
HERE possibly isn’t a more pro-

lific octogenarian around than 

John Bittleston, nor one with 

brighter shirts or a more invent-

ive mind. The 85-year-old British businessman 

is business mentor and career coach to execut-

ives – several thousands to date, over the past 

25 years. At the same time, he pens, every other 

day or so, thought-provoking nuggets of wis-

dom on, as his Daily Paradox column is billed, 

“life, work and everything else that makes the 

world go round”. And usually in the wee hours – 

“Four o’clock in the morning is a very good time; 

you’re really full of beans then,” he tells BT.

In a post on the need to analyse with an eye 

on the future too, not just the past, he set sev-

eral posers, such as : 

☛ Supposing, in one form or another, we could 

live forever or as long as we wanted. How would 

that change what you would do as a result of 

any message you were being given?

☛ Imagine you could  read other  people’s  

thoughts. What would that do to alter the im-

pact of any message you received? 

☛ If everything not compulsory was forbidden 

and the policing of such a law was rigorous and 

oppressive, what would you do to liberate your 

mind?

☛  If it was discovered that watching a com-

puter screen for more than 20 minutes a day 

was likely to cause irreversible damage to your 

brain, how would you change your behaviour to 

cope with your work and play?

Any one week could find him talking about 

muddled meetings one day, and then about hu-

man rights, or green energy, or interacting with 

robots, or “deep 

words  and  

mealy-mouth-

ing” the next.

He’s also dug 

into the implica-

tions of the rise 

of  “fake  news  

and  alternative  

truth” for social 

media,  and  

preaches the im-

portance of pur-

pose  –  some-

thing he’s particularly passionate about – for 

both individuals and corporations. 

And he doesn’t eschew politics, making 

abundantly clear what he thinks of the US pres-

ident (“Trump the Terrible”), and of Brexit (“In 

the end Brexit will be seen as the most trivial, 

pettifogging and pointless waste of time and 

money ever perpetrated on a continent”).

If he had his way, Singapore – where he’s 

called home for close to 40 years – would be a 

“canopied... air-conditioned, tsunami-protected 

city”, and vehicle engine-free to boot. 

In a commentary published in BT back in 

1993, he already called for the greening of Singa-

pore, featuring fleets of electric cars. Taking up 

the issue in a recent Daily Paradox, Mr Bittle-

ston, a permanent resident here, said: “Singa-

pore was the obvious place to abolish, over a 

10-year period, the internal combustion engine 

and adopt electric vehicles. There would have 

been many advantages. We would have had the 

first set of vehicles virtually free since Singa-

pore is the ideal showcase for a new technology 

of this sort. Our visitor numbers would have 

grown exponentially, everyone in the world 

wanting to come and see the silent, unpolluted 

city. Town planners would have headed the 

queue.” Asked recently about his Paradox mus-

ings, he says : “It’s just a few words, it’s 500 

words of what I like to think of as Plain Spoken 

Common Sense.” Some would see it more as 

not-so-common wit and wisdom. Like his sug-

gestion that we could all do with more cheeki-

ness – for instance, in qualifying rules. 

“The man who walked to the front of the 

non-existent queue in the bank and was told to 

go through the queue procedure should stop 

the bank being so protocol-ridden. To give in to 

absurdity is to admit your own ridiculousness.”

What cheek!
Always debonair and dapper, Mr Bittleston is, 

one could say, the epitome of cheekiness – and 

we’re not talking about his penchant for colour-

ful clothes (he has in his wardrobe about 20 

shirts of the brightest hues).

Sent out to Singapore from UK in 1979 by his 

bosses at Ranks Hovis McDougall (now RHM plc) 

to dispose of their subsidiaries in the region, he 

instead built up the business, Cerebos Pacific, 

eventually selling it in 1990 for S$825 million to 

Suntory of Japan. 

Mr Bittleston then started writing a series of 

children’s books The Travels of Wiglington and 

Wenks, which resulted in his being asked to be-

come a mentor to young writers here. This fur-

ther led to mentoring and coaching business ex-

ecutives and other adults – and 25 years on, Ter-

rific Mentors International is now a group of 10 

mentors, trainers and coaches. 

“I’ve got some ideas from the life I’ve had, 

and the advantages I’ve had, and some of those 

ideas help people,” he says. It’s a long way from 

his original ambition to be a farmer, he reckons. 

“In fact, I must be one of the few people in Singa-

pore who has an agricultural degree. I couldn’t 

have had a happier time.”

Growing up in south-west England, in Somer-

set and Dorset, his was a “disrupted childhood” 

– his mother died when he was a toddler, his 

sailor father was away at sea for prolonged peri-

ods, and he was raised by two aunts and a series 

of nannies. Much of his early years were spent 

on farms, and to this day Mr Bittleston credits 

the lessons he learnt as a boy that helped him 

through life and shaped his values, to his teach-

ers and mentors, including the farmhands he 

worked with.

“The farmhands were wonderful mentors, 

very philosophical people who understood how 

the land worked, how animals worked, and they 

were marvellous teachers. I got an understand-

ing of how, if you treat people well, and treat 

creatures well and treat things well, they will 

treat you well. 

“For example, I had a carpenter, a teacher, he 

was 90 years old, and he used to walk 15 miles 

to teach us carpentry. I was only eight years old. 

He was a wonderful man, and he taught me that 

how you handle your carpentry tools, your 

wood, your materials, is how you will probably 

handle other people, and he taught me to appre-

ciate that putting away nice tidy tools at the end 

of the carpentry lesson has its own satisfaction. 

Then later I worked on farms, and I learnt about 

handling the animals considerately – for ex-

ample if we’d been out riding and you came 

home tired in the evening but before you went 

and had your tea, before you paid any attention 

to yourself, you saw that your horse was 

groomed and comfortable and fed and watered.

