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Charles Alexander Wilson 

Doctor of Civil Law 

Durham Cathedral, 28 June 2012 

 

Charles Wilson joined Grey College in 1983 to study geography, graduating three 

years later with First Class honours. By his own account he had a fantastic time at 

Durham, dedicating considerable energy to the position of Entertainments Officer for 

the Students’ Union. In that role he demonstrated all the entrepreneurial flair for 

which he is now well known in the world of business. He recounts booking The 

Housemartins to perform live shortly before they made the big time; the band’s line-

up then included Norman Cook – better known latterly as Fatboy Slim – and the 

founder members of The Beautiful South. According to Charles his experience as 

Entertainments Officer provided an invaluable education for a businessman, 

including how to read a contract, how to negotiate, and the importance of customer 

satisfaction. As he puts it, you know immediately whether or not a gig has been 

successful. 

 

After leaving Durham he went to work first for Procter and Gamble in Newcastle on 

the Pampers nappies and Lenor brands before being head-hunted by OC&C 

Strategy Consultants. In 1991 he set up his own consulting business, Abberton 

Associates, and quickly developed an outstanding reputation for turning round ailing 

businesses. He advised Mirror Group in the wake of the Maxwell affair and Burton 

Group Chief Executive Sir Stuart Rose. He then joined Sir Stuart in transforming a 

series of struggling companies. They defended Argos against a takeover attempt by 

Great Universal Stores, before rescuing a nearly insolvent Booker Ltd and then 

overseeing a ten-fold increase in the share price of Arcadia Group before selling it to 

Sir Philip Green. As number two to Stuart Rose at Marks and Spencer in 2004 and 

2005, Charles Wilson was instrumental in the recovery of the fortunes of one of the 

British high street’s best known names. 

 

In the summer of 2005 Charles re-joined Booker plc as Chief Executive. Sir Philip 

Green likened the move to a footballer transferring from AC Milan to Scunthorpe 

United. According to the Daily Telegraph, Booker was a “byword for corporate 

disaster”. Sales and profits were falling and the company had a debt burden of 
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£361M. Today, after seven years under Charles Wilson’s leadership the organisation 

has been transformed. As Britain’s leading food wholesaler, Booker plays a vital, if 

perhaps unnoticed, role in all our lives, supplying food to over 400,000 restaurants, 

catering businesses and independent shops. Despite the difficult economic climate, 

sales have grown, the share price and profits have increased and the debt mountain 

has been converted into a cash surplus. The company is expanding into India and its 

online business is successful and growing. Earlier this month Charles and his team 

clinched a £140M deal to buy rival wholesaler Makro. 

 

Charles’s business achievements have been marked by a succession of awards. He 

has won the Institute for Turnaround’s award for Turnaround of the Year twice, in 

2002 and 2007 and in 2010 he won the Grocer Cup for Outstanding Business 

Achievement, an award decided by a vote of readers of The Grocer magazine, the 

industry’s trade journal. Most recently he was named Entrepreneur of the Year for 

2011 at the PLC Awards in March. The company Charles leads has also garnered 

awards under his stewardship. Booker has won The Grocer’s Wholesaler of the Year 

award every year for the last three years and this year also won the award for Green 

Wholesaler. Last year Charles became President of the Institute of Grocery 

Distribution, the industry’s leading research, development and training organisation. 

 

In addition to developing his exceptional career in business, for the last ten years 

Charles Wilson has been working closely with Durham University to support the 

Institute for Hazard Risk and Resilience. The formation of the Institute was one of a 

number of initiatives undertaken to mark the University’s 175th Anniversary in 2007. 

Charles was asked to join the University’s fundraising committee for the Anniversary 

and he kindly agreed to host a fundraising dinner for the Department of Geography 

from which he had graduated with such distinction. The dinner was held at the Royal 

Geographical Society in London and included presentations on the Department’s 

research. Charles was particularly struck by the presentation by David Petley about 

his work on landslides and how research into their causes and often devastating 

effects could be applied in countries such as Nepal to make an enormous and often 

life-saving difference to some of the poorest communities in the world. 
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Inspired by the potential he saw in this work, Charles helped the University to set up 

the Institute for Hazard Risk and Resilience. His generosity enabled the 

establishment of the Wilson Professorship, to which David Petley was appointed in 

2006. Charles’s support for the Institute has been central to its development and 

present success, and his continuing commitment will allow its innovative work to 

continue to benefit not only the University and its students, but also vulnerable 

communities around the world. 

 

It is therefore with great pleasure, Chancellor, that I present Charles Alexander 

Wilson to receive the degree of Doctor of Civil Law, honoris causa. 
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