In Business

4

What was Donald Shepherd like as a businessman? Paul
Blackwell, who first knew Donald from working on the shop
floor at Portakabin in 1980, described him as ‘a very proud
man, very upright, very professional, very focused, with a
high level of ownership of the business, the products and
the people’.
‘He made everyone feel they were working for the best company,’
said George Finlayson, who ran Portakabin’s Scottish business,
‘that Portakabin was better than all the rest.’
Donald combined a broad vision with an interest in the smallest
details. ‘The way he thought,’ said David Thompson, ‘was
completely different from everyone else around him. He had a
clear view of the direction of the business, which often differed
sharply from anyone else, but once he made up his mind, he was
rarely swayed.’ His entrepreneurial flair, strength of character,
drive, initiative and originality brought to mind Joe Bamford,
founder of JCB, for Alan Rowlinson, who left JCB to come to
Portasilo in 1971.
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His engineering ingenuity shone through. For Alan Fletcher, one
of Shepherd’s first two external non-executive directors, ‘Donald
was among the top half-dozen engineers I have ever worked with.’
For Donald, business was about ideas, not money. He would jot
them down as they came to him during the night. He was driven
by instinct. Not for Donald the modern way of assessing,
analysing and filtering every proposal for a new product before it
reaches the development stage. When Donald had an idea, he
would drive it through to development. ‘He was the one who
pushed the need for developing any particular product,’
remembered Gordon Appelbe, who became Portakabin’s general
manager. ‘He always wanted to develop something else,’ said
John Fowler, who worked for Portakabin from the early 1960s.
‘He always wanted to keep having a go, although he could get
very frustrated if some of his ideas didn’t measure up to his
earlier successes.’

There was little collaboration with the sales team before a product
was fully developed, exemplified by the idea that became Yorkon.
This inevitably caused some frustration but Donald always believed
that customers would beat a path to Portakabin’s door if a product
was good enough. His natural shyness made him a reluctant
salesman and he rarely met customers. He was wary about gladhanding customers or corporate hospitality, which he tended to
regard as verging on bribery. There was the occasional costly
failure, more than outweighed by a long list of successes. But this
was an approach that lasted only as long as Donald was at the
helm, superseded on his retirement by greater focus on what the
customer wanted.

‘He was always thinking up new inventions,’ said Shepherd’s longserving finance director Dennis Reaston. ‘There was always a better
way of doing things.’ One of Portakabin’s production engineers,
Will Driffield, recalled how Donald ‘was always trying to reinvent
the Portakabin.’
As a result of Donald’s inventive mind, Portakabin in particular was
a business driven by production and technology. Gordon Appelbe
could not recall a single new product that did not first come from
Donald. It was always Donald who instructed the technical
department to draw up plans for a new product although he
would always then stand back and wait for the team to produce
the prototype. It was Donald who decided whether the idea should
proceed to production or the prototypes should languish under
cover in a corner of the yard because they did not measure up to
his expectations.
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Nevertheless, Donald did have strong commercial instincts. He
appreciated the value of marketing and was keenly interested in
how his products were promoted. The attention to detail he
applied as an engineer to product development came in equally
useful for scrutinising everything from the appearance of
Portakabin’s hire centres to the treatment of brand names. He
insisted that there should be a consistent and unified design
approach to anything that advertised each of his products, not
only marketing material, but everything from logos and signs to
vehicle liveries and stationery. Reg Stallard would later reflect that
‘an established and inclusive design philosophy meant that
everybody in the company felt involved in the product and
particularly its image. We aimed for an image that did not date and
we applied the same design criteria to the design of, say, stationery
as we did to the design of products and buildings’.
Donald’s attention to detail helped to ensure that nothing was ever
done to damage any of his brands, to check that things were done
properly and high standards were met. His daughter Jane, who
worked at Portakabin for a time, remembered one sales manager
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who decided to promote one Portaloo unit using a comic strip,
completely misreading Donald’s approach. Donald was furious
because he believed the product would be devalued; the manager
in question soon moved on.

warning into a room where a meeting was underway, adjusted the
blinds and walked straight out, saying ‘Good morning!’ as he went.

The care with which Donald nurtured his brands was driven not
only by his instincts as an entrepreneur but also by his strong sense
of family. He was always conscious of how the business reflected on
him and the wider family. As David Coward, who joined Portakabin
in 1977, observed, ‘the whole business was an extension of him.’
For Donald, the outside world always had to see the business at its
best. Pride in the family and pride in the brand made it imperative
that nothing connected with Portakabin should ever give anyone
any opportunity for criticism. His employees shared their
chairman’s pride and this detailed attention to standards of
appearance rarely seemed irksome.
He put a high priority on appearance. Most Saturdays Donald
walked around the site at Huntington, drawing up a list of things
for people to rectify on Monday morning. ‘It was all about setting
standards’, said David Thompson, who spent forty-three years with
Portakabin. ‘The site had to be absolutely pristine; it might be a
factory but it did not have to look like one.’ Questions were asked if
any site service vehicles had not been properly cleaned and washed
over the weekend. Donald also insisted on every Venetian blind
being set at the same level in every window along the front of the
Huntington offices. He hated seeing them in what he described as
‘Grand Old Duke of York’ fashion (some were up, some were down
and some were neither up nor down). Usually all it required was a
phone call from the chairman’s office for adjustments to be made.
(The joke in the office was that someone would have to find the
‘blind template’ to check that every blind was at exactly the same
angle.) But one morning the chairman himself walked without
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If he were passing, and even when he was on holiday, Donald
usually took the opportunity to drop in at a hire centre. When the
centres were being built, he insisted on specifying the highest
quality materials. He wanted them to last half a century, he told
one manager who questioned the expense. For Donald, that was
good value for money. ‘Buy the best you can afford!’ he told Ken
Southern. ‘Don’t buy cheap!’ When he was managing the hire
division, Ken would be deluged with calls from Donald as he called
at one hire centre after another. The signage at one centre wasn’t
very visible, the visitors’ parking sign seemed in the wrong place at
another, while seeing a member of the maintenance team flicking
his paint brush along the gravel margin at a third produced the
question, ‘What will it look like in twenty years’ time if this keeps
happening?’ None of these were petty concerns. Getting little
things right mattered to Donald, not just in making things, but
also in how they were presented. As David Thompson remarked,
‘He always wanted the best because he believed in the quality of
the brand.’
Preserving the value of the brands, especially Portakabin, the
most valuable, was something Donald took very seriously.
Portakabin was not alone in vigorously defending its brand
names; other companies with powerful brand names have been
equally zealous in protecting their rights. No one, Donald
believed, should get away with appropriating any part of any of
his brands or diminishing their value. The company’s right to the
Porta- prefix was defended successfully in the High Court.
Newspaper editors and book publishers often received letters
firmly pointing out that Portakabin was a registered trade mark
and should never be used as a generic noun. (In 1990–91 107
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letters in this vein were despatched to various editors around
the country.)
When a double-page spread appeared in a national newspaper
covering the longest tailback ever seen on the M25, caused by
smoke drifting across the motorway, the blame was pinned on a
fire on a construction site adjacent to the motorway. It was alleged
incorrectly that the fire had started in a Portakabin, an error
compounded when the allegation was repeated on regional news
bulletins. Donald was incensed and immediately contacted the
senior partner at the company’s law firm whom he insisted should
come and see him the next morning, even if meant the lawyer
missing his flight on holiday. When the lawyer turned up, Donald
instructed him in great detail on the wording, typeface and
placement of the apology he would extract from the newspaper.
The compensation – Donald rarely lost a case – went to charity.
It wasn’t only outsiders who were reminded the Portakabin name
must never be abused. David Coward was once quietly told by his
line manager that the chairman’s attention had been drawn to a
letter David had sent to a customer in which he had made the
cardinal error of using ‘Portakabin’ as a noun. It was a point once
made never forgotten.
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influence. It kept people on their toes. Donald, said David
Thompson, ‘could ignore a misdemeanour – but he would know
about it, you knew he knew about it, and you knew you had
stepped out of line even though he would never say anything
about it.’ Iain Robertson, Donald’s son-in-law, reflected that
Portakabin was ‘like a spider’s web, with Donald at the centre,
sensitive to anything that happened anywhere in the business.’
When the company was smaller, Donald was much more in
evidence, often, for instance, seen down at the workshops at Ouse
Acres. He may have become less visible as the company grew but
his presence was just as tangible. Paul Blackwell rarely saw Donald,
yet ‘his influence was constantly there in the background’. ‘He was
Portakabin,’ recalled Paul. ‘He was the leading light; he was
regarded as the leader.’ Donald, said Gordon Appelbe, ‘was looked
upon as almost godlike, which was understandable since the
company’s expansion was largely down to his drive and
determination, and he was very highly respected.’ There was never
any doubt that Donald was the man in charge. ‘He was’, said his
son-in-law Iain Robertson, ‘a man of great presence. You knew
when he was in the room. Although he had a quiet and gentle
manner, there was a real depth to him.’

