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Bricklayer's son and his £70m des res

AT 27, Leslie Allen-Vercoe appeared to be just another over-reaching opportunist who had washed up on skid row. He had risen from a school dropout to a millionaire property developer almost too easily, and then, just as quickly, had calamitously lost it all. 


Nursing his bruised ego, his wife expecting their first child, he could not even afford the £10-a-week rent of their freezing bedsit in Earl's Court, with its scum-encrusted communal bath down the hall. 


The son of a bricklayer, with no family wealth to fall back on, his prospects appeared bleak. Yet it was then, in that depressing, dingy bedsit, that Vercoe discovered his greatest gift: 'an ability,' he says, 'to take knocks and bounce back'. And boy, did he bounce. 

Today Vercoe, now 61, has burst on to the scene - seemingly from nowhere - as the enigmatic owner of the most expensive house ever to go on sale in Britain. Updown Court, an opulent 103-room 'trophy mansion' in the heart of Surrey, was put on the market this week with a jaw-dropping price tag 'in excess of £70m' - beating even the £70m paid by steel baron Lakshmi Mittal for his London mansion last year. To put this in perspective, Madonna's West London house cost her £5.77m.

Set in 58 acres, Updown Court is way beyond the purse of the merely rich and famous. Only oligarchs and sheikhs need apply. It boasts five swimming pools, a cinema, a tenpin bowling alley, stables, a panic room in case of terrorist attack, a garage for eight limos, a helipad, a squash court and a floodlit tennis court. 


There is also a heated marble driveway and a sweeping double staircase modelled on Gianni Versace's Miami mansion. No expense has been spared. The marble alone cost £6m. While every detail of the house - and its questionable gaudy taste - has been minutely analysed this week, virtually nothing is known about the man behind its development. 


Bought from receivership

Leslie Allen-Vercoe - or 'Les' as he likes to be called - acquired Updown Court in 2002 out of receivership for £20m, and reckons he has spent a further £30m doing it up, of which £10m, he says, is his own money. Yet astonishingly for a man with such financial clout, he does not appear on any Rich List. Even his newly-appointed PR agent admits: 'I only met Les a month ago. I haven't got round to doing his bio yet.' 

So who is this man from nowhere? How did he make his stash? 


When we meet, Les has just driven up to London in his £100,000 Mercedes Coupe (one of his six luxury cars) from his £3m country house in Surrey, is immaculately turned out in a tailored suit and wears a £12,000 Cartier gold watch. He appears relaxed and obligingly reschedules a meeting in the City so that we can have 'more face time'. 


He then declares: 'Good! Now I don't have to pay the congestion charge.' But surely someone of his wealth doesn't think about that? Les fiddles with his cufflinks and looks bemused. 


Moving on, he volunteers that he owns 42 private companies in the UK, flies Jet Ranger helicopters, used to own a six-seater plane and that his net worth is 'safely in excess of £50m'. He adds that his assets include forests in Russia, coal mines in Ukraine, land in Latvia and Lithuania, and that one of his companies is the preferred bidder for Antwerp Airport - a £15m deal. 


At this point, I want to ask Les - politely, of course - how he's flown undetected by the Rich List radar for so long. Instead, I say all too bluntly: 'Nobody seems to have heard of you, Les.' 


To his credit, he does not flinch. 'It's a funny thing,' he says, 'if you punch my name into a search engine on the internet, you get 350 hits. All but 12 of those refer to publications of my youngest daughter, Emma, who is a professor of microbiology. Of the dozen hits that relate to me, all are about Updown Court. So I'm a well-kept secret. I keep a very low profile. Until I did Updown Court, most of my projects were too small to attract attention. I'm a private guy - and that's the way I like it.' 

£2.5m a year interest bill 


The reason Les is now emerging into the glare of publicity soon becomes obvious. He has borrowed £40m from an Irish bank to fund the development of Updown Court, which saddles him with an interest debt of £2.5m a year. I ask him: aren't you sweating that a property that only 600 people in the world can afford may take time to sell? 


'Not in the least,' he says. 'My estate agents tell me it will be gone in six months. We've already had interest from buyers from Russia and the Middle East. And three Chinese called to inquire just this morning.' 

