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GOING
FOR
GLOBAL

BRETT BLUNDY KNOWS WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE ON TOP OF THE WORLD.

Bouncing back from failure has
helpedBrett Blundy build a $1 billion
retail and property empire in Australia.
Next stop: Singapore and theworld,
writesAnne Hyland.

He was there for one and a half hours with his friend John Leece, freezing and
gaping at the breathtaking beauty of the North Pole. It was minus 30 degrees,
2am and the only sound beyond their own voices was the hum of the helicopter
engine, which ran the whole time. It was too risky to switch it off because it
might not start again. “I’m not a religious person in any way but it was almost
spiritual to be there,” says Blundy. “It was serene.”

That was 11 years ago, when he and Leece planned to meet adventure
trekkers Tim Jarvis and Peter Treseder at the pole. Jarvis and Treseder had
approached Blundy to fund their land expedition after talking to Leece, a
director with Boroughs, an accountancy firm. Leece recalls telling the pair: “I
know this chap Brett Blundy and he might be interested. He’d like something
adventurous like that. We did a little presentation at his home one Saturday
morning. He saw it, understood it, felt it. Brett assesses risk as he does in
business life. He assesses challenges and opportunities. He said: ‘Let’s do it!’
He’s that sort of guy; straight on to it. He’s a frontfoot person.”

Risk taker. Action man. Blundy may be both but at the North Pole Leece saw
another side: “We were like kids when we got there.” They revelled in how
pristine and remote it was and the bragging rights that came with such an
adventure. As it turned out, they made it to the Pole but Jarvis and Treseder
didn’t. Treseder got frostbite, losing a toe, and both men were airlifted to safety.
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Failure and success like that North Pole expedition are not
new to Blundy. They have been constant companions
throughout his career and life. The son of a market gardener in
Victoria’s South Gippsland, Blundy stumbled into retailing
after failing his Victorian Certificate of Education, and built a
private company worth about $1 billion. (Forbes magazine
values Blundy’s empire at $US835 million, but based on
research for this article that figure appears too low.)

Now the 53yearold is embarking on his riskiest adventure
yet. Having sat atop the world, he wants to conquer it – well,
the world of retailing at least – and he’s left the country to
make it happen. He moved to Singapore in July with wife
Vanessa and their two young children, Sam and Mia. To show
how serious they are about calling Singapore home, the
Blundys are selling their residential properties in Sydney.
Already gone is the Circular Quay penthouse for $12 million;
listed for sale are their $27 million Vaucluse family compound
and a Pearl Beach weekender worth about $6 million.

Blundy wants to build a global retailer and he can’t do that
from Sydney. “We got to the point where we were really
growing rapidly internationally but were still too Australian
centric,” he says during a recent trip back to Sydney. “For
several years that was an issue I had been trying to resolve.
What it really came down to was I needed to shift the centre of
gravity of my world. I had to be the one to make the move so
that I could get the rest of my organisation to adjust, shift and
follow in the thinking. Leadership has to lead. We’ve done all
we can in Australia.”

To understand his thinking you need first to understand
Blundy’s diverse business empire. His private company, BB
Retail Capital, encompasses the successful accessory and
jewellery chains diva and Lovisa; lingerie operations Bras N
Things and Honey Birdette; home décor stores Adairs and
Dusk; a stake in BridgeClimb Sydney, which leads guided tours
to the summit of the Sydney Harbour Bridge; a retail property
funds management business that owns bulky goods retail
centres; and a stake in Barkly Pastoral Company, which runs
about 60,000 head of cattle in the Northern Territory. The
latter is one of Australia’s biggest live export opportunities and
Blundy hopes a Singapore base will help him explore other
markets outside of Indonesia and Vietnam.

These businesses, which BB Retail Capital either owns
outright or has a controlling stake in, span 23 countries – there
are 300 diva stores in Russia alone – and employ 7000 people.
The company has been opening an average of two to three
stores a week internationally this year. While revenue in the
Australian retail operations is flat, sales in emerging markets
are growing at double digits. The move is as much about
international expansion as it is about the globalisation of
retailing, which has been driven by the internet.

