  sitting 
across the desk. A silly interview question, but to be honest I wasn’t  
quite sure what to ask. I had run a one line ad in the Sydney Morning 
Herald - yes in the actual classified of the paper, the old rivers of gold 
for Fairfax. (How times have changed!) The classified advert had read 
something along the lines of:

Tech entrepreneur wanting to meet a more tech 
savvy and enabled entrepreneur, to explore 

commercial opportunities.

Actually, I’m surprised I got any responses at all now that I think about 
it.  But  in  fact  quite  a  few  people  responded.  And  of  them,  Mike 
seemed the most level-headed and grounded, despite our significant 
age difference. He was with a mate, David, who also wanted in on the 
opportunity, and was a great spruiker, but it was clear that Mike was 
more serious about the opportunity. 

“Hmm, favorite newspaper,” Mike pondered. “ I would have to say, 
The Trading Post.” I smiled. Perfect. 

After  some  to-ing  and  fro-ing,  I  offered  Mike  Rosenbaum  and  his 
young  business  partner  at  the  time,  Dave  Galler,  50%  of  the 
‘enterprise’ for nil consideration. All Mike and Dave needed to do was 
work, for free, until we could afford to pay ourselves. I would focus on  
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bringing in the clients like Acer and others,  and they would do the 
listings,  and manage the liaison with customers.  They both lived at 
home, so the arrangement seemed to work for them. I did not have 
that luxury, with a young family, and used the weekends to generate 
much needed income, working as an auctioneer for a great friend, Ari 
Taibel,  who  today  owns  and  runs  First  State  Auctions,  Australia’s 
largest auctioneer of fine new jewellery.  

It was a period of enormous bootstrapping. Doing more with less was 
the mantra on all fronts. This seemed to be an essential part of early 
entrepreneurship. Building something from nothing is an extraordinary 
experience. It requires deep creativity and a tenacity that has a dogged 
stubbornness  about  it.  And  that  often  means  that  small  business 
owners need to put themselves at the back of the queue in those early  
years of remuneration and reward. Quite quickly I could see that the 
likeable Dave Galler, Mike’s business partner at the time, did not have 
the same focus as Mike, and had other things on his mind. A smart 
young guy,  with talent,  I  assumed he would move on without  fuss 
after a few months. As it happened, given he was a shareholder, I was 
issued  with  a  legal  demand.  $10  000  and  he  leaves.  Otherwise  he 
stays.  It sure hurt at the time, but I made the call to pay him out.  

Mike had also requested, early in the journey, that I include into the 
partnership mix, an old family friend of his, Eian Mathieson. Eian was 
an  older  entrepreneur  from  a  traditional  industry,  the  automotive 
aftermarket, and although he had dabbled a bit in technology, and was  
a keen fan, he was not a native to this emerging force. Eian was about 
my age, I found him to be a thoroughly likeable and supportive person;  
his role over the years evolved to more of a sounding board, an ear of  
wisdom. I also perhaps somewhat unfairly assumed him to have the 
magical network I felt as a migrant I lacked. In for a penny, in for a 
pound, Eian was in. And this new venture Auctionbrokers now had a 
small  posse.  We were  on  the  road,  even  though  none  of  us  were 
entirely sure where we were headed. 
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“Are  you  nuts?”  Steve  Knowles  of  eBay  blurted  out  over  a  coffee.  
“How can you give away over 50% of your business,  for nothing? I  
don’t get it!” Steve had become a good friend, and whilst we had a 
professional relationship, he was concerned about the arrangement. 
“Steve, I don’t have a business. I have a contract with eBay, and while 
things are moving forward, and I’m doing a bit of business, I simply  
don’t have the capital to hire staff. I am happy to sweat equity in lieu  
of remuneration… in fact it  is all  I  can do.” Steve shook his  head. I  
understood  his  frustration.  At  that  time,  businesses  like  Davnet, 
Solution Six, Sausage Software and Liberty One had recently listed on 
the  ASX.  Many  of  them,  frankly  not  even  businesses,  just  business 
plans  really,  caught  up  in  the  hubris  though,  their  share  prices 
rocketed. But I had made my decision. I do remember driving out to 

Acer in mid April  2000 for a meeting, and turning on the radio. The 
tech sector of the ASX had just tumbled 30% in one day. Fortunes that  
had been won with nothing more than a sheet of paper were now lost.  
The tech boom was over, the bust was beginning. And so was the next  
part of my journey. 

*

Auctionbrokers, from its humble beginnings, was to become an eBay 
phenomenon. Inadvertently, without fully realising it at the time, my 
pitch  to  Alison  Deans  was  a  precursor  to  the  Trading  Assistants 
program which still  forms an important part of eBay globally.  There 
are now trading assistants for eBay everywhere – eBay specialists or 
hobbyists,  willing  to  list  product  on  your  behalf  for  a  fee. 
Auctionbrokers may have started its  life  as a  grassroots  and rather 
hokey  concept  back  in  2000,  but  by  the  time  it  transitioned  to  
DealsDirect,  it  had a  run  rate  of  around $15million  a  year.  Not  an 
insubstantial business. So how did we get there? 

Mike and I quickly realised that a broker model was a great model to 
get  a  business off  the ground with  limited capital.  You didn’t  need 
working capital for stock. Of course, on the flipside, some of the real  
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upside was in taking a stock position where there was gravy. As the 
mantra goes, the money is made in the buying, not the selling. And 
this  is  where  it  became  interesting.  When  we  sold  product  for 
companies, we accounted to them within the standard thirty days. All  
good. Of course that meant as we started to gain traction, that we 
always had a bit of money in our account. Not our money mind you, 
our money was the fee component which even on growing turnover 
was modest and reinvested in systems, technology and eventually, in 
people. But we were surely missing a trick.

“Mike, we should buy some stock,” I reflected one day. “As long as we 
turn it  over quickly,  we can pay our vendors on time,  every time.” 
Mike agreed. There was just one small problem: we had no channel  
relationships, besides our handful of consignment suppliers. So not for 
the  first  time,  we  brainstormed  where  to  start.  Mike  was  flipping 
through a paper Woolworths catalogue as  we explored the idea of 
purchasing stock when he came across something. “These DVD players 
on special look cheap,” he quipped over his desk. Cheap of course in  
those days meant around $250, not the $39 you would pay today! The 
Woolworths store on the corner of George and Park Street was known 
for its specials, so we jumped into our Auctionbrokers branded vehicle, 
a little Citroen ‘bakers van’, and dashed down Broadway to Woolies.  
Paying by credit card, we loaded up thirty units. The store manager 
was bemused, but hey, a sale was a sale. Safely back at Auctionbrokers  
HQ, we got to work listing each and every one of them with bidding 
from $1, making sure that the listings ended at different times. (If our 
story had a soundtrack, this would have been the ‘clever plan hatching 
montage’ music moment!) I  can’t exactly recall  our return, but I do 
remember making a gross margin of over $100 on each unit. Amazing 
to think that once upon a time you could buy at retail and sell at retail,  
and make a juicy margin on a consumer electronic item. Those days 
are certainly over!
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Mike Rosenbaum is an interesting and talented man. When I met him, 
I don’t think he was 20 yet. He had spent his school years as a bit of a 
geek, like many of his generation, tinkering with Ataris  and earlyish 
Apple computers, and with the advent of the web, was doing some 
basic web design and web services for family and friends and small 
business. Whilst I  became the marketing and business development 
guy for Auctionbrokers, Mike immersed himself in the operations and 
had  a  great  eye  for  detail.  In  stark  contrast  to  Paul  ‘the  mouth’ 
Greenberg (my Sopranos nickname perhaps?), Mike was always very 
quiet and considered in his responses. I would build relationships with 
key  suppliers  to  the  business,  and  any  business  development 
opportunities.  Mike would make sure  things  worked so that they’d 
stick around. We complemented each other well. In hindsight, the only 
challenge perhaps was our significant age difference. It never affected 
our ability  to  get  on  and  work  together.  That  was never  in  doubt. 
Rather  it  would  manifest  in  our  required  outcomes  from  our 
entrepreneurial journey. At age 41, I  was building a business for an 
inevitable exit, while I sensed Mike was building a career in retail. Both 
very reasonable approaches of course, but inevitably setting a course 
for challenging times ahead as our journey unfolded. 

A big decision we needed to make early on in our journey was moving 
from a virtual online broker model to an end-to-end fulfillment model.  
Our early learnings selling product for vendors were short and sharp. 
Simply put, our vendors had the entire obligation to ship sold product 
to the customer – these days known as ‘drop shipping’.  We would 
forward  batch  orders  to  them  at  the  end  of  each  day,  with 
consignment notes and shipping addresses. Sometimes the bigger the 
organisation,  the  harder  it  was  to  get  product  shipped  on  time. 
Increasingly  we  found  ourselves  picking  up  the  product  ourselves, 
bringing it back to our crammed office, and running the packed and 
labeled orders down to the Australia Post outlet in Camperdown. Not 
efficient, but customers seemed happy. It was about now that I had a 
sense that the battleground for the customer would not in fact play 
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out on the web, but rather through efficient supply chain and end mile 
delivery. 

Over at eBay, Steve Knowles sounded upbeat. “There’s a new concept 
show  going  on  free-to-air.  It’s  called  “Big  Brother”  and  we  want 
Auctionbrokers to auction the merchandise at the end of the show. All  
proceeds  go  to  charity  –  it’ll  be  great  PR  for  Auctionbrokers  and 
eBay!”  It was early 2001 and our key focus was now on product. We 
were consigning and buying, and sales were growing.  I had no idea 
what “Big Brother” was about, but it was hard to say no to eBay. As it  
turned  out,  the  show was  a  pyjama-wearing-bum-dancing  runaway 
success and bidding was fierce for the Big Brother Memorabilia. Prices 
for signed merchandise and actual items from the Big Brother house 
made many thousands of dollars. The charity was excited, eBay was 
excited. There was only one problem, very few of the bidders paid.  
Little did we know at the time, but “Big Brother” seemed to attract,  
shall  we  say,  a  mischievous  type  of  bidder  who  wanted  their  15 
seconds of fame, but did not have the money to follow through. We 
ended  up  paying  for  a  lot  of  product  so  as  not  to  disappoint  the 
charity,  ending  up  with  heaps  of  Big  Brother  memorabilia  in  our 
storeroom! We committed to focusing entirely on new product and 
not doing these sorts of projects. We hadn’t realised it at the time, but 
we were in fact now clearly on our way to becoming retailers. 

Around  Christmas  of  2002,  we  hosted  a  Christmas  party  for  the 
growing  eBay  team  at  our  office  in  Annandale.  By  now,  we  had 
expanded to the complete top level of the terrace, a nice open plan 
office  with  its  obligatory  polished  floorboards.  Auctionbrokers  was 
looking  quite  the  part.  Meanwhile,  my  old  office  had  become 
something  most  unexpected.  It  had  become  a  storeroom  for  the 
growing number of products we were buying and fulfilling. Indeed, the 
storage facility down at Camperdown was doing rather well out of us 
too. “You guys need a warehouse,” Sally Anne Newson quipped over 
the sound of the party after we’d just toured her through the office 
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and storeroom.  Sally  was  one  of  eBay’s  first  category  managers  in 
Australia and she was our forward scout, talking to corporates with 
surplus  inventory  and  parachuting  me  and  Mike  in  when  they 
requested  assistance.  Whilst  I  had  been  thinking  of  making  this 
mythical move to a warehouse, something was holding me back: I had 
no experience with supply chain. Neither had Mike. We both sensed 
that this leap would materially alter the commercial model we were 
building, and things were going along nicely thank you very much. 

And yet, it made no sense. Sally was right. We did not control the end 
to  end  fulfillment,  and  invariably,  customer  centricity  meant  we 
needed  to.  “We  will  be  in  a  warehouse  within  six  months,”  I 
responded across the festive noise. And indeed we were.

DIRECT LESSON #3:  DON’T BE A GOLLUM

There  is  an  old  saying  that  you  ‘take  dollars  to  the  bank,  not 
percentages’. Too true. Entrepreneurs in early stage ventures often 
cling  on  to  their  equity  in  the  business,  their  percentage 
shareholding, at the expense of growth. “My preciousssssssss” they 
can  be  heard  whispering  into  the  night!  And  yet  sometimes, 
particularly in the absence of capital, vesting equity to quality and 
contributory partners is a sound strategy to build momentum. 

I am a fan of partnerships, collaborations and alliances, and focusing 
on the size of the pie versus the size of the slice can often make 
sense.  But  it  is  important  to  make  the  time  to  have  the  hard 
conversations up front around possible and desired outcomes. Even 
if desired outcomes are not perfectly aligned in partnerships, at least 
they are known. And some compromise is possible. When I gave up 
50% of Auctionbrokers in the early days, it was in search of a bigger 
prize. It was the only way to move forward. And it’s always better to 
keep moving rather than to cling to your treasure, Gollum-style, in 
dark caves forever! 
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4: FROM eBay TO A NEW WAY 

“It is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the  
most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most  

adaptable to change.” 
Charles Darwin

It  was around 8pm, an autumn evening. I  gazed from the  first floor 
mezzanine  office  of  our  200sqm  warehouse  facility  in  Silverwater 
across at the glowing refinery. A steady flame of outlet gas climbed 
into the night sky. In the dark, it looked eerily like something out of 
Blade Runner. As ecommerce was starting to gain traction in Australia,  
and particularly as more and more merchants opened shop on eBay, it  
was  clear  to  me  that  the  ballgame  was  going  to  revolve  around 
delivery.  While  of  course  I  fantasized  about  a  virtual  business, 
seamlessly  connecting  our  buyers  and  suppliers  in  cyberspace,  the 
brutal truth was that eBay was already doing it, and doing it well. For 
us mere mortals, we had to roll up our sleeves and commit and invest 
in the complete customer experience, including distribution. 

Whilst  we  still  enjoyed  the  support  of  eBay,  our  twelve-month 
agreement  had  long  since  expired  and  we no  longer  held  that  all-
important  exclusive  broker  relationship  with  them.  In  fact,  a  few 
similar models had started emerging on eBay. We had revolutionized, 
pioneered and executed the “$1, no reserve” dynamic pricing strategy, 
but we found we now had imitators, not only of our strategy, but also 
sourcing the same or similar product. eBay was as always, a market 
moving to equilibrium, and the balance between buyers and sellers 
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was fast being recalibrated. Our heady margins, driven by bid prices 
often in excess of retail from our first few years of trade, were now 
under pressure. 

One day I delivered Mike some particularly worrying news. “We lost 
money on the last batch of Acer computers.” Grim news. It was the 
first time the final bid price achieved was below our purchase price, 
and it  stung. In truth, with the calibration of supply and demand, a 
number  of  our  corporate  suppliers  had  abandoned  supporting  the 
consignment model based on a no reserve price model. We either had 
to buy the product or start at a reserve price. We already knew that 
reserve price auctions on eBay got no action, so we found ourselves 
fast  becoming net buyers of  product,  taking title  and risk.   We had 
some retained profits,  and a small  bank facility  to chuck in. And of 
course, were maxing out our company American Express card. But we 
were managing the risk well. Our stock turn was, well, incredible given 
our  dynamic  bid  price  model.  Everything  sold,  everything.  And  all 
within five days of listing. The only variable – at what price? 

“Mike, I fear the more we sell, the more we will lose,” I offered. “The 
novelty,  the  excitement  of  no  reserve  auctions  have  worn  off,  our 
customers are looking for a simpler quicker service.  No bidding, no 
waiting.” And we weren’t alone in our thinking. In fact, the talented 
team at eBay had also worked this out. Trading heavily in their early 
years on what they termed ‘windorphins’, or ‘bid fever’, they had also 
tracked  a  skew  away  from  collectible  merchandise  to  everyday 
practical goods. And auctions were not suited in any way to this shift. 
A fixed price format was.

While Auctionbrokers had provided a respectable income for me, Mike 
and our team, and had strong cash flow, in truth, when all was said 
and done, we were simply a seller on eBay. The biggest one on eBay, 
that was true, but there was no real equity in being the biggest seller 
on eBay. It was in many ways, a franchise. I was concerned that this 
was  not  a  business  that  could  be  built  for  sale;  we  were  more  a 
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parenthesis  within  a  larger  story.  And  yet  that  larger  story  was 
providing  us  with  a  number  of  important  opportunities.  Firstly, 
customers. We had been slow to harvest customer details, but as we 
started  to  build  traction,  we  started  to  invest  in  simple  tools  that  
collected customer information. Email addresses, physical addresses, 
products  purchased.  Simple  data.  Secondly,  we  were  now  getting 
important  introductions  and  access  to  branded  suppliers.  We  had 
always offered suppliers two choices: outright buy and consignment. 
Increasingly, outright buy was their preferred  approach, and indeed 
ours. I started indicating to eBay management that we were getting 
restless and exploring other potential options. Simon Smith, the CEO 
of eBay at the time, and today a good mate, was attentive. Although 
there were many Auctionbroker clones on eBay now, and the move 
towards new product was continuing to drive eBay strategy, there was 
a sense that Mike and I had created some significant momentum on 
eBay, and they didn’t want to lose that. 

Our  partnership  with  EBay  had  been  forged  out  of  steel.  Hits  and 
misses.  They  were  dealing  with  scaling  one  of  the  fastest  growing 
businesses in history. All relative, we had our own challenges keeping 
up with their changes, and keeping our own business on an even keel.  
It was a heady, exciting time – clinging to the bow of a mighty ship as it  
explored  uncharted  new  lands  of  online  opportunity.  Nothing  was 
slick, nothing was perfected; we were all learning as we went along. 
Nowhere  was  this  more  clearly  illustrated  than  by  an  amusing  (in 
hindsight) incident that took place in those early years.

The American accent on the phone was curt.  “Your Auctionbrokers 
listings contain a malicious virus, you’re infecting any user who comes 
to your pages, and they’re in turn transmitting to others! This is a very 
serious  matter,  and  Maynard  Webb  is  personally  overseeing  the 
remedy!”  Maynard  Webb  was  eBay’s  CTO  at  the  time,  but  I  just 
assumed it was a joke. (Although I had to concede they had nailed the 
American  “  FBI”  sounding  accent!)  As  things  unfolded  however,  I  
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realized that it was a genuine and a most serious matter indeed. eBay  
had had its fair share of tech gremlins in its early days. In 1999, the 
website experienced a "near-death experience", as Meg Whitman calls 
it,  and collapsed under its own weight and activity,  crashing for 22 
hours and risking its entire database of customers and transactions. 

Whitman  had  hired  Maynard  Webb,  Gateway’s  technology  boss, 
offering him more than twice her salary and a chunk of share options. 
So now that it wasn’t a prank, I was suddenly pretty shaken up by the  
phone call, as Mr Webb was “Mr Web”. We called our small tech team 
together, code red, and got on to the phone with the Americans. It 
seemed odd. All our security and anti-virus protocols were current and 
up  to  date.  Using  remote  scanning  software,  the  American’s  went 
through our computers and individual  networks  one at  a  time.  We 
held our breath.  All  clean.  “Are you sure you don’t  have any more 
computers  on your network?” the Americans asked,  exasperated,  a 
hint of desperation in their voices. Of course I understood why. eBay 
was a publicly listed company and if this incident got into the public  
domain,  it  could  wipe  out  hundreds  of  millions  of  dollars  off  their 
market cap, maybe more.  