Donald probably knew about David Coward’s faux pas from his
weekly practice of reading a copy of every letter sent out from
Portakabin. As David Thompson recalled, ‘it certainly concentrated
the mind that the chairman had a copy of all the external
correspondence... there was a discipline running right through the
company, running right through from the top down, and
standards would be set.’ People who worked for Donald felt he
knew everything that was going on in the business. He seemed like
an eminence grise, often unseen but with an all-pervading

Like most successful entrepreneurs, Donald was a visionary. Many
of his ideas only reached fruition after incubating in his mind for
years. Portasilo’s origins went back to the days before the war
when a young Donald laboured with heavy bags of cement at
Linton-on-Ouse. The idea for Portakabin first emerged some fifteen
years before the launch of the first model. Donald was talking
about the idea of a flat-pack export unit several years before the
Xporta appeared. And Yorkon was established two decades after
Donald had first written about the possibility of permanent
modular accommodation.
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But delivering Donald’s vision relied on opportunity more than
strategy, a common characteristic of many entrepreneurs: the first
Portakabin, for instance, was made because Shepherd Woodwork
had spare capacity; the Xporta unit was developed in response to
the new-found prosperity of the Middle East oil states. One was
production-led, the other was market-led; one took time to
become a success, the other was an instant hit.
Donald’s innovations were generally technology-led and
production-driven. While this approach brought plenty of success
thanks to Donald’s drive, flair and ingenuity, it also produced a
number of failures or near-failures. Confident in his own
judgement, Donald was always willing to take a risk on a new
product. Although he never wanted to lose money and always had
an eye on commercial success, these were often secondary
considerations. When Donald issued a brief for a new product, he
expected his team to deliver. Inevitably some failed, like the
Portahome (1971), effectively a Portakabin unit promoted as a
home extension, and the Kabmobile (1978), the most costly flop,
whose lack of success was probably because the technology was
insufficiently advanced to support the concept. As a Portakabin on
wheels, designed for towing, the Kabmobile’s flexibility attracted
great interest, but the system for retracting the wheels to allow the
unit to be set down at ground level proved very unreliable. As
Patrick Shepherd remembered, the unit ‘would rise when it was
supposed to sink and sink when it was supposed to rise’.
Donald’s instincts often drove him to carry on with a project even
when those around him were advising against it. He was
comfortable with taking weighty decisions, said Roger Wood, who
joined Portakabin in 1971 as personnel officer, later becoming
human resources director. Donald’s decision to move into Europe,
for instance, was taken against the advice of consultants. It was one
66

In buSIneSS

of many instances where his instincts proved right. A more
controversial issue was his insistence, nearly twenty years later, on
pressing ahead with investment in Unit 5 – a major new
manufacturing unit – at Huntington. In the early 1990s the
economy was once again in recession and the construction
industry in the doldrums. It seemed madness to many people, not
least his brothers on the group board, to be investing millions of
pounds on a facility so big there appeared to be little likelihood of
it ever being fully used. Gordon Appelbe was among those
convinced that there was simply no need for Unit 5. He had the
chance to put his point of view across when Donald asked to
discuss the project with him. Donald, however, had already
guessed Gordon’s views and refused to listen to his concerns.
Dennis Reaston recalled the arguments at the group board over
funding the project when the rest of the business was struggling.
‘We had a great battle about that, but in hindsight it was
absolutely the right thing to do.’ Donald’s determination to
persuade his brothers to give the go-ahead to Unit 5, which almost
made him miss his flight on holiday, exemplified his foresight and
the faith he had in the business, its products and its people.
Donald’s instinctive pursuit of issues against the grain of received
commercial wisdom was one reason why it proved difficult for
someone from a more conventionally run and less entrepreneurial
business to work alongside Donald as managing director.
Donald’s reaction to Gordon Appelbe was not untypical. ‘He
needed to control things,’ said David Thompson. ‘If he disagreed
with you, there was no point fighting.’ He liked being well
prepared because he hated being caught out. When Alan Fletcher
questioned him in a group board meeting about Portakabin’s
manufacturing costs, Donald didn’t know the answer, he was
annoyed that he didn’t know the answer, and he insisted on an
explanation as soon as he returned to his office in Huntington.
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Yet even though Donald, as Dennis Reaston recalled, ‘hated being
told something was not possible’, he did not close his mind to
advice. David Cumming, for instance, helped Donald to make up
his mind about first investing in the hire business in the 1970s. If he
thought the advice he was being given was serious, he would often
take time to make up his mind rather than make a snap decision.
Sometimes he concluded it was advice he had to take. Dennis
Reaston often advised Donald that the way he wanted to do
something could not or should not be done. Although Donald
would hit the table in frustration with the flat of his hand,
exclaiming ‘Oh, bloody hell!’, he would often come back and
admit to Dennis that, yes, his advice was right, and he was going
to take it.

senior managers (myself included) sat in stunned silence, each
wondering who had made some offensive remark, and each
hoping that it was not them. Donald, perhaps sensing the tension,
swept his hand across the table, looked up, and said, “A fly.”’ There
was no laughter to break the tension. Work was rarely a laughing
matter for Donald and the meeting carried on without a pause.