“In retail, the future of BB Retail Capital is all outside of
Australia and in my opinion the future of retail generally,”
Blundy says. “It’s no longer acceptable to be number one in a
territory like Australia. That won’t suffice. You now need to be
a leader in the world. Not everybody agrees that you have to
be global to survive. There’s a lot of debate on that. It’s my
view. Time will tell.”

Besides basing himself in prime retail territory – BB Retail
Capital’s headquarters for the group is a short cab ride to the
Orchard Road shopping strip – Singapore is also a good
settingoff point for traversing his expanding empire as well as
regular trips back to Sydney. “I started talking to Vanessa
about four years ago about the need to move to Asia; I would
be on the phone saying we need to live here,” Blundy recalls.
“In Asia, people are energetic. They’re biased towards action.
They get on with things. That’s really appealing to someone of
my character. There’s a real excitement in those countries that
permeates, and that’s refreshing.”

When tossing up between Hong Kong and Singapore,
Blundy preferred the latter, but he left the decision to his wife.
“Singapore was an instant hit with Vanessa. When we went to

Hong Kong and got off the plane and saw the smog, we may as
well have picked up our bags from the carousel and flown
back straight back.” Their son is asthmatic.

When Blundy revealed he was heading to Singapore there
was no shortage of speculation that it was primarily a ploy to
minimise tax. Corporate tax rates there top out at 20 per cent
and the island nation has one of the world’s highest
concentrations of millionaires. The Singapore government
says its taxation policy is designed to foster entrepreneurship.
The tax explanation is, Blundy argues, too simplistic and that’s
all he’ll say about it.

Australia produces legions of entrepreneurs. Some fail
because their ideas are bad and some stumble because of poor
execution or management. Infighting ends up spelling the
demise of other ventures. The ones who succeed do so because
of hard work, obsession, brilliance, creativity, luck, risk taking
and ruthlessness. Colleagues and friends say Blundy has all
these attributes. “He’s got a wonderful antenna,” says Paul
Cave, the founder of BridgeClimb. “He’s inspirational,
energetic, and passionate about what he’s doing. He’s very
driven and really a very creative entrepreneur. He’s one of
those people where anything is possible. I love that about him.

I admire his ability to do as many things as he’s done ... and
there’s been a good hit rate.”

Blundy believes his success has largely been because he is not
trying to reinvent the wheel. To illustrate the point, he cites the
transformation of a bunch of “unloved” homemaker centres
into a “fantastic” business through applying his retail expertise
and refining the way they operate. In 2005, he began buying
up homemaker centres across Australia that housed the likes
of Bing Lee, Harvey Norman and Freedom. “It was a
discarded sector that we recognised eight years ago. I was
looking around and asked myself, What do I know? And retail
property was what I knew well. So that was an easy step.”
When BB Capital could no longer fund the expansion, he
sought outside investors who proved keen to team up with
him. He set up BBRC Funds Management last year, and so far
it has raised just over $80 million from wealthy investors to
buy four centres. “We recently bought the Belrose homemaker
centre and it was oversubscribed before we officially opened
it,” he says. Blundy has a portfolio of 12 homemaker centres
valued at around $700 million delivering a forecast annual
yield of 10 per cent. He remains the cornerstone investor in
every centre, citing these bulkygood centres in his advice to
wouldbe entrepreneurs “not to forsake the unsexy”. C
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“I NEEDED TO SHIFT THE

CENTRE OF GRAVITY OF MY

WORLD ... WE’VE DONE ALL WE

CAN IN AUSTRALIA.”

Brett Blundy at the North Pole: “It was almost spiritual to be there.”
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“I do think there’s a lot of focus on what is the next greatest
innovation or idea that no one has ever had before and that’s
going to revolutionise the world. The failure rate at that is
extraordinary. Out of that every now and then you get a Steve
Jobs. I think as often as not you should take something that is
already being done and do it better.”

