When Eddie Rea takes up the Society
presidency in May he will be only the
second person from Ireland to do so.
Although this makes him unusual
among Society presidents, there’s
something else that makes him even
more unusual: he has ne previous
experience of headquarters and the
national committees. In comparison
with such a revelation, the fact that his
company, Elizabeth Alexandra, doesn’t
actually dye or finish any of its
children’s dothes pales into
insignificance: so how did Eddie Rea
get to where he is today?

Eddie was born in 1944, in County
Down, not far from where he lives
now, and after leaving school — where
the only subject he enjoyed was
science —went on to study chemistry
at Queen’s University in Belfast. His
success there encouraged him to study
for a PhD in electrochemistry, but part-
way through he became so involved in
the rag charity fund-raising that he
decided to put his research on hold for
a year. Although he did go back to
finish his studies, his experience
outside the laboratory had produced a
major shift in career thinking. The new
set of skills and the satisfaction of
motivating people and running such a
campaign directed him away frem
research and into sales and marketing.

His first job was with the product
sales team of the ICI UK dyestuffs
division in Blackley, where he was
responsible for foodstuffs and reactive
wool and solubilised vat dyes. A year
and half later he moved to the Cardiff
office and took responsibility for
customers in Wales and the west of
England. Heathcotes was his largest
customer, but it was one of the smaller
customers that had the most
significant effect on his career Laura
and Bernard Ashley were just setting
up their family business and, while
they only had two shops, they did
have excellent designs and some
pretty innovative ideas. As Eddie
explains: ‘Bernard’s business approach
was visionary... and many evenings
were spent discussing the philosophy
of verticality. I believed that this would
be the main future trend in the textile
industry — and that it would lead to
huge growth.
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All this theory was fine, but it was a
personal event that caused Eddie to take
the plunge and try putting it into practice:
in 1972 he discovered there was a
possibility that his wife Beth was
suffering from multiple sclerosis. Eddie
decided that enjoying his remaining time
with Beth and providing the care and
support she would need were not
compatible with corporate life. Since the
personal freedom and independence of
his own business seemed a better option,
he started to make plans and build
contacts. In 1973 he resigned from ICI, the
family went back to Ireland and Elizabeth
Alexandra (named after Eddie's two
daughters) was born.

Eddie’s idea was to produce a high-
quality coordinated range of children’s
clothes for direct sale. Convinced there
was a market for exclusive designs at
chainstore prices, he set up witha
designer, a machinist and a party-plan
sales approach. Although they’d lost their
original investment by the end of the first
year, sales were good, and once he'd
proved the viability of the company he
invited a friend with retailing experience
to join him. His partner took over sales
and marketing, Eddie concentrated on
design and manufacture and by the end of
the next year sales had increased sixfold.
They extended their sales network from
Ireland to Scotland in 1979 and to England
in 1984, and sales continued to grow for
the next 20 years.

Their direct sales method exploits the
trend towards convenience shopping,

which - as any parent will confirm - is
particularly welcome when there are
children around, while the modular
manufacturing system has had a
similarly successful effect on the
production side. Teamwork, coupled
with a serious commitment to fraining
throughout the company, has resulted
in an almost zero defect level. This has
given them a huge commercial
advantage and, although 1995 was a
bad year for Elizabeth Alexandra — and
Eddie’s first bad year in business — he's
confident it is only be a temporary
setback. An unsuccessful managerial
restructuring significantly reduced the
sales force, but things are coming back
on target and Eddie considers his
annus horibilis to have been a huge
management challenge and test of
character. Perhaps it hardened him,
but it gave him greater insight into
managing a business and certainly
made him a better manager —and,
with both his daughters employed by
the company, there’s more than one
Rea commited to its success.

When he can get away from the
business, Eddie is just as busy: while
others might play golf he represents
his club in tournaments and has
overseen the expansion of the course
from nine to 18 holes. (Fortunately his
second wife Brenda is also a golfer) A
recent passion is sailing at the nearby
Quoil Yacht Club, which involves
racing twice a week. Another great
pleasure for him is to have been
appointed a governor of his old school.
He hasn't been inactive for the Society
either: he’s been West of England and
South Wales Region treasurer and was
involved in the young people’s think-
tank in the 1970s. More recently he’s
served on and chaired the Northern
Ireland Region committee.

Eddie’s year on the honorary
officers’ committee has given him
greater insight into the Society, but he
hopes also to retain the clear vision of
an outsider. He believes the Society
has incredible potential, and hopes he
can bring focus to its multi-faceted,
multi-focused strategic plan and
exploit its great strengths, particularly
in education and personal
development.
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