Donald’s frustration occasionally toppled over into a fiery outburst.
He could, recalled Richard Smith, who joined Shepherd’s in 1968
and later ran Portastor, ‘be thunderous if he wanted to make a
point’. ‘He was’, remembered Cyril Branchette, ‘like an incendiary
bomb if he was upset.’ At one meeting something was said which
ignited Donald’s slow-burning fuse. A little later he suddenly
slapped the table and exclaimed, ‘I’m not bloody having that!’ By
then, however, nobody else present was sure what it was he wasn’t
having. Donald always tried to keep his temper under control.
When group board meetings became too fractious, and Donald
was beginning to simmer, he would go quiet and pause for
thought, or sometimes retreat from the room for a few minutes to
compose himself. Any temperamental explosions were short-lived
and Donald was never a man to hold a grudge.
Donald’s habit of banging the table was so often a sign of his
irritation that on the odd occasion when it wasn’t, no one was
quite sure how to react. Once, recalled David Cumming, Donald
‘suddenly banged his fist down on the table at which point six
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Donald’s sense of humour was not often in evidence at work,
especially as he grew older and became tired more easily. But he
enjoyed a joke with colleagues he knew best of his own generation.
He laughed out loud, for instance, when Cyril Branchette shuffled
into his office on his knees in imitation of a French estate agent
they had recently met who bore a striking resemblance to
Toulouse-Lautrec. He could also be self-deprecating. He always
hated wasting time and his secretary would always try and arrange
for Donald’s car to be first on the ferry from Hull so that he could
be first off when it reached Rotterdam. Donald drily recounted the
time when he was indeed first off only to be stopped and searched
straightaway as every other car sped past. There was the occasion
when Portakabin’s maintenance department bought a new hose
and sprinkler for the borders in front of the offices. A call came
down to the department from Donald, who had spotted the
gardener standing motionless for several minutes watching the
sprinkler. When the call was over, the maintenance supervisor said,
‘That was Mr Donald. He wanted to know if the garden gnome
came with the sprinkler!’
(Donald actually detested garden gnomes. One weekend Patrick
brought along to Sunday lunch at his parents’ home a model
gnome complete with red hat and fishing rod, placing it by the
pool in full view of the house. During pre-lunch drinks the gnome
suddenly caught Donald’s eye, much to everyone else’s
amusement. The gnome went home with Patrick but kept on
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coming back, reappearing in different locations throughout the
garden, becoming a running family joke which Donald took in
good part.)

temerity to finish Donald’s sentence as he paused in mid-sentence.
‘Ken, shut up!’ said Donald. ‘There’s nothing wrong with
thinking time!’

Roger Wood experienced Donald’s sometimes subversive sense of
humour. There had been an intense discussion surrounding the
appointment of Portakabin’s first manufacturing director. A series of
head hunters and recruitment agencies had failed to come up with
a suitable candidate. Roger knew Jack Semourson from working
with him at Joseph Lucas Ltd in Birmingham. He seemed ideal,
with an engineering background, an outstanding talent for
managing people and a successful track record, and so he was,
joining Portakabin in 1973 and remaining with the business for the
rest of his career. At the time, however, Roger remembered Donald
berating him for wasting time and money on consultants when he
should have spoken up in favour of Jack, and feeling somewhat
aggrieved since it was Donald who had specified the use of
consultants in the first place. Slowly but surely, however, a gentle
smile crept across Donald’s face: Roger was having his leg pulled.

‘There was never a dull moment,’ recalled Sarah Appelbe. ‘He kept
you on your toes the whole time. He was never predictable.’
Donald could summon you for a meeting at any time, without
giving you any idea of how long it might last or what it was about,
making it impossible to prepare. He might discuss anything from a
strategic investment worth millions of pounds to why an empty
coffee cup was lying around the factory. Since Donald always
insisted on being well-prepared, he expected everyone else to be
equally well-prepared to the extent that, as George Finlayson put
it, ‘they might as well have been dragging in a full filing cabinet
behind them’. The experience could be mentally exhausting. ‘I felt
as if I had been through a mangle,’ said Gordon Appelbe, ‘in terms
of the way he drained you intellectually.’

Another characteristic of Donald’s, which some people found
unsettling, was his habit of taking long pauses in the middle of
meetings to gather his thoughts, a trait he shared with his brother
Michael. Donald, said David Thompson, ‘would think in meetings;
he valued the power of thought; he never apologised for taking
time out to think about something that had come into his mind in
the middle of a meeting. The meeting would stop and everyone
would look at each and think: Was it me? Was it something I said?’
One of Donald’s secretaries, Sarah Appelbe, would use the time
when he bowed his head, hand on forehead, and paused for as
long as twenty minutes, to compose her shopping lists: ‘He was
not like anyone else.’ Ken Southern, whose openness and
outspokenness sometimes grated with Donald, once had the
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Donald kept most working relationships on a formal basis. Keith
Blanshard, who later became sales director for Portakabin and
Yorkon, joined the business in 1967. Donald, he remembered, was
always ‘Mr Donald’, a mark of respect common for a long time in
many family businesses. He expected you to keep your jacket on
during meetings, you never took a seat until he asked you and you
never dared walk near him with your hands in your pockets.
Perhaps this was characteristic of Donald’s generation but more
than that it was all a part of his belief in doing things properly. His
punctiliousness also extended to the way meetings were chaired
and minuted. He never had any time for long-winded meetings
but he always liked a proper record to be kept.
All these characteristics, accentuated by the distance inevitably
created as Portakabin became bigger and more complex,
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accounted for the awe in which Donald was held by many people
in later years. Even those who enjoyed a good working relationship
with him and took a more balanced view of him found his natural
shyness and reserve a barrier to anything closer. ‘I enjoyed working
with him,’ said Dick Tagg, ‘but you never really got to know him,
you never got inside him. This never created any difficulties but
you always felt he was holding something in reserve. He was a very
self-contained person.’ ‘I never found him easy to get on with,’ said
Alan Rowlinson. ‘We had a tendency to misunderstand each other.
I never felt I could sit down and chat with him.’ David Thompson,
many years younger than Donald, was never fully at ease with him;
his position, he felt, put too much distance between them. ‘He did
not interact comfortably with everybody, he wasn’t gregarious, he
was a thinker and more introspective. You never found out about
the real Donald. He never brought you in and you would never
enter. I would like to have known him better but there was always
that wall you could never break through.’