BridgeClimb is such an example, says Blundy. “That bridge
has been there for 75 years,” he says. “It didn’t take
innovation; it was just there.” Blundy has a 40 per cent stake
and was among the early investors when getting people to pay
handsomely to climb Sydney’s Harbour Bridge was just an
idea of Cave’s to take advantage of a public asset.

“Brett was the first one I spoke with and he instantly got it,”
says Cave. “The nous and the insightfulness he has, and
wonderful nose for a creative idea and concept. He wanted to
be part of it straight away.”

Fast food entrepreneur and Fairfax Media board director
Jack Cowin was more cautious. He said no repeatedly to Cave.
It took nine years before BridgeClimb won all the approvals to
start in 1998, and towards the end Cowin came on board.
More than 3 million people have climbed the bridge since,
shelling out up to $300 each for the privilege.

Many in Blundy’s inner circle are people he met through the
Young Presidents’ Organisation, which brings together
youthful entrepreneurs and chief executives. In late October
this year, Cowin and Blundy attended a Harvard Business
School course for chief executives in Mumbai, run in
conjunction with the YPO. Speaking from India, Cowin said 
he admires Blundy for his “outstanding amount of common
sense ... He can take a relatively complex situation, simplify it
and take action. He’s quite decisive and clear in his thought
process. People know where they stand with him.”

Leece, another YPO member, says the mark of a successful
entrepreneur is being able to take people along with you. “He
motivates people by empowering them and engaging them and
giving them the opportunity to accept responsibility,” says
Leece, citing as evidence how Blundy has taken a team of
Australians to Singapore with him.

But what drives Blundy to keep expanding and take on the
world? The man struggles to articulate an answer and asks for
a few days to think about it. The considered reply is that there
are three motivators: his love of retail, his people and a self
belief that he’s building something special, which has grown
from nothing. “It’s like a drug,” he says of retailing. “It keeps
me grounded. If you do good it’s rewarding but if you get it
wrong you get smashed.” He loves the interaction with
customers and developing staff. “It’s one thing to realise your
own dream but just as rewarding helping and watching others
do the same.” As for BB Retail getting bigger and bigger,
Blundy glibly says: “When you’re having fun, why not grow
the party.” But on a more serious note, he adds: “I’m curious
to see how far I can push things. I have a fear of it failing at the
same time, so both tend to keep you going.”

A stocky man with boyish looks and a disarming grin, Blundy
grew up in Clyde, a Melbourne suburb 48 kilometres
southeast of the city. Back in the 1960s, when he was a child,
Clyde was more rural than today. Consequently, Blundy views
himself as more of a country than a city person. “He likes
being out in the bush,” says Leece. “He’s got an Australian
soul about him, not a city soul.”

Blundy has seen some of the more remote parts of Australia,
having spent three months driving across Australia with
Vanessa, including crossing the Simpson Desert, and dirt R
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Hill outside some Peranakan

shophouses. He traverses his

growing global empire from his

base in Singapore, flying back to

Australia every few months.
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biking in Cape York with friends, entrepreneur Pierce Cody
and Phil George of the George Group. He was the middle of
five children and there was an expectation he would go into
the family business selling cabbages, carrots, and potatoes. But
although he was close to his father, Blundy had no desire to
follow in his footsteps, much to his Dad’s disappointment.
“He was very hurt.” It took his father six months to come and
visit his first music store. Two sisters work for him: youngest
sister Tracey in a strategic development role and oldest sister
Candy in Bras N Things.

But retail wasn’t his first love. After leaving school, Blundy
had dreams of becoming a pilot. At 17, he got his pilot’s licence
before he got his car licence, and worked several sales jobs
until at 20 he made his first foray into retailing. He and school
mate Jeff Moon bought two struggling music stores by the
name of Disco Duck. They closed one and ran the other, which
was in Pakenham, close to where Blundy grew up. Pakenham’s
small population and the store’s poor location in an arcade
meant it haemorrhaged money from day one. In the three

years they ran it, it never made a profit. Blundy recalls one day
where all they sold were two singles at $1.99 each.