I  looked around the office.  We had about a dozen people. We had 
covered them all  off. We had gone through the night, checking and 
checking  again.  The  sun  was  coming  up.  As  I  looked  at  our  office 
windows, I saw our jolly warehouse supervisor at the time, “Alex” we 
shall call him, coming up the driveway, whistling and heading towards 
the roller doors of the warehouse. The proverbial penny fell  to the 
ground. “IT’S ALEX!” I yelled to the small assembled team. As one, we 
all leapt from our chairs and dashed through the door from our office 
to  our  warehouse.  Alex  was  a  known  purveyor  of,  well,  ‘adult’  
websites – he was quite proud of this fact. And deep at the back of the  
warehouse,  behind  the  last  racking  bays,  was  his  tired  and  dust 
covered  computer.  Essentially,  it  was  a  label  printer,  but  as  dawn 
arrived, it had dawned on me that he’d recently asked to be linked to 
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the  network  so  he  could,  er,  ‘check  eBay  listings  to  ensure  they 
matched the dispatched products.’ Yeah right! We ripped the network 
cable from his machine – he must have thought we had rabies – and 
dragged the machine through to our office for a forensic. 

‘Infected’ was an understatement. A seething mass of viruses, with an 
endless list of porn sites in the web history. (Curiously no history of 
‘checking  eBay  listings’  though!)  The  Americans  defragged  it  –  no, 
detonated it, and were able to avert a crisis. And that’s how Alex (who 
resigned shortly after) nearly brought down the mighty eBay with his 
dusty online porn collection.

I have just finished Maynard Webb’s 2012 book, “Rebooting Work”. 
He, mercifully, does not mention this incident!

To  keep  us  onside,  Simon Smith  had introduced  me to  Kip  Knight, 
eBay’s  head  of  global  business  development  out  of  the  USA.  In 
discussions between Kip and I, he resolved to send out a franchising 
guru  from  the  USA,  Michael  Seid,  of  MSA  Worldwide.  MSA  is  the 
United States’  leading franchise advisory firm providing guidance to 
new and established franchisors in the U.S. and globally. The plan was  
to take our Auctionbrokers model, distill  it down, and build a global 
Auctionbrokers franchise. Potentially very lucrative to Mike and I. To 
the credit of eBay, they would have spent around $100K at the time 
commissioning  this  project,  and  flying  out  the  foremost  industry 
expert in Michael Seid, to do a deep dive into our business. We went 
along with it of course, but somehow I wasn’t confident that we had 
anything specific to sell and package – we’d just done it first. I sensed 
it was just a stalling of the inevitable, so wasn’t surprised when we 
received his report some six weeks later, indicating that despite our 
success, there was not enough IP to package up a franchise model. I 
resolved forthwith to explore a new model. The term “pivot” is now so 
frequently used in Silicon Valley,  and in business,  but it  was not as 
popular  back  in  2003.  Nevertheless,  I  knew  we  had  to  pivot,  and 
quickly. 
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*

In golf there is a term “moving day” – referring to the Saturday, or 3rd 

round in  a  major  championship.  It’s  a  day where the cut  has  been 
made  and  for  those  who  are  left,  it’s  time  to  get  yourself  into 
contention for what tomorrow holds – jostling into the best position to  
push for a win. For Mike and me, 2004 was our “moving year’.

By 2004, our team had grown to around a dozen operatives. Shannon 
Micallef was one of our hires in this year,  and she recalls  her early 
beginnings in what were also ours, all over again:

“I remember the interview was at 12pm so I gave myself heaps of time,  
thinking it was Adderley Street, Silverwater. But I just couldn’t find the  
place, getting more lost and running 30 minutes late for the interview.  
During this time I called the office and spoke with a nice guy called  
Mike. He politely explained there was indeed my thoroughly scoured  
Adderley Street, but also an Adderley Street East. Still flustered, I was  
greeted by two guys called Mike and Paul, later finding out they were  
the owners of the business of Auctionbrokers. They asked why I was  
applying  for  their  warehouse  position,  so  seeing  how  the  day  was  
going so well I thought it best to be honest and tell them the long story  
of  my previous  job  ending in  an unfair  dismissal.  I’d  barely  started  
when Paul jumped up and said “you’re hired!” We all  laughed. But  
they meant it. I was on a trial, to see if I liked it and they liked me. This  
was March 2004, the beginnings of a journey that would span the next  
decade of my life!

When I joined, our team numbered 11 and I was the first girl to work in  
the warehouse. One early memory impossible to erase was during a  
team  bowling  outing,  standing  around  eating  pizza,  Paul  chatting  
away and next minute he’s halfway down the lane with the bowling  
ball still attached to his fingers! It remains the funniest thing I’ve ever  
seen!
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A few months in, Mike and Paul called a team meeting and started  
telling us about an idea, an idea called DealsDirect. They explained the  
business side of things and that we would launch in October. It was  
exciting to be a part of this new journey. Myself and two of the girls in  
the Customer Service team, Shazzie  and Ingy,  were asked what the  
company colours for DealsDirect should be. We three were all in an  
agreement. Pink! Fuscia pink to be exact. And so on October 5th 2004,  
DealsDirect, resplendent in fuschia, was launched.”

The girls may have chosen the colour, but I’d picked the DealsDirect 
name – clearly as a play on the ‘direct’ model to consumers, the home 
delivery model we were pretty good at it. But for me it also spoke to 
the  disintermediation  force  that  was  sweeping  retail. 
Disintermediation, or the removal of the ‘ intermediary’ was seeing 
wholesalers being decimated and the digital age was bringing to stark 
light  the  inefficiencies  in  the  retail  supply  chain.  The early  view of 
DealsDirect was that it would be a secondary brand, a direct model, off 
eBay. A selection of daily specials, limited range, limited quantity. We 
had a solid base to work off and launch this new brand. We also had a 
reasonably sized database and we had built trust with customers. Our 
logistics capabilities were strong.  We had product. We felt it should 
work, and work well. 

It  was  an  intuitive,  indeed  defensive  move  to  me,  but  our  team 
needed a little more convincing. In the transition period, DealsDirect 
was  to  be  a  secondary  model,  a  second  fiddle  to  the  established 
Auctionbrokers brand. Key distinctions – fixed price (no bidding, no 
waiting);  limited  range  (six  products  per  newsletter);  and  limited 
quantity. Unwittingly we were a mash-up of Australia’s first flash sales, 
daily deals and group buying site, all rolled into one! But we would 
quickly abandon this approach for range. (With hindsight, perhaps an 
incorrect decision.) 

As we had somewhat expected, we got off to a flying start with our 
new upstart, DealsDirect. It was a pleasant surprise to note that we 
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had harvested around 30 000 unique customers off eBay in the years 
we had been operating Auctionbrokers. You see, in those early years 
of eBay, with each confirmed sale, we got the customers full details 
including  email.  (This  has  since  changed,  and  sensibly  you  now 
communicate  with  your  eBay  buyer  via  the  internal  eBay  webmail  
channel.) And if we had email, we had a digital foot in the door. We’d  
send our first EDM at around 9am, and by midday, we had sold out. 
Clearly we had hit a mark with our customers. Great product, great  
prices,  no  bidding  no  waiting,  and  swift  and  safe  delivery  was  our 
hallmark.  A  compelling  combination.  Our  digital  foot  wasn’t  just 
getting a toe in – it was kicking the door down!

When news of our new venture reached the folks at eBay, they were 
not  happy.  While  of  course  we owed eBay a  debt  of  gratitude  for 
getting  us  up  and  running,  and  indeed  reciprocally  we  were  often 
acknowledged as the fuse that really got eBay Australia lit up, I think 
we all sensed that the ‘fellowship was breaking’ – and a parting of the  
ways was imminent. “Those are our customers you are marketing to!” 
Simon Smith exclaimed over the phone. He was partially right. But in 
these early  days,  things  were blurry.  We paid  our  eBay fees  every 
month, pretty significant dollars, and we felt access to the customer 
was part of the deal. Simon disagreed. We agreed to disagree, but in 
doing so, the Auctionbrokers/eBay alliance came its logical end. As a 
postscript, many years later, DealsDirect was again to relist products 
on  eBay  Australia  and  become a  sizeable  seller  once  more.  Things 
always seem to turn full  circle.  I  continue to acknowledge the start 
eBay  gave  DealsDirect  and  many  other  Australian  entrepreneurial 
online  ventures.  In  fact,  eBay  remains  a  crucial  catalyst  for 
entrepreneurship, and has been a pivotal brand in driving a new retail  
in Australia. I continue to watch and applaud their progress with keen 
interest and admiration. 

So, in summary, life was good, and full of potential. We had learned a 
lot  from  Auctionbrokers,  and  had  the  structure,  the  people,  the 
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learnings and a bit of capital to jump across to our own direct business  
model,  DealsDirect.  Once more,  we had an intuitive  sense that  we 
were in the right place at  the right time. Mike and I  were taking a 
respectable but modest salary out of the business, equally. But with a 
growing family, (my second son Max had been born in late 2000), I was 
finding things tight. I had been doing a bit of freelance auction work,  
but  it  often  involved  interstate  travel  and  weekend  travel.  It  was 
difficult. I needed to be innovative and bold to keep up with the bills. 

My friend Mark Meallin, who had been the one to introduce me to 
eBay all those years ago, had left his music business and headed north 
to  Airlie  Beach,  Queensland,  where  he  got  involved  in  property 
development and was doing very well. He suggested I go into one of 
his  unit  developments.  I  didn’t  have the money to go it  alone, but 
suggested  to  Mike  we  consider  a  joint  investment,  using  a  bit  of 
positive cash flow from the business to give us a leg up. I also decided 
to head  a  little  north to  Bowen,  a  small  Queensland  town,  a  little 
quieter than Airlie Beach. To me it looked like a bit of undiscovered 
paradise. I found an old Queenslander on a double block a few streets 
back from the beach. And we took the plunge. Risky? Yes. We were 
essentially punting on an ‘in and out’. It was a speculative play. Within  
twelve months, a predicted lift in property in the region materialized.  
Phew.  A clear $100,000 profit after costs was most welcome. I am not 
recommending that capital gains are a sound substitute for cash flow, 
but necessity sometimes has to be the mother of invention! 
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DIRECT LESSON #4:  KEEPING YOUR FEET DRY

Doing the same thing and expecting different results is the well-worn 
definition of insanity. Put another way, if you keep doing what you 
are doing, you will keep getting what you are getting. So if we know 
this  to  be  true,  why  do  so  many  of  us  resist  the  change? 
Metaphorically sometimes we even hang on, knowingly to a sinking 
ship. We have seen so many organizations not able to transition in 
this shift age we live in, once proud and strong brands, not scaling 
with the change and ending up in the sombre roll call of insolvencies. 

Of  course  this  is  a  complex  question,  with  numerous  layers  of 
discussion. My sense is that resistance to change in business has its 
roots in fear and holding onto the comfort of the familiar as well as 
our  definition  and  perception  of  failure.  Entrepreneurs  of  course 
would love the view of the great comedian George Burns, who in a 
moment of seriousness declared that he thought it “better to be a 
failure at something you love than to be a success at something you 
hate.”  And of  course  numerous  great  figures  over  the  years  have 
defined ‘not trying’ as the true failure. But if we want to stick with 
economic  theory,  we  might  be  wise  to  go  back  to  the  theory  of 
Creative Destruction, coined in the 1950s by Joseph Schumpeter, in 
which  he  outlined  the  theory  that  often  unappealing  choices  are 
considered necessary for sustainability. And indeed that something 
new often brings about the demise of whatever existed before it.

It  was  my  privilege  to  have  lived  Creative  Destruction  with  our 
transition from Auctionbrokers to DealsDirect. And it will not be the 
last  pivot  in  the  DealsDirect  brand’s  journey.  Jumping  from 
submerged rocks to dry ones, as the tide washes over them, can be 
exhilarating.   
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5: RETAIL IS DETAIL

“There is a tide in the affairs of men. Which, taken at the flood, leads  
on to fortune; Omitted, all the voyage of their life is bound in shallows  

and in miseries. On such a full sea are we now afloat,  And we must  
take the current when it serves, Or lose our ventures.” 

Shakespeare - Julius Ceasar

With  the  transition  from  Auctionbrokers  to  DealsDirect,  came  the 
realization we were now well and truly retailers. Only one problem. 
Although we had certainly learned many things about retail through 
the  Auctionbrokers  journey,  Mike  and  I  did  not  have  deep  retail  
backgrounds.  I  also  knew  we  needed  cash  to  build  on  our  early 
momentum. The business had been self-funded to this point, and we 
had  favoured  caution,  not  sourcing  external  capital  or  raising  any 
significant  debt.  But  with  the  tide  now  starting  to  rise,  so  was  a 
smattering of early competition. There was a palpable momentum, we 
needed to take it, or as Shakespeare wrote, “lose our ventures.”

Harold Neumann is a formidable trader. A migrant from South Africa. 
Arriving in the 1980s with a young family, he had been one of the early  
traders  in  Asia,  sourcing  handbags and apparel  from Taiwan,  Hong 
Kong and China. He found an Australian market hungry for a bargain, 
and  somewhat  underserviced.  Harold  started  out,  like  many 
entrepreneurs, servicing the markets of Sydney, spruiking his wares; 
moving on to pioneer what we now know as ‘discount variety retail’ – 
what some consumers generically refer to as ‘$2 shops’. Harold and his 
business partner Joel Bloom, built the GoLo discount variety brand into 
a formidable network of stores, over a journey spanning two decades. 
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I  immediately  related  to  Harold.  He  was  a  “chirper”  like  me.  A 
marketing man to the tips of his toes, always engaged and optimistic,  
and even in difficult times, things were ‘fantastic.’  Whenever we had a 
win,  Harold  would  deliver  his  trademark  “what  a  country!” 
exclamation. I  still  use it.  Joel had come through the professions;  a 
chartered accountant by trade, with a formidable intellect and instinct 
for numbers, he was quieter and took a more considered approach to 
business. Mike’s man for sure.

Harold and Joel’s exit in the late ‘90s came via a trade sale of GoLo to 
the  Millers  Group,  now known as  Specialty  Fashion  Group,  an  ASX 
listed fashion chain who had built  a  strong following in  the middle 
Australian market  around discount  fashion.  The Millers  board  must 
have  viewed  the  GoLo  acquisition  as  a  natural  extension  to  their 
Millers business. It wasn’t. And the business was over time on sold to 
private equity, and grouped with a number of other discount variety 
brands in a holding company,   ADR – Australian Discount Retail. That 
too was not a success, and Jan Cameron the founder of Kathmandu, 
and  a  formidable  retailer,  acquired  that  business  from  the 
administrators,  and named it  Retail  Adventures.  This  bold  play  has 
been  deeply  challenging  and  the  business  has  had  a  rocky  run, 
including staring down the barrel  of  the administration a few years 
later. That journey continues. 

I  had  met  Harold  at  a  business  his  sons  Ricky  and  Evan  and  their  
partner  Ray  were  running  –  Intertrading.  A  dynamic,  well-run 
operation that specialized in purchasing overstocks from large FMCG 
brands, and then on-selling into retail, including discount variety. We 
were  buying  a  bit  of  stock  from  Intertrading,  for  DealsDirect,  and 
Harold was always around. I knew his reputation as a savvy operator 
and was keen to meet with him. When we sat down and chatted for 
the  first  time,  the  commercial  rapport  was  palpable.  Harold  had 
pioneered the discount variety industry which was a deep disrupter in 
the day to the established retailers like Woolworths, Big W, Coles and 
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Kmart.  Over  the  years,  discount  variety  became  mainstream,  The 
Reject Shop for example is an ASX listed successful retailer. Harold and 
Joel had achieved a successful exit and were happy to explore a new 
opportunity. 

I  sensed  that  they  would  see  in  Mike  and  I,  and  the  emerging 
DealsDirect model, only months old, as  another disruptive movement 
rich  with  opportunity.  Online  retail  shared similar  attributes  to  the 
discount  variety  industry.  It  was  price  driven,  disliked  by  the 
established retailers and loved by the customer. Whilst Harold used  to 
play  dumb around his  knowledge of  this  new online  retail  ,  asking 
mischievously for example “how much does it cost to send an email?,” 
in truth he recognized a new channel opening up quickly, and wanted 
to be a part of it.  

“What’s  the price?”  Harold  asked.  He had asked to see us  in early 
2005. I looked at Mike. Frankly we didn’t have an answer to a straight 
question. Thinking on my feet I responded directly, “Harold,  we are 
running a process, with a merchant banker, and will get back to you 
with a clear proposal within four weeks.” We had learnt to be nimble, 
growing a business from scratch, and this was one such moment. In 
truth I had had a coffee with Eric Melman a few months earlier. Eric 
was  an  affable  and  likeable  banker,  who  had  headed  up  Investec 
Australia  when they  first  commenced operating  here.  He had  then 
moved on to start Beamcorp, a boutique advisory. He was able to offer  
personalized  service  but  with  decades  of  big  end  town transaction 
experience. I had been introduced to Eric by a friend around the time 
Eric had just listed Retail Cube on the ASX in 2004, a loose grouping of  
four sizeable retail brands, and was their Chairman. “How come you 
didn’t put an online retailer in the mix?” I had asked Eric over a coffee.  
He smiled wryly. “Like yours?” he quipped. I knew we did not have the 
size and scale to make the cut, but there was a sense in the market 
that  online  retail  was  starting  to  get  some  real  traction  in  the 
Australian market, after its false dawn in the early noughties.
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“Paul, I know you are chatting with Harold and Joel. In fairness to you 
and them, if there is interest, you should run an independent process 
to  ensure  that  any  transaction  is  arms  distance,  fair  and 
independent.”  I agreed then with the sentiment and still do. A willing 
buyer and seller usually benefit from an intermediary. The real estate 
industry is built on this premise. When Harold popped the question, 
my  discussion  with  Eric  came  back  into  focus.  I  called  him  and 
mandated him to proceed with a quick but formal process. 

A deal was struck within in a month or two; it was always going to 
happen. Harold and Joel were to invest around two million dollars for 
a solid cornerstone stake in the business. The focus was ‘money in’. A 
cash  injection  into  the  business  to  get  the  growth  of  DealsDirect 
building. It was a fortune, Mike and I both agreed. Whilst we thought a  
capital injection of this magnitude would last us forever, in fact, we 
pretty much lost the lot within twelve months of the investment.  And 
my painful understanding of the concept ‘failing forward’ was taking 
on a whole new dimension. 

