He's been called a vagabond and a villain, but beneath his
much-maligned image as the Kitchen Gangster is the real
Vance Miller — the straight-shooting, tell-it-like-it-is
entrepreneurial phenomenon.

Interview Charles Orton-Jones
Photographs John Carey
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It’shard to meet Vance Miller with an open mind. For
starters, his nickname s the Kitchen Gangster. He’s a
bodybuilder with biceps that could effortlessly snap
the neck ofa pen-pushing journo. And his reputation!
The Daily Mail calls him “the most complained
aboutindependenttraderin Britain”,and he’sbeen
investigated by Watchdog and Rogue Traders more times
thananyone else.

Hisrap sheetis disturbingly long and varied. He’s
been repeatedly imprisoned, including a two-year
stretch for kidnapping; been shot; been tried for gold
smuggling; and in November last year his house was
raided by 130 police offices in the biggest Trading
Standardsraid ofall time. And he’sbeen banned from
beingadirector until2014.

Butis hereallyawrong 'un? After all, he’sbuilta
£100m business selling kitchens to some of the biggest
retailersin the world. He’slong protested he’s the
victim of a smear campaign, and there is no shortage of
customers who defend him. A Channel 4 documentary,
Brits Get Richin China, which aired in May, followed
Miller on the buying trail, revealing justhow diligent
heisin huntingbargains.

Real Business arranged to meet Miller to find out the
truth. Amusingly,a week before the interview Miller
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hits the headlines again. He’s on the run from the
police, wanted for kidnapping.

Afew dayslater, he posted an article on his website
explaining his disappearance. He said he had caught
burglars at his Oldham mill following a tip-off,
conducted acitizen’s arrestand called the police. “They
responded by dispatching aforce ofnoless than 30
officers,” says Miller. “But they were not, as you might
suppose, intenton tracking down the people behind
the attempted robbery. Amazingly, they were on their
way toarrest me for kidnapping.

“I'was preparing toleave foravery important
business trip in Chinaand I couldn’tbelieve that they
were serious about coming to arrest me. The first
chanceIgot, Islipped the policeand made arun forit,
leaving all 30 of them out of breath and way behind. A
trusted friend then took to me to France by boatand I
made my way to Amsterdam where I boarded a plane to
China to conclude mybusiness.”

When we show up at hisheadquarters, Maple Mill
in Oldham, Miller is there to greet us. The kidnapping
episode seems to have blown over. “Charges dismissed,”
he says casually, and suggests we do a quick tour.

Maple Millis, in fact, two vast redbrick warehouses;
one five floors, one six, which tower over the Oldham
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‘A mate of mine was going to China. I said.

‘T'm going, too’, and leapt on a flight with him.
- Tlostevery penny I'd made out there. ButI
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“China 1s perfect for a guy like me. If you are
a bit of a wussy, you are not going to last five
fucking minutes”

skyline. Millerisanimporter: he
sources kitchenware from Russia,
Italy, Turkey and China. He owns
granite minesin Northern China
and oak forestsin Inner Mongolia.
Atrue trader, he’llbuy anything
fromanywhere.

Wesstroll past piles of doorsand
whininglaminating machines.
“There are two million doors
here. I make 6,000 doorsaweek
at the mill. Won’tlast. No point.

I can make them for £2 in China
compared with £6 here.” Onto
another floor, piled high with
motorbikes and quadbikes. “Don’t
know what to do with them. Can’t
sell them. Trading Standards say
theyaren’tup toscratch.”

Ah, Trading Standards. Are they
really outto get you, Vance? Aswe
pass millions of PVC sheets, wood
panelsand a few thousand ovens, he
pauses to give his side of the story.

“They tried to close me down.
They shutone company,so I
started another. They banned me
frombeing adirector, so Ibecame
asole proprietor. They invented
abrand new law called a “Stop
Now Order” and gave the first
onetome. Theysent metojail. I
gotout,still carried on. Then they
took my operator’slicence from
me, so I couldn’toperate a truck.
OvernightIbought 60 vansand
keptondelivering. The council
builta weigh-station outside the
milland weighed every van for a
week. Thatdidn’tstop me. They
tried to blacken my name, calling
me avagabond and avillain and
acrook. Now theyare trying to
getthe Assets of Crime Agency
involved and take everything
fromme.”

After the tour we sitdown
in his office. He describes his
early career: “I've alwaysbeen
entrepreneurial. At 11, I was
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cleaning cars. Gotsuch a good beat
I'employed others. I was earning
£200aweek. ThenIgotinto
antiques. Leftschoolat 15-Tgot
nine O levels though, to please my
mum-and opened an antique shop
in Butterlane Market.” The venture
was cut short when he was convicted
ofhandling stolen goods. A short
spellinborstal ensued. “Ididn’t
realise it was wrong to handle stolen
goods. Ireally didn’t!”

Thefollowing years are one
adventure after another. “I got
into gold bullion smuggling, then
diamonds—Ibought three gold
mines and a diamond mine in
Sierra Leone.” When the rebels
moved into Freetown in 1997, he
was caughtin the middle. “I'was
wrestling with ablack guy called
Rambo over an AK47. I thought:
‘How the fuck did I getinto this?’.
Iletgoandranforitthrougha
forest. Rambo shot me in the
arm.” He hasn’tbeen back to
reclaim his mines.

Miller hit the big time seven
yearsago when he started dealing
inkitchen hardware. He bought
rejectsand sold them as seconds.
Then he made the life-changing
decision to go to China.

