HOW TO LAUNCH, BUILD
AND SELL A DIGITAL BUSINESS

Gaining momentum
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sold in other stores for $100 and the wholesale price was $80.
By some miracle, we managed to buy 1000 units from a supplier
at wholesale for $20. It was an unbelievable price. Anees put
them on the website for $29, in line with our normal margins but
without taking advantage of our unusually low wholesale price.
Why? Simply because that’s how a lot of our buyers were doing
it. The 1000 units sold out in two hours and it was a great day.
Lighting struck twice and by another miracle, a few months later
the supplier had another 1000 units and we took the lot. Anees
was about to put them back on the site for $29 and I challenged
him to price them at $69.99. He thought I was mad, saying ‘that’s
almost triple the price we sold them for last time!’ He was really
starting to sweat. I told him, ‘You’ve based your original price
not on market demand but rather on a habit. You’ve based it
on a formula that you’ve seen people in our business use over
and over, but you must treat every opportunity on its own
unique factors.’
He gave it a shot and listed them at $69.99. We still sold all 1000
units for quadruple the profit in the same amount of time. Anees
was a fast learner. In fact, he learned so fast and was so good
that it was he who came along with us to meet an investor when
it was time to set a valuation for our entire business.

Sale of the century
When we arrived in Australia in late 1986 (Gabby was at year 11,
Hezi was at grade 4), our favourite TV show was Sale of the Century.
Every night at 7 our whole family would sit down and watch Tony
Barber do his thing. Not only did we get to play a trivia game, but
we also improved our English. Our most memorable ‘sale of the
century’ was the Toshiba laptop.
In July 2008, Toshiba offered to sell us 8000 laptops, which we
were able to sell for $599 per unit. Generally, we liked committing
to and paying for goods at the time of purchase because it always
allowed us to negotiate hard and get a great deal.
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On this occasion, however, we simply didn’t have $4 000 000
in cash lying around to pay for the stock. But one of the great
advantages of running a 24-hour-deal business is that the sales
cycle is also 24 hours, or less. We seriously wanted to do this deal
so we advised Toshiba that we would run the deal on Wednesday
of that week, and would advise them of our sales quantity the
following day. Toshiba had nothing to lose.
The deal went nuts. It started at midday and by 4 pm we had sold
4000 laptops.
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That’s 1000 laptops per hour!
The whole office was buzzing with excitement. But the deal was
short lived. Rumour has it that not long after the deal started,
Toshiba received an urgent call from a very large PC retailer
(we can’t reveal the name) and as a result of that call, we were
notified we had to stop the sale at 4 pm and leave the remaining
4000 laptops unsold. That’s hardly normal behaviour—but it is
what it is.
The news of the deal spread like wildfire. Within hours, every
supplier and retailer of PCs in the country had heard about this
crazy Melbourne website that was offering unbelievable products
(and eating into their margins). This was the day our reputation
was made. We had made the big league. We can’t think of a single
local retailer that could purchase 4000 laptops of one model,
move them in a day and pay for the goods before dispatch. Not
today, and certainly not back in 2008.

Catching fire
The word about Catchoftheday was spreading fast. That one deal
sealed our reputation, and from there the new deals flowed like
water. One day we sold 2000 Asus laptops in a single hour; the
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This Toshiba laptop deal put us on the map and opened the door
for deals to flow freely. It was a game changer for us.
65

Decade388494_c03.indd 65

28-09-2020 16:15:08

CATCH of the DECADE

© Copyright material

next day we shifted 10 000 pillow sets in five hours; the following
day we sold 8000 pearl necklaces. The deals just kept coming
and so did lots of new customers, each discovering us for the
first time. We continued to create crazy promotions that kept our
customers hungry and excited for more. We found out first hand
that nothing could beat a word-of-mouth recommendation from
a friend or a workmate. Everyone loved our bargains, and everyone
loved showing off their latest toy, shoe or electronic gadget. The
addiction was growing.
Our trusty office whiteboard, which contained the matrix that
mapped and tracked all our deals, was filling fast with silly events
such as the Scentathon (perfumes galore), Mamathon (deals for
mum), Papathon (obvious) and Freeday (where everything is
free and the customer just pays for shipping). Would you believe
that on our first ‘free day’ we made a clear profit of $200 000 in a
single day selling items for free!

WE MADE A
CLEAR PROFIT
OF $200 000 IN
A SINGLE DAY
SELLING ITEMS
FOR FREE!

These and many others deals like this
kept the excitement level on a high,
day after day. The need to innovate
and stay ahead of the curve forced
us to be working at the edge all the
time. It was exhilarating for everyone.
Even today, Catch still features these
events, and many of the concepts have
been copied and used by retailers all
over the world. We were creating a
whole new way to retail, and we didn’t
even know it.

By this stage, the new kid on the block was running faster than
anyone could have imagined. So much so, we shut down our eBay
operation, switched off the As Seen on TV channel and closed
the DailyDeals.com.au site to focus our efforts exclusively on
Catchoftheday. We hired some talented team members to help
us keep up, including Carlo, our photographer and designer;
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Pooven, Vijay’s brother, who worked in operations; and Kalman
Polak, who joined us as our store manager. You’ll read more about
them later.
In August 2008 we relocated to a building in Springvale,
29 kilometres south-east of Melbourne. We were expanding big
time in every way. The building was composed of a much larger
warehouse of 2000 m2, a small office of 200 m2 and a retail store
of 2000 m2. Retail store? Yes, we did open our doors to the public.
We were hoping that having a physical street presence would
satisfy the many suppliers that were still unwilling to supply
online-only retailers like us. We were also looking to win a few
extra customers and make them aware of our online offering. We
found this to be a great customer acquisition channel for our
maturing website.
The retail store was short lived. On 23 December 2008, just six
months after opening, in the busiest week of the year, on the busiest
day of that week, our store and warehouse was flooded by a massive
downpour of torrential rain. The entire office was knee deep in
water. Every employee worked back and spent the whole night in
the warehouse moving all the stock that was sitting on the floor
to higher ground. Eventually, we managed to locate a company to
bring in some water-sucking equipment to help extract the water
from the warehouse. The fact it took 20 hours to remove it all tells
you just how much water there was. That storm was a turning point
for the store. We never reopened and we unfortunately missed out
on the Boxing Day sales season, the biggest retail month of the year.
It took us 10 years to give bricks and mortar another try, (but there’s
a lot of reading to go until you get to that bit …)

One last thing …
We can’t not mention this one deal. If the Toshiba deal put us on
the map, this Samsung one redefined the boundaries. In January
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2009, between the hours of 12 noon and 1 pm, we sold $1 500 000
worth of Samsung TVs. Yes, you read that correctly: $1.5 million
in one hour. If we could go back in time and recreate one moment
from our history, this would be it: that moment our small team
gathered around the computer, staring at the screen in disbelief,
watching these phenomenal numbers roll in. We truly felt we were
in some kind of parallel world, but we weren’t. This was real, this
was Catchoftheday and we were