I refer to this period of external capital injection and subsequent losses 
as  the  “puncture”.  Not  sure  why,  I  suppose  we  felt  like  a  capital 
injection gave us a fresh set of pumped up tyres. We picked up speed, 
but then the subsequent losses felt like a fast deflation. A puncture.  
But  as  always,  some  very  valuable  learnings  around  systems, 
automation and integration. In terms of context,  I  should note that 
when DealsDirect launched there was no Magento, No Hybris or ATG, 
No IBM Websphere. Really nothing. What there was were some pretty 
basic off-the-shelf solutions like Siebel and Opensite, but nothing that 
we felt was suitable to build a robust platform to operate off. Many of 
the global and local online retailers were building their own systems. A 
lot  of  reinventing  the  wheel.  As  a  result,  some  of  the  early 
entrepreneurship in this space came initially from entrepreneurs with 
a technology background. As examples,  Andrew Cooper was building a 
retail  model,  Dstore, out of his technology based Hotshed business. 
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Simon Van Wyk had pioneered his  classified and auction site  Stuff,  
(Australia’s first online auction site by the way) out of his HotHouse 
agency business. Mike and I were really the first ‘merchants’ to jump 
into this space.  

And so we framed ourselves  as  merchants  first  and foremost,  who 
were using technology. Not technologists trying to become merchants. 
Of course we recognized technology as the crucial enabler to growth, 
but at our core, we just wanted to be merchants. We wanted to trade.  
From a systems perspective, we quickly realized that we needed to 
build; there was nothing to buy. Of course, proprietary ownership of 
our  operating  system  would  give  us  some  valuable  IP.  Basheng  
(Bash)  Chen  was  our  first  head  of  technology  and  remains  an 
important part of DealsDirect today.   Bash had joined us soon after his 
arrival in Australia from China. An engineer by background, and a true 
genius,  he had immersed himself  in the fast  emerging open source 
languages. His first project was to build a powerful interface between 
Auctionbrokers and eBay. Today, such solutions are commonplace, but 
back in the early 2000s, the early solutions were basic and were aimed 
at  smaller  home-based  businesses  –  not  the  multimillion-dollar 
business that Auctionbrokers had fast become.  

Bash went on to architect and build, with a small and nimble team, our 
DealsDirect platform. We christened it rather expressively as “Admin”. 
Admin was to drive the transactional side of the business, with a CRM 
module wrapped around it. Closing the loop would be an integration 
with  our  warehouse  management  systems  and  accounting  and 
financial software. Easy. Well in many ways it was, particularly when 
we were running Auctionbrokers as our only business. Although our 
pool  of  product  was  growing  ever  wider,  one  brand,  with  one 
customer base,  was proving  to  be manageable.  But  as  soon as  we 
introduced  DealsDirect  (which  for  a  while  ran  tandem  with 
Auctionbrokers), the dynamic changed. Now there were two distinct 
brands and two customer bases dipping into a single pool of stock. 
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Also,  eBay  was  starting  to  grow very  rapidly  indeed,  and  was  also 
having its own share of teething problems. Building a business on a 
marketplace  is  a  powerful  strategy,  as  you  have  an  immediate 
customer base. But you do need to be in tune and in sync with the 
continual changes which underpin a dynamic marketplace model. 

Ultimately,  our new found injection of  capital prompted us to start  
ramping up, without enough robustness in our systems, particularly 
our integration with stock. Our ‘$1 no reserve’ strategy was continuing 
on Auctionbrokers, a great way to find new customers, but now a lot 
of product was selling at cost, often below. As I had once predicted, 
like  many start  ups,  the more we were selling,  the more we were 
losing. “Mike, I don’t think we have five million dollars worth of stock 
in this warehouse” I calculated, shaking my head as I walked down the  
aisles one evening at our Punchbowl facility. Mike agreed. I called Eric 
Melman, our merchant banker and advisor. “Paul, you need to do an 
urgent stock take. If you have systems integration issues, sometimes 
the first place it shows up is in a dissonance between your recorded 
and actual stock levels.” He was right. A stock take that week showed 
a  significant  variance  between  our  booked  stock  and  the  physical 
count. For the first time in our history, a significant amount of red ink 
was splashed through our financials. 

Mike and I called Harold Neumann, our foundation investor. We were 
shocked and upset as we explained to Harold the unfortunate chain of 
circumstances. Clearly we had overloaded ourselves and our systems 
in pursuit  of  growth.  We had oversold  product,  due to having  two 
brands yet only one pool of stock. What’s more, we had made errors  
in our data capture of cost prices into eBay, amplifying even further 
our  losses.  Harold  was  his  usual  reassuring  self,  and  despite  the 
quantum of the loss, was upbeat. “Call the cops!” was his first off the 
cuff flippant remark. I managed a weak smile, but he then went on to 
say that this is a common occurrence with the first growth spurts of  
business. The key was to remediate, and build better systems. 
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Enter Joel. Not only a great numbers man, but also a real systems man, 
Joel  came into the business  to  assist.  With  his  help,  we found the 
leakage points and plugged them. Our focus moved to DealsDirect and 
we  started  winding  down  Auctionbrokers,  which  mitigated  the 
challenges of managing two brands. Our next visit was to our affable 
bank manager, Mike Fealy of Westpac. Mike had been a real believer 
in our business model and had become a terrific sounding board for 
us.  He seemed as genuinely disappointed and deflated as we were 
about our unexpected ‘hiccup’ and losses. “So what do you want me 
to do Paul?” Mike asked. At that time, we had a small overdraft with 
Westpac, a top up of working capital that we had infrequently used. I 
wasn’t slow in coming forward. “Can we extend the overdraft out by a  
million dollars as we get over this speed wobble?” I ventured. Mike 
had an earthiness about him, and I still smile when I think about his 
response. “I would have to be Jesus Christ to get that for you!” 

Of course, Mike Fealey was not the messiah, and we were on our own. 
But  momentum and perception  are  powerful  things.  Our  problems 
were internal; big yes, but internal. Meanwhile, our customers loved 
us and were none the wiser to our challenges. And so, with focused 
remediation and a determined response by our team, the following 
financial year saw us regain all the losses, plus some. 

Another significant and growing challenge for the business around this 
time was protecting our brand name in the face of an onslaught of  
competition. It seemed that every day a new site was popping up, a  
carbon copy of ours, with a slight variation on the name. DirectDeal, 
DealsDirectAus, DealersDirect, you name it, it popped up. Indeed, sites 
like eBay, despite us not participating at that time on their platform, 
saw a plethora of smaller eBay sellers trying to pass themselves off as 
DealsDirect. Flattering for about two seconds, really it was just plain 
frustrating. And made even the more challenging given we had that 
we  had  not  done  as  much  as  we  should  around trademarking  our 
brand.  A common mistake for a fast growing business is  to neglect 
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registering its intellectual property, and our growth had proved to be 
the flame for an endless moth army of imitators.  

Enter stage left, Wayne Covell, a superb trademark attorney. “Pity you 
chose the name DealsDirect”  was Wayne’s  first  comment.  I  was to 
quickly learn that descriptive terms like ‘Deals’ and ‘Direct’ were very 
difficult  to  trademark,  very  difficult  indeed.  But  I  was  buoyed  by 
Wayne’s experience. He had quite literally written the book on this 
area  and had done  all  the  trademark  and IP  work  for  those  turtle 
necked  tycoons,  The  Wiggles.  Working  backwards,  he  deployed  a 
‘proof of use’ tactical approach with IP Australia. Thanks to Wayne’s 
input  we  were  able  to  avoid  our  own  ‘hot  potato,  cold  spaghetti’  
situation,  instead  building  a  substantial  trademark  portfolio  around 
DealsDirect, in all its forms. 

DIRECT LESSON #5:  BE PRODUCTIVE

After the loss caused by systems failures, we developed a war cry in 
the  business  –  Automate  or  perish.  This  focus  has  many  layers. 
Firstly,  it  is  clear that in a higher cost environment,  like Australia,  
efficiency and productivity become key ingredients to success. It is 
not an environment to have dated processes and double handling. 
Just too expensive, and with increased global competition, there is 
more  urgency  required  in  this  area.  Secondly,  with  fast  growing 
technology-led businesses, the art is to build in capacity for growth. 
So robust and scalable systems that can expand with the growth of 
the business is clearly the way to go. 

Too many businesses build foundations for a two-storey building to 
find  that  they  have  a  sixty  storey  skyscraper  on  top  of  flimsy 
foundations. This is a very difficult situation to manage, and can lead 
to  a  freeze  in  innovation  and  technology  lock.  But  as  a  counter 
argument to this, I also used to say in the early days of the business 
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that ‘perfection was the enemy of the good enough’. Over the years I 
met so many smart entrepreneurs with incredible business plans and 
models. But in the execution, they good deeply weighed down by the 
minutia. Whilst we know that retail is detail, this is a careful balance 
to manage. It has to be juxtaposed by a boldness that allows learning 
by doing. The risk of inactivity can indeed sometimes be greater than 
the risk of activity. 
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6: THE WORLD IS FLAT 

“Basically all the world's computer parts  
come from the same supply chain” 

Thomas Friedman 

As we started to grow our DealsDirect team, I used to sit in with newly 
hired buyers in their meetings with suppliers. I was not there to buy. I 
was never a great buyer; I was always a better trader. Big difference. 
My role in these meetings was to encourage,  and hopefully  inspire 
local suppliers to deal with us. And this was proving to be a difficult 
task. 

The larger established retailers were clearly putting some subtle and 
not so subtle pressure on their suppliers  not to supply online retail. 
And  given  we  were  a  dominant  player  in  the  space,  we  were  a 
prominent target for supplier boycotts.  As I sat in these meetings, I 
was often struck with the flawed rhythm of these price negotiations. 
The buyer would invariably say to the supplier “I need a margin of x %  
to  meet  my  objectives”,  and  the  buyer  and  supplier  would  then 
commence the customary dance as they haggled over terms. I always 
felt that surely it was the customer, through their purchase behavior, 
or  lack  of  it,  who  would  and  should  decide  what  margin  was 
acceptable for the product, not the buyer and supplier. As I came to 
understand the established supplier /retail relationships and the dance 
between them, a dance many decades old, I also became aware of just  
how extraordinarily inefficient it was. 

The  traditional  supply  chain  in  retail  has  a  number  of  links.  It  
commences with a manufacturer, the first link in the chain. And China, 
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by the turn of  the millennium had become the epicentre  of  global 
manufacturing. That manufacturer was often represented in China by 
an  agent.  Either  a  small  trader  or  a  big  trading  house.  And  so, 
Australian wholesalers would go to trade fairs like the Canton Fair, and 
purchase  in  quantity  from  these  trading  houses.  Containers  would 
then arrive in Australian distribution centers and company or freelance 
representatives or agents would then present product and take orders  
from  retailers.  In  total,  about  five  links,  sometimes  more,  in  a 
cumbersome and expensive chain. “We have to get to the source of  
the river,” I urged our small but hardy management team. In truth I  
was  motivated  not  only  by  overcoming  the  inefficiencies  of  an 
unwieldy product path, but also the fact that securing branded supply 
as an online retailer was becoming hard, very hard indeed. And even 
when  we  could  get  supply,  percentage  margins  were  often  single 
digits. I was getting frequent, often panicky calls from suppliers asking 
us to take product off the site, as some larger retailer was having a 
dummy spit at our price points. We were deeply committed to value, 
and  we had spent  the previous year  ensuring  optimal  efficiency  in 
operating  costs,  allowing  us  to  sell  at  prices  lower  than  the 
competition and still stay in the black.   China was the source of the 
river,  our  customer’s  front  door  in  Australia  was  the  end  of  the 
journey.  Much  of  my  preoccupation  in  2005  was  how  DealsDirect 
could bridge the gap. 

Thomas  Friedman is  a  Pulitzer  Prize  winning  author.  His  influential 
 book, “The World is Flat”, was released in 2005 – right place, right 
time. It immediately went to the core of the matter in my view. As I 
read it, pages were dog-ear bookmarked, passages highlighted; I found 
myself nodding vigorously to myself  as I read. In essence, Friedman 
argued that with the advent of the Internet and e-commerce, retail  
would become borderless and global (he sure got that right!). And that 
one of the key “flatteners” as he referred to them, was supply chain. I  
was a convert. It made complete and intuitive sense. I knew we had to  
get to China, quickly. 
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Combined  with  Friedman’s  concept  of  the  Flat  World,  was  the 
increasing  conversation  around  my  other  pet  passion, 
‘disintermediation’  –  the  removal  of  the  “intermediary”  or  middle 
man.  I  felt  that  in  many  ways,  both  these  powerful  forces  would 
underpin  the  future  of  retail.  Globalization  and  disintermediation. 
Many futurists  were arguing that the Internet is  to our  times what 
Gutenberg’s printing press was to the pre-renaissance period. That as 
much  as  the  movable  printing  press  unlocked  knowledge  from the 
aristocracy and the church, and handed knowledge to the masses via 
books  by  Copernicus,  Gallalieo  and  Machiavelli,  that  the  internet 
would indeed unlock information to the masses. And indeed it has. 

There was a powerful third force getting some airplay, which I regret I 
did not take much notice of, as it has since shaped a lot of new retail.  
“The Paradox of Choice” was a seminal work by Barry Schwartz,  an 
American  psychologist  around 2004.  He challenged  the  assumption 
that we assume that more choice means better options and greater 
satisfaction. In fact he argued we should beware of offering excessive 
choice. Of course his focus was more psychodynamic than commercial 
–  life  decisions  as  opposed  to  desk  lamps.  But  his  principles  were 
universal,  as  he  warned  of  decision-making  paralysis,  anxiety,  and 
perpetual stress. And, in a culture that tells us that there is no excuse 
for  falling  short  of  perfection  when your  options  are  limitless,  too 
much choice can lead to clinical  depression.  Some early  businesses 
were extrapolating his theories to a ‘less-is-more’ commercial reality, 
reducing  and  rationalizing  range  and  watching  sales  increase. 
Meanwhile, at DealsDirect we were busy finding more and more.

*

James Liu met Mike and I at Guangzhou Airport. It was our first visit to 
the  fast  growing  and  sprawling  Guangzhou,  sometimes  known  as 
Canton,  and the home of  the 2005 Canton Fair,  one of  the largest 
trade fairs in the world. James was a Chinese Australian who had come 
to Sydney in the 1980s after studying in China. His  first  job off  the 
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plane was one where he could still see the plane – collecting trolleys at 
Sydney Airport! His wife Daisy had started working with Harold and 
Joel  in  the  small  but  growing  GoLo  business.  James  got  a  job  as 
cleaner, but after a few years, he and Daisy plucked up the courage to 
tell Harold and Joel that with their Chinese connections, they could be  
a powerful supplier to GoLo. They got their chance, worked hard and 
made a lot of money. The Australian dream secured, they morphed it 
into their New China dream and moved back to a very comfortable 
lifestyle in the fashionable Pudong suburb of Shanghai.  “Harold and 
Joel have asked me to help you guys,” James said with a twinkle in his 
eye. He certainly owed them this small favour. “What have you guys 
come to buy? “ I leaned against a trolley (James knew these well) and 
squinted across at Mike. Like any adventure, the truth was, we didn’t 
quite know what we were looking for. But we’d know it when we saw 
it.

Buying  a  product  range  for  a  department  store  is  a  challenging 
business, particularly a new business. Once you have a run rate, and 
an opportunity to benchmark, the range builds on itself, if you will. A 
core range, which is often very stable for long periods of time. And 
around  that,  a  percentage  of  new product,  trial  product,  of  which 
some will become core range over time and some will be relegated to 
the clearance bin. Our early product purchases from China relied on a  
bit of what I termed “heart and head” decisions. The heart is the feel, 
the sense of what a good line, a hot line might be. And the head is the 
prerequisite research required to confirm or challenge your product 
picks. And once we’d decided, the minimum order quantities or MOQs 
were higher than they are today – usually a container load at least. If  
you wanted something, you needed to go ‘all in’ on your decision.

In short, buying directly from China a decade ago was harder than it is 
now. And of course it should have been, for we were pioneering a new 
trend  –  cutting  a  path  directly  to  the  ‘source  of  the  river’.  
Disintermediation. Since then of course, commercial centres like Yiwu 
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in  China  have  ballooned  to  meet  the  need  for  smaller  retailers  
sourcing directly, around the globe. And China has always been good 
in responding to trends – both in speed and volume. These days if you 
walk the aisles of the Canton Fair, you will bump into many smaller 
retailers with a handful of stores or a small niche website, sourcing 
directly. Traditional wholesale as I remember it is a thing of the past. 

Another  crucial  development  for  DealsDirect  during  this  ‘more-is-
more’ expansion phase was building  a portfolio  of  house brands in 
each  key  category.  Our  early  purchases  were  simply  white  label 
product.  A “no name” brand approach.  It  was a start;  a  lot  of  the  
product lines were utility, but pretty good. However I quickly realised 
that consumer behavior was invariably brand orientated. So by way of 
a  few  examples,  under  our  electronics  category,  we  created  the 
Eurolab brand.  Under  tools,  Skillmeister.  Homewares,  we  chose 
Homea. Quickly we built a trademarked brand portfolio of a few dozen 
– all with their own distinct logos and styles. This still continues to be a 
core part of the DealsDirect offer even today, of course blended with 
the more recognised and established brands. You just have to walk 
into  a  supermarket  to  see  that  a  lot  of  larger  retailers  have  done 
similar  things.  Building  an established brand over  time,  one that  is  
unique to your retail  business,  is  a crucial point of difference in an  
increasingly crowded retail space. 

Over time our team of  buyers grew and we brought in talent from 
some of the larger,  more established retailers.  And I stepped down 
from a general buyership role to focus on my primary passion: how to  
build  a  model  where  we  could  ship  directly  from  China  to  the 
customers front door. We had a red hot go.  We were the poster boys 
of direct consumer delivery, enjoying fullpage ‘star billing’ in the 2006 
Australia Post Annual report. A rather flattering picture of Mike and 
me leaning on a pile of product cartons outside our distribution center 
was accompanied by my quote: 
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“We are excited about the fact that Sai Cheng (Australia Post’s 
warehouse in Shanghai) will make it possible to for us to dispatch  

orders from its Shanghai warehouse direct to our customers’ homes in  
Australia – or anywhere in the world”.

In these few simple lines was, I thought, the beginning of a grand plan.  
To  build  a  direct  model,  from  China  to  the  customers  front  door, 
anywhere in the world. We had kicked off a trial in mid-2006, shipping 
products directly from China to Australian customers. The items were 
stored in Sai Cheng, outside Shanghai. Once sold, they were eParcel 
labeled, with Australian delivery information, containerised, shipped, 
around twelve days on the water, and once in Australian port, cross 
docked  straight  into  the  Australia  Post  delivery  network.  Simple! 
Thomas  Friedman  himself  would  have  been  pretty  impressed.  As 
would Adam Smith, the Founding Father of the free market. 

On  paper,  the  efficiencies  and  cost  savings  for  shoppers  were 
compelling.  Revolutionary  even.  In  practice  though,  it  wasn’t  so 
simple. Delays, incorrect delivery information and hard costs did not 
stack up. Like any powerful idea, it is all too often the pioneers who 
miss out on becoming the commercial beneficiaries, and indeed, this 
was the case with us. We were a pioneer of the China direct model, 
but  not  a  beneficiary.   Since  these early  trials,  global  retail  models 
have evolved, and an enormous amount of product is shipped from 
China and Hong Kong, and the region, directly to customers, globally. 
And  good  luck  to  those  entrepreneurs,  retailers  and  enablers  who 
have  seized  this  opportunity.  We  were  certainly  one  of  the  first, 
globally, and I take a lot of personal pride in that. Shining a light for a 
new way of doing things is always a total privilege, even if it means 
wearing  the  ‘crash  dummy’  suit  so  that  others  will  one  day  tread 
safely!