enjoy larger social gatherings at work. He always accepted
invitations to staff gatherings or leaving parties but the more
observant noticed that he never really liked being there. This
unease was even more apparent when he had to take centre stage
in public. While he loved organising product launches, which often
involved personalities like the popular scientist Professor Heinz
Wolff or the comedian Michael Bentine, or formal events such as
the receptions when Portakabin won the Queen’s Award, he never
liked being in the spotlight, especially when he had to make a
speech. ‘I used to feel for him,’ said Alan Rowlinson. ‘He was so, so
uncomfortable, as nervous as hell, and there was nothing I could
do for him.’ Roger Wood recalled Donald making a difficult speech
at a safety awards ceremony for Concrete Services. As he finished
talking, Roger spotted Donald catching Pat’s eye, nodding and
smiling, with Pat reciprocating as if to reassure him that he had yet
again mastered a trying public speaking event. Carol Sollit, for
many years Portakabin’s receptionist, always detected Donald’s
nerves in a slight stammer as he began a speech. Cyril Branchette
recollected the differing reactions to his own speech at Shepherd’s
annual senior staff dinner: Peter Shepherd wondered why he had
never thought of a career in politics; Colin Shepherd wrote him a
delightful letter of thanks; while Donald, ringing to say thank you,
told him, ‘I wish to bloody hell I could speak like that!’ At overseas
events for Portakabin, although Donald was happy shaking hands
and talking informally, he usually asked Cyril to deal with the
formal speeches.

One exception was Donald’s relationship with Cyril Branchette. The
two men spent a lot of time with each other as they sought sites
for Portakabin in the UK and Europe. Each man was comfortable in
the other’s company. ‘He was more open with me than with most
people,’ said Cyril. ‘He was very relaxed with me.’ The two men
talked a lot about business, and Donald often shared new ideas
and future plans with Cyril. Once, as they were driving through the
Netherlands the day after concluding the agreement for
Portakabin’s first European site, they jokingly discussed what their
signature tune should be and ended up singing Bing Crosby’s ‘Accent-Tchu-Ate The Positive’ together.
Donald’s natural shyness was part of the reason for the separation
some people felt from him. Combined with a certain selfconsciousness about his position, this made it difficult for him to
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In his determination to get things right, Donald worked hard and
he always expected those who worked for him to do the same.
Albert Arundale, who spent more than forty years with Shepherd’s,
worked for Portasilo in the late 1950s. Donald, he said, ‘was the
boss; he was in charge – he wanted the best and if it wasn’t the
best, it was done again.’ It did not make him an easy man to work
73

DonalD ShepherD - The Man Who InvenTeD porTakabIn

In buSIneSS

with. ‘He could be quite a dominating character,’ said David
Cumming, ‘and very difficult to work with.’ It was only after
David retired that the two men became good friends. ‘I just wish’,
said David, ‘that he’d been like that when we were working
together because he didn’t make my job easy.’ Pat Dodds,
Donald’s long-serving secretary, who, in David Thompson’s
words, was ‘the brake, the filter for everything he wanted’, was
driven to tears from time to time by his demanding behaviour.
‘You had to be very thick-skinned,’ said Gordon Appelbe,
‘otherwise you could easily take offence.’

put in a dedicated line? Then I can answer you straightaway
although all your customers would have to hang on.’ At the other
end of the phone there was a long pause, followed by some
harrumphing, before Donald asked to be put through to his
secretary. He never made the same mistake again.

Sometimes the effort people invested in striving harder to meet
Donald’s high expectations won little recognition. As Portakabin’s
manufacturing manager, Gordon Appelbe was faced with one
particularly important contract, which ran into all sorts of
difficulties because of its demanding timescale. Donald, he
remembered, was furious and told him in no uncertain terms that
he had better make sure the order was fulfilled. As it happened,
because of the commitment of everyone involved, it was. There
were no thanks from Donald, who also had to be persuaded that
the remarkable output achieved by the factory in this instance
could not be sustained indefinitely.
Sometimes Donald realised he had gone too far. As Portakabin’s
receptionist, Carol Sollit came to know ‘Mr Donald’ well. She
often had to deal on her own with a constant stream of incoming
calls. She always got the feeling that whenever Donald was away
he expected her to know instinctively when he was ringing the
office. If she was a little late in answering, his usual response was,
‘Good morning, Carol. You took your time this morning.’ Donald
repeated this line once too often on a morning when Carol was
under even more pressure than usual. This time she went on the
offensive. ‘I’ve got an answer to that, Mr Donald. Why don’t you
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For some people, awe slipped over into fear. Some managers
found this useful. One awkward individual was brought to heel
by telling him that otherwise he would be seeing Donald to
discuss the matter. But, as Gordon Appelbe noted, while ‘an
awful lot of people were afraid of Donald, that would give the
wrong impression’. Like many founding entrepreneurs, Donald
Shepherd may have been an autocrat but he wanted neither
to rule by fear nor for people to be afraid of him. But, believed
Stephen Price, Donald deliberately put on ‘a crisp outer
coating’, which hindered people from knowing the real man.
‘He was an understanding guy underneath yet everyone held
him in awe.’
Donald, on the other hand, always respected his employees,
particularly on the shopfloor. He liked nothing more than to walk
around the factory and in Portakabin’s early days often enjoyed a
mug of tea in the workshop first thing in the morning. When
Richard Smith was walking around the Portasilo factory with
Donald, he was firmly told to take his hands out of his pockets.
‘These men’, Donald told him, ‘earn their living with their hands.’
On another occasion, when Portakabin workers came out on
strike during a national building industry dispute in 1972, Donald
put up a unit outside the gate as a shelter from the wet weather
and sent out tea for them. He was never quick to fire people, he
always encouraged the employment of family members and he
was held in high regard by trades union officials.
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In later years it was his reluctance to fire people, according to
some, that left in place some senior executives who did not
measure up to Donald’s demanding expectations. Portakabin was
never a hire-and-fire company, partly because Donald was only too
aware of his ultimate responsibility for the welfare of his employees’
families. Although, according to Stephen Price, Donald ‘often gave
the impression of being the hard man at the top of the company,
he had a genuine understanding of what made people tick’.
Donald’s instinct was to run his business based on trust and loyalty.
With people who responded to him, Donald was supportive. He
was, said David Thompson, ‘a man with whom you could move
mountains if he was with you.’ He trusted his managers to do what
he asked them to do, and as long as they performed, he let them
get on with their jobs. ‘He was a very good man to work for,’ said
Dick Tagg. ‘He left you to get on with delivering what you said you
would, although he always wanted to be kept in the picture.’ ‘He
had faith in you,’ recalled Keith Blanshard, ‘and in what you were
doing.’ ‘I can’t fault his supportiveness,’ said Alan Rowlinson. ‘He
made me feel that Portasilo was my own business. He was always
very encouraging. I had a lot of loyalty and respect for the man, I
would have done a lot for Donald.’ ‘I felt I could talk to him,’ said
Richard Smith, ‘and I certainly held him in great respect.’