“These lessons came from people who were 

very often not educated. Some of the farmhands 

I worked with couldn’t even sign their names; 

they signed their names with an X. But they had 

a wonderful philosophy of life, they had a won-

derful ability to see a sunset and say, a sunset is 

a promise of tomorrow. Fantastic creative ima-

gination.” 

A bad farming accident that nearly killed him 

put paid to his hopes of becoming a farmer, and 

he then determined that he would “go and be a 

city boy”, as he didn’t want to stay in the coun-

tryside if he could not farm. So, at age 21, he 

landed his first non-farm job, joining the Lon-

don Press Exchange, the biggest advertising 

agency in the city, tasked by the firm’s chairman 

to answer one question: How does advertising 

work? 

“I had a lot of research money and I had ac-

cess to a lot of clients, I worked with clients like 

Cadbury’s and Guinness. So I was extremely 

lucky if you think about it, for a youngster start-

ing in advertising, in the beginning of the 

1950s, when advertising was really just blos-

soming. To be asked to answer that question 

gave me a huge head start.”

Excelling in advertising,  he points  out,  

comes down to getting right not one but two 

bits of communication: The underlying mes-

sage, and how the message is transmitted. “And 

actually this applies to all our communication,” 

not just to advertising, he says. In all, Mr Bittle-

ston spent 17 years in advertising, becoming 

deputy managing director of another major 

agency, SH Benson, before he decided it was 

time to learn about business at large, and “prop-

erly”. 

“So I went from the glitz of advertising to the 

hard grind of flour-milling, baking, processed 

foods and so on (at Ranks Hovis McDougall), 

and I stayed working with RHM really for the 

rest of my employed career.”

His Singapore assignment was supposed to 

be for a year – grow RHM’s Brand’s Essence of 

Chicken business to S$10 million and “get rid of 

it”. 

“But I got here, and saw what potential there 

was,” he says. In any case, preoccupied with the 

business back in UK and in America, and know-

ing little about Asia nor about chicken essence, 

RHM “really didn’t pay much attention to me, 

and if they asked any questions I just sent them 

a dividend, and they quite liked these di-

vidends”, he quips.

In the business of people
It’s fitting that Mr Bittleston is now a mentor in 

the people business – given his fascination and 

curiosity about human beings. “The thing I’d 

learnt as a child very early on was to be inter-

ested in other people. If you don’t have parents, 

or full-time parents, you only learn by asking 

questions. So I really had to ask a lot of ques-

tions, to get myself even basically educated,” he 

says. 

“My basic philosophy of life is that the most 

important thing in the world is other people, 

and (that) if you want to enjoy life, you’ve got to 

enjoy and understand and learn about other 

people. Whether I’m building a business or deal-

ing with clients now or whether I’m just dealing 

with friends, at the end of the day, they (people) 

make life; nobody else makes life.”

He attributes his “good fortune”, for in-

stance, to the four big influences he’s had in life, 

each of whom he speaks fondly and glowingly 

of – his FRIEND, the late British MP Martin Mad-

dan, with whom he shared lodgings when he 

first went to London, and who introduced him 

to his first ad agency job (“the first thing he 

taught me was the value of good whisky”); his 

FIRST WIFE, a nurse who tended to him after his 

farm accident and saved his life, and the 

mother of his five children (“she provided the 

home I never had”); his MENTOR, friend and 

RHM boss Peter Reynolds (“who taught me 

pretty well everything I know about the busi-

ness of business (and) a lot about life as well”); 

and not least his SECOND WIFE Eliza Quek (“a 

huge influence on me, and has been broaden-

ing my view of the world”).

Interest in people is a theme he returns to of-

ten in the Daily Paradox, for instance even 

when talking about the power of words. “Sar-

casm goes straight over the heads of most 

people today. Pity because it was a way of dis-

covering stinging creativity – not always kind. It 

boils down to one rule – think about the other 

person, their needs, their motivations, their 

fears, their loves. They are fascinating, complic-

ated, beautiful, difficult.”

And while he’s long left the English coun-

tryside behind, the farm work ethic has never 

left him, it seems. 

Asked why he spent his 85th birthday work-

ing, speaking with a client, he says : “Why not? A 

perfectly good day to work.” 

He adds: “I have 24 hours’ work a day to do, 

and I’m very happy with that. You see, to me, I 

don’t want just a life of leisure, I don’t know 

what ‘just a life of leisure’ is about. I do relax; I 

work hard and that’s very good relaxation. It al-

ways has been. One of the things I really en-

joyed about agriculture and about farming was 

the sheer hard physical work. At the end of a 

10-hour, 12-hour day, to come home after work-

ing with the horses or the tractors, working in 

the fields making hay, bringing in the corn or 

looking after the cattle, you come home ex-

hausted, totally satisfied. A fantastic day’s 

work.”

It’s an outlook on life laid bare as well in Para-

dox  nuggets  like  this  one:  “For  all  my  

grumbling, I still think there is only one word to 

describe life. It’s not original but I bet you have 

not heard it for the last six months. Supercalifra-

gilisticexpialidocious .

“Go on – you invent a delicious, lip-smacking 

word. Do it for humanity.You’ll feel better for 

it.”
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Fascination about people but distaste for 
mealy-mouthing. These and other insights 
about John Bittleston’s zest for life come 
through in his (almost) daily musings about 
work and the world at large. BY  ANNA TEO MENTOR
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“Some of the 
farmhands I 
worked with 
couldn’t even sign 
their names. But 
they had a 
wonderful 
philosophy of life, 
they had a 
wonderful ability to 
see a sunset and 
say, a sunset is a 
promise of 
tomorrow. Fantastic 
creative 
imagination.” 
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