This ‘ahead of our time’ glitch aside, it was actually a golden period for  
DealsDirect, and our pioneering work was rewarded with a number of 
awards. We won the Hitwise most trafficked online department store 
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in  Australia  for 2005, 2006 and 2007.  We were growing quickly,  as  
recognised by hitting the high rungs of the BRW Fast 100 for 2006 and  
2007. And in 2008, as some recognition for the work we had done in 
China, I  received the Alibaba.com e-Businessman of the Year at the 
Alifest Conference, in Hangzhou, China. 

In August 2009, the inaugural Online Retailer expo and conference was 
launched in Sydney by the enterprising Mark Harvey and Grant Arnott,  
who had skillfully identified a gap in the market and gone for it. I was 
thrilled when Mark asked me to be one of the four keynote speakers 
opening the event. DealsDirect was the only Australian brand getting 
this honour, sharing the stage with three other global online retailers. I  
felt that this honor cemented DealsDirect as the foremost Australian 
player at the time, and at this homegrown event my keynote was well  
received. 

In  fact,  two  trade  shows  had  emerged  around  this  new  retail 
landscape. Online Retailer is still going strong, and with its acquisition 
by  the  global  Reed  Exhibition  Group  in  2011,  is  now  perhaps  the 
largest  retail  trade  event  in  Australia.  The  other  show,  PeSA,  was 
launched in 2007 to ostensibly support and advocate for eBay sellers. 
It  has  since  then  broadened  its  base  and  is  now  branded  as  the 
Professional  eBay  and  eCommerce Sellers  Internet  Conference.  The 
founder of this event is a terrific  entrepreneur and good mate, Phil  
Leahy. Phil  was an early adopter of online retail,  building his brand 
Entertainment House on both eBay and its stand-alone platform. And 
so when he signposted his intention to sell his business, and focus on 
his event, I pounced and struck a deal with him to acquire his business,  
stock and clients. 

In fact, acquisition was the word pinned to my office wall at that time. 
I had used my keynote in 2009’s  Online Retailer to acknowledge the 
journey thus far, our incredible team, and a bullish view of the future. 
But  I  also announced our  acquisition  of  DinosaurDeals,  founded by 
Jonathan  and  Anthony  Bass,  brothers,  and  dynamic  Australian 
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entrepreneurs.  DinosaurDeals  had  a  lot  of  its  own  personality  and 
character, it was a real fun site, but in many ways was also a wannabe 
DealsDirect.  They had acquired funding for  the business  from Brad 
Shofar, the founder of MYOB. Despite a robust effort, the business was 
unable to find scale. They had other businesses they wanted to focus 
on.  I  was  pleased  to  announce  the  deal  from  the  stage  and 
acknowledge  them.  They  continue  to  pioneer  new  and  exciting 
businesses. 

This acquiring of smaller businesses was to herald a powerful growth 
strategy,  ostensibly  aimed  to  swell  our  DealsDirect  database  and 
introduce customers from specialist verticals to our broad department 
store  offer.  We  were  fast  becoming  an  epicentre  of  rollups  and 
consolidation in the space. Over a period we acquired DinosaurDeals, 
The  Kids  Store,  Total  DVD,  Entertainment  House,  Extrastock  and 
others. The strategy worked. Our existing customers seemed to enjoy 
the concept of an ‘event’ around the acquisition, usually a significant 
discount on the stock we acquired with the new business. This was a 
real  throwback  to  my  auctioneering  days  of  ‘theatre’  and 
showmanship. 

Oddly, I was struck with the fact that we were doing a lot of traditional  
sourcing  when  in  fact  our  customers  seemed  to  thrive  on  the 
promotional  activity and the staging around these events. Although 
Bill  Gates had famously claimed ‘content was king’,  I  was suddenly 
beginning  to  wonder  if  ‘context’  was  more  important  to  our 
opportunistic customers… 
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DIRECT LESSON #6:  TO GET NOTICED, YOU NEED TO MAKE NOISE

For me, the best entrepreneurial journeys are the deeply disruptive 
ones.  Doing  something  very  differently.  That  doesn’t  mean  in  my 
view that your business has to be in the realms of science fiction. I 
rather like a quote from that often quoted reference book, the Bible. 
“There Is Nothing New Under The Sun” - Ecclesiastes 1:4-11. But you 
can always improve on something that’s already there.

If we think of the successful technology-led companies, in many ways 
they took existing commercial  models  and aced them to the next 
level. One of my favorite examples is Facebook. When it first burst 
on the scene, I was puzzled. Ebay had, many years before, allowed 
every seller to have an “About Me” page and I got to know many 
people around the world, their interests, their connections, their loc-
ations, via these pages. MySpace had owned a similar niche arena in 
the early 2000s. Of course, Facebook perfected this early version of 
social media and took it to the masses. But was Facebook a revolu-
tionary idea? No. (And if you saw the movie, perhaps it wasn’t even a 
particularly original one either!) But what it did was completely re-
volutionise an existing model. 

I couldn’t help identifying with Jeff Bezos’s interview on 60 Minutes 
in December 2013. “Companies have short lifespans… And Amazon 
will be disrupted one day… Yet I don’t worry about it because I know 
it is inevitable. Companies come and go. And the companies that are 
the shiniest and most important of any era, you wait a few decades 
and they’re gone.” There is boldness and genius in this insight. I think 
Amazon  will  be  around  for  a  very  long  time,  but  no  brand  lasts 
forever. To wit, “The flame that burns twice as bright burns half as 
long”― Lao Tzu, Te Tao Ching. 
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New technology-led retailers understand that in this new hyper-con-
nected  world,  you  get  control  by  giving  it  up.  The  established 
paradigm of maintaining control by for example, controlling supply, 
are  dated models,  and over  time doomed to extinction.  The only 
thing constant is change. Disruption is a necessary way to move for-
ward. And in a sea of zigs, someone must always be the first to zag.
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7: SIMON SAYS

“A man who wants to lead the orchestra must  
turn his back on the crowd.”

Max Lucado

By late 2009, and approaching my fiftieth birthday, I was agitating for a 
professional  CEO  to  take  over  the  running  of  the  business.  One 
symptom of the so called Founders Syndrome is that founders struggle 
to relinquish management of their business to executive CEOs. I  did 
not  suffer this  syndrome. Just  the opposite.  I  was itching  to  spend 
more time working on the business, not in it.

When  Simon  West,  clearly  a  passionate  and  talented  operator, 
contacted  me  to  explore  mutual  opportunities,  I  felt  an  instant 
connection.  Simon had  started  his  career  with  a  cadetship  at  New 
Zealand Post. Tick that. Increasingly, the battle for dominance in online 
retail  had moved on from pretty websites to the behind-the-scenes 
realms of supply chain and logistics – crucial to profitability and the 
customer experience.  Simon had  moved on to a  leadership  role  at 
Chrisco,  a  fascinating  hamper  business  that  took  regular  micro 
payments from largely lower income workers, and delivered up a solid 
hamper offer to the same customer around Christmas. Locking in the 
certainty  of  a  bountiful  and  festive  Christmas  to  hard  working 
Australians  was the proposition.  It  was,  in  essence,  a  forced saving 
plan. Through his Christmas hamper operation, Simon was no stranger 
to the home delivery model – much like Santa Claus himself!
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Simon seemed like the right guy for the job. My urgency in wanting to  
bring in fresh leadership was also driven by another shift. By now, our  
talented and hard working leadership team had started to come off 
the boil  from the exciting startup phase.  I  sensed an imperceptible  
pushing back on the ever present momentum to keep the revenue line 
heading solidly north. Of course I understood why. It was hard, tireless 
work, with small stops for breath, but it was a continual assault on the  
summit.   Mike and I  had new nicknames in the business. I  was ‘Pa‘  
(Paul) Mike was ‘Ma’ (Michael Alan). Mike and I had become Pa ‘n’  
Ma, both in name and style. Whilst we all had a bit of a chuckle at the 
time, I still do, in truth our leadership style had indeed become quite 
parental. We had fought hard in the bunker with our dedicated and 
focused troops. For some, they may have felt we had ‘won the war’.  
But I knew it was just a series of battles, and to mix my metaphors, I 
knew we still had a bigger mountain to climb ahead, just to keep in the  
game. 

Meg Ryan quite literally exploded onto the scene in her now classic  
‘fake orgasm’ diner scene from the 1989 film ‘When Harry Met Sally’. 
Following her crescendo, an older woman at the next table takes a 
look at Meg/Sally’s plate and says to the waiter, “I’ll have what she’s  
having…!” Now while our rise with DealsDirect had been more organic 
than orgasmic, other businesses indeed were now wanting a slice of 
the action. The competition had started to build, with Big W (finally) 
coming online, under the watch of my old friend from eBay days, Sally 
Anne  Newson.  She  is  a  terrific  operator  and  with  the  weight  of 
Woolworths’ muscle, I knew it was ‘game on’ in the online discount 
department store space. We needed someone who could lead us into 
an  even  bigger  battle,  to  scale  an  even  taller  mountain  than  ever 
before.

I petitioned Joel, Mike and Harold to bring on Simon as our CEO. I think 
the board broadly agreed with my rationale, but I could see that Mike 
was struggling with the decision. And I sensed why. If Simon was to 
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come onboard as CEO, I was to be elevated to the coveted ‘Chairman’ 
role. Limited power, but quite a bit of influence. For Mike, by title only,  
he would need to move from “joint CEO” to “Head of Buying”. This 
shift was clearly more in my favor, but given my age and stage, I felt  
that this  would not be an issue.  We all  had substantial  skin  in  the  
game, and if Simon could take the business to the next level, well, we 
would grow the value of our business significantly. Perhaps from my 
Chairman seat high up in the clouds it seemed unwise to dish out the 
argument of it being merely ‘semantics’, but that’s how I simplified the 
situation at the time. As my late Grandfather Bert used to say, “Call me 
anything, just don’t call me late for lunch!” 

Semantics.  Titles.  Words. I  was to underestimate the importance of 
titles, and it would prove to be an expensive oversight. As an aside, a 
year or so later, Janine Perret, the fearsome journalist on Sky Business 
News would challenge me before a TV interview. “Co-founder? That’s 
not a title!” she snapped. “Give me your real title before we go on air. I  
am not introducing you as a co-founder. It’s a nonsense word.” Ouch.

*

“Paul, so what you are saying is that you don’t ship by order, you ship 
by item?” Simon looked at me quizzically. I looked sheepishly at him. 
By now we were shipping many thousands of parcels on a good day. 
But  the  origins  of  the  DealsDirect  model,  as  an  opportunistic, 
precursor to the daily deal models, meant that all our ERP systems had 
been set up that we indeed shipped by item, not by order. And he 
wasn’t impressed.

To explain, if you ordered on the DealsDirect site, say, a treadmill, a 
lamp, and a digital camera, then they would arrive as three different 
parcels. In that case, well it makes perfect sense, because how do you 
pack a treadmill, a lamp and a digital camera into one box? Customers 
didn’t complain. But what if you ordered three digital cameras? Well, 
ah. They too would come to your front door in three boxes, with three 
shipping charges. If that sounds somewhat idiotic, it was clear that to 
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recut our business model and processes to do consolidated shipping 
(all orders consolidated into one box), would be almost impossible. It 
would mean a full reboot of our distribution centre. The introduction 
of  conveyors,  a  new pick system, and a complete reworking of  our 
operating  platforms.  Simon looked  concerned.  “If  we  don’t  resolve 
this, it could well challenge the future of DealsDirect. I see it as a my 
first and most important task.” 

We  canvassed  our  customers  and  the  response  was  encouraging. 
Simply put,  if  the three hypothetical digital  cameras,  came in three 
parcels, at the same time, in the same delivery, and the costs were not 
triplicated,  it  would not be a problem to customers.  A little  clunky 
perhaps, but not a ‘deal breaker’. Okay good. Simon’s next stop was 
Australia  Post,  who was,  and still  are,  a  pivotal  logistics  partner  to  
DealsDirect, indeed to the entire retail industry. Simon looked across 
the boardroom table at his counterparty from the Post executive. “If 
you pick up the three cameras from our warehouse together and you 
deliver them to our customers, together, than surely it is one cost? We 
couldn’t possibly pay for three parcels, right?” A nod. I breathed a sigh 
of relief. He continued. “I would like to propose a new delivery term. 
Not  item shipping,  not  consolidated shipping,  I  call  it  consignment 
shipping” Simon held his gaze. “If a customer orders multiple items, at 
the same time, and Australia Post pick up the consignment together, 
and delivers the consignment together, well the second, third, fourth 
and fifth parcels should receive deep shipping discounts. We increase 
our  volumes,  you  increase  yours.”  Within  an  hour,  an  elegant  but 
meaningful deal was struck. DealsDirect, as Harold would so often say,  
had ‘lived to fight another day’.

Simon knew his stuff. Under his watch, revenue increased by 50% in 
twelve months, and it was profitable growth. I enjoyed working with 
him,  and  the  metrics  were  all  up.  But  by  now  I  sensed  that  not 
everyone on our foundation board shared my enthusiasm. Hindsight is 
a wonderful thing, and with all of it at my disposal, I realise now that I  
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should have done more checking in with key stakeholders through that 
year.  But  my  dashboard  for  how  well  things  were  going  were  the 
numbers, and the numbers were pretty good. Simon had taken on the 
leadership  of  the  business  with  gusto.  We  all  got  our  copy  of  Jim 
Collins’  “Good to Great” – which by the way I  think is  an excellent  
read. He took the leadership team away to offsite weekends to nut out 
key strategies. But along with some of his management practices, he 
was  also  certainly  putting  significant  performance  pressure  on  the 
leadership team as well as key suppliers. There was no place to hide,  
and for some, it might have felt like the good old days were behind 
them.  But  nostalgia  is  not  always  helpful  in  a  fast  changing  and 
increasingly  competitive  space.  This  was,  after  all,  war.  On  a  big 
mountain.

But despite his robust management style, he was also the first leader 
in the business to start crafting short and long-term incentives for staff  
with  some  vigour.  He  would  ensure  the  whole  team  would  be 
beneficiaries of its success. As the momentum built, Simon applied his 
robust leadership  style  to the executive directors  in  the business.  I 
think Simon felt that as CEO he had a job to do, and given that both  
Mike and I had executive roles in the business, we occasionally felt the 
heat  of  his  robust  leadership  style.  According  to  Wikipedia,  the 
definition of Founders Syndrome is “when an organization’s scope of 
activities widens and the number of stakeholders increases. Without 
an effective and inclusive decision making process, there is potential 
for conflict between newcomers who seek effective involvement with 
organizational development and the founder(s) who seek to dominate 
the decision making process.  Disruptive to both to the organisation 
and to the individuals  concerned,  it  should be carefully  and clearly 
diagnosed and addressed quickly and decisively.”

I’ve stated before that I  never suffered ‘Founder’s Syndrome’. But I  
was one of four shareholders. With equal votes.  Despite this being a 
pretty apt place to discuss it further, I truly believe there is no merit  
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into going into the whole sorry saga. Ultimately, it  was agitation by 
management,  combined  with  some  board  concerns,  that  saw  it 
collegially  agreed that Simon would “pursue external  opportunities” 
and that management of the company would revert back to me and 
Mike. Pa ‘n’ Ma. I was crestfallen, having sensed a major opportunity 
had just slipped through our fingers and walked out the door. To me, it  
was a significant setback, probably the low point of my journey. For 
what it’s worth, Simon and I parted as friends, and remain so today. 

Simon was always going to be a guy with endless prospects. Within a 
month or so of his DealsDirect tenure ending, I took a call from Trent 
Petersen, the CEO of Catalyst, a private equity firm who held a stake in 
Ezibuy, a New Zealand based clothing catalogue business in need of a 
makeover and strong leadership. They were looking for a CEO. I was 
the referee. I was unequivocal. “Trent, I don’t think you could find a 
better, more suitable CEO than Simon West. I  would grab him with  
both hands.” It was recommendation for the role without reservation, 
and I knew Simon would make a success of it. Simon moved back to his 
native  New  Zealand  with  his  family  and  we  kept  in  touch 
intermittently.  I  was  not  surprised to  read  in  August  of  2013,  that 
under  Simon’s  watch,  Ezibuy  had  been  sold  to  Woolworths  for 
AUD$306  million.  Well  done  Simon  and  team  Ezibuy!  And  a  good 
acquisition by Woolworths. 

Simon will no doubt continue to hold leadership roles in the industry.  
Did I have a small twinge that it could have been us?   Yes. But I also 
know that the past is like your arse, it’s behind you. Move on. 

If  Simon’s  departure  was  to  see  a  significant  impact  on  our 
momentum, another event was to amplify  it,  and result  in another 
significant body blow to our growth trajectory and dream run. I was 
settling  back  into  the  CEO  role  (feeling  no  different  about  my 
reinstated  title  by  the  way),  when  I  received  a  flurry  of 
correspondence  from  the  Australian  Consumer  and  Competition 
Commission (ACCC). The ACCC has always taken an active interest in 
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retail, but usually the bigger end of town, especially the concentration 
of power wielded by the duopoly of Coles and Woolworths. We had a 
great track record with customers, had won a number of consumer 
and customer service awards, so I didn’t imagine for a second we were 
on their radar. We were.

It was a small group, in fact just two unhappy suppliers, and they were 
making waves at  the Commission.  One was a  sole  trader who had 
struggled  with  the  transition  from  dealing  with  Mike  and  I,  the 
founders, to dealing with our growing team of buyers and had become 
verbally  abusive  about  it.  We  had  no  option  but  to  terminate  the 
relationship.  The  other  was  a  very  sizeable  global  ‘As  Seen  on  TV’ 
brand  who  were  very  unhappy,  not  just  with  DealsDirect,  but  the 
whole online retail market that they perceived were disrupting their 
high  margin  “but  wait,  there’s  more!”  infomercial  business  model. 
Both suppliers had been very vocal with the commission that we had 
been acting unconscionably with them. And whilst those claims had no 
merit and were quickly dismissed, it put us well and truly on the ACCC 
radar.

A  keen-eyed  enforcement  officer  picked  us  up  on  displayed 
recommended retail prices on lesser known brands. This is a common 
enforcement  action  that  jewellery  stores  often  get  pulled  up  on. 
Simply  put,  if  a  retailer  displays  a  recommended  retail  price,  the 
retailer needs to have sold that item in a “reasonable quantity for a 
reasonable  amount  of  time”  to  be  compliant.  We  were  relying  on 
recommended  retail  prices  from  our  suppliers  and  wholesalers  to 
illustrate  the  difference  between  our  selling  price  and  their 
recommended retail prices. This is not a compliant strategy in terms of 
Australian Consumer Law, or the then Trade Practices Act. Period. Let 
me say upfront that I have no bone to pick with the Commission. They 
acted professionally at all times, and ignorance is no excuse before the 
law.  But  I  do  wonder  why  a  few  supplier  complaints  triggered  an 
investigation?  My  sense  is  that  given  we  were  the  largest  online 
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retailer at the time, the Commission wanted to send out a clear signal 
that retail is retail, and that full compliance with Australian Consumer 
Law was not optional. They dealt with our transgression with firmness 
but even handedly. We were not fined, but committed to a detailed 
program of compliance and remediation. Very expensive to administer 
and manage, and very very time consuming. If the desired aim was to 
slow us down, it did. 