Les and his wife Judy every year thereafter to the firm’s annual
Christmas dinner. When Will Driffield attended his first senior staff
annual dinner, Donald put him at his ease by seating Will next to
him. Will remembered how Donald generated among people at
Portakabin ‘a great enthusiasm to be there’. After finishing early
one Christmas everyone flocked to the local pub where Donald had
provided all the food. ‘That family involvement’, said Will, ‘was far
removed from the typical corporate business.’ After Albert Arundale
helped Portakabin to win a major order from the Ministry of
Defence at the time of the Falklands War, Donald thanked him with
a bottle of champagne. Travelling for the first time with Cyril
Branchette on the ferry to Rotterdam, he was horrified to discover
Cyril’s berth was in the bowels of the ship, and insisted that he
must always book a first class cabin in future.

When Richard left Shepherd’s for a time, Donald asked to see him.
He handed Richard a set of accounts from his new employer. When
Richard confessed that he didn’t really know how to read accounts,
Donald arranged to send him on a three-day course at the Institute
of Directors. This was just one example of how Donald showed his
respect and appreciation. One of the results of the Ouse Acres fire
was the destruction of all Shepherd’s manual asset records, which
had been in the process of being transferred to computer. Les
Blakesley, one of Shepherd’s internal auditors, spent many hours
working on their reconstruction. To say thank you, Donald invited
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One of Donald’s most generous gestures came with the acquisition
of Paton Plant in 1986, which had been Portakabin’s Scottish
agents since 1968. The person behind Paton and its success with
Portakabin in Scotland was Robbie Finlayson but he was only a
minor shareholder with little incentive to agree to a sale.
Negotiations dragged on for some time, leading Donald to call
Robbie’s son, George, and ask why there was a delay. George told
Donald that he was worried that his father, who had put his life
into the business, would receive little reward from any deal. ‘Leave
it to me,’ Donald told George. He soon came back with separate
deals rewarding Robbie and his long-serving colleague Ian Miller
who both continued to work for Paton for several years. ‘This’, said
George, ‘ was Donald’s way of thanking them for everything they
had done.’ He could be a hard-nosed businessman, George
acknowledged, ‘but there was a human side to him as well.’
These practical demonstrations of his appreciation often made up
for the fact that, as a man of few words, Donald was never effusive
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with praise. He was, said Dick Tagg, a man who was ‘very much to
the point. He never said anything unless he was absolutely certain
of it.’ After Ken Southern had significantly improved Portakabin’s
sales, and Donald told him, ‘Well, you seem to have surpassed our
expectations’, this Ken regarded as high praise. And when Donald
drily greeted Ken at a formal dinner by saying, ‘Ken, you look
extremely well… considering the pressure you are under’, Ken’s
reaction was, ‘He’s starting to like me a bit.’

developed a strong working relationship based on mutual trust
and respect. There were never any serious differences between
them, which Dick put down to the fact that he always delivered
on his promises. Dick later became Portasilo’s assistant managing
director and took over as managing director when John Bramall
retired. Dick himself retired in 1992.

As Donald was building up Portasilo and Portakabin (and
assuming significant responsibilities elsewhere in the family
business), he built up a small group of trusted senior managers to
help him run the businesses day-to-day. The first was John
Bramall. He joined Shepherd’s as mechanical superintendent in
April 1953, building up Shepherd’s mechanical engineering
department. He became heavily involved with the detailed design
of the Portasilo, the first Portakabin units and Portaloo. Donald
made him general manager and then managing director of
Portasilo. The two men had a long working relationship. Like
Donald, John Bramall was strong-minded, straight and
authoritarian, willing to challenge Donald when necessary and
generally able to get what he wanted.

As Portakabin began to take off, Donald looked for another
general manager. In 1966 he found Harry Atherton who was then
the director and general manager of an engineering company in
the south of England. Donald also asked Harry to take over
responsibility for Shepherd Woodwork. Quick-witted and lively,
Harry proved ideal for the task of managing and marketing
Portakabin, helped by Brian Smith who soon joined him as
Portakabin’s first sales manager. Donald, Harry later recalled, was
a man whom he regarded with ‘a combination of admiration for
what he achieved, and fear when I suspected he could see
through me.’ Despite Donald’s many other responsibilities, Harry
remembered, he ‘was very supportive and made a great deal of
his time available... I had to become familiar with the managers
of the concrete companies and [Donald] made sure that I wasn’t
exploited by them.’

What John lacked was any manufacturing experience. This
became essential as Portasilo began making Portakabin units as
well as Portasilo systems. The man Donald chose for this task in
1961 was Dick Tagg. Dick had moved north for family reasons
but had previously been in charge of manufacturing for a major
motor engineering company in the south. He was just the man
for the job but Dick took his time before accepting Donald’s offer
because he could see that they were both equally strong-minded.
There were times when they clashed but Dick recalled that
Donald was usually happy to let him get on with his job. They

Harry did not stay with Portakabin. He left in the early 1970s,
believing, rightly or wrongly, that his long-term prospects in a
family-run business were limited. His relationship with Donald
suffered since his new venture was an attempt to emulate
Portakabin. Asked at Shepherd’s annual dinner if he knew how
Harry was getting on, Donald was dismissive in his response:
‘We don’t mention that name here.’ But Harry would return to
the fold in 1982 when Shepherd’s took over MSS, the firm he
was running in Kent, which made clean rooms for the
pharmaceutical industry.

