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Sophie Anderson, 39, lives in Kilburn, 

London, with husband Simeon and 

their three children. Sophie designs 

and curates collections of bags woven 

by the Colombian Wayuu people, using 

traditional skills, and is the winner  

of The Ignite Awards (see box, right).

 

%�MY LIGHT-BULB MOMENT Eight 

years ago, Simeon and I had just had our 

second baby and wanted a change of 

pace. He knew Latin America from his 

travelling days, so we picked Colombia. 

We were only planning to spend the 

winter out there, but we had such an 

amazing time that we decided to move 

there permanently. Simeon bought a 

shrimp farm and I carried on working 

with private UK clients in interiors. It was 

while travelling around that I discovered 

the colourful woven bags created by the 

Wayuu people, an ethnic group from the 

Venezuela-Colombia border. We came 

back to London in spring 2011 and, having 

seen some of the amazing items I’d 

brought back, a friend suggested I return 

to Colombia to source a proper collection 

of the bags to sell. I went back to see the 

Wayuu again – they live in the remote 

desert, so I hired a jeep and bodyguards 

and drove to see the weavers. I brought 

a selection of the bags back and did a 

show in West London. A guest at that 

event then invited me to show at the 

MeMy Mode tradeshow during Paris 

Fashion Week that autumn.

 

%�WHAT HAPPENED NEXT  

I was thrown into the deep end 

of the fashion world. It was 

Jenifer Landor, 58, is married with an 

adult son and lives in London. She is 

the founder of Live & Learn Italian,  

a company offering fully immersive 

trips to Italy.

 

%�MY LIGHT-BULB MOMENT I have 

always felt a connection with Italy as  

my grandfather was born in a small town 

called Agnone in the south and my cousins 

still live there. I love the Italian way of life 

and the lyrical language. The idea for my 

business came in 2007 when we visited for 

Christmas. We were staying in a B&B run 

by two sisters. They didn’t speak English, 

so I was forced to use my basic Italian, but 

I spent a magical week in their company. 

By the end of it I’d grown in confidence 

and had made huge strides in my 

conversational Italian. I’d also experienced 

an authentic taste of Italian life. I thought, 

“This is the way to learn a language!”

 

%�WHAT HAPPENED NEXT For the 

next few years I continued running my 

‘I MAKE LEARNING ITALIAN FUN!’ 
interior design consultancy. Then, in 

2012, a cousin in Agnone called to say 

that they wanted to start a language 

school and could I help them find some 

English people who might want to come. 

I booked a flight immediately. Looking at 

Agnone through new eyes, I discovered 

an historic and fascinating town. The 

cousins decided not to go ahead with their 

language school idea, but I returned sure 

I could make my unique travel business 

work. I ran my first trip with eight guests  

in August 2013. I didn’t yet have a website 

and couldn’t afford to spend money on 

advertising, so I networked extensively 

among friends and ran up flyers and 

left them in local businesses. I arranged 

accommodation and tours with the money 

from upfront bookings, found a fantastic 

teacher, then took guests out to have 

lessons, explore the area, try cooking 

sessions, and meet and chat to everyone 

from food producers to local historians. 

 

%�THE BREAKTHROUGH This was  

after last year’s trip, when people were 

already booking onto the next one, 

and others were calling with specific 

requirements. I think my success is  

down to the fact I’ve created something 

that appeals to me now in my fifties  

– and therefore to my target clients. 

 

%�STEEPEST LEARNING CURVE 

The Italians are spontaneous but this 

can create the occasional snag. At the 

beginning I had situations where I turned 

up with a group to do a tour, only for  

the owner of the business to say, “Oh  

I can’t do that today.” This used to be 

very stressful but I’ve learnt to handle any 

hiccups with professionalism. If something 

doesn’t go to plan I might say, “Let’s go to 

this bar and taste Tintillo, the local red!” 

 

%�WHERE I AM NOW I currently run 

eight weeks of trips a year, people attend 

for one week or two. I plan to increase  

this to 12, including a pre-Christmas stay.  

I have just redesigned my website, and 

now have a digital marketing consultant  

to help me optimise traffic and social 

media reach. A great website and good 

social media use are vital advertising  

tools allowing you to reach your clients, 

both potential and returning.

 

%�MY TOP TIP Don’t give up the day 

job… yet. You can’t necessarily expect 

to quit your job as you launch a new 

business. I had to phase my consultancy 

work out gradually as I grew this travel 

company to ensure I always had the 

income to pay bills.

BUSINESS IN FIGURES

Launched: 2013

Current turnover: £35,000

Start-up costs: £3,600

Comprising…

Research trips to Agnona: £2,000

Digital consultancy: £1,500

Local advertising: £50

Flyer printing: £50

Visit: liveandlearnitalian.com

‘MY BAGS HELP 

KEEP PART OF 

COLOMBIAN 

CULTURE ALIVE’

a baptism of fire – three days of back-

to-back sales, with buyers from across 

the globe. I was scribbling down orders 

from companies like Barneys in the US 

and Tomorrowland in Japan. Browns of 

London asked me sign an exclusive deal 

for the UK. I’d thought I might sell a couple 

of hundred pieces at best. I sold 2,000.

 

%�THE BREAKTHROUGH Being invited 

to New York in 2014 to meet buyers from 

Barneys, Saks and Bergdorf Goodman, 

was an amazing experience. 

%�STEEPEST LEARNING CURVE Two 

weeks after the Paris show, I went back 

to Colombia to deliver the good news 

to the two weavers that people loved 

their work. I knew we’d need a bigger 

team, and word spread like wildfire, 

so other women came on board to 

help, but they were never going to 

be able to fulfil the quantity in the 

timescale. Luckily, at a trade fair 

in Bogotá, I met another weaver 

who had an entire 

collection that  

I was able to buy,  

so I could deliver on 

time that first season.  

%�WHERE I AM NOW I now do three 

seasons a year and show in New York, 

London and Paris. There is much more 

competition so I’ve expanded my 

collection to include other accessories, 

such as leather bags, straw hats and 

swimwear. I now employ 800 artisans in 

Colombia, Peru and India and have three 

full-time staff in Peru and London. Working 

with the Wayuu and seeing how my 

business has contributed to preserving 

part of their culture gives me a real buzz. 

 

%�MY TOP TIP Business is business. 

I’m sometimes asked if I’m close to 

the weavers I work with. I have huge 

admiration and respect for them and  

I know that my business depends  

on the quality of the product.  

But of course I have to keep 

things on a professional footing.

Visit sophieanderson.net  w&h

CELEBRATING 
ENTREPRENEURS
The Ignite Awards, a scheme 

for inspiring entrepreneurs who 

either have a brilliant start-up idea 

or a young business with great 

potential, is run jointly with Time 

Inc UK and Toucan Ventures. 

The winner receives a six-month 

mentoring programme from Time 

Inc and Toucan, the specialist 

mentoring organisation for creative 

businesses. For more 

details, visit toucan.

co/igniteawards
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