Most pointedly, I was asked, as part of our undertaking, to use every 
speaking opportunity, and I had many, to talk about the experience. 
Which I  duly  did.  Smart  move by  the ACCC,  I  was hung out to  dry 
proverbially,  a  very  clear  example  and  illustration  to  the  industry. 
Ironically, I believe the whole experience made the business stronger 
more robust  and more resilient  around compliance,  quality  control 
and customer best practice. We went on to win a series of Canstar 
Customer  Service  Awards,  as  best  department  store  in  Australia, 
trumping larger  brands likes  Myer and Kmart.  But at  the time,  the 
ACCC intervention was designed to sting. And sting it did. 

Not long after,  I  took my regular annual  pilgrimage to the Internet 
Retailer Conference and Exhibition (IRCE) in Chicago. Mike and I had 
attended their very first event in back in 2003, as I recall, and had been 
to most  of  them since.  We were still  feeling,  although less  so,  the 
ripples of Simon West’s departure. For some team building, we took 
our core leadership team to Chicago for the event, the largest global 
online retail  event.  The highlight of the event was to be a morning 
keynote  by  Stephanie  Tilenius,  who  I  knew  from  eBay.  She  had 
transitioned to a Google Vice President role. Her message, delivered 
with laser insights; Google was betting the farm on a new retail driven 
by “mobile, social, personalization and local”. With 20/20 vision, spot 
on. What a call it was, perhaps only missing “global” as the fifth pillar. 

I  was  impressed  –  this  pivotal  presentation  was  exactly  what  we 
needed to hear. I looked around to see the response of our leadership 
team to this landmark speech and important message for our future. 
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Empty seats. My heart sank. Many of them had not surfaced from a 
big night out, a Chicago White Sox game that they had attended with 
some other Aussies.  It  turned out  to be an expensive night  out,  in 
more ways than one.

In all, 2009 had been a tough year. The GFC was of course in full swing,  
and  despite  the  government’s  stimulus  payments  (affectionately 
known as  the  ‘flat  screen  TV bonus’),  consumer  confidence  wasn’t 
stellar. Largely independent to all this, DealsDirect had faced its own 
share of challenges, so I was keen to end the year on a positive note, 

in fact with a bang. In late December 2009, I hosted my 50th birthday 
at  The  Basement,  Sydney’s  foremost  blues  and  jazz  club  down  on 
Circular  Quay.  I  called  it  my  “Worlds  Collide”  party,  an  oblique 
reference to George Constanza of Seinfeld who lived in perpetual fear 
of “ Georgie’s worlds colliding.”  I invited around two hundred friends 
and family, from all facets of my life to celebrate. Mindful that the only  
chance I would ever have to grace the hallowed stage of The Basement 
was to  hire  it,  I  got  together on stage with  a few mates  from our 
garage band, Meat Raffle, and played a rousing set. Ending with my 
personal favourite, Jimi Hendrix’s Red House. As BB King once said, the 
more  you  play  the  blues,  the  more  they  go  away.  And  the  night 
certainly seemed to wash away the challenges of 2009, if only for a 
time. 

That  night  I  was  able  to  have  my  cake  and  eat  it  too.  However, 
mirroring this in business was becoming increasingly more difficult…
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DIRECT LESSON #7:  BOXES DON’T ALL COME WITH PERFECT 
RIBBONS

Things  don’t  always  happen  precisely  how  you  plan  them  to.  In 
business or in life. It’s just a fact. Prepare for it and deal with it.

Someone else has said it better than me:

“Everyone wants a perfect ending. But over the years I’ve learned 
that some of the best poems don’t rhyme, and many great stories 
don’t  have  a  clear  beginning,  middle,  or  end.  Life  is  about  not 
knowing, embracing change, and taking a moment and making the 
best of it without knowing what’s going to happen next. Sometimes I 
get tired, and cranky, and fall into the deep blue funk. I have days 
where I want to stand outside and scream at the top of my lungs. I 
try not to let those days control me; and I certainly don’t them stop 
me. I try to cherish the beautiful moments, to remember the good, 
and the sweet.  All the while pushing forward never knowing what 
lies around the next corner, but hoping it is bigger and better than 
the last.  For  they are all  merely  passing moments  in  the greatest 
adventure ever; LIFE!“ 

Andrea’s Blog

62



8: THE PARADOX OF CHOICE 

“The problem, simply put, is that we cannot choose everything  
simultaneously. So we live in danger of becoming  

paralyzed by indecision, terrified that every choice might 
be the wrong choice.” 

Elizabeth Gilbert 

The free market, when it works, is a powerful force – no question. We 
should not have been surprised that our early success at DealsDirect 
had seen the entry of a significant amount of competitors, and quickly.  
Four large online players quickly emerged. DealsDirect was one, and 
clearly the first; then came Catch of the Day, GraysOnline and Ozsale. 
(OO were also a strong competitor in the early days, recently acquired 
by GraysOnline.) 

This group of brands was sometimes referred to as the ‘Big Four’ in the 
industry.  Whilst  each  brand  had  its  own  character  and  distinct 
position, the key unifying factor of our success was that we had all  
invested heavily in supply chain and distribution. Our early hunch that  
the  game  was  to  be  won  or  lost  around  logistics  capabilities  was 
shared by our “frenemies” heading up these fast growing businesses. 
Over time, we were also all to be bound by another common thread. 
We  were  all  to  attract  so  called  “corporate  capital”.  Cornerstone 
partnerships were forged with private equity players, and The Big Four 
all attracted subsequent injections of capital. More about that later.

63



All  the  research  was  indicating,  early  in  our  journey,  that  the  key 
drivers  of  online  retail  were  price,  convenience  and  choice.  We 
certainly were focused on competitive pricing, and our slogan “Love a 
Bargain” spoke to our focus on great deals. Our heavy investment in 
supply  chain  and  systems  meant  the  majority  of  product  was 
dispatched on the same day of order, ticking the convenience box. So 
it seemed logical that a focus on choice and variety meant we should 
build,  expeditiously,  sizeable  range  and  categories.  ‘More  is  more’. 
Mike  and  his  small  team  of  planners  were  developing  strong 
competencies  in  merchandise  planning,  supported  by  the  years  of 
experience of Joel Bloom. We upped the ante, bringing in a weighty 
consultant, Arnold Sloshberg, known in the trade as the ‘Houdini of 
merchandise  planning.’,  He  had been  a  successful  retailer  in  South 
Africa, credited for building out Reject Shop’s merchandise strategy, 
which had been extremely successful. Our customers showed a sense 
of  adventure  and were of  course  more than  comfortable  shopping 
across categories. 

Our mantra became, loosely, that ‘a bargain wasn’t a bargain, unless 
you were looking for it’. Whilst I drove and supported this strategy, I 
was personally  a bit uneasy with the direction. In truth, my trading 
DNA  had  been  built  in  the  auctioneering  industry,  an  exciting  and 
opportunistic  commercial  model,  where  neither  you,  nor  your 
customers, knew what was going to be for sale next week. DealsDirect 
had started as an opportunistic model in 2004, indeed our very first  
email  newsletter  to  our  customers  had  only  six  products.  But 
intuitively,  we  pushed  on  with  the  idea  that  bigger  was  better  – 
growing  the  range,  and  categories.  I  brushed  away  my  sense  of 
unease, attributing it to being pushed out of my comfort zone, and I 
worked  hard  on  understanding  the  key  principles  of  merchandise 
planning, which did not come naturally to me. 

It has been said that one needs to be careful about spending too much 
time developing one’s weaknesses. Because sometimes all you end up 

64



with  are  strong  weaknesses.  Clearly,  I  was  succumbing  to  this 
syndrome. But the bigger question was, could an online business grow 
into the hundreds of millions of dollars revenue and beyond, on an 
opportunity buy model? We felt, probably not. We were to be proven 
wrong.

We watched with a mixture of bemusement and alarm the meteoric 
rise of two iconic “daily deal” or “flash sale” models: Catch of the Day  
and Ozsale. They proved, and continue to do so, that customers are 
more than comfortable to purchase product they might not need, but 
at prices they cannot resist. And that the dynamic model of intentional  
scarcity,  or,  “snooze  you  lose”,  was  ideally  suited  to  the  new  and 
dynamic online consumer direct model. 

Catch of the Day founders, brothers Gabby and Hezi Leibovitch, were 
early  suppliers  to  DealsDirect.  Two  very  street  savvy  and  capable 
operators, they had retail, and more importantly, trading in their DNA. 
They had been sourcing out of China for some time, and had a strong 
presence  on  alternative  retail  channels,  like  consumer  direct  TV 
marketing. Remember that vacuum cleaner that could pick up bowling 
balls? That was theirs. And so we started buying a bit of product from 
them, and the volume of orders started to build. Naturally, with the 
forces  of  disintermediation,  the  removal  of  the  middle  man, 
wholesalers like Gabby and Hezi were, most intuitively, always keen to 
fish where the fish were biting, and knew a good channel when they 
saw one. 

Their  first  online  venture  was  DailyDeals.com.au  and  most 
paradoxically, stocked quite a significant amount of range. I don’t think 
Gabby and Hezi will mind me saying that in fact, this early site looked a 
bit  like  DealsDirect.  We  were  the  first  to  market,  the  aspirational 
brand, shining a light for this new online retail entrepreneurship. Later 
Gabby was to tell me that one of the reasons they decided to move 
away from range into the opportunistic daily deal model was that in  
their early years they did not have the capital or resource to build out 
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the range. Lucky them! Gabby and Hezi were also masters at scoping 
out  and  tuning  into  overseas  trends.  A  small  somewhat  offbeat 
business,  Woot.com,  was  gaining  enormous  traction  in  the  USA. 
Quirky and irreverent in their marketing style, they sold just one item 
line a day, and we got word that they could sell  tens of thousands, 
even  hundreds  of  thousands  of  one  product  line,  in  a  single  day. 
Interestingly, Woot.com was an offspring of an electronics wholesaler 
in the USA who struggled to move excess inventory. In this new world, 
wholesalers were fast becoming retailers and indeed retailers could 
sometimes  play  in  the  wholesale  game  with  their  commercial 
divisions.  

The  Leibovitch  brothers  were  watching  Woot  closely  and  probably 
weren’t  surprised  when  Amazon.com  acquired  Woot  for  around 
US$200  million.  From  their  initial  small  DailyDeals.com.au  business 
emerged a shining star in Australian retail. Catch of the Day. Using a 
unique blend of color, theatre, cheek and red hot deals, Catch of the 
Day  proved  that  shopping  could  very  quickly  become  hunting. 
Targeted at a younger segment, the hot deal of the day, would have a 
sold out sign on it quickly. Playing the primal “FOMO” ( fear of missing 
out) card, web traffic to Catch of the Day soared off the charts. Whilst 
in truth, they quite quickly started building a bit more range via their 
“Catch-a-thons”, a shop-as-much-as-you-like with capped shipping, it 
wasn’t an orderly or ‘boring’ category range that established retailers 
had been focussing on. Catch of the Day was fast becoming a heady 
combination of theatre and punting. Retail entertainment at its best. 
 Of course underpinning this dynamic model was a strong focus and 
investment on supply chain and customer experience.  

I could only marvel. Indeed, dare I admit, covet their business model. It 
was unhealthy! Good business people know that the best way to mind 
their  own  business  is  to  mind  their  own  business.  And  that  an 
obsession with the competition can defocus one from the opportunity 
and  development  in  one’s  own  business.  But  with  us,  and  our 
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customers, only being a click away from such a dynamic model, it was 
hard not to spend time on the Catch of the Day website. I  felt  the 
same excitement as their customers to see what hot product they had 
that  day.  I  expect  many  retailers  were also watching  them closely. 
Whilst the relationship between me and the Leibovitch brothers had 
cooled somewhat since their shift from supplier to competitor, I still 
maintained contact, and thought some sort of tie-up between Catch 
and DealsDirect might be possible. At a board meeting I urged Harold 
and  Joel  to  go  down  to  Melbourne  to  meet  with  them.  The 
combination of Catch of the Day’s maverick model and the stability of 
the DealsDirect range I saw as the perfect retail combination. Clearly 
Harold and Joel were the custodians of capital, or indeed had access to 
it. Mike and I were still singing for our supper. 

And so Harold and Joel went down to Melbourne to meet with them. 
Perhaps  I  should  have  primed  them  what  to  expect.  By  now, 
DealsDirect  was  ensconced  in  a  modern  and  very  sizeable  40,000 
square meter facility. We were leading the field in supply chain and 
automation.  We had invested in  a  punchy warehouse management 
system, linked to RF scanners and a ‘pick by voice’ functionality, where 
a  computer  generated  message  would  tell  our  picking  staff  which 
racking bay to go to for the product.  We looked and acted like  an 
established  retailer.  Well,  we  were.  The  Catch  guys  had  taken  a 
different approach to the early part of their journey, and despite their 
lightening growth, had not made as much progress with automation 
and supply chain. And unapologetically so. They were focused on the 
age old mantra, coined by Bill Gates many moons ago, that ‘content is  
king.’ Their focus was on sourcing the hottest deals around, both in 
Australia and indeed around the globe. 

At  the  time,  they  were  based  in  an  older  style  ‘saw tooth’  roofed 
warehouse, painted bright yellow. Within those canary-coated walls, 
they had systems, but not with the same level of automation we had. 
They had also taken on the oldie but a goodie mantra of cutting the 
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frills to save on the bills,  thus allowing the sale of product at much 
lower margins. Efficient. They did not initially offer the same dispatch 
times we were, perhaps playing on the psyche that the hottest deal in  
town  could  not,  should  not,  be  backed  up  by  a  lightening  fast 
fulfillment  experience.  In  truth,  one of  the reasons,  they could  not  
offer same day dispatch, is that they were also pioneering the ‘hold 
and sell’ model  - taking an option on a sizeable parcel of stock from a 
supplier,  running it  on Catch of the Day for twenty four hours, and 
then placing the order with supplier based on the run rate. A perfectly  
de-risked model.

I waited anxiously for the debrief from Harold and Joel. Was there a 
deal to be done? I sensed that we needed Catch’s flair,  and in turn  
they needed our ranged retail competencies and experience. The news 
was not what I  had hoped for.  “I  don’t  reckon it’s  a business” Joel 
ventured.  And  who  could  blame  him.  A  successful  retailer  with 
decades of experience, he was using his in built radar to assess the 
opportunity. Applying perhaps, an older retail lens, to a fast-changing 
new retail  paradigm. I  sensed Harold might have had a more open 
mind  to  the  opportunity,  but  Joel’s  lukewarm  assessment  of  the 
business meant a transaction opportunity was dismissed.  

And  anyway,  there  was  also  the  issue  of  business  culture.  Putting 
businesses, indeed business people together, is no easy feat. Diversity 
can be a strength of course, but can also challenge things. Catch of the 
Day was a wickedly irreverent culture. The only rule – there weren’t 
any.  Meanwhile  DealsDirect  was building  its  footprint  on  tried and 
tested  paradigms.  Range,  stability,  discipline  and  great  customer 
service.  Odd that the once-mavericks were now by comparison the 
settled  and  sensible  ‘elder  statesmen’  of  the  category!  To  be  fair, 
chalk and cheese had nothing on our two respective businesses. Chuck 
in a healthy dose of ego, on both sides, and in truth, whilst on paper, I  
loved the idea, the practicalities would have been hard. I was at peace 
with the decision, but disappointed. 
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I had another solid reason to be anxious for some form of a result from 
these  discussions.  Around  this  time,  another  sweeping  force  was 
ripping  through  retail.  Known as  “group buying”  and  pioneered  by 
Groupon and its founder Andrew Mason, this model had its origin in 
Chicago in the wake of the GFC. Businesses with high fixed cost, like 
restaurants,  all  manner  of  services,  travel,  and  more,  found 
themselves  with  plenty  of  surplus  capacity  but  still  had  their  fixed 
costs. Mason pioneered a concept, that was to leverage the growing 
power  of  social  media.  His  proposition  to  small  and  not  so  small 
businesses was that Groupon could get a “group” together who would 
collectively agree to buy unsold inventory in volume and a price break 
would be passed to the group. It was volume discount, on steroids! 

With social media and mobility as the driving levers, it was easy to see 
that while the initial offers were in services, travel and entertainment,  
a pivot to product and daily specials would be inevitable. Again, Gabby 
and Hezi had spotted a new trend, and were first on it. Scoopon, a 
brand within the Catch Group was an unashamed clone of Groupon. 
And  in  the  ultimate  chutzpah,  the  Leibovitch  boys  registered 
Groupon.com.au in  Australia  and redirected it  to  Scoopon!  Andrew 
Mason was furious, venting on his high profile blog and in the media.  
Gabby  was  unrepentant,  enjoying  the  profile  and  the  enormous 
branding it bought to his new business as the media stories went viral. 
 This  perfect  convergence  of  a  new  style  of  retail,  combined  with 
significant growth in revenue, web traffic and profile brought investors 
knocking. Catch of the Day were also moving into a group model, with 
a portfolio of adjacent web model they could cross market too. They 
included  Catch  of  the  Day,  Scoopon,  Grocery  Run  and  others  that 
would emerge to form part of their new group portfolio. 

Another well-known Australian brand that had its origins in being a 
supplier  to DealsDirect  was OO.com.au.  Yaron Remen, the founder, 
was  an  iconic  South  African  retail  success  story.  Starting  Hi  Fi 
Corporation in Johannesburg decades ago, he built  the “JB Hifi  ” of 
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South Africa, and sold it for big dollars. Yaron would have arrived in 
Australia around the same time as I did, although we did not know 
each other then. He dabbled in consumer electronics retail for a few 
years, before heading into the wholesale side of things with his Yale  
Appliance Group. He had an incredible track record in China, and a 
well-established office in Hong Kong. Indeed, Yaron and his partners, 
Meir  Shabat  and  Leonard  Kirsch,  were  generous  and  important 
suppliers to an early but fast growing DealsDirect. They supported us 
initially with smaller volumes, and as we grew, that support started 
paying dividends as our orders lifted. Our first container program was 
with Yaron and the Yale Group. I remember the moment quite vividly.  
“Congratulations on your first can!,” Leonard had quipped as I signed 
the  purchase  order  for  that  original  container,  or  “can”  as  it  was 
known.

Our growth in volume got their attention, and Yaron, with a keen eye 
for retail and the opportunity, was keen to get onboard, beyond just 
being a supplier. Whilst I suspect we might have been able to do a deal 
with  him,  Mike  and  I  were  very  different  in  our  approach  and 
management style, and he opted to go it alone with a hardy team of 
founding  staff.  He  had  all  the  pieces  of  the  puzzle.  Great  supply, 
enormous retail nous and a thorough understanding of logistics and 
distribution.  The  only  weakness  I  thought  was  that  the  early  OO 
initially appeared very much a clone of DealsDirect. And I am firmly of  
the view, that the digital era rewards innovation, not imitation. 

