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GROUP OF COMPANIES

A BUSINESSWEEKLY supplement celebrating
100 years of a ‘blue blood’ family business

A personal view by Business Weekly chief executive, Tony Quested

HM The Queen visited the Marshall Group today
in a suitably regal denouement to a royally
celebrated centenary year for Cambridge’s largest
industrial employer.

The Marshall Group is a ‘blue blood’ family
business that has been a majestic power behind a
good many thrones in 100 years of exemplary
service to Queen and country.

It is also something of a rarity. There are other
century-old companies in the UK but they seldom
reach the kind of scale where they employ around
4,000 people and turn over £700 million a year -
and certainly not while remaining in family
ownership.

Chairman and chief executive Michael
Marshall represents the third generation of the
family to hold the reins and the group’s energetic
and inspirational leader says he retains the drive
to spearhead a new era of business for the group.

He will do so in the knowledge that in son,
Robert, he would appear to have the safest of
hands into which to pass the baton and deliver
this magnificent business into a fourth generation
of Marshall family tutelage.

The best of businesses - those that are built to
last - push the roots deep and grow organically.
The Marshall Group could hold the patent on this
particular paradigm.

Michael’s grandfather, David, began the
adventure from a Cambridge stable in October
1909 with a chauffeur business for wealthy dons
and undergraduates. He had no money other than
a loan from Barclays Bank.

David and his son, Arthur, established the
first Cambridge aerodrome in 1929 on a 45-acre
field behind the family house in Newmarket Road.

The expansion of the aviation business led to
the purchase of land outside Cambridge in 1935
on which the present Cambridge Airport was
developed.

After the Second World War, Marshall
established a vehicle body building division which
grew to become a substantial supplier to the
Ministry of Defence and is now Marshall Land
Systems. In 1953, the company opened an aircraft
design office and, with its extensive in-house
manufacturing capability, soon became a first
level supplier or sub-contractor to all the British
aircraft makers.

Through its turnkey ‘design to modification’
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expertise in aerospace and specialist vehicles, the
Marshall Group engineered an international
reputation for quality and reliability that has
endured.

The motor group diversified in 1972 to
represent Thermo King in the UK to sell and
provide aftersales support for vehicle-mounted
refrigeration units. This business is now a
successful, stand-alone division of the group
trading as Marshall Fleet Solutions.

A series of astute acquisitions has further
enhanced the Marshall Motor Group, which
currently generates sales in excess of £425 million
from its 48 dealerships, covering 22 franchise
appointments and employing more than 1,500
people.

True to its pedigree, the Marshall Group
enters its second century with all its divisions
continuing to evolve their particular spheres of
business.

The Motor Group is growing from a regional
business into a nationwide operation.

In an astute strategic realignment, the
business units in Marshall Fleet Solutions have
been moved under the aegis of Marshall Land
Systems - doubling the size of MLS, increasing its
capability, geographic spread and offering to
customers.

The streamlining will also provide an even
more effective service to various MoD branches
and other government departments.

Marshall Aerospace continues to go from
strength to strength globally and the magnificent
new Business Aviation Centre has captured the
imagination of a burgeoning sector championed
by wealthy magnates like Warren Buffett, who

know how to spot a business opportunity.

The company’s history and the strengths of
its divisions are featured in greater depth
throughout this supplement but for the new
generation of Cambridge entrepreneurs, weaned
on a near-exclusive diet of hi-tech and biotech,
there is a particular thread woven into the fabric
of the Marshall Group that is worth highlighting
and would be cherished by any business in any
sector of industry.

When entrepreneurs blandly evoke ‘the
Cambridge Phenomenon’ they don’t get past
university-inspired science and technology
businesses. The Marshall Group has been one of
the UK’s leading innovators from the first day this
thoroughbred opened its stable door: Innovative
in the way it has developed and sustained its
business; innovative in the purest terms through
its role at the very cutting edge of technological
advance.