“Amate of mine was going. I
said ‘I'm going, too’,and leaptona
flight with him.” Success took time.
“Ilostevery penny I'd made out
there. The first set of yellow doors
Iboughtwere pink. The first set of
yellow accessories Ibought were
blue. ButIlearnt mylessonsand we
gotthroughit.”

The Channel Four documentary
revealed his extraordinary tactics,
such as spraying a coach to resemble
an official Olympic Inspection
Committee bus. “Itstops the police
from messing with me,” he claimed.
His haggling technique was equally
daring. In one scene he dismantled
abathroomunitin frontofthe
vendor, pricing each part. “What
does this cost—fucking nothing.
And this. Fucking nothing. Two
times nothingis fucking nothing!”

“Chinais perfect foraguylike
me,” says Miller. “If you areabitofa
wussy, you are not going to last five
fucking minutes.”

His progressin the last two years
hasbeen staggering. “I've got three
warehouses—one in Guangzhou
inthe south, Shanghaiin the
middleand Dalian at the top. I've
goteight offices with inspectors to
check the goods. And I've got 60
guyson production lines. Ifyou
buy from a Chinese factory, they’ll

have a quality control guy at the
end ofeachline. Buthe works for
the factory. Ifhe seesareject, he’s
under ordersto putitinto the box.
SoTI've gotmyown guysat the end
of eachline. I pay them double what
anyone elsein China gets. If T get
one damaged productat thisend
heloses his job, soit’sin hisinterest
tomakesure Idon’tgetripped off.”
This attention to detail is
inconsistent with his reputationasa
shyster. So how does he explain the
50,000 complaintsayear he gets?
Miller laughs: “50,000 complaints?



That’s what Trading Standards say
I get. I asked them what evidence
they had I gotso many. They said
‘Data Protection Act, we don’t have
tosay’. SoI wentto courtand used
the Freedom of Information Act.
Therealnumber? In2005 I got 73
complaints. The previous year I
got 83.” With aflourish, Miller says
he’s hired libel lawyers Carter-Ruck
to take on newspapers that have
maligned him.

Then there’s his conspiracy
theory. Miller hasbeen claiming
for years that the source ofall his
troublesis the local council, which
wants to buy his mill and convert
itinto flats. Since he won’tsell,
theyare trying tobankrupthim,
he claims. “Look at this,” he says,
and produces aseveral-hundred-
page document. It’s the council’s
architectural and financial plan
to convert his mill. “I've also got
them on tape discussing the plan to
bankruptme,” hesays.

Trading Standardsin Oldham
dismisses his victimisation claim,
butacknowledges the 50,000
complaints figureis fiction,
blaming the media. Other
claims also crumble. During the
November swoop on the Mill, it
was widely reported that guns had
been found. Er, no, admits Trading
Standards. They were actually toy
guns. Italsosays thatdespite the
mega-raid in November, Miller has
onlybeen charged withimporting
sub-standard motorbikes, though
investigations are ongoing.

Milleris pretty adept at
explaining away the other black
marks on hisrecord. On his three-
year sentence for kidnapping, he
says: “I caught some lads dropping
through my mum’sloft. Ididn’t
hurt them -1 made themtea! The
police didn’t want to know. Instead,
I'gotdone.” He producesa list

MILLER’S GUIDE
TO CHINA

Official advice:

“Take no notice of bureaucratic
pricks. Whatever the Brits say
about China is to put you off.
They are not going to tell you
anything to make your life easy
out there.”

Eating out:

“Chinese hospitality is simply

a way of winning you over and
bullshitting you. It's
brainwashing. Most people who
go out there are not the bosses;
they have to report to the big
boss. Once they've been wined,
dined and wenched, most foolish
naive English guys fall for it.”

Watch your organs:

“I'was once staying in a hotel,
when there was a commotion in
the room down the corridor.
Turns out there was a guy who
had woken up in an ice bath
with a note on his chest. It said
‘Go and find a doctor. We have
taken your kidney'. He'd been
out drinking with some guys
the night before and they
drugged him.”

of examples of negligence by the
police. “Over the past six months
my cash vans have been robbed
every week. Each time I waslosing
between £5,000 and £35,000.” An
employee explains to ushow he
gotheld up at gunpointand
slashed with asword. “We have so
much cash here, we are a target,”
says Miller.

All this evidence pointstoa
man more sinned against than
sinning. Troubleis, Miller’sbrain
isso focused on business he’s failed
to combat poor media coverage. “I
can’tbe arsed with PR,” he
says complacently.

One thingisbeyond doubt: his
entrepreneurial nous. Turnoverin
his China operationis now £60m
and rising fastas he sells direct to
Chinese consumers. Miller has
40kitchen showroomsonly three
monthsafter opening the first. “The
targetis 2,000 in two years.”

His UK operationisalso
booming. By sourcing goods
direct from China he can undercut
rivalslike Moben and B&Q.

Poor MFT have stopped selling
kitchens altogether after suffering
devastatinglosses. He really does
seem like an unstoppable force.

Ifonly he can sortout his dodgy
image. He’s certainly gotasoftside,
being devoted to his nine-year-
old son, Kent. “My only hobby is
watching my kid grow up. We have
acaravanin Walesand go there
atweekends.” Despite hishuge
wealth, Miller still lives in a two-
bedroom flat.

Heseems to haveall the
credentials for animage makeover.
In person he’slikeable and
infectiously enthusiastic. His
workforce idolise him. His
successin Chinais truly
remarkable. My advice to Miller?
Getabetter nickname.
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