Imitation can be a strategy I suppose, but I don’t see it that way. True  
disrupters  do things in new and different ways.  My definitions  and 
opinions aside, OO quite quickly became a formidable competitor, as I  
knew they would. We had the significant first mover advantage, and 
they were never able to quite catch us, despite their skills base and 
access to capital.  However I  felt  they became a much more serious 
competitor  when  a  new  CEO  stepped  up,  Rolf  Krecklenberg.  He 
immediately moved away from a clone model and implemented fresh 
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branding  and  a  site  redesign.  Game  on.  And  like  all  of  the  larger 
players in the space, OO partnered with a larger strategic and capital 
partner, Nu World, a Johannesburg Stock Exchange listed entity, which 
had a long track record in consumer electronics wholesale in South 
Africa.  In  April  of  2013,  OO were strategically  acquired  by  another 
large player in the space, GraysOnline. Consolidation in a fragmented 
space seemed to me to be inevitable, and this transaction made sense. 
More about that later. 

What is  it  about  brothers  who are awesome traders?  Ozsale is  an 
Australian phenomenon. Like the Catch of the Day boys, Ozsale was 
started by brothers, Carl and Jamie Jackson, affable, but very astute 
traders, out of the UK. Both Jamie and Carl had deep retail experience.  
Jamie, a highly experienced rag trader, doing deals around the globe, 
Carl  a  highly  experienced  retail  operations  professional.  When  the 
Gowings  business  went  bust  in  Australia,  Jamie  opportunistically 
bought all the stock from the liquidators. That appears to have been 
their start in Australia.  I  met with Carl,  when they first commenced 
operations in Australia in 2007. Although I knew they would bring a 
fresh round of competition, I felt then, and still do, that the size of the 
pie is the big prize, and that they would be a welcome and competent 
contributor to the fast growing online retail ecosystem.  

Customers were jumping on board new and dynamic business models. 
And like the Catch brothers,  Jamie and Carl  were also scanning the 
horizon for fresh trends. The quaintly named “flash sale” model was 
emerging out of the US and Europe, led by brands like Vent Privee and  
Gilt  Groupe. I  was struck by the fact that these opportunistic retail 
models – namely group buying, daily deals and flash sales – all in fact 
seemed very similar in their DNA. But the key distinction of the flash 
sales  model  was  that  it  was  a  closed  member  only  “prive”  model, 
where  brands,  supplying  deep  discounts,  have  some  modicum  of 
comfort that there is some discretion assured in the way their brands 
are represented in a deep discount milieu. In truth, I sensed that was 
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more  a  marketing  pitch  to  get  brands  feeling  comfortable.  But  it 
worked. 

Ozsale launched as a flash sale site, and the combination of their savvy 
trading skills with the discretion of a member club model, meant that 
they were able to source recognized brands at some chunky discounts. 
An area DealsDirect, as a cards up online department store, had not 
had as much success getting established brand buy in.  Ozsale have 
continued their growth trajectory, and are the only one of the “Big 
Four”  to  strategically  move  their  model  outside  of  Australia. 
Singapore,  Malaysia,  New  Zealand,  Thailand  to  start.  Smart  move. 
They have recognised that this new retail is global and that barriers to 
entry  to  global  expansion  are  lowering  with  the  consumer  direct 
delivery model. They have set the pace in this aspect. Well done to the  
Wizards of Ozsale. 

*

In the late nineties, as a new arrival to Australia, I used to spend free 
time heading out to watch live auctions in Sydney’s western suburbs. 
Motor  and  general  auctions,  under  the  very  formal  ‘Gray  Eisdell 
Timms’ banner. Early auctioneering firms often took on the names of 
their founders. A bit like a law or accounting firm. Rather Dickensian I 
thought. Brass name plates and wrought iron hinges on the door and 
all  that.  I  used  to  chat  briefly  with  Cameron  Poolman,  a  dynamic 
younger member of the team who was already a pretty accomplished 
auctioneer. Cameron was a university graduate, an engineer, who had 
been seduced by the excitement and dynamic nature of the auction 
industry – and so ran away to join the auction circus, if you will. 

Cameron recognised early on that the auctioneering industry, like all 
industries,  was going  to  be significantly  and completely  structurally 
altered by the digital shift. Furthermore, had the intellect, energy and 
foresight  to  drive  the  change  within  the  business.  Over  time,  and 
indeed with the support of Geoff K Gray, one of the early doyens of 
the industry, he transformed the business online, with the noble Gray 
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Eisdell  Timms  arriving  squarely  in  the  21st Century  simply  as 
GraysOnline. 

GraysOnline had its roots in sizeable auction events, including asset 
dispersal  of  well-known  companies  that  had  gone  into  liquidation. 
Although its name embraced the new digital world, strategically they 
continued  to  conduct  on  site,  live  auctions,  with  a  strong  focus  in 
selling  plant  and  equipment,  mining  machinery  and  similar.  Big 
business. But they wrapped around this high level activity a growing 
portfolio of consumer auctions, developing traction in wine, jewellery, 
general  consumer  product,  and  even  fine  art.  Starting  bids  of  $9 
became their hallmark, and it reminded me a bit of the early days of 
Auctionbrokers.  Another  familiar  trait  was  their  continual  focus  on 
state of the art warehousing and distribution capabilities. 

Naturally  I  was  curious  when Cameron  started  fixed  price  sales  of  
similar product to what DealsDirect  was carrying.  I  was incredulous 
when I heard from suppliers that “Grays were buying stock.” , It was a  
significant  shift  from  their  successful,  less  capital  intensive 
consignment model, which drives any auction business. So why spend 
money on your own stock when you could consign goods from others? 
 I  had a good relationship with Cameron,  and given we both had a 
background in the auctioneering game, I could be upfront with him. 
“Cameron, if the retail game and auctioneering were so similar, well, 
DealsDirect would have got into it,” I  once commented to him, in a 
good spirited banter. Cameron knew I had had a number of years in 
the auction game, and when we transitioned to DealsDirect, despite 
the continued growth of online auctions, I  kept well  away from it. I 
felt, and still do, that whilst they are both forms of retail, they require 
different mindsets and skill sets. Hard to do them both well. In April  
2013, Graysonline acquired OO. My sense was that this was a smart 
decision to ‘ import’ the retail smarts of OO into the Grays business.  
Maybe Cameron had seen it my way after all?  
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And so, there we all were, the Big Four, eyeing each other up at the 
beginning of a new decade. The industry had come so far in just ten 
short years – five even, and it was now a far busier place than ever. It 
was also becoming increasingly ‘pointier’ with each new innovation or 
brand launch. We jostled and we stood tall, awaiting the next strategic  
move from our ‘frenemies’. If the strategy was all chess, the reality felt  
more like a high-stakes game of musical chairs.  And just like in the 
game,  there  was always  that  ever-present  possibility  that  someone 
was going to lose their seat... 

DIRECT LESSON 8:  INNOVATE, DON’T IMITATE

I sensed we needed to recalibrate our strategy when I overheard one 
of our senior buyers telling a supplier in passing that we planned to 
be “the online Big W Australia.” I was quick to point out that there 
was already an online Big W in Australia and it certainly wasn’t us! 

I suppose our buyer was simply taking the safe option of trying to 
define our  model  by deferring to another  retailer.  But this  simple 
remark could have meant that we had drifted from a hard focus on a 
unique sustainable proposition (USP), and a powerful, defining and 
defendable point of difference. Good retailers keep a laser focus on 
ensuring that they have their USP front of mind always. But it is so 
easy to drift.

As  Catch  of  the  Day’s  shiny  launch  showed  us,  within  the  vast 
tapestry  of  the  retail  landscape,  there  are  many  models  that  are 
appealing  to  entrepreneurs.  Being  inspired  by  them  is  one  thing, 
wanting to emulate their models is not a strategy. Retail is a deeply 
creative endeavour at its core. You would not find a respected artist 
copying  another.  Sure  they  might  be,  would  be,  influenced  and 
inspired by others, but that is very different to copying. 

Don’t be distracted. BE the distraction.
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The Auctionbrokers Van – I was often asked how many we had on the

 

road. Just one, but busy!

 

75



76

Naïve Picture, By Sue Isaacs (my sister) of the Vintage Guitar Café.
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Early beginnings, Auctionbrokers Annandale – “Between a rock and a  
hard place!” 
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With Meg Whitman, eBay CEO, later to run for Governor of California.
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Warehouse Number 2, and the Team is Growing, 2004. 

Warehouse Number 4, Bigger Team, 2011. 
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ORIA Award – The Grandfather Steps up!
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My 50that The Basement  – The More you play the blues, the more  
they go away…
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Simon West with Shannon Micallef – Happy Days! 
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Simon Kelly  - “ Kelly the Cavalry” – CEO number 2
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Recent pic with Gabby from Catch of the Day. Picture of me with dart
 

through my head. The greatest compliment. 

Jack Ma of Alibaba in 2007, Web 2.0 San Francisco. Largest IPO in his-
tory coming up… Watch this space! 
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With Tony Hsieh, founder of Zappos.com “Your Culture is your Brand”. 
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The AFR Panel – Me, Sue Morphett, Bernie Brookes, Ian McLeod  –  
Flattering Pic!

My sons Jacob and Max- “The soul is healed by being with children” ―  
Fyodor Dostoyevsky.



9: DEAL OR NO DEAL

“It’s not a question of enough, pal. It’s a Zero Sum game – somebody  
wins, somebody loses. Money itself isn’t lost or made, it’s simply  

transferred – from one perception 
to another. Like magic.”

Gordon Gekko – Wall Street

As the “Big Four” – DealsDirect,  Catch of  the Day, GraysOnline and 
Ozsale – battled for supremacy, it became clear that access to capital 
was going to be another common denominator, and definer in each 
player’s journey. We had all dived deeply into supply chain processes. 
The next battleground to allow us to reach the next level would be 
access  to  capital.  In  our  quest  for  that  elusive  ‘pointy  end’  –  the 
summit of the mountain – capital would be our oxygen.

2011 shaped as the pivotal year for the space. The year that the Big 
Four all partnered with private equity. Ozsale, first out of the blocks, 
had teamed up with Insight Venture  Partners  in  late 2010,  bedded 
down in early 2011. Insight is a global private equity firm based out of 
New York, with a very impressive portfolio of investments. Brands like 
New Egg, 360Buy (China), Shopify and Hayneedle to name just a few. 
Ozsale  were  in  good  company.  Meanwhile,  Caledonia  Investments 
closed in on GraysOnline in early 2011, so they were second. Caledonia 
is an Australian private investment group, with a diversified portfolio. 
Tiger Global had swooped in on Catch of the Day in May of 2011, also  
a  formidable  global  private  equity  firm  that  had  made  substantial 
ecommerce  investments  on  all  continents.  It  was  a  capital  feeding 
frenzy!
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As these transactions were playing out, both through the grapevine 
and in the press, I knew we had to keep in the game. It wasn’t simply a  
case of imitating others. I felt, and still do, that the momentum in the 
market,  including the eventual,  albeit  often begrudging adoption of 
technology and online retail by the larger retailers meant we had to 
keep the pace. In 2010, I had mandated Eric Melman, our old friend 
and  banker  who  had  overseen  our  first  transaction  with  Harold 
Neumann and Joel Bloom, to run a process to find a suitable strategic 
partner for DealsDirect. We named this search ‘Project Gordon’. I’m 
not entirely sure why, but perhaps it was a play on the old villain (or  
was he?), Gordon Gekko from the Wall Street movie. 

We put together a quality Information Memorandum and Mike and I, 
along with our CFO David James, hit the road, meeting with interested 
counterparties, many who had approached us, expressing interest. But 
despite a number of reach outs from interested parties, I had a sense 
the process was not going to be plain sailing, and it wasn’t. 

Over  the  years,  DealsDirect  had  received  an  enormous  amount  of 
profile in the media. And with good reason. We were true pioneers in 
the  online  department  store  space.  We  had  been  disrupters, 
innovating and setting the bar. But that was some years earlier, and 
although our profile was strong and our brand was held in high regard 
by both customers and the industry, our growth trajectory had actually 
started to flatten. One obvious reason was a more competitive space. 
 The departure of Simon West had also been deeply disruptive, as his 
departure  had left  a  sort  of  vacuum that  the board had  not  quite 
factored in. So when it came to ‘opening our kimonos’ and showing 
our numbers to the counterparties in the process, they tended to be 
somewhat underwhelmed with what they saw. Simply put, our brand 
footprint was bigger than the actual numbers. 

This point was best illustrated by a fast-forward to 2012. I was invited 
to join a high profile retail launch event sponsored by the Australian 
Financial  Review and  Macquarie  Bank.  The  AFR  in  fact  run  regular 
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lunchtime executive speaker panels, on different industry points. This 
particular one was held in June 2012 in Melbourne at Myer’s beautiful  
ballroom on the top level of their flagship Melbourne store. Somewhat 
surreally, I found myself sitting on stage as a retail panelist alongside 
Myer’s  Bernie  Brookes,  Coles’s  Ian McLeod and Pacific  Brands’  Sue 
Morphet.  Iconic  retailers  and  yes,  the  heads  of  billion  dollar 
businesses.  And  me.  I  sensed  that  the  audience  of  four  hundred 
people,  whilst  respectful  and  engaged  with  the  event,  might  have 
been either somewhat bemused by my inclusion, or on the flipside,  
had a flattering perception of our size! Perhaps I am being unfair to 
DealsDirect here. We had indeed been the first movers in this  new 
retail,  and for that reason, and others,  deserved of  the panel spot.  
Nonetheless, in my introduction, to lighten the mood, especially with 
the other panelists,  I  quipped that my participation was a factor of 
being the only online retailer over fifty years of age, which raised a few 
chuckles and the event was a success.  

And whilst a perception of size could be seen as strength, some of the 
larger  listed  retailers  who  looked  at  us  were  very  clear  that  they 
needed us  to  be,  well,  bigger,  to  justify  the  transaction.  We were 
simply too small to get over the line. “Come back to us when you’re  
over $150 millon,” some said. (Ironically, our perceived size may have 
also scared off potential smaller investors who thought they couldn’t 
afford us.) On the flipside, some of the more acquisitive private equity 
firms  were  less  concerned  about  the  actual  revenue  numbers  but 
clearly wanted to see hockey stick shaped revenue growth. It was all 
about future upside. But we were also caught in no-man’s land here, 
battling to get the next round of growth building. It was a problem. 
Sure, our profit line was quite respectable, but a transaction based on 
a traditional multiple of earnings was also not a consideration for the 
shareholders,  in  such  a  fast  changing  and  morphing  space.  In 
summary, the absence of more scale and size, and the slowing down 
of growth took the wind out of Project Gordon’s sails.
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While Harold, Joel and Mike were supportive of Project Gordon, I also 
sensed that they felt that it wasn’t entirely necessary – that we could 
continue  on  without  external  capital  partners.  I  did  not  share  that 
view.  And  still  don’t.  With  all  of  the  “Big  Four”  now  either  well 
capitalised or  at  least  on their  way to strong capital  partnerships,  I 
sensed we would not be able to keep up without joining the party. 
One alternative strategy of course was not to focus on growth, and 
rather to take a more traditional ‘business as usual’ approach. Again, I 
sensed the vocalisation of this strategy, though a very respectable one 
in old retail was simply not an option in new retail. In new retail, if you  
are standing still, you are going backwards. 

One of the later parties to the table was Ellerston Capital. Ellerston 
was  established  as  a  subsidiary  of  CPH,  the  Packer  family  holding 
company  in  2004,  focusing  on  the  direct  public  equity  market  and 
managed fund investments. David Leslie is a super smart investment 
manager who ran the Ellerston Special Opportunities fund, and was 
looking at growth opportunities in the technology sector. David was, 
and still is, well regarded in the sector, and had been in conversations 
with a number of players in the space. David came out to see me with 
Martin Dalgleish and Anthony Klok. All great guys, with incredible track 
records.  Martin had been the CEO of  Optus Consumer Division and 
New Media with directorships including Consolidated Media Holdings. 
Anthony had been the chairman of Betfair and a senior executive of  
Crown Limited and PBL. Big hitters and all advisors to Ellerston. Their  
laser  analytical  skills  meant  they  very  quickly  got  a  handle  on  the 
DealsDirect business, the opportunities and threats. 

Interestingly enough, Ellerston was one of the few counterparties who 
actually came out to our offices and distribution centre. It’s a shame 
more parties didn’t, because it was here that you really got a strong 
visual sense that we had built out some quality capability, and were 
primed  for  growth.  I  really  liked  the  guys,  still  do,  and  as  always, 
relationships  often  have  a  bearing  on  smooth  transactions.  We 
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wrapped up an agreement quite quickly, struck on terms that, as the 
old saying goes, the best agreements are usually struck at that price 
point where both parties are moderately unhappy! By the end of April  
2011 we had our capital partner,  a healthy injection of capital,  and 
were ready to take a crack at the summit. The peak seemed near, but I 
could see that clouds were starting to close in. I’m not quite sure how 
a boat got up that metaphorical mountain, but all I knew was that it  
wasn’t going to be plain sailing.  

The media received the news of the Ellerston transaction well. Closed 
in April  2011, we were third investment cab off the rank of the Big  
Four, with Catch of the Day to follow about a month later with Tiger 
Global, but with a far higher valuation. The inclusion of Scoopon in the 
Catch  group  would  have  been  a  significant  needle  mover,  with 
Groupon in the US having  just  knocked back a $6billion offer  from 
Google in favour of  a  NYSE float later  in the year.  Despite it  being 
overseas, Scoopon would surely have benefited from the halo effect of 
that news.  2011 felt  very much like a coming of  age for Australian 
online retail. The pace was quickening. Established retailers however 
did not seem to share the same enthusiasm as the financial press for 
this tide rising the new boats. 

In fact, the ‘fragmentation and disconnect’ between the established so 
called “bricks and mortar” retailers and online retailers had intensified 
in early 2011, with a tight coalition of established retailers petitioning, 
very publicly for a decrease in the lower value threshold, ensuring GST 
would be levied on inbound product from overseas. Led by high profile 
retailers,  including Gerry Harvey, Solomon Lew and Bernie Brookes, 
they made a direct and personal appeal to government to intercede. 

I  believe  the  substance  of  their  plea  had  some  merit,  but  what 
followed was a storm of vitriol, protest and outrage from Australian 
shoppers – unleashed back on them, via mainstream and social media. 
Clearly,  an industry  essentially  calling  for  more tax  to  be levied on 
Australian shoppers was a bold, but with hindsight, flawed call.  And 
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the reasons for this backlash seemed pretty obvious. Besides a call for 
more tax, this coalition of retailers was headed up by some influential 
and  certainly  affluent  retailers  who  had  been  happily  lining  their 
pockets for decades! Sympathy for their plight was not forthcoming, 
from either government or the consumer. Having spent so many years 
‘out  in  the  cold’  due  to  our  location  at  the  bottom  of  the  world, 
Australian shoppers were finally enjoying – nay, embracing – this new 
borderless and global  retail.  Any attempt to  restrict  choice felt  like 
control tactics from the established incumbents of the status quo – 
more interested in protecting their own patch than a call for fairness 
and equity. 

