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Le Brunch

When former bookie Ian Barker and Rugby League star Jon Wilkin
bought a sandwich bar near Warrington, it looked as if they might
have kicked an own-goal, as they ran into unexpected problems.
Four years later, Le Brunch is a thriving business, boosted by a
brave move into an on-line ordering and delivery service, says
Simon Ambrose

I

have to admit to playing a little bit
of a game when it comes to
tackling new sandwich bar profiles:
figuring out the best previous career
combinations that give you a head
start with the new business. Know
how and having the skills to cut down
on expenditure can be crucial in the
start-up stage.
Not surprisingly, accountancy and
marketing come out strongly for
obvious reasons and when you’ve got a
partnership combing one of each, I’d
say you’ve hit the jackpot. A food
background or at least a big interest in
food and cooking is also a big plus.
There are other winners, of course:
practical trades such as carpentry
mean brownie points - a big help with
the interior fit-out, and so on.
I had to scratch my head a bit
though when it came to the latest
partnership, the team behind a thriving
sandwich bar called Le Brunch in
Culcheth near Warrington. Managing
director Ian Barker, was previously a
bookie before he bought the business,
and worked at racecourses around the
country. On the face of it, a career well
down the ‘usefulness’ list, one would
have thought? But no, bookies have to
make lightning quick decisions and
they are very good with figures, so
definitely a plus.
His partner meanwhile is Jon
Wilkin. Readers with an interest in
Rugby League will wake up at this
point. Yes, the very same Jon Wilkin,
star player for St Helens and all-round
legend!
So does a sporting career fit you out

in any sense for a sandwich bar
environment? As Jon is a sleeping
partner, the question doesn’t really
arise, but let’s argue that general
fitness would probably give you an
edge, and then of course, there’s
always the potential for star publicity
in his case …
So as a pairing, I’d hold a card up
for about 6 out of 10. But whatever
their credentials, Ian would be the first
to admit that he wasn’t quite as
prepared for a life in the sandwich
trade as he might have been, with very
little food experience, and a
misconception that he was going to be
able to carry on with his bookie
business on a part time basis initially.
How wrong he was!
Taking over an existing sandwich
bar can involve a steep learning curve
for most people, but for someone
coming completely fresh to the food
business, the curve goes off the chart.
So it proved for Ian, who initially
wrestled with what format to go for,
looking at coffee and juice bar
businesses, but finally deciding to take
the plunge into the sandwich sector
when an existing business came up for
sale in October 2008.
“Being frank, it was a bit of a
gamble because I had no food
background and to be honest, the first
12 months were a bit rocky – we
learned everything from the staff,
which in hindsight was probably the
wrong way forward. You’re just
perpetuating existing problems by
doing it that way.
“We also didn’t understand how
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much work went into the business. I
took over thinking I could still do bits
and bobs for the bookmakers, but
when I got the keys on the first day I
realised how much work I needed to
put into it.”
It was a rude awakening that most
sandwich bar owners who take over
an existing business will be familiar
with, as well as finding that the figures
they checked over pre-sale can seem
curiously at odds with the day-to-day
numbers, as was the case with Le
Brunch. That’s not to suggest that Ian
and Jon were diddled in any way, but
inevitably – because of their own
admitted naivety – they found there
were some shortfalls because of their
different ways of doing things.
“I was barely getting a couple of
hundred pounds a week at first and I
was working all hours that God sent.
The margins and turnover weren’t
quite what I expected. We were a little
bit naive, I suppose. We had a lot to
learn about things like cashflow. It’s
best really to start as an empty unit
from scratch.”
Meanwhile, there were other factors
to contend with, principally the
recession, which started to bite not
long after they’d opened. Prices also
started to go up – tuna for instance, he
notes, is now 35% more than when
they moved in four years ago.
Ian, however, remained optimistic.
“The reason I was confident was that
I’m quite an observant person and I’m

always looking around me to see
what’s going on. I could see that lots
of independents were closing down in
Manchester in 2008 but at the same
time Pret and EAT never had an
existence in Manchester until four
years ago and they’ve got around five
each now– that tells you that there’s
still a big demand for sandwiches.”
There was obviously a need for
some changes and it took one and a
half years to figure out. With the
business not doing as well as he’d
hoped, Ian decided to take a dramatic
new approach to the business, making
almost everything fresh, in spite of his
inexperience, in a bid to keep existing
customers and bring in new ones.
“Before we took over the soups
were all from pouches, and a lot of the
fillings were bought in – so gradually I
self-taught myself how to make these
fillings at home in the kitchen. I read
every recipe book I could find, and
used the internet a lot.
“Fortunately, Jon was quite a foodie
already and very good on soups and
some of the winter things such as
baked potatoes – he taught me how to
do chilis and the Spanish chicken and
chorizo wrap that we do, for instance.
Back then we’d make it at home and
bring it in, but then I changed the
whole kitchen and we started to come
in at 6.30am and cook everything
fresh there.
“We sourced sausages from the
local butcher and cooked our own
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Le Brunch
Signature
Sandwiches
Chicken Tikka Delight
Chicken breast, marinated in
our homemade tikka sauce with
a mint & cucumber yoghurt
dressing topped with mixed
salad.
£3.10
Club Sandwich
Triple Decker Toastie. Fresh
grilled chicken & bacon,
homemade coleslaw, mayo,
lettuce & fresh tomato.
£3.75
Mediterranean Veggie
Crumbled feta, humous, roasted
peppers, cherry tomatoes mixed
salad leaves & olives.
£3.20
The Holy Cow
Roast beef, topped with
horseradish, cheddar cheese,
tomatoes and mixed leaves.
£3.20
The Ultimate New Yorker
Gammon ham, sliced black
peppered pastrami, mustard
mayo, gherkin, peppers & mixed
leaf salad.
£3.80
Turkey Club
Roast turkey, brie, cranberry &
homemade coleslaw.
£?.??

