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Uptight Brits? 'I sell 2.5m vibrators every year' 

The lonely child from London's suburbia was barely out of her teens when she took over the Ann Summers chain. Jacqueline Gold transformed it into a huge success and, she says, empowered women along the way 
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For Jacqueline Gold the occasional bizarre response to her job probably comes with the territory of running the Ann Summers sex shop empire. 'You'll be ordering a fruit salad and the waiter says, "I expect you'll be wanting a banana with that",' says Gold. 'And then you'd be getting a taxi and the taxi driver would say, "You're not going in there, are you?" And a British Telecom engineer would come in and he'd be looking over his shoulder waiting for the woman in PVC boots to walk past.' Gold smiles dryly, shaking her head. 'It's quite laughable really. People have such strange imaginations.'

We meet at Ann Summers HQ, a massive office building and factory unit on an industrial estate in deepest Surrey. The huge airy lobby has mannequins clad in mainstream lingerie in the windows (not a nipple tassel in sight); pink fairy lights tumble down from a balcony. So far so girly and Knickerbox (the lingerie company Gold also runs). Then you notice a display unit featuring Ann Summers Christmas line. A woman's Santa outfit, a Knob Chair with a phallic bit sticking up, their best-selling Rampant Rabbit vibrator (as seen on Sex and the City), and some sex-themed stocking fillers. One of them, 'Santa's Coming', comprises a small plastic Santa ejaculating white sweets from his penis. It's revolting. I sit down to wait for Gold; but not on the 'Knob Chair'.

Gold herself is a huge surprise, possibly the very last kind of woman you'd expect to be running Ann Summers. Looks-wise maybe: petite, pretty, with a pneumatic figure, long sleek hair and fearsomely manicured nails, she could pass for a high-maintenance Footballer's Wife. However, softly spoken and elegant, her conversation is punctuated by micro-silences and sharp glances as she considers what you have said. Sitting me down on the other side of her huge desk, Gold sits demurely in her chair, ramrod straight, guarded and sphinx-like.

At first I put this down to a general distrust of journalists (maybe she's been asked once too often if she 'uses' her own pink furry handcuffs) but then I realise it's just the way she is. Gold says that many people have found her quiet demeanour unnerving: 'I think maybe people expect a successful businesswoman to be incredibly extrovert,' she says. 'But I'm me, I don't feel I need to emulate men or be a certain way. And success and figures speak for themselves.'

They certainly do. Ann Summers is one of the big UK retail success stories of the past two decades, worth in the region of £470 million. Gold's father, David Gold, of Gold Group International (Knickerbox; Gold Air jets; Birmingham FC) put her in charge of it when, as a young woman barely into her 20s and against sneering opposition, she came up with the idea of Ann Summers Tupperware-style parties; women-only enclaves for lingerie and sex toys. Since then, Gold, now 45, has grown Ann Summers from four shops to an empire with 124 outlets across the UK and Europe.

There have been blips along the way such as when Ann Summers had to go to court when its ads were banned from Job Centres (the firm won), or when the Bluewater shopping centre in Kent wouldn't let the chain open a store. (She says her award-winning 'new concept' stores will change all that.) Gold puts these kinds of setbacks down to 'stuffy old men' making bad decisions. Ann Summers, she feels, is unique. 'You can't call it a sex shop because it isn't one. But you can't call it a lingerie shop because it's so much more than that.'

But most people would call Ann Summers a sex shop. Does that annoy her? 'I don't get annoyed but there is a huge difference. People who come to that conclusion probably haven't been to a sex shop or to an Ann Summers shop.'

The vast majority of Ann Summers clientele (76 per cent) are women, though Gold says she is constantly surprised by the diversity of people when she attends shop openings: little old ladies, couples, workmen having a look. 'One thing about Ann Summers is it does create curiosity.' I ask her to describe a typical scene from one of her shops. 'There could be a group of girls looking in the hen-night area. A couple looking at the stallion pouch and squeezing the nose. There could be another person in the "Vibe" area talking to an assistant, asking, "What speed does this come in?"' She smiles. 'Our customers are much more product-aware than they used to be.'

I didn't see any of this going on when I visited my nearest branch in west London. In fact I was the only person in there, apart from a young guy looking at Christmas crackers (with 'pocket teaser' and 'cock ring' novelties). In keeping with the saucy postcard 'Carry on' vibe of Ann Summers, there are several sexy outfits, Head Girl, Policewoman, Chauffeur, though surprisingly no Journalist. (Does this mean Ann Summers thinks there are no sexy journalists!) Elsewhere, I catch sight of Rudolph the Reindeer exposing rather more than his red nose. A helpful sales assistant talks me through a Rampant Rabbit, turning it on, and insisting that I hold 'the shaft' to get the full effect. I just stand there, giggling with terror, as something that feels like industrial machinery writhes in my hand.