Michael Fox of Shoes of Prey, a young and dynamic Australian online 
retailer,  took  a  different  view.  A  more  conciliatory  and  customer-
centric one. He argued in his blog, 22Michaels, that when selling to 
Australian  consumers,  the  playing  field  is  not  uneven.  Indeed  the 
benefits of local presence and shipping and returns is a real advantage, 
putting  Australian retailers  at  least  on par  or  even slightly  tips  the 
playing field in their favour. He went on to point out that the main  
threat  to  employment  in  Australian  retail  was  in  fact  a  lack  of  
innovation. He argued that for too long they had attempted to control  
and maintain the status quo.  The resulting lack of  competition and 
innovation void meant that retail workers and the Australian taxpayer 
were paying the price. He called for all Australian retailers to direct 
their energy to build a fantastic experience for their customer's online 
and out-innovate and out-compete their competition. 

In an ideal world, he agreed that we should levy GST and duties on all  
imports into Australia but that in reality it is highly inefficient to tax  
these imports. It’s not an ideal world. It would result in a net cost to 
the Australian tax payer and a net cost to the Australian consumer. He 
closed by saying “don’t be fooled, Australian retailers already have a 
fair go, should they choose to take advantage of it.” Brilliant.
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This was a fascinating glimpse of a business; Shoes of Prey, that, like 
DealsDirect and all other Australian-based online retailers was paying 
all the taxes of an Australian business, but not prepared to join the 
alienating  coalition  of  the  larger  established  retailers.  Creating  a 
further disconnect between Australian retailers and its customers was 
not  a  strategy.   But  it  seemed  to  create  a  divide,  an  absurd  one, 
between so called Australian “online” retailers and “offline” retailers. 
A divide I knew was not healthy at all. Surely it should be Australian 
business vs overseas business? Hmm.

*

Back at DealsDirect HQ, I had been upfront with our new partners at 
Ellerston Capital that, in my view, we still needed an executive CEO. 
Mike and I  had taken over the running of the business after Simon 
West’s departure, and while I felt we had, with the founding board of  
Harold and Joel, essential skills and knowledge to share, it seemed we 
still  required  a  professional  CEO  to  lead  the  team  and  execute 
strategy.  Shortly  after  they  made  their  investment,  David  Leslie 
suggested  Ellerston  send  in  an  associate  of  theirs,  Simon  Kelly.  A 
“financial ninja’ to quote David. 

This new Simon settled in quickly as CEO. He had come from COO/CFO 
role at Aristocrat Leisure, and prior to that with Goodman Fielder. He 
was a talented and driven executive. A great numbers man, with a 
keen eye for strategy. He had not come from “online retail” per se, but 
he  felt,  and  I  completely  agreed,  that  DealsDirect  was  very 
manageable, given the businesses and divisions he had run. I think we 
were all to find out that even small fox terriers can often have a nasty 
bite! In one my early conversations with Simon, I dropped in passing 
the word “splinternet”. Simon was intrigued. I think I had heard Ruslan 
Kogan  of  Kogan,  and  now  getting  a  lot  of  profile,  use  this  term, 
describing the internet as the ‘splinternet’  – a  borderless,  endlessly 
expanding digital landscape, where big brands would appear quickly 
and disappear just as quickly.  
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I went on to illustrate my point that DealsDirect was ranked as one the  
top 50 most trafficked web sites in Australia between 2005 – 2008 
according to Alexa Rankings, a web traffic ranking site. Now we would 
be lucky to make the top 300. Simon looked puzzled. “And yet our 
revenue,  whilst  starting  to  slow,  is  still  growing?”  he  reflected 
quizzically.  I  responded, “Simon, as the Internet expands, whilst  we 
might hold the size of our slice, by definition the pie expanding means 
we will struggle to hold our position. Maybe not a bad thing?” My final 
sentence hung thick in the air. Simon didn’t look as convinced.

A few weeks later, at a café in Mosman, I met with Simon and our new 
CFO,  Gavin  Dennis,  who  had  also  come  into  the  business  via  the 
Ellerston  transaction.  Together  we  mulled  over  Simon’s  proposed 
strategy – a “growth by adjacencies” model. DealsDirect would now 
become the DealsDirect  Group,  a  more diversified holding  of  retail  
web properties, with an overarching brand. A similar model had done 
rather  well  in  the  USA,  and  still  continues  to  prosper: 
Hayneedle.com.au. Hayneedle is part of the Insight portfolio, a brand 
that  holds  a  diversified  but  specialised  portfolio  of  retail  web 
businesses under the well-known retail umbrella. I think both Simon 
and I and the board accepted there was some risk to this strategy. 

Getting  defocussed  from  a  core  business  requires  a  ‘proceed  with 
caution’ approach. But there were plenty of examples of good digital 
businesses  that,  by  taking  on  a  few side  bets,  had  done  well.  The 
acquisition of PayPal by eBay was not widely applauded at the time. 
But it had become a masterstroke. Catch of the Day starting Scoopon, 
another. Our customers at DealsDirect had always been adventurous, 
as  we  introduced  new  categories;  they  showed  no  hesitation  in 
shopping across them. So why wouldn’t they shop across new adjacent 
retail  websites,  all  proudly  part  of  the  umbrella  of  the  DealsDirect  
Group?

Within  six  months,  our  portfolio  had expanded quickly  beyond the 
anchor  DealsDirect.com.au  to  include  a  grocery  business, 
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SupermarketDeals,  a  shoe  business,  Sole  Trove  and  a  daily  deals 
business, DealMe. As part of the growth by adjacencies, we were open 
to being the epicentre of roll ups, hoovering up smaller online retail  
businesses who were not able to transition to the next level. We then 
went on to acquire Shoppers Advantage, a Melbourne-based business 
playing in the loyalty space. Loyalty programs seemed to be a requisite 
for all Australian retailers. We did not have one, so this acquisition of 
Shoppers  Advantage made sense.  But  for  Simon,  managing a  small  
business in Melbourne was not going to be easy. And the indigestion 
from biting off more than we could chew was starting to be felt. But 
clearly the tide was rising all boats in the industry, and our Ellerston 
partners wanted us to keep the pace. Growth was the ballgame. We 
needed to keep up with the pack. For in this new world of retail, it was 
not the big eating the small, it was the fast eating the slow. Growth by  
adjacency. Whatever it takes.

It  was  a  wild  ride,  but  even  with  our  sizeable  and  adventurous 
customer base, the shift from rolling out new categories to rolling out 
new businesses, and acquiring others, may have proved to be a bridge  
too far.  We fell  into that fatal  trap I  had always cautioned against.  
Imitating not innovating. 

Our SupermarketDeals business was a follower,  hot on the heels  of 
Catch of the Day’s model, GroceryRun. Our SoleTrove shoe business 
was an also-ran to the Zappos-inspired StyleTread, and our DailyDeals 
model, late in the running, was a rushed attempt to capture some of 
the testorone-fueled growth of  businesses  like  Groupon,  Scoopon*, 
Living Social, Cudo, Spreets, Ouffer and others that were popping up 
over the place. We hadn’t been small and fast – we’d been big and 
slow.  What’s  more,  these  copycat  businesses  went  against  the 
DealsDirect DNA, and the market struggled to accept them, like a body 
rejecting an incompatible transplant organ. 

(*As I write, I note that Scoopon have just copped a AUD$1 million fine 
from the ACCC for Australian Consumer Law breaches. Whilst Scoopon 
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have done very well indeed to have come through the brutal attrition 
in  this  space,  this  ACCC  penalty  is  an  indictment  on  a  challenging 
business model,  where all  too often, customers and merchants can 
become dissatisfied.) 

And yet despite the fact we had spread ourselves rather wide, I still  
had  every  faith  in  Simon’s  capacity  to  build  process  and  cohesion 
around our “group” strategy. It was early days. He had let out the line,  
and I knew he had plans to start reeling in some big fish, as well as 
consolidating those areas of the business that weren’t cutting it. He 
had taken the business in a bold direction, and clearly had the skill,  
tenacity  and experience to see it  through.  But one morning in late 
2011, I sensed in his body language that I was to get some difficult and 
unexpected news when he asked to have a catch up, out of the blue.  

“Paul, it’s an offer I had not expected, but I can’t turn it down.” My 
mind  raced.  I  wanted  to  ask  a  thousand  questions  right  then  and 
there, but my brain told my mouth to shut it. Simon went on. “Nine 
Entertainment  Group’s  David  Gyngell  has  asked me to take up the 
COO role with them in early 2012. It’s a significant career move for me, 
I’ve thought long and hard about it, I am sorry.” And with that, our 
number  1  became  a  Nine.  I  was  disappointed  of  course.  Okay, 
somewhat  shattered  by  the  news  to  be  honest,  but  nonetheless 
understood Simon’s position. He was a career professional. I know he 
had enjoyed his tenure at DealsDirect, but the Nine offer was one of 
those once in a life time turnarounds. Just too meaty to pass by. 

In February of 2012, Simon took up the role at Nine, and proceeded to  
play  a  pivotal  role  in  Nine  Entertainment  Group’s  much-publicised 
negotiations  with  its  hedge  fund  financiers,  and  subsequent  float. 
Nine’s float got away in December 2013 with a market capitalisation in 
the vicinity of $2billion. Not a bad turnaround from the business that 
was clearly struggling when he joined. Whilst I am sure Simon would 
not take the credit  for this,  my sense is  that his  boundless energy, 
talent,  tenacity  and  eye  for  the  numbers  would  have  made  him a 
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powerful force in the transition. Well done Simon Kelly. The second 
Simon  in  my  life  to  perform  business  miracles.  Again,   just  not  at 
DealsDirect!  

Simon’s departure was a serious rupture to his ‘growth by adjacencies’ 
strategy  and  left  some  significant  challenges  for  the  board  and 
management.  First  order of  business was a fairly  obvious one -  we 
needed to find his replacement ASAP. Adding to this sense of urgency  
was the fact that I had, prior to Simon’s announcement, also heralded 
my  unequivocal  intention  to  enter  a  new  phase  of  my  career.  A 
challenging convergence indeed. 

DIRECT LESSON #9:  ONE OF THE WORDS IN ‘LOSE FOCUS’ IS “LOSE”

Arnold Sloshberg called me into the boardroom around the time of 
our  adjacency  push.  A  wise  and  experienced  retailer,  whom  I 
admired, he cautioned me about the danger of losing focus, and held 
up the famous “Tortoise and the Hare” fable. I understood what he 
meant of course, but was seduced by Anita Brookner’s rebuff of this 
fable: “In real life, it is the hare who wins. Every time. Look around 
you. And in any case it is my contention that Aesop was writing for 
the tortoise market. Hares have no time to rest. They are too busy 
winning the game”

And  then  this,  by  Colson  Whitehead:  “I  can't  blame  modern 
technology for my predilection for distraction, not after all the hours 
I've spent watching lost balloons disappear into the clouds. I did it 
before the Internet, and I'll do it after the apocalypse, assuming we 
still have helium and weak-gripped children.”  

Don’t let go of the balloon. Not only is it impossible to recover, but 
you’ll  feel compelled watch it rise into the sky for what seems an 
eternity… 
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10: GOING GOING…GONE

“For the past 33 years, I have looked in the mirror every morning and  
asked myself: 'If today were the last day of my life, would I want to do  
what I am about to do today?' And whenever the answer has been 'No'  

for too many days in a row, I know I need to change something.”
Steve Jobs 

In  September  2011,  Online  Retailer,  Australia’s  largest  retail 
conference, concluded with their glittering ORIA Awards night – the 
Online  Retail  Industry  Awards.  For  the  first  time,  an  ‘Industry 
Recognition’ Award was up for grabs. I had found myself nominated 
with  a  number  of  luminaries  in  the sector.  I  was  pleased  with  the 
recognition of the nomination but had no expectations. So of course 
when my name was called as the winner, I felt a sharp, physical, but 
clarifying shock go through my body!

 Although caught up in the moment, I was lucid enough to absorb the 
acknowledgment  speech  by  the  MC,  who,  with  grace  and  a  bit  of 
welcome cheek, referred to me as “the grandfather of online retail in 
Australia.” In truth, I had heard that term bandied about before. I was 
now 51 years old, not old, but in the fast changing ecommerce space, 
well, I may as well have been 91. With most of the outstanding players 
in the space all aged sub-30 and the industry itself barely off its own 
training wheels, I had to concur that yes, I suppose I been there from 
the beginning.
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As I headed to the stage (it took a while in my mobility scooter), I was 
in a dreamy state. I stammered through my acceptance speech, and 
soaked up the acknowledgements of friends and peers as the evening 
wound down. But it was only later, in the quiet of the car in the Darling 
Harbour Convention Centre car park, that the real flood of emotion 
came over me, and I felt warm tears. What I realised, at that moment, 
looking  down  at  my  shiny,  elegantly  engraved,  crystal  glass  ORIA 
Award, was that my journey at DealsDirect had come to an end. The 
ORIA Award, cut in crystal, aptly crystallized for me in a bittersweet 
way what my peers had spoken with kindness and generosity. It was 
the  proverbial  gold  watch;  a  rite  of  passage,  celebrating  a  journey 
taken, but now coming towards its end. It had, truth be told, been a 
build up of emotions – for another ending was simultaneously taking 
place:  my  marriage  of  twenty  years.  I  was  of  course  not  the  first  
entrepreneur  to  feel  the  vicious  repercussions  of  an  all-consuming 
journey (and won’t be the last), but it hurt.  “The only whole heart is a 
broken one because it lets the light in.” ― David J. Wolpe

In this  reflective time of my life,  and now in my early fifties, I  was 
determined to make sure my remaining working years were going to 
be well spent. It is often said that our work journey has three distinct 
horizons. The first is  our learning years, both our studies and indeed 
honing and learning our skills on the job. Than we enter our  earning  
years, where  pragmatically  we  reap  the  material  rewards  of  our 
efforts.  But  the  final  horizon  is  the  most  exciting  one  of  all.  The 
meaning years. Finally doing things that offer true meaning – that just 
make sense. Learning, Earning, Meaning. I was ready to enter the third 
horizon of working life. And I sensed I was saving my best for last.  

The next DealsDirect Group board meeting was only a few days later. I  
addressed the board members as frankly as I could. “Online retail in 
Australia needs a voice,” I began. “A new association, advocating for a  
new retail. There is no industry association in Australia who addresses 
our interests. As pioneers in this space it has frequently been lonely. A 
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lot of our encouragement, nourishment and professional development 
have come from trips overseas. But in Australia, we are often alone.” 
And of course, it was true. I continued my pitch. “If we at the forefront  
feel that way, it must surely be even more isolating for the tens of 
thousands of dynamic Australian retailers making the transition to an 
online world. A crazy, fast changing world...” Big finish. “My ambition 
is to change that. I don’t know what it will look like, but I am going to  
start a new body, a new association, and I would like this transition to 
commence as soon as is practical.” 

I  held my breath. This was a big call.  Our capital partners, Ellerston 
Capital,  had  taken  three  seats  on  our  board.  Martin  Dalgleish,  a 
talented and experienced executive, Naseema Sparks, a professional 
board director of ASX listed businesses and David Leslie, an Ellerston 
executive. I felt more comfortable that Harold, Joel and Mike, who had 
all been a part of the journey from day one, would be more accepting, 
indeed, probably knew I was restless for change before I did. But the 
Ellerston team had invested many millions of dollars in DealsDirect, 
and might rightfully feel let down. 

I waited. Finally Martin spoke. “Paul, yes, I hear you. And I sense that 
this is not something we should even consider trying to dissuade you 
from. Sometimes in life, we don’t choose our crusades, our crusades 
choose  us.  Good  luck.”  This  generous  ice  breaker  echoed  the 
sentiments from the remaining board members. My new journey was 
beginning. Where it was going to, I had no firm idea. As always, I was 
happy to fail, but always forwards, never backwards. 

This endorsement and support was a generous gesture indeed by the 
board. 2011 was proving to be a very challenging year in retail, across 
the board. DealsDirect was seven years old, a veteran of online retail. 
And whilst it had enjoyed the honeymoon period of  ‘pure play’ online 
retail,  in  truth  it  was  now  a  single  channel  model  competing  with 
businesses  like  Big  W,  who  had  a  very  credible  online  offer, 
complemented  by  its  sizeable  store  network.  Customers  were  also 
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adopting  mobility  at  a  rate  hard  to  predict.  The  hyper-connected 
shopper was rewarding multiple touch points with her brand of choice, 
using mobile devices and mobile apps to engage with retail, and via 
social media they were shopping in packs. It was clear that customers  
trusted other customers, period. And that bold brand claims had to be 
backed up by the viral word of mouth that is social media. The speed 
of  change  was  unrelenting  and  quickening.  Maintaining  the 
nimbleness and agility which had defined us was proving elusive. 

Simon Kelly’s departure to Nine in early 2012 led to a wide ranging and 
rigorous search for a new CEO. By June of 2012, DealsDirect had a new 
CEO, Michael McRitchie. Michael had previously been the Managing 
Director of ASX-listed Centrebet Limited, having enjoyed a seven-year 
career after starting as CFO. He had overseen the successful transition 
from  private  company  to  IPO  and  eventually  to  a  trade  sale  to 
Sportingbet PLC . In September of 2012, in anticipation of my move to 
heading  up  a  new  retail  industry  association,  I  handed  over  the 
chairmanship of DealsDirect to Naseema Sparks. Naseema had been 
on board  since  the Ellerston  investment.  She had held  high profile 
executive  roles  in  advertising  and  marketing,  having  headed  up 
agencies including M&C Saatchi and Y&R, as well as holding numerous 
commercial and not-for-profit directorships currently. A very talented 
and  proficient  board  director,  including  listed  ASX  company 
directorships, and an outstanding candidate for the Chair. 

As 2012 came to a close, so did my journey at DealsDirect. It was my 
view that to run an industry association, I had to be “Switzerland” – 
neutral.  I  could  not,  in  good conscience,  hold  directorships,  indeed 
even shareholdings in DealsDirect. In the meantime, DealsDirect also 
welcomed  a  new  corporate  capital  partner,  CVC,  who  joined  the 
Ellerston  team to  take  the  business  forward.  With  capital  support,  
directorships and strategic guidance. I felt it was time for me, and the 
business,  to call  stumps on my innings.  With good conscience,  and 
with  supportive  collegial  relations  of  all  stakeholders,  I  exited  all 
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directorships and remaining shareholdings. Mike Rosenbaum was to 
step up to run the business, ensuring some of the founding DNA was 
retained. He would be well supported by a younger leadership team. 
Mark Tayler, CFO,  Kirk Mathie,  ex Big W, as Head of Merchandise and 
others. They had all been waiting in the wings for their turn. And took 
the  opportunity  with  both hands.  Young  energetic  and sharp retail 
professionals. As I walked out the door, the average age dropped by a 
decade instantly! A changing of the guard. 

Post  my  departure,  the  majority  owners  of  the  business,  Ellerston 
Capital  and  CVC  Private  Equity  commenced  a  strategy  to  see 
DealsDirect become a listed entity on the Australian Stock Exchange. 