Marshall innovation - especially in aerospace
and special vehicles & systems design,
manufacture or modification - has not only
enhanced lives but saved lives: In war and peace;
whether the backdrop has been the daily hum of
industrial life or the insidious spat of hostile
gunfire.

Marshall innovation is found close to home
and has taken explorers to new frontiers in outer

space: Marshall innovation has been on the moon.

While tech tyros have dipped in and out of the
Cambridge business scene; Marshall has been a
constant: A source of jobs and a mainstay of the
regional economy; an ambassador for the UK
right across the planet; an often invisible ally
constantly on patrol for the greater good.

And through it all, Marshall of Cambridge has
remembered its roots - encapsulating all that is
good about inclusivity. To an inordinate degree
and showing the most assured of touches, the
group doesn’t make a move of note without
considering the impact on its stakeholders and
the communities in which its businesses are
based. Millions of pounds have been donated to
community projects and charities, including
wildlife, The Arts, sports, healthcare, education
and generally helping people young and old.

Strong leadership is exercised from the very
top with directors and senior executives holding
a number of non-executive roles across a broad
spectrum of community work.

Michael Marshall serves on many charitable
committees, including for the Olympics and Ely
Cathedral Restoration, as well as being president
of the Addenbrooke’s Charitable Trust, chairman
of the Benefactors of the East Anglian Air
ambulance and a member of the Greater
Cambridge Partnership.

Michael Marshall is president of the Air
League - also founded in 1909

1909 quite a year for significant births

1909 can genuinely be described as a ‘titanic’
year - and not simply because it marked the
origins of Cambridge’s greatest ever company.

It was also the year that construction began
on the RMS Titanic at Harland and Wolff
shipyards in Belfast. Unlike that unfortunate
vessel, Marshall’s business was built to last.

In areas in which the Marshall Group was to
become renowned, 1909 brought a string of
significant achievements.

Louis Bleriot became the first man to fly the
English Channel, completing the 22-mile trip
from Calais to Dover in 37 minutes and
received the princely sum of £1,000 for his
troubles.

AV Roe became the first Englishman to fly
an English-made aeroplane and Mrs Capper the
first woman to fly. The Air League, of which
Michael Marshall is president, was founded.

The Silver Dart made its first powered flight
in Canada and the celebrated Hudson Motor

Car Company was founded. Work on the anti-
aircraft gun began and the United States Army
Signal Corp Division bought the world’s first
military airplane - purchasing the Wright
Military Flyer from the Wright Brothers.

And in the year Marshall was born, the
world heard the first mewling cries of a number
of new arrivals that would go on - like the
Cambridge company - to make their mark in
the wider world.

Among them were actors Douglas
Fairbanks Jnr, James Mason and Errol Flynn;
German carmaker Jean Bugatti; U Thant (who
went on to become UN Secretary General); Matt
Busby who became manager of Manchester
United and created the legendary ‘Busby Babes’;
England’s finest ever tennis player Fred Perry;
and Colonel Tom Parker, destined to manage
Elvis Presley.

The world order was also changing in 1909.
Apache chief Geronimo, who led his people in

uprising against the American government,
died that year while US troops elsewhere left
Cuba, which they had occupied since the
Spanish-American War. Tel Aviv was founded in
Israel and Austria wrested control from Serbia
over Bosnia and Herzegovina.

As the world spun on its axis, life went on
with commendable normality in Britain with
Woolworths opening its first UK store in a bid
to tempt the working man out of some of his
average wage of 23 shillings per week.

A dozen eggs cost a shilling, a pound of
butter 1s2d and a pint of beer two shillings. A
pair of ladies’ shoes would set you back around
7s11d, aman’s suit 6s11d and a girl’s school
frock 2s8d.

Unemployment in 1909 stood at 698,000 -
7.7 per cent of the working population; fast
forward a century and the unemployment rate
is today standing at 7.8 per cent.

Plus ca change ....
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