Nevertheless, he says he learned a lot about how to run a
business: ordering stock, bookkeeping, customer service and
understanding what customers want. “At 20 years of age I
learned how to be a retailer. I’m still learning how to be a
retailer.” Undeterred by the losses, they bought more stores,
funding the purchases through odd jobs ranging from stacking
hay to bunching carrots. The second store would establish
something of a model. It was in a shopping centre in a more
populous area but had not been run very well. Within six
months Blundy and Moon grew turnover from $2000 a week
to $15,000. Blundy graphed the rise from week to week and
still keeps that piece of paper. He attributes the turnaround to
staying close to the customer. He makes all the bosses of BB
Retail’s brands visit stores regularly to stay connected.

When they had about five stores Blundy took a casual
ThursdaynightandSaturdaymorning job at Just Jeans for a
few months. It was like doing an intensive retailing course.

Blundy had admired what Just Jeans owner Craig Kimberley
was doing with his 60 stores. He wanted to know how
Kimberley trained and motivated staff and how he ran his
ordering and payments systems. Call it spying, but Blundy
learned what made a bigger operation tick and – importantly,
he says – about a company’s culture. It took many years before
Blundy fessed up to Kimberley about what he had done.

“He was embarrassed about talking about his story with
Craig Kimberley,” says Cave. “But it was part of his journey.
That’s Brett’s nature of looking behind something and
understanding what makes it work and tick, particularly for
someone like him who’s been unpolluted by tertiary education.
He’s very much a selftaught person.”

Another story about Blundy’s cheeky entrepreneurialism is
told by property developer and retailer Fadil “Butch” Sadikay.
His family owned music stores when Blundy and Moon were
starting out. “Blundy would come down to our retail store in
Dandenong and negotiate buying stock off us at a discounted
price because it was in bulk and take it back to his Pakenham
store and resell it with an extra margin,” Sadikay says.

Blundy and Moon increased their crop of music stores to
eight and branded them Jetts before they had a falling out over
an issue that remains known only to the two men. Blundy
won’t talk about it. In 1986, Blundy and Moon agreed to go
their separate ways. Sadikay financed Moon to buy Blundy
out. The deal valuing the stores at $1 million delivered him
$600,000 – pretty exciting for Blundy, then 25. “To have a
business valued at $1 million was quite a moment,” he recalls.
Sadikay concedes that he backed the wrong one. “It wasn’t
long before I realised that the smarter one was Brett. He was
the better retailer.” Blundy bought back the stores three years
later, and they would eventually grow into the Sanity
Entertainment Group.

Sanity became Australia’s biggest music retailer, with 350
stores and a further 110 in the UK, with its own branded stores
and others such as HMV, Virgin Entertainment, and
In2Music. Soon the business was selling more than one in
three of every album sold in Australia. Sanity was the
wellspring for Blundy’s wealth. He built that business over
three decades and sold out in 2009, by which time the internet
was eroding the revenue model of traditional music stores.

Sadikay went on to run several retail ventures, including a
surfwear chain to which Blundy would become a supplier with
his brand Aztec Rose. Sadikay believes one trait that set
Blundy apart was that there was no distinct line between his
work and personal life. “He wasn’t concerned at a young age
about having the wife, kids and house. He was more
concerned about educating himself, opening businesses and
being successful. He was always 110 per cent focused on
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PUSH THINGS. I HAVE

A FEAR OF IT FAILING
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SO BOTH TEND TO

KEEP YOU GOING.”



improving his business. What I learned more than anything
else off him was you’ve got to be ruthless. You can’t feel sorry
for the person on the other end who’s selling. Typically a lot of
people bring emotion into business – not him.”