On the 29th of January 2014, by coincidence my birthday, DealsDirect 
had a birthday of its own – successfully reverse listing on the ASX, into 
the MNEMOM  (MNZ) shell. The shares debuted at $1.20 per share, 
moving up to end the week at a $1.30.   A new dawn indeed! Fresh 
capital, fresh leadership and a fresh board will see this iconic brand, 
DealsDirect, a pioneer in online retail and a pioneer in the structural 
shift of Australian retail, take its next steps of its journey. I won’t be 
there of course – I’ll  be in my ‘Switzerland’. But that won’t stop me 
cheering her on from the stands with my favorite war-cry, “Onwards 
and upwards, DealsDirect!”
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DIRECT LESSON #10:  Self  Awareness  is  the Holy Grail.  Don’t  stop 
searching.

“Above All Else, Know Thyself” – Socrates 

As I read, and re read the draft of this book, I was struck, as you the 
reader might be, that the later chapters are a bit thinner on detail 
than  the  earlier  ones.  This  is  clearly  out  of  step  with  a  growing 
business,  which in fact had more moving parts,  more people,  and 
more stakeholders. I was puzzled about this paradox. On reflection, I 
can explain it as follows. 

Firstly, it was clear that as we moved into Project Gordon, my role 
became less  about  ‘retail’  and frankly  more about an increasingly 
complex  stakeholder  management  function.  I  had  two  jobs. 
Managing the business,  as well  as raising capital,  introducing new 
partners and a new board and managing the dynamics of change and 
diverging stakeholder interests and views, became my new role. This 
new role, a necessary one, did not hold the same stimulation and 
creativity  of  building out new and dynamic  business models.  And 
recounting the endless  board meetings,  countless  phone calls  and 
conversations in an effort  to align stakeholder interests as we dealt 
with an accelerating pace of change, does not hold the same place in 
my mind, and heart,  as building the business from the ground up. 
This of course, leads to another blinding flash of the obvious for me. 
Simply  put,  I  like  starting  businesses;  I  don’t  particularly  relish 
running them. 

An important and illuminating self-awareness moment, better late 
than never!  Hezi Leibovitch recounted how thrilled he was when the 
Scoopon opportunity was seized on. He had done a potent job on 
building Catch of the Day with Gabby and his team, but the idea of 
something fresh was his key focus. A start up man for sure. Me too. 
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11: NORA THE EXPLORER

“Either we heal as a team, or die as individuals” 
Al Pacino, On Any Given Sunday 

Welcome to Switzerland. Or, as I prefer to call my new neutral home, 
NORA,  the  National  Online  Retailers  Association.  We  commenced 
operating in early 2013, and booked our first members in May, 2013. 

It  was  exhilarating  to  be  back  in  a  startup,  although  predictably  I 
underestimated the amount of energy, effort, grunt work required to 
get it off the ground. I had taken for granted the privilege of a sizeable 
support  crew  at  DealsDirect.  With  NORA,  I  found  myself  in  early 
January,  alone  in  a  sizeable  but  empty  office  in  Chatswood.  A 
penthouse office suite with skyline views, it felt good, but eerily quiet. 
Instinctively, my mind cast back to fifteen years earlier, my first office 
along Paramatta Road, wedged between two noisy neighbours. And 
while so much had changed, it  also felt,  oddly,  like I  had come full  
circle.

And so to work. I knew that I was entering an already crowded space 
of retail associations. Why were there so many? Perhaps a symptom of 
this fragmented and divided retail landscape. I had, out of courtesy, 
met with Margy Osmond of ANRA, Russell Zimmerman of the ARA and 
Trevor Evans of the NRA, to advise them of my plans. They were all  
very gracious with their time, but perhaps a bit unsure of our position.  
In fairness, so was I. What I was convinced of was that there was a 
pressing need for a more contemporary association, advocating for a 
technology-led and deeply customer centric  retail,  but  aligned with 
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the wellbeing of Australian retail, in totality. And as is so often the case 
with a crusade, all manner of people and supporters seemed to rise up 
from nowhere to get behind the movement. 

I remember this quote the late Nelson Mandela often used, and it still  
resonates with  me on this  NORA journey.  “Until  one is  committed,  
there is hesitancy,  the chance to draw back, always ineffectiveness.  
Concerning all acts of initiative and creation, there is one elementary  
truth that ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans:  
that  the  moment  one  definitely  commits  oneself,  then  Providence  
moves  too.  All  sorts  of  things  occur  to  help  one  that  would  never  
otherwise have occurred.  A whole stream of events issues from the  
decision, raising in one's favor all manner of unforeseen incidents and  
meetings and material assistance, which no man could have dreamed  
would have come his way. Whatever you can do, or dream you can do,  
begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it. Begin it now.”

Help came in all forms and from all sides. First up was Mark Coulter, a 
gun  lawyer  who had  had  high  level  corporate  experience  at  News 
Corp. Mark had since become a principal at Arden Point, a venture 
capital  firm  that  counts  the  fast  growing  Temple  and  Webster,  a 
fabulous and dynamic, classy homewares model, as part of its stable. I  
then reached out to some of Australia’s best and brightest, to invite 
them on as  foundation directors  to  NORA.  Our  board  of  six  young 
dynamic retailers, somewhat edgy and innovative, should give us good 
reason to be very positive indeed about Australia’s retail future. They 
consist of Michael Fox of Shoes of Prey, heading up his team of co-
founders who are poster children for a technology-led global retailer. 
Honing in on customisation, the bespoke concept, they have built an 
awesome model where customers design their own shoes, one layer at 
a  time,  which  are  manufactured  to  specification  and  shipped.  And 
whilst head office is in fashionable Surry Hills, their shoes are shipped 
to customers around the globe. 
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Jane  Cay  and  her  Birdsnest  business  represents  the  very  best  of 
regional entpreneurship. An IT graduate and IBM executive, as Jane 
likes to remind me, she “fell in love with a farmer” and moved to the 
Cooma region, where she founded Birdsnest. She is now one of the 
largest employers in Cooma and her brand continues to build a loyal 
following throughout Australia. Of course, as a new retailer, she has 
also  built  a  showcase  store  in  Cooma,  a  quality  and  all-embracing 
customer experience.  

Carl  Jackson  of  Ozsale,  who  you  may  have  read  about  in  earlier 
chapters, has pioneered the flash sale model in Australia. Their growth 
has  been  startling.  And  of  course  a  significant  push  into  the  rich 
markets in the region, including Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia. 

Sally  Anne  Newson  heads  up  the  ASOS  Australia,  a  global  fashion 
phenomenon. I  met Sally Anne very early  in my journey, when she 
held the role of one of eBay Australia’s first category managers. She 
then headed up Big W’s online transition strategy, before taking on 
the ASOS role. A very competent retailer indeed. 

John Winning of  Appliances  Online is  the ultimate new retailer.  As 
happy in a store as he is a behind a screen, at the age of twenty eight 
he  heads  up  the  Winning  Group,  a  sizeable  and  fast  growing 
appliances retailer.

And  once  more,  momentum  is  a  wondrous  thing.  From  the 
momentum of a dynamic board, support poured in. The extraordinary 
Kate  Julius  of  PWC,  putting  her  hand  up  to  provide  professional 
support  and services  pro bono.  Our company secretary  and lawyer 
extraordinaire,  Ronen  Lazorovitch  of  Allen  Ovary  stepped  up  to 
provide secretarial support as well as legal support as he crafted our 
constitution. Then PWC’s facilitation unit, The Difference, offered us 
pro  bono,  a  powerful  full  day  NORA  “design”  session,  where 
collaboratively industry leaders from retail were able to provide their 
collective  wisdom  to  our  early  formation.  And  out  of  that  came a 
dynamic  group  of  foundation  partners.  Powerful  Australian  brands 
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who  were  enabling  and  beneficiaries  of  this  new  retail  landscape. 
Australia  Post,  eBay  Inc,  Hybris,  Telstra,  represented  by  talented 
executives  in  Richard  Umbers,  Hamish  Moline,  Graham  Jackson, 
Gareth Jude  and  others.  The  Reed Exhibition  Group retail  director,  
Sally De Swart,  who has Online Retailer in her portfolio,  the largest 
retail  expo in  Australia,  offered us  the Chatswood office  space pro 
bono, and invited us to participate in in her key events. Phil Leahy of  
PESA  provided  enormous  support,  seconding  one  of  his  event 
directors,  Helena Stylman,  to provide administrative support.  It  just 
kept  coming.  Passionate  professionals,  as  keen  as  I  and  the  board 
were, to see Australian retail  make a capable transition from old to 
new. 

So what is NORA? NORA, The Voice of New Retail in Australia, has at 
its core,  a passionate commitment to the wellbeing, prosperity and 
development of Australian retail. All this at a time when the pace of 
change in retail is accelerating at an unprecedented pace. The retail 
environment is as dynamic today as it has ever been. Competition is 
intensifying  and  shifting  to  new arenas,  and  consumers  are  rapidly 
evolving their approach to purchase decisions. I believe the trends that 
will most affect the industry’s future are evident, and the imperatives 
are clear. The time to act is now.

Australian retail stands on the cusp of a powerful renaissance driven 
by an increasingly global and borderless retail,  powerful  technology 
advances on all fronts, and a deep customer centricity. However, the 
risk of inactivity will have deeply destructive consequences, and NORA 
stands  ready  to  advocate  for  this  new  retail.  A  catalyst  for 
collaboration  to  support  its  members  by  a  program  of  activities 
revolving  around  education,  networking  and  professional 
development. 

The seeds of NORA’s formation are deeply personal for me. I found 
myself  leading  a  business,  DealsDirect,  through  challenging  times, 
made harder due to the fact that there was no industry association or 
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collective that could support  me on my journey.  It  was during that 
time that the seeds were planted – my passion to one day lead an 
association that was forward facing, dynamic and relevant – that could 
help other businesses avoid the pitfalls that I had faced.  As is so often 
the  case  in  times  of  significant  change,  many  industries  make  the 
common mistake of clinging to the status quo, the established way of  
doing things, ignoring the signs of change and hoping that these will be 
a passing phase. This is a dangerous strategy. In retail, the power has 
shifted to the tech savvy and informed shopper and it is they who are 
driving the change. 

A completely new approach is called for – it’s what I call a renaissance. 
At NORA, we believe this approach should be completely consumer-
centric,  technology-led  and  global.  Where  consumers  shape  the 
landscape,  and  retail  responds  to  it.  Of  course,  this  leap  of  faith 
requires new thinking and courage. Thankfully,  NORA and its board 
embody  this  spirit.  Whilst  recognizing  that  healthy  and  fair 
competition  is  a  powerful  ingredient  of  retail,  NORA  explores  a 
constant theme from my DealsDirect days – focussing on the size of 
the pie, rather than the slices. We want to support a holistic strong 
and  robust  retail  ecosystem  which  will  be  critical  to  sustainable 
growth.  Not  just  for  retailers,  but  for  the  enormous  amount  of 
businesses that are key enablers of new retail.  Technology, security, 
supply  chain,  professional  services,  banking,  human  resources  and 
training,  the  list  goes  on.  NORA  is  a  broad  church.  We  welcome 
unreserved membership from any business that has a vested interest 
in new retail.  Coming together is the beginning. Keeping together is 
progress. Working together is success. Join us!

Phew. Sales pitch aside, to date it’s already been quite a ride. Although 
we are incorporated as a not for profit association, I wanted NORA to 
still run as a commercial entity, with sustainability at the key of my 
approach. But within a few months of operating, I realised NORA had 
one  major  problem.  In  the  short  months  since  incorporation,  and 
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commencing  operations,  I  would  argue  stridently  that  the  term 
“online” had lost its relevance. The forces driving this shift were, as 
usual, the customer. It seemed clear to me that tech savvy Australian 
shoppers were keen to engage with brands in a holistic way. Thinking 
not  by  channel,  but  by  brand.  And  the  more  touch  points  with  a 
retailer,  the  better.  I  also  noted  that  some  of  the  significant 
beneficiaries of a technology-led retail renaissance in Australia were 
larger established brands, which, under fresh leadership had crossed 
the rubicon. And yet here we had ‘NORA’, the National Online Retail  
Association. I immediately decided to rebrand NORA the acronym as, 
well,  just  NORA the name, adding ‘The Voice of  New Retail’  as  our 
tagline. I  was reminded that Qantas originally stood for Queensland 
and  Northern  Territory  Aerial  Service,  but  that  had  been  long 
forgotten. It was just Qantas. And so it is with NORA – the Voice of 
New Retail. To be frank, I rather like the name NORA…maybe it’s my 
age! 

I  find  it  interesting  that  many  retail  executives  of  successful  larger 
corporations  in  Australia,  have  always  taken  a  keen  interest  in 
Australian  online  retailers,  rather  than  hope  they  would  go  away. 
Peter Birtles, CEO of the fast growing Super Retail Group, and in my 
view one of Australia’s best retail  CEOs, was always keen to have a 
chat  when  we  met  at  events.  Gary  Perlstein,  who  has  overseen  a 
significant makeover at Specialty Fashion Group, an ASX listed retailer, 
was a visitor to DealsDirect in our earlier years, keen to understand 
our operations. Chris Bryce, who heads up Reject Shop, again an ASX 
leader, always up for a touch base. Also Penny Wynne, an Australian 
retail leader, ex Myer, now Woolworths, always up for a coffee and a 
chat.  Richard  Umbers,  a  senior  executive  at  Australia  Post  and  a 
formidable retailer, the same. To name but a few. It seemed that this 
open  and  enquiring  focus  is  an  attribute  of  a  retail  leader  in  fast  
changing times.  
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NORA’s  team  has  grown  from  just  me  to  three.  We’ve  tripled! 
Shannon Micallef, who 10 years ago couldn’t find her way to the job 
interview, is now my executive assistant. Taking a sizeable  plunge on 
coming  over  to  NORA,  her  role  also  encompasses  social  media. 
Meanwhile, Anna Lee, our General Manager, was the finance director 
for Groupon, APAC, after a stellar career including PWC and Adshel. 
We have big plans. Our members want NORA to deliver services that 
help them grow and develop their businesses. And we are listening, 
having held three signature events this past year; the leader summit;  
the Ecommerce expeditions; and a Retail Deep Dive deep dive in 2013. 
As expected, we have been active in the media providing balanced and 
contemporary  commentary  on a fast  changing retail  landscape.  We 
still have much to do, and the calendar is very full indeed. 
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EPILOGUE

Thanks for joining me on this entrepreneurial journey. I hope yours is  
proving to be just as much fun, and no doubt challenging you to the 
fullest. Or if you haven’t jumped into entrepreneurship yet, have a go. 
An epilogue is defined as a ‘piece of writing at the end of a work of 
literature, usually used to bring closure to the work.’ But given a whole 
new world of opportunity and activity is opening up for me, I feel like 
my story is only just beginning…

So what I am busy with?  Front and centre is NORA, The Voice of New 
Retail. I am passionate about this crusade of seeing Australian retail 
leading  the  charge  to  a  new  smarter  technology-led  and  deeply 
customer  centric  retail.  Anything  I  can  do  in  terms  of  contributing 
towards the growth and development of Australian retail, I will try to 
do. Invariably I believe I can best serve by being a conduit, a catalyst 
for collaboration, harnessing the key stakeholders in this sizeable retail  
landscape.  Events,  conferences,  webinars,  study  tours  and 
expeditions, opinion pieces, councils, government liaison, anything.  If 
you  feel  you  would  like  to  join  me  on  this  crusade,  I  do  coffee, 
anywhere anytime. Find me on Linkedin. Seriously.

But  wait,  there’s  more.  Whilst  NORA is  my passionate  crusade and 
focus,  my  true  entrepreneurial  urge  has  seen  me  return  some 
innovation to Africa. (I just can’t kill the urge!)   It feels fitting, just as 
this journey started on a wharf in Cape Town way back in 1997, I now 
have an equity stake in a small but dynamic pan African ecommerce 
play, based in, where else, Cape Town!  The whole thing had been an 
unexpected  opportunity.  It  came about  while  doing  research  for  a 
keynote I’d been asked to write for the Consumer Goods Council of 
South Africa in late 2012. I was somewhat stunned to see that South 
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Africa had apparently  missed the ecommerce boom that had taken 
hold across the globe. And yet they were taking the lead globally in the 
shift to mobile commerce. My keynote speech suggested that mobility 
is changing the rhythm of retail, and Africa could well lead innovation 
in this area. It got plenty of attention and I got a fair amount too. One  
such  offer  was  from  a  bunch  of  fresh-thinking  entreprenuers  with 
auctioneering  backgrounds.  Sound  familiar?  As  a  proud  Australian, 
with African roots, this decision to dabble back in my home country 
felt right.

The venture  is  Going.co.za,  a  trading platform in surplus  inventory, 
with  a  strong  business  to  business  focus.  I  am  the  non-executive 
chairman, enjoying working on this exciting new model, but not in it.  
Watch this (online) space!

What else? Well, I’ve dug out my old psychologist’s registration and 
starting to evolve a form of ‘Entrepreneurial’ Psychology for want of a 
better  word.  Working  with  successful  individuals,  my  point  of 
departure is not one of deficit. My clients are all extremely successful. 
But I know from my own journey that there were a lot of the limiters I 
put on myself. A paradox approach that recognises that our winning 
formula is both our best friend in our careers, as well as potentially the 
source of self-limiting beliefs and self-sabotage. 

I  am  also  working  with  a  few  younger  start-up  entrepreneurs.  I 
wondered  initially  if  I  was  trying  to  vicariously  relive  some  of  my 
experiences through these talented debutantes. But in truth, I hold a  
deeply optimistic view about our younger trail blazers. I see in them 
the  smartest  generation  to  ever  walk  the  planet.  The  first  digital 
natives, born with a tablet in their hands. And in those hands lies our 
future. It is a privilege to be in their trust and provide what input I can.  
If only to be a sounding board to their own intellect and innovation. 
Wrapped around this  are  a  few advisories,  both  in  commerce  and 
charities. A career mosaic for sure. 
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And the best for last. Time spent with my two amazing sons. Jacob and 
Max. They are the best kids I could ever have hoped for. Yes, they are 
both geeks and gamers, but each has great wit and insight. They see 
me for who I am, and of course also frequently for who I am not! I am  
so grateful to have them in my life. Also never far away is my beloved 
Fender  Stratocaster,  always  happy  to  provide  backing  tunes  to  my 
memories  of  getting the better of  that Cape Town customs officer.  
You’ll  also find me on my long board washing out the cobwebs and 
catching a wave on Sydney’s northern beaches. 

So  here  I  am,  in  the  Lucky  Country,  in  the  Asian  century,  in  a 
technology-led era. Mama this surely is a dream.  

 

The end
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PAUL GREENBERG – co-founder

The Story of DealsDirect – Australia's Pioneer Online Retailer 

Paul Greenberg is a pioneer of 

retail in Australia, online retail. 

Affectionately dubbed the 

‘Grandfather of Online Retail’ 

in Australia, this rollicking 

journey of entrepreneurship 

recounts his wild ride from 

psychologist to vintage guitar 

buff, to ultimately becoming 

one of the leaders of a retail 

revolution. 

The aim of this book? 

To inspire others on their 

entrepreneurial journey.  Told 

with humour and a gritty truth, 

with real direct lessons,  his 

story is proof that small 

failures are the stepping 

stones to success. 
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