78

79

DonalD ShepherD - The Man Who InvenTeD porTakabIn

In buSIneSS

By the time Harry left Portakabin, the business was taking off. The
company was reaching a scale which made it feasible to become a
self-contained manufacturing business, expanding production
capacity and taking over responsibility for all its own engineering
and electrical work. Donald looked for another manager with
manufacturing expertise, which was when he found Jack
Semourson. Jack became one of Donald’s most trusted managers,
eventually taking over as Portakabin’s managing director before he
retired in 1995. Jack, the typical Scouser, got on famously with
Donald, the typical Yorkshireman, and joined the small band of
business colleagues Donald regarded as close friends.

for a consortium of local authorities. It was the largest contract
ever won by the business but it soon ran into trouble and the scale
of the losses threatened to cripple the group. It turned out that
each completed unit cost much more than estimated. The
assumptions behind the original contract were flawed and never
really challenged by Donald and his brothers. What mattered was
not so much the errors, but rather that Donald’s over-reliance on
his managers suggested that even for a man of his energy Donald
was probably over-stretched at the time.

Donald was not always as well-served by his senior managers. In
the late 1960s, Shepherd’s won a major contract for the Yorkshire
Development Group to build thousands of industrialised dwellings

It also showed that Donald could be too trusting. As David
Thompson suggested, ‘he could be taken advantage of; he could
be misled’. ‘Once he thought you were a good guy’, observed
Stephen Price, who joined Portakabin in 1995, ‘he would support
you, although that created some issues because some people
pulled the wool over his eyes; some people in the business weren’t
as good as he thought they were.’ Alan Rowlinson, who ran
Portasilo in the 1990s, believed that Donald tolerated for too long
managers who proved incapable of developing their skills as the
business expanded. In later years Donald lacked the John Bramalls,
Harry Athertons and Jack Semoursons who were willing to
challenge him – too many were too willing to say ‘yes’. This
weakness was not unique to Portakabin. David Cumming, who
almost left Portakabin as a result of what he saw as one of
Donald’s weaker appointments, thought that throughout
Shepherd’s too few senior managers were prepared to stand up to
the brothers. This was not helped by the refusal of the brothers to
allow much slack to many of their managers. Les Tench, one of the
first two non-family non-executive directors to join the group in
1994, believed this led many managers to see their roles as
administrative rather than providing guidance which might have
challenged the brothers’ views. This left some capable executives
feeling impotent.
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Perhaps one reason for this friendship was that while Jack
respected Donald, he never placed him on a pedestal like so many
younger managers. Things were different in those early days.
Donald was just as demanding but he was closer to the men on
shopfloor. Albert Arundale and his colleagues, for instance,
working in Portasilo in the late 1950s, were never in awe of
Donald.
Donald also liked Jack’s straightforward, down-to-earth approach,
which was something they had in common. Like other close
colleagues, such as John Bramall, Dick Tagg and Harry Atherton,
Jack had few qualms about challenging Donald. He often proved
persuasive, although he always knew when to give in with good
grace. Jack had the common touch, invaluable in his role, and the
knack of making people feel comfortable. While he always
appeared relaxed, the reality was far from it, and Jack later found it
particularly stressful acting as Donald’s managing director.
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As time passed, it became more difficult for Donald to repeat the
close working relationships he had enjoyed with John Bramall and
others. These had been forged over a long period with people
closer to his own age. Candidates to succeed them were inevitably
younger and less likely to spend the greater part of their careers
with one employer as trends changed. Moreover, the businesses
were becoming more corporate, attracting a different type of
executive, yet Donald remained an autocratic entrepreneur. As his
son Patrick reflected, Donald was always searching in vain for his
successor. Les Tench believed one of the reasons for this was
Donald’s unwillingness to invest in the calibre of management to
fulfil the international ambitions he had for Portakabin. While
Donald carried on searching, he pressed the reluctant but loyal Jack
Semourson into service as managing director for the time being.
Working alongside the founder was never going to be easy for
anyone, and most never lasted long, although they usually left with
their respect for Donald intact. It was only as Donald began to
contemplate retirement that he handed over the reins to his son
Patrick and together they found the right external candidate in
Stephen Price. Stephen spent only a short time working with
Donald but it was long enough for him to realise, as he recalled,
that ‘all the important decisions went to Donald and came down
from Donald’.

any additional responsibilities. Keith Blanshard was once called to
see Donald in his office and, as was often the case when people
received such a summons, had no idea what it was about, which
made him understandably anxious. Donald began the meeting by
saying how he had now known Keith for several years, which he
accompanied with a few complimentary remarks, something so
rare that when they came the recipient knew they were undeniably
sincere. Donald then asked Keith if he would be willing to become
a director. Understandably Keith asked whether such promotion
came with increased remuneration. ‘That’s not the point!’ said
Donald. ‘It’s an important position. You’re representing the
company out there in the industry.’ In fact Keith did receive a salary
increase but only much later. And as for being a director, Donald
rarely held board meetings. In fact, even formal meetings of the
group board occurred only when absolutely necessary, with finance
and operational matters instead coming every month before the
group management committee.

In this respect Donald and his brothers were typical of their
generation. Stephen Price found he was taking over a business
which had been run on a command and control basis, with Donald
still firmly in charge, assisted by his trusted lieutenant, Jack
Semourson. Only a handful of other managers exercised any real
responsibility or initiative while many were used only to doing what
they had been told to do. Never status conscious, Donald found it
difficult to understand why some senior managers failed to
appreciate being given the title of director when it came without

Board meetings were few and far between partly because that was
not Donald’s way as the businesses’ founder. Partly it was also
because he didn’t want too many people to know too much about
what was going on. He shared with his brothers an old-fashioned
attitude to financial information, all part of their determinedly low
profile and general reluctance to appear in the limelight. He was
also untroubled by the lack of transparency across the business,
even though it could lead to problems, so clearly shown in the
Yorkon launch. Donald was almost oblivious to the barriers
impeding communication between different parts of the business.
He was happy so long as he could find out what he wanted to
know, which he did by talking regularly with people in the office,
the factory and on site. It would take a changing of the guard, as
Donald finally gave way to his son Patrick and Stephen Price,
before secrecy gave way to transparency.
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It would take just as long for this to happen within the wider
group. All the brothers were reluctant to release any more
financial information about the business than they needed to.
Donald, for instance, employed all sorts of delaying tactics before
finally conceding that he had to allow union representatives
access to the reported annual results – and even then he lectured
the chief union negotiator on the need for confidentiality. Any
memos involving financial figures were typed with spaces to allow
the figures to be inked in by whichever brother was sending the
memos, even though they were immediately handed back to
their secretaries for sending out. Annual accounts were only ever
filed at the last minute. Financial data were never given to those
attending the annual senior staff dinner, yet even then Peter
Shepherd would always warn people that nothing said within the
room should ever be repeated outside. Family shareholders
outside the boardroom received minimal information,
contributing to the increasing discontent which was one of the
reasons the brothers eventually agreed to appoint two non-family
non-executive directors. One of the latter, Les Tench, even
thought the new group head office being built at the time of his
appointment in 1994 reflected the brothers’ culture of secrecy,
with the ‘Engaged’ sign outside the boardroom and the
staggered entry into a director’s office via an outer secretary’s
office.

