
Holly Tucker: 'We had to use credit cards to
pay our employees'
Not On The High Street founder on struggling to pay the bills, and her best advice to
other entrepreneurs
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Holly Tucker MBE is the British entrepreneur who, with her business partner
Sophie Cornish, founded Not On The High Street, the online marketplace for small
retailers. She went on to set up Holly & Co, a small business advice platform, and is
the co-author of several best-selling business books. She lives in Twickenham,
south-west London, with her husband and son.

What was your childhood attitude to money?

We spoke about money a lot. My father was Gnancial director for General Electric
and my mother was a market researcher. We lived in Wokingham in Berkshire.

It was deGnitely privileged, but there were always money worries. I went to a fee-
paying school and there were always a lot of conversations about how we were
going to aJord the next term’s fees.

Money was respected and not plentiful. We didn’t go out to restaurants or fancy
things like that, and pocket money was limited. I knew if I wanted extra money I
had to work for it.

What was your 4rst job?

My Grst job was at 14, cleaning a pub. My poor dad would get up at 6 o’clock on a
Saturday morning and wait in the car park while I cleaned. It was probably illegal! I
would always look out in case someone had dropped 50p down the back of the sofa.
I really learnt to respect money at a young age.

Have you ever struggled to pay the bills?

Absolutely. When we started Not On The High Street I was 28, my son, Harry, was
only three months old and Frank, now my husband, worked full time as a police
oXcer.

I remember dividing up money for our weekly food allowance, for our nanny and
for electricity, and I would put it in three separate envelopes. It was all really, really
tight and incredibly stressful. It went on for three years.

How did you start your business?

My business partner and I pooled our savings, which were hardly anything, our
parents gave us little loans, we had a bank loan and my husband had an out-of-court
settlement with the police over some health issues – he gave all the money from
that settlement to me.

In all it came to about £65,000 and that is how it started. We had to pay staJ with
our credit card cheque books.

Not On The High Street founders Sophie Cornish (left) and Holly Tucker after receiving their MBEs in 2013 CREDIT: Steve
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Did you ever think it was going to fail?

Oh yes. At one point it was going to fail because we had run out of money. My house
was at risk and we needed to work out if I was going to have to sell it. I had a child
under one and huge debts.

It was one of my darkest days, because I knew that everything Not On The High
Street could be was not going to happen and it was going to take me down with it
Gnancially. But I was very lucky as we found an investor (Tom Teichman of Spark
Venture Management) who believed in us: in 2007 he put money into Not On The
High Street and it literally saved us.

When did you know it was all going to work out?

After that Grst round of investment. Not only was it great for our bank balance but it
was also great for our conGdence. We were unstoppable.

In the end we raised Gve lots of venture capital funding but that Grst one
supercharged us. We got the green light on this investment just before Christmas,
and then the website took oJ.

We used to have one sale every two days, then suddenly we had hundreds coming
in every day. The following year we grew at 900pc. In the Gve years after that the
business grew at 180pc per year. It was explosive.

What has been your worst 4nancial decision?

My worst was with Holly & Co, my second business baby. I decided to expand Holly
& Co’s oXces and add a small bar and deli. The produce in the deli was created by
people with small businesses but clients were not necessarily prepared to pay for it.

Eventually I had to close it. It was very painful. Quite a few people were employed
in that side of the business and I lost hundreds of thousands.

And your best?

The little cat in Chiswick that I bought when I married at 21. Unfortunately the
marriage didn’t work out and I was divorced at 23. However, that little cat doubled
in value and allowed me to get on the property ladder.

Now I Gnd myself in my dream, forever home in St Margarets near Twickenham.

Are you better o? than your parents?

Yes, I would say I am. It was an agonising journey and we worked incredibly hard at
building something. I stepped away from Not On The High Street and moved on to
the board in 2014, and then sold the business in February 2021.

Holly Tucker now devotes her time to Holly & Co, her small business advice firm

What tips would you give to others with a small business?

Cash is queen! Understand at all times how much you have, what the timings of ins
and outs are, and never bury your head in the sand.

We had to put certain practices into the business from day one, such as
understanding our “run rate” (how fast we would go through cash) and
understanding what growth was going to cost, which is important when you tell
investors that you will hit certain targets.

Also, ask questions. Hire an accountant for a couple of hours and just ask all the
questions you think are stupid. Get them to set up a basic proGt-and-loss statement.
This is something my father did for me. Having control of your Gnances is one of
the greatest feminist acts that we can have.

Which is better: property or pension?

I have both – but property. I have always done well with property and it is
something I feel in control of.

Are you a saver or a spender?

I think I am a bit of both. Ever since I was 23 I have had a personal spreadsheet.
Every single month I look at my bank statements in detail. I will then check if I
need to curb my spending for the following month.

It helps keep my anxiety down, even though I don’t need to do it as much as I used
to. But I love shopping.

Visit holly.co and follow @hollytucker on Instagram for Holly’s
#CampaignShopIndependent updates
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