Leaving the store, I can't say I've been turned on, but I haven't been mortally offended either. The general vibe is of a Toys R Us for consenting adults, all in keeping with what Gold terms the 'fun ethos'. 'We've created an environment specifically for women, a luxurious boudoir feel,' she says. 'I think back to when I started 20 years ago and it was very much a man's world. The sex shops were full of the raincoat brigade and very clinical and intimidating for women. Men made all the decisions in the bedroom, and so on. I feel that Ann Summers has empowered women, completely turned it around.'

Nor does she think the British are as uptight as we're often painted. 'You only have look at our sales performance and the fact we sell two and a half million vibrators a year.' Is that saying anything about the state of modern relationships, specifically the female singleton? Gold thinks not, pointing out that couples often buy vibrators together. 'I think today it's a sharing experience.' She breaks off to talk me through a rack of Ann Summers lingerie. There's some PVC and vinyl here and there, but a lot of it is really rather nice and tasteful; it wouldn't look out of place in Marks & Spencer, though it's obviously not as nice or classy as Agent Provocateur.

Things get a bit chilly when I ask for Gold's views on pornography. 'If you're talking about hard core pornography, like most people, I don't want to see it in stores, or available. If you're talking about soft porn, like top-shelf magazines, I personally don't have a problem with that.' Is she a feminist? 'In the popular sense of the word, no. But I believe in equality for women.'

Which part don't you agree with? 'I don't disagree with it. You think of Janet Street-Porter and Germaine Greer as being the epitome of a feminist and I admire both of them. But that's not the way I am. I'm feminine. I like being treated well.' She smiles a little naughtily. 'I like to have my cake and eat it.'

Gold is much happier talking about business. It hasn't all been smooth running - her magazine Bite folded; she was targeted by a stalker for a while (though he didn't turn out be dangerous). However Gold clearly loves her career, and she is a highly respected female player, well versed in giving talks to conferences.

As for other successful businesswomen, Gold says there are still very few: 'I don't think of myself as a woman in a man's world, although I am.'

On the other hand, Gold is delighted with the new vogue for business on TV, with programmes such as Dragon's Den and The Apprentice. 'Twenty years ago people were afraid to talk about success. It was a dirty word. Now it's so much more sexy and fashionable.'

Gold has appeared on Back to the Floor, and the troubleshooting series Mind Your Own Business, could she do a series such as The Apprentice? 'Oh no,' she says laughing. 'I don't think I'm nasty enough.'

Maybe because Gold is so good at what she does, there are times when it's difficult to see the woman behind the businesswoman. She had an odd, very lonely sounding childhood in Biggin Hill, in London's Kent suburbs, a child of wealthy divorced parents, with a fragile over-protective mother and a father who admitted to weeping with disappointment when he had two daughters and no sons. (He has since said he feels as if he's the luckiest man alive.) When Gold's mother was dying of cancer, Gold and her younger sister, Vanessa, nursed her through the terminal stages, which Gold says was cathartic. 'Unfortunately tragedies sometimes do bring things to a close.'

From the outside her situation seems strange. Impressive though her party-planning ideas were, you wonder why her father wanted his 20-year-old daughter running 'sex shops' (Gold puts this down to them not knowing each other 'particularly well' at the time). These days, she, her father and Vanessa are very close, meeting every week for dinner. 'I missed out on a lot of my childhood but I have a fantastic relationship with my dad now, and I am someone who looks forward.'

After an early failed marriage, she's happily settled with a money market dealer, Dan Cunningham, still in his twenties, and described in one magazine as her 'toy boy'. Gold sighs: 'It's only annoying because it makes you feel it's trivialising the relationship. And of course when you're [in] a meaningful relationship you don't even think of age.'

Does she want children? 'I'd like to, but I'm leaving it quite late. It's very difficult for women these days isn't it? I don't think evolution is keeping up with us.' These days Gold says she's not as much of a workaholic as she used to be: she makes time for herself and takes nice holidays. Where children were concerned, her chief problem was that it took a while to find the right man. One imagines it probably would be rather difficult meeting men as head of Ann Summers.

'I was single for three years and I did come across men who were intimidated by me,' says Gold. 'I've had men where I've told them what I do and they've said, "Well, how do you expect me to follow that?" But that's their problem. They're not the person for me.'

The interview is coming to an end. Oddly, even more strongly than when I first came in, Gold still doesn't seem the type to run a business such as Ann Summers: 'I suppose some people are surprised that I'm not tarty looking, or whatever people might expect.' But it's more than that. You just can't imagine Gold sitting in a business meeting giving the nod to Clit Bits, the Knob Chair or the ejaculating Santa.

However, evidently she does - she is a businesswoman after all. Moreover, one day, Gold will be overall chairman of Gold International with the jets, Birmingham FC, and all the rest of it - does that excite her? 'No, it's just a title.' What about the fact it's been said of her that she'd be happy running any business, the fact that it's Ann Summers is almost irrelevant? And now in her own quiet, restrained way, Jacqueline Gold looks genuinely surprised. 'I do love all business. But Ann Summers is my passion.'