Blundy admits that for a long time he was all business.
“Paranoid, fanatical – all those words. I enjoy what I do.” But
he has changed: “I can switch off these days. I do take holidays
in contrast to those years ago. If you had asked me that
question 15 years ago I was just working all the time. There
may be an argument that I was just too focused to be
interrupted or to be looking for a family. I could buy into that
argument but it’s always about the right person as the
overrider. I’m very committed to Vanessa and my two
beautiful children. The only source of conflict I have in my life
is between family and work.”

Even before he reaped the windfall selling out of his first
record stores, Blundy was thinking about his next business,
Bras N Things. One of his music store managers had a
wardrobe malfunction, which revealed a mangled bra strap.
She held the strap together with a nappy pin, inspiring Blundy
to come up with the idea that women’s underwear could be a
fashion statement. (Blundy was a few years ahead of the
underwearasouterwear craze inspired by Madonna.) From
this Bras N Things emerged, with its brightly coloured
underwear and socially acceptable Gstrings. He asked his
mum to accompany him to an adult store to look at Gstrings
before he started stocking them.

“I’m a country boy. I couldn’t go into a store like that on my
own, and I owned a lingerie store! Anyway, my Mum came
with me, embarrassingly.” When he finally put 15 Gstrings
into one of his stores they sold out in a day. “I expected a
couple to be sold, but they all went.” Blundy’s foray into the 
bra business also led him on his first trip to Asia almost 25

years ago. He went to Hong Kong to source bras and now
sources 90 per cent of his product from China. “That’s when
my love affair with Asia started.”

Blundy has done every role in retail, from being chief buyer
for Bras N Things to managing store fitouts. For all his success,
there have been numerous failures in shoes and coffee shops.
But he sees failing and losing money as a great way to learn.
The $10 million he sank into venture capital group TiNSHED
at the height of the dotcom boom, alongside other investors
such as James Packer, David Lowy and John Singleton, was a
big lesson. “Not one of those investments succeeded.” He
shakes his head. “That just goes to show investing in stuff you
don’t really know often doesn’t pay off. But there were lots of
good investors and smart people in there.”

Blundy says he learned early to accept failure and move on.
“I was worrying a lot at age 25 and I decided I better stop
worrying. I wouldn’t be able to succeed if I continued to
bloody worry myself to death, which I was doing by not
sleeping.” It explains how he put one of the more trying
periods of his career behind him. In 1997 he listed his company
Brazin, which owned Sanity and Bras N Things, on the
Australian Securities Exchange. Blundy owned almost two
thirds of the company, which was listed for almost a decade.
Overexpansion and stagnant profits meant the share price
languished and, after two attempts, he took it private. Brazin
was eventually folded into BB Retail.

Public company life didn’t suit him. “I used to ask: ‘Why
can’t we do that now?’ And the response was: ‘Oh well,
we have to wait. We have to get a report. We’ve got to go
explain to the shareholders.’ I enjoy being private. It suits
my bias towards action. I learned from the public part of my
life that my skill set is determining things and I don’t need a
lot of discussion.” n N
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NEED TO BE A LEADER

IN THE WORLD.”

Blundy pictured in a Sanity Music store

in 1998, the year after he took the parent

company public.

EXPERIENCE ANTARCTICA

Freecall 1800 633 449
antarcticafl ights.com.au

Join Antarctica Flights this summer and reach the world’s last 
great wilderness in just a few hours aboard a Qantas 747. Soar 

above Antarctica’s pristine landscape, amazing icebergs and ice 
floes enjoying the experience from the comfort of your seat. A full 

day Antarctica Flight is a once in a lifetime opportunity to view this 
amazing natural masterpiece and should not be missed. 

 2013/14 Season
NYE 31 Dec 2013 from Melbourne 
19 Jan 2014 from Adelaide
26 Jan 2014 from Perth
9 Feb 2014 from Brisbane (Inaugural Flight!)
16 Feb 2014 from Melbourne

From $1,199 per person in Economy Class Centre 
to $7,499 per person in Ice Class with Business 

Class sleeper seats.
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