
 family 
values
Nose for a deal Raj and Shailesh Patel have built up 
their UK commercial property empire over 30 years 
of astute bidding in London’s auction rooms.  
Estelle Maxwell looks at how they did it
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A glint shines in Raj Patel’s eye when 
he contemplates the effect of the 
credit crunch on the property market. 
Last year left some buyers with high 
loan-to-value ratios in difficulty and, 
as talk of recession intensifies, the 
future seems uncertain for many.  
But for Raj and brother-in-law 
Shailesh, veteran traders who have 
survived several crises in a 30-year 
business partnership, these are 
charted waters.

Widely acknowledged by London’s 
leading auctioneers as successful 
operators with a nose for a deal, the 
Patels’ modus operandi consists of 
holding stock for capital growth, 
“flipping” (a quick turnaround from 
one sale to the next) or “turning” 
improving stock and selling on at a 
profit. It is a strategy they plan to 
sustain should the tide of feverish 
and often uninformed buying that 
accelerated sales in 2006 abate.

The Patels purchased their first 
retail unit in Stockport 30 years ago 
for £25,000 at a Harman Healey 
auction. Today they are stalwarts of 
the Capital’s sales rooms and have a 
private portfolio of around 80 
commercial properties across the UK.

Recently, their sons Vishal and 
Jesal, both 25, have joined Prideview 
Properties – the family-owned 
Harrow-based company – which is 
expanding its activities to include 
acting as agents and asset managers 
for members of the Asian community.

Though profit margins were 
shaved last year, 59-year-old Raj 
says: “We have not been affected by 
the downturn because we bought 
quite a few lots at auction in the 
autumn that we were still completing 
on at the end of the year. In fact, 
October, November and December’s 
sales produced better results for us.”

Sale-and-leaseback deals
Raj says he and his brother bought 
several Barclays’ sale-and-leaseback 
lots in Hove, Selsdon, Llanelli, 
Norwich and Hythe, and a Tesco 
Express store in Shirley. They also 
purchased two more bank sale-and-
leasebacks for clients in Clapham 
and Caerphilly, so quality stock is still 
moving well, he says.

Raj believes that while the market is 
a little tighter for flipping, “we expect 
that once the first generation Barclays 
Bank sale-and-leaseback stock dries 
up we will return as vendors and sell 
for a good price second time around. In 
general, we anticipate good demand 
for stock but we will see what February 
holds. The credit freeze is a big issue 
and we need interest rate cuts.”

(l-r) Shailesh, 
Jesal, Vishal and 
Raj Patel: “We’ve 
been lucky. The 
markets have been 
good to us”

The Patels learnt to trust their gut 
instinct shortly after the bank  
sale-and-leaseback phenomenon 
swept through catalogues. “The 
market was depressed in 1995 when 
we bought between 20 and 30 Lloyds 
banks at a Healey & Baker auction,” 
recalls Shailesh.

Fortune
“We created a special purchase 
vehicle, procuring them at yields of 
between 10% and 11%. But the valuers 
became very negative because they 
thought Lloyds TSB would vacate the 
premises in 15 years’ time so we 
started disposing of them privately 
through agents and made good money 
– perhaps £300,000 to £400,000.” 
Shailesh says they did not have to sell 
them but they did because they 
listened to “the professionals”, and 
even today Lloyds are selling for 4%, 
so they could have made a fortune.

They moved into property 
investment in 1978 on the advice of 
Shailesh’s elder brother Naveen, an 
established trader with the firm. 
Shailesh says: “The market was 
buoyant but we had no idea about 
how to invest in it. My brother 
recommended a shop on Stockport 
high street, so we took his advice, 
buying blind because it looked like it 
would make a good return.

“We went to see it and the tenant 
for the first time because his rent was 
due. However, we were dumbstruck 
when on arrival he gave us the keys 
to the building and some loose 
change from his pocket and said he 
was not trading very well.”

Shailesh goes on to tell how 
Naveen then bought a vacant unit 
next door which he flipped straight 
away through auction, making 
£4,000. “We started trading 
ourselves, having seen that it was not 
the end of the world if a tenant went 
bust,” he says. “It was a valuable 
lesson about not walking away.”

The Patels then began buying local 
covenants in the Harrow area, with 
yields of around 12%, for members of 
the local Asian community. “It was a 
very buoyant market and we were 
selling lots at the next auction 
without having completed on them,” 
says Raj. “It was a fantastic period – 
much better than today.”

Raj, who was born in India and 
raised in Tanzania, says: “It is a 
fundamental desire for us to want to 
own property. We are entrepreneurial 
by nature and background. I bought 
and ran 12 pharmacies before going 
into property.”

Shailesh, 54, was born in Kenya 

and planned to become a structural 
design engineer before coming to 
England to work for Rolls-Royce. He 
says: “Sitting behind a desk was 
never for me and while at university I 
was buying and selling cars. We both 
started with zero capital so the first 
property investment was bought 
with a £25,000 loan, but we were 
willing to take calculated risks 
because we had nothing to lose.”

Raj says: “Later we bought parades 
of shops, always completing with 
options. The risk was that if they did 
not sell on again then we had to 
complete the transaction, but 
everything went through smoothly in 
those days and auctions were the 
driving force behind our success.”

The 1991 crash caused acute 
problems for those who had bought 
properties at 16% that produced 
yields of less than 7%. Shailesh 
recalls: “It was an extremely difficult 
time, which those who have not 
experienced such a market could 
never imagine. 

“The banks became very hard on 
lending. We were offered tremendous 
deals but could not find the finance. 
The majority of people were hit and 
some put their hands up. We lost lots 
of money and all the profits we had 
made over the years were wiped out, 
so we had to start from less than zero 
and trade at a different price range.”

A new start
In 1993, as the UK emerged from 
recession, the partners bought for 
£900,000 a parade of three shops in 
Fulham Broadway, west London, 
priced at £1.18m. They broke it up 
into separate retail units and sold 
through auction three years ago for 
£3.4m to fund other business 
interests, a move Raj admits he now 
regrets, adding: “Today we look for 
properties with upper parts with 
potential for conversion.”

Shailesh says that they still 
consciously buy “blind”, breaking 
what many regard as a cardinal due 
diligence rule. He adds: “Since we 
visited that first shop in Stockport, 
we have never seen any property we 
have bought, not the bread and 
butter stock at least, although we 
might if a rent review was looming.

“However, it is not for the 
inexperienced; more people are 
buying at auction ‘unknown’ but we 
know what we are looking for. Once 
in a while we might make an error, 
but when you trade around 70 
properties a year then that can be 
expected. We’ve been lucky. The 
markets have been good to us.”
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