In buSIneSS

he did.’ Donald’s great advantage was that manufacturing was
consistently the most profitable part of the group.
Despite these arguments, Donald was never once heard to criticise
any of his brothers. He never talked about them – that was a
private family matter. Each of them had a complementary role to
play in the family business. Peter, for instance, with his rational and
logical approach, had a flair for administration, introducing
computing to the group and the concept of profit centres, as well
as having a good head for figures. But each of them was different,
and with four brothers in the business, tensions were bound to
surface from time to time. Although there were often serious
differences between Peter and Donald, there was also a strong
bond of mutual respect, forged during the much closer relationship
they had enjoyed when they were younger. Iain Robertson,
Donald’s son-in-law, noted that whatever their disagreements, ‘no
one outside the family would have noticed that they had to work
hard at maintaining their relationship’. Michael’s son, Nigel,
however, could detect when they had fallen out badly from the
terse greeting they gave each other if they both happened to be
attending the same function.

Keeping things to themselves was one of the bonds that tied the
brothers together as a family despite strong disagreements. And
there certainly were disagreements. These often centred around
the need for more capital to fund the expansion of Portakabin
and the other manufacturing businesses. ‘I could see the
frustration [Donald] sometimes showed after a meeting with his
brothers,’ recalled Richard Smith. ‘He had to fight quite hard and
it wasn’t easy for him to get his way, although most of the time

Peter and Donald had worked closely together during the crisis
which almost destroyed the family business. In 1966, at the height
of the boom in industrialised housing, Shepherd Construction won
a massive contract worth £15 million over four years to build 4,500
dwellings for the Yorkshire Development Group, a consortium of
local authorities. Work began on the first site in Leek Street, Leeds,
at the end of 1966. The Minister of Housing was present when the
first wall panel was placed in position. A year later a large colour
photograph of work in progress was splashed across the front page
of the company’s newsletter, Shepherd News, with the caption,
‘This is it. The biggest system-built housing project of them all.’
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The contract was a disaster. It gobbled up capital, with the
production plant in each city costing half a million pounds. It was
beset by bad weather. It was too big for Shepherd to control
properly. And mistakes in tendering meant that each completed
unit cost much more than the contract price. It never made any
money. In fact, it lost so much money that the brothers refused to
accept the advice of their accountants Cooper Brothers to
incorporate present and future losses within the group accounts for
1967–68. This would have reduced the group’s reserves by twothirds and virtually wiped out its net current assets. The group was
already shouldering loans of nearly £1.5 million, unsecured loans of
more than £700,000 and a bank overdraft of more than half a
million pounds. Worse was to come with the Ronan Point disaster
in May 1968, when a system-built block of flats was destroyed by
an explosion, causing a complete loss of confidence in
industrialised building. The group’s results were also affected by a
national economic crisis and a severe government credit squeeze.
The group, said Peter Shepherd, had had to make ‘drastic
adjustments... we have had to eliminate persistently unprofitable
situations.’ Offices were closed, others were merged and jobs were
lost. Group accounts were never produced for 1968–69, the next
set being issued to cover 1968–70. By the time the YDG contract
had been largely completed in 1970, the group’s profit and loss
account had been wiped out, net current assets had fallen by a
third and the average number of employees had nearly halved. At
one point the group chief financial accountant advised Eric
Goodwill, the group financial controller, that the group should be
placed in administration – a suggestion met with choice language
in response.

weekly reports on the group’s finances. These were prepared by
Dennis Reaston who remembered Peter Shepherd’s car revving up
outside the office in Blue Bridge Lane as Peter and Donald waited
to dash to the bank with the latest report. It was a crisis no one
wanted to repeat.

One key to survival was the resolute support of the group’s bank,
the Midland. But the brothers were asked to put up their own
homes as security and the bank expected to receive detailed
86

As a result of his experiences when the firm was struggling during
the depression of the 1930s, Peter had always tended to take a
cautious approach to finance. The YDG saga only reinforced his
natural conservatism, which led to the imposition of much tighter
central controls. In particular, borrowing limits were set at 30–35
per cent of the group’s net worth. This helped to repair the group’s
share capital and reserves over the next decade, which rose from
under a million pounds in 1970 to £24 million in 1980. The
significant increase in the group’s cash reserves, which reached
nearly £6 million by 1984, was another sign of the group’s financial
conservatism.
This was at a time when the group’s construction business was
shrinking and any expansion was driven by the manufacturing
businesses. Yet although the latter expanded by 50 per cent during
the 1970s, their growth was held back by the group’s financial
approach. This inevitably led to tension in the boardroom – Donald
Shepherd no doubt pointed out that the group not only relied
upon manufacturing for growth but also for a large part of its
profits while Peter Shepherd would have stressed the cashgenerating advantages of construction. Donald’s drive and Peter’s
caution, once so complementary, now set them apart. ‘It meant’,
recalled Donald’s son Patrick, ‘that board meetings became huge
rows.’ As David Thompson described it, ‘ammunition on both sides
would be prepared and hand grenades would be lobbed from one
side to another.’ Shepherd’s finance director, Dennis Reaston,
remembered those times, when Donald and Peter were often at
87

DonalD ShepherD - The Man Who InvenTeD porTakabIn

In buSIneSS

loggerheads because Peter sometimes had to say no to Donald’s
requests for more money, which Donald never liked. Cyril
Branchette remembered that whenever he came to Donald with
another site suitable as a Portakabin hire outlet, Donald’s usual
response would be, ‘Go ahead and do it, but I don’t know where
the bloody hell I’m going to get the money from!’ ‘Father was
enormously frustrated by Peter,’ said Jane, Donald’s daughter,
‘and Peter was enormously frustrated by Father.’

when you have finished; I’ll be in my office.’ When things had
been at their most difficult, Peter and Donald had even used the
good offices of Eric Goodwill, the chief financial controller, as a
conduit between them. Peter would pass on his thoughts to Eric,
who would relay them to Donald, who was more accepting of
Eric as a source.

Yet any disagreements between the brothers, each of whom was
different from the other in skills and temperament, was never
allowed to override their collective belief in the family ethos of the
business. Like many entrepreneurs, Donald’s belief in family was
just as strong a driver as any personal business ambitions. Family
unity, both in business and in his personal life, was always
paramount for Donald, and this was a commitment shared by all
the brothers.