joints. We had an old meat slicer from
the previous owners and we got the
local butchers to train us on it. It was
really tough while I got up to speed
but I absolutely love it now.”
After a year or so, they introduced a
new menu, introducing portion control
at the same time – addressing the issue
of inconsistent servings, which had
been one of the biggest problems
affecting margins initially. “The
problem was that some customers had
got used to expecting a bit of extra

chicken or something just for them and
we had to eliminate that. The ideal
way to do that was with the new menu
and portion control. We had a few
grumbles at first, but by and large it
went down quite well,” said Ian.
Open seven days a week, the
sandwich bar, which is A1 with a
limited-seating breakfast bar, now has
a fantastic walk in trade. There’s the
possibility of getting a café license this
year. “We have a real bustling weekend
trade as well – particularly with people
watching the football and the rugby.
We could do with being a café really
and that would be the ideal scenario
with our next one.”
In spite of Ian’s steep learning curve,
the food is fantastic. The top two
sandwiches are the Chicken Tikka
Delight, marinated overnight in a
home made mint yoghurt dressing, and
the Holy Cow, roast beef topped with
horseradish, cheddar cheese, cherry
tomatoes and mixed leaves. They also
have a range of house salads and
wraps. The biggest wrap seller is the

16 January 2013 SANDWICH & SNACK NEWS

Spanish wrap – chicken breast with
Spanish chorizo, chili and cheese. (See
the inset panel for the full list of
signature sandwiches).
“We researched other places and
arrived at the recipes by trial and error.
We benchmarked Philpotts – a great
shop to set your standards toward.
There’s a company called Salad Bowl
in Liverpool and also a salad concept
called Freshii in North America, all
salads – I got a couple of ideas from
them.”
Now comes the really radical part.
They tried a delivery round, but it
became a logistical nightmare.
“Customers wanted a sandwich here
and a sandwich there and we just
couldn’t do it.” But at the same time
they realised there was a fantastic
potential pool of customers in the vast
business park a few miles down the
road just waiting to be tapped. A visit
to the lunch! show and the Mobo
Innovations stand and they started to
realise that an on-line order and
delivery system was the answer.
“We launched it in September and
we have had 20% growth each month.
We are based three miles from a
business park called Birchwood Park,
where there are 10-15,000 people,
Monday to Friday. There’s a lot of
competition for us up there – some of
the buildings have in-house Starbucks.
But what we’re doing now is coming
into these businesses under the radar.
“Everyone has a computer in front
of them and the way our delivery
system works is that we logistically
work out where we can be, at what
time. The order comes out at the till
point within 10 seconds of pressing
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proceed and that gives the order a
designated time slot. If I get a lot of
orders from, say, Carphone
Warehouse, they know what time it’s
going to be there and we know what
time it’s going to be there.
“The site features a big range of
quality products. There’s also a section
enabling customers to create their own
sandwiches, wraps or salads. That’s
the real selling point for the offices.
Mobile van operators offer no real
choice, but with us we’re offering a
large number of options – if they want
cherry tomatoes with their sandwich,
for instance, they can have it – and we
deliver at set times. Another big
advantage for customers is that there’s
no minimum order - they don’t have to
worry about asking the six other
people in the office.
“The advantage for us is that there’s
no waste – we know exactly how
many to make. When those tickets
come through, it’s brilliant from our
point of view because there’s no
human error, with one person having
to give 20 orders. It’s all in black and
white and it hasn’t meant having to
take any extra staff on.
“The hardest thing with the on-line
business is converting people. But we
are constantly marketing to them,
dropping menus off and sending
emails. To begin with I single-handedly
listed every single business
with addresses and phone
numbers, rang round and
offered free samples. I know an
on-line ordering system isn’t
your everyday thing so there’s
no way they would order from
just seeing a blank email. It’s all
about getting to the right person
in the business. We had two
companies that distributed the
menu to staff and we have a
minimum of 10 sandwiches a day
from them.
“It might build slowly but it does
build. Our on-line system has so much
potential to grow anywhere.
“It’s all about being near the
footfall ultimately. It’s a new way of
doing things and it’s a lot better than
cruising around in a mobile van
looking for business.”
Launching the on-line system also
gave them the opportunity to
introduce an EPoS system into the
sandwich bar, as part of the Mobo
package.
“It’s been absolutely brilliant and I

would certainly recommend it to any
operator, single site or otherwise. We
have a collection of signature
sandwiches and we know our triple
decker club sandwich is the best seller,
because we were able to print out the
sales details for the last five months
and it has outsold all the others by
three. It allows you to streamline your
business a little bit more.
“I had my first holiday last summer
since opening in October 08 for more
than two days, and we went away to
France. The staff would message me
the reports every evening. It allowed
me to keep on top of the business at a
distance. I know it’s also going to be
massively beneficial when we expand
as well, which I’m certain we will do
soon.”
Meanwhile, the ‘tech’ side of the
business continues to expand into
different areas. Social media, for

instance, has been a massive
development for them, particularly
twitter. Sports star Jon has been a
particular asset here with around
20,000 followers and he regularly
tweets about the business on a weekly
basis. His fame has also brought other
benefits.
“We featured on Sky Sports about
two years ago before the St Helens and
Warrington game and he was featured
having a sandwich at the shop. That
did us a lot of good.”
What has also helped is having "a
fantastic team of staff over the past 12
months".
The company is entering the BSA's
Sandwich Designer of the Year
competition this year.
www.lebrunchculcheth.co.uk
Twitter Le_Brunch
Facebook Le Brunch Culcheth
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