But so far, there are no takers. Les would, he concedes, prefer to have sold the house from plan before the builders departed. And later, when I speak to his current (second) wife, Jenny, his former secretary, she candidly admits: 'This is by far the biggest deal Les has done. Of course, it's a concern that it sells soon. But I have every faith in him. That's Les - he takes risks, he's used to playing at a very high level. He's also a kind, generous family man - like when we married, he bought me a Mercedes SLK Convertible Roadster as a wedding present.' 

Les was born in 1944 in Ashford, Middlesex, to a mother, who had briefly been a Vogue model, and a father who died of pneumonia just before Les was born. At the age of five, his mother remarried a customs and excise officer, and they went to live on the Isle of Wight. 'Sadly, I inherited my looks from my father,' Les jokes. 'My mother, she's 88, is still hale and hearty and she lives in a flat on our property. She insists on doing my ironing!' 

'I lied about my age'

Academia was never his forte, and Les left Sandown Grammar School at 17 without A-levels. He became a projectionist at the local cinema, then joined a local estate agency where he learned to value and auction properties. When he was 20, his boss died and Les, applying for a £2,000 bank loan - 'I lied about my age because they wouldn't lend to people under 21' - bought the business. 


Almost immediately, he began benefiting from the appeal of the Isle of Wight among mainland socialites, working as an estate agent for luminaries such as newspaper magnate Lord Beaverbrook, but also getting involved in property developments in Germany in his own right. 

By his mid-twenties, he had married his neighbour, Sue, with whom he would have three children, Justine, Emma and Hayden, all now in their thirties, and had made - and lost - his first fortune. 

Les and Sue ended up in the miserable Earl's Court bedsit without a penny to their name. But, galvanised by the news that Sue was pregnant, Les convinced a friend to lend him £4,000, and he grew yet another business from scratch until the property crash of the late Eighties caused him to go bust once again. By 1986, his marriage was history - 'we had grown apart' - but a new extraordinary chapter in his life was about to begin. 


'In truth, the real rise to where I am today started in the early Nineties,' says Les. 'Instead of going west to seek my fortune I went east.' It was in Russia, he says, working with the Ministry of Oil and Gas Construction (Zangas) that he met the future oligarchs who would trust him with their money. 


Precisely what Les did to be 'given' 6.5m acres of virgin forest on the edge of the Arctic Circle - for which he admits he paid 'nothing' - is hard to comprehend, but perhaps the logic lies buried in those turbulent robber-baron times. 


Help for Russian friends

He says he helped 'some high net-worth Russian friends, including oligarchs, invest in the UK', and to 'have their children educated', and that these Russian oil and gas millionaires became the catalysts - and sometimes partners - for his burgeoning business ventures. 

Among his friends, Les includes Alexei Fromin, who now lives in the UK, and whose father, he says, was the equivalent of the chairman of GEC. But he won't disclose his many Russian friends who still live in Moscow, because 'it is dangerous for them to be known as investing in the UK'. 


He acquired Updown Mansions after a bizarre series of events. The original Updown Court had been left as a shell after it had been damaged by fire in the Great Storm of 1987; a tree apparently fell and ruptured the gas main. It was subsequently acquired by two investors who themselves were bankrupted and Les picked it up from receivership in 2002. 'Yes, I'm an opportunist,' he says. 'That's what all good businessmen should be.' 

He quickly replaced the American architect with a Briton, Eades Hotwani, and brought in Italians to handle the marble. But is the style - criticised this week by one newspaper as 'the house of horrors' - a reflection of his own preferences? 


'Of course the house is ostentatious,' he says. 'The people who are looking to make a statement by buying this house aren't looking for bland. They want 24-carat gold, they want over-the-top, they want something absolutely exceptional.' 

As Les gets up to leave for his next appointment - with the Polish government - he proudly shows me that in the 90 minutes we have been talking, he has had '17 missed calls'. The secret of his success, he tells me, is 'hard work' - he's wheeling and dealing from 7am to midnight. 


For now, though, he's gliding smoothly through the traffic to Luton airport from where he's flying to Warsaw. In the morning, before lunch, he's buying an airport in Poland. He'll be back in London, he says, in time for dinner.
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