Donald’s difficult relationship with his elder brother coloured his
consideration of the offer of an honour, which he accepted only
after receiving an assurance it had nothing to do with Peter. Peter,
Donald and Colin all received honours in recognition of their
achievements. While Peter was knighted for his services to the
Construction Industry Training Board in 1976 and Colin received
the OBE in 1986 for his services to the housing industry, it was
not until 1992 that Donald received the OBE for services to
exports, the only one of the brothers whose award was directly
linked to the business. In the year Portakabin received the
Queen’s Award for Technological Achievement, Donald’s honour
rather seemed to miss the point, when his contribution to
innovative engineering merited higher recognition.

The brothers always found ways of alleviating tension to make
sure they stuck together. The main source of tension was certainly
between the two elder brothers, Peter and Donald, who had
been so close in childhood. Michael and Colin got on quietly with
running their own parts of the business. And this was one way the
group remained intact. Les Tench described the group as a
collection of fiefdoms run by strong-willed leaders who only
wanted to be left alone to do their own thing. The unspoken
assumption at board meetings, discovered Alan Fletcher, the
group’s other external non-executive director, was that no
brother would challenge the other. The result was that board
debates became ‘high-quality monologues’. Any differences of
opinion were usually dealt with outside the boardroom, although
there was one occasion when Peter and Donald were arguing so
loudly that Michael left the meeting, telling them, ‘Let me know

But it was obvious to all the brothers that the way they managed
the group was unique to their generation. Rather late in the day
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By then Colin Shepherd had been group chairman since Peter’s
retirement in 1986. He took a much more relaxed approach,
putting Donald under much less pressure and giving him more
freedom. Certainly the next decade, the last of Donald’s business
career, saw the rapid expansion under David Thompson as
manager of Portakabin’s hire division, which had been formed in
1985. It also produced striking progress by Yorkon under
Donald’s son Patrick, partly because Patrick ran the business in a
more transparent way than his father.
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they began planning for the hand-over to the next generation,
starting with the appointment for the first time of non-family
non-executive directors. To help them with this task, they
engaged David Johnson, an executive search consultant. David
had two lengthy sessions with Donald to find out what it was he
was looking for from an external non-executive. He found Donald
proper, precise and straightforward, passionate about the
business, ‘a nimble thinker with a fertile mind’. Donald, he
discovered, was seeking people who could cast a fresh eye over
the family business and bring to the board skills the brothers
lacked. He was also keen to find someone with manufacturing
experience who could offer him support after so many years
spent as the lone voice on the board, speaking up for what was
becoming the most consistently profitable part of the group.
Armed with advice from the brothers, David’s efforts led to the
appointment of Alan Fletcher and Les Tench in 1994. They soon
discovered that the business was being run not as a group but
rather as a loose collection of separate divisions where
management was still characterised by opportunity rather than
strategy. Any advice they offered, however, tended to fall on deaf
ears. They should have been appointed ten years earlier. Reaching
the end of their business careers, the surviving brothers (Michael
had died in 1992 after a long illness) found it difficult to accept
guidance from outsiders. David Johnson had suspected as much
when he had spoken with Donald, detecting that the pride of the
brothers in the family name and the family’s achievements would
make it hard for them to work with non-family board members
passing judgement on the performance and capability of the
family business. Nevertheless, Alan Fletcher and Les Tench played
a key role in helping to transform the group by separating
management from ownership. That, however, would be a
challenge faced by the next generation. Within four years, Peter,
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Donald and Colin had all died. The loss of so much accumulated
wisdom so quickly would prove costly to the business.
Although family was important for Donald, he had always
harboured a certain ambivalence about how he fitted into the
group. His wife Pat believed that if he had been more confident
after returning from the war he would have set out on his own.
David Thompson, while acknowledging the group was divided into
family fiefdoms, nevertheless felt that ‘Donald was outside that – he
was creating something that was not Shepherd.’ Hence, none of
the manufacturing businesses took the name Shepherd in their
titles. What most of them had in common was the prefix Porta- ,
which meant many people never linked them directly to their
parent company. His son-in-law heard it said that getting
Portakabin off the ground was so difficult that Donald seriously
contemplated leaving the group and setting up the business on his
own. David Thompson often wondered whether Donald had
wanted to set up Portakabin Hire outside the group, divorced from
the family, using his own capital.
In the end commitment to family took precedence. Donald, the
innovator, the visionary, was always wanting, said David
Thompson, to go one step further, but he knew that every step of
the way he had to take his brothers along with him. ‘Perhaps,’ said
David, ‘he could have taken the business further quicker if he had
sourced funds outside the group [but] Donald knew how to play
family politics and generally he got what he wanted because he
delivered. He could be a very forceful persuader.’
Perhaps Donald recognised that he and his brothers had left
fundamental change until it was too late for any of them to easily
accept it. His son Patrick certainly felt that his father became more
anxious about the future of the group as he became older, having
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striven all his life to strengthen it for the sake of his family. The
relationship between father and son was just beginning to bloom
as Donald stepped down. While he was still in active control, there
had been ups and downs in his relationship with Patrick. Working
alongside his father, said Patrick, ‘came with a certain price to it’.
This all changed on Donald’s retirement, when he became more of
a confidant and an advisor to his son. ‘I had my father back,’ said
Patrick. ‘When he retired, intellectually he had made up his mind.
He still had an office at Huntington just yards away from my office
and he would just drop in for a chat. And he was just lovely; he was
just so good to me.’ The sadness was how short-lived this proved
to be. ‘[Retirement] relaxed the relationship between us,’ said
Patrick. ‘I really enjoyed it and I felt it was really unfair that he
went. And I always blamed him – if I am honest – for going.’ He
was still full of energy; there was no sign that he was failing, he was
still cycling to his office in Huntington.
Towards the end of March 1997 Donald and Pat were driving
north to join a cruise round the Scottish isles from Oban. On the
way up Donald predictably called in at Paton Plant, Portakabin’s
Scottish hire operation, near Glasgow, and took George Finlayson
out to lunch. Unusually for Donald, he talked freely with George
about his business philosophy. As Donald left Glasgow, he called
Patrick on his car-phone, saying, ‘I’ve just met George. It’s going
really well up here, isn’t it?’ A few days later, on 27 March 1997, he
died suddenly on board ship.
A bust of Donald completed by Sally Arnup before his death still
stands in reception at Portakabin. It is a visible reminder of the
founder’s values, of ingenuity, innovation and vision, of persistence
and determination, of straightforward dealing, honesty and
integrity, which continue to drive the business.
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