MY FAVORITE MISTAKE

Sir Richard Branson

On his banana-boat rescue.

BACK IN 1984, we started
the airline Virgin Atlan-
tic with one plane. We
didn’'t have the advertising
money to spend to com-
pete with British Airways,
so [ kept trying to think
of a way to get us on the
map without spending too
much money.

I decided to build a boat,
the Virgin Atlantic Chal-
lenger, with the idea of

ful the first time out. And
I think the trip became a
much, much bigger story
than if it had been suc-
cessful. Our airline took
out a full-page ad with a
photo of the boat sticking
out of the water. The line
said, “It's Virgin. Take the
plane.” Afterward, Vir-
gin Atlantic was well and
truly established and ev-
erybody knew the Virgin

trying to break the record
for the fastest speed ever
across the Atlantic Ocean.
There is an award for this
called the Blue Riband,
and the last holder was an
American boat. I thought that if T could get the Blue Riband back
for Britain, it would help our new young airline.

Even though my wife, Joan, was eight months’ pregnant, I be-
gan the trip and hoped to get back in time. It started very well.
We were breaking the record, and then about 200 miles from
England, after nearly three and a half days at sea, the boat broke
in two. The crew and I ended up in life rafts and were rescued by
a banana boat that was heading back to Jamaica. A couple who
happened to be on the boat put their arms around me and said,
“You poor boy, you just had a newborn son. Would you like to
see a picture of him?” And they showed me my son on the front
page of the Daily Mail newspaper in England. Meanwhile, as
helicopters and the press began flying over, the only thing that
was sticking out of the water was the big Virgin sign on the boat.

So that was my favorite mistake. But the English people like
the underdog. They don’t like people who are always success-

brand name.

The following year we
built another boat, the
Virgin Atlantic Challenger
II, and got across the At-
lantic, breaking the record
in pursuit of the Blue Riband. I love doing adventurous things
and attempting to break world records. Trying things—even if
you fall flat on your face—is more important than not trying at
all. And if you do fail at something, you should pick yourself up
and keep trying until you succeed. At Virgin, even if we fail the
first time, we do try to succeed the second or the third time. We
don’t give up.

That experience taught me that if you do something fun that
people enjoy, and can also promote your brand, it can be far
more effective than local advertising, It helped give the Virgin
brand a sexy global image, which is much more difficult for
someone like British Airways to try to emulate. People identified
with Virgin Atlantic because it was exciting and it pushed the
limits. We continued this the next year as we set out to become
the first to cross the Atlantic in a hot-air balloon ... but that's
another story. Nw

1973 1985
Releases the first Capsizes the Virgin
CAREER album on his new Atlantic Challenger
ARC Virgin Records label. while promoting his

new airline.

2012
Publishes his latest
book, Like a Virgin:
Secrets They Won't

Teach You at
Business School.

201
Opens the world’s
first commercial
spaceport for Virgin
Galactic.

2000
Earns knighthood for
his services to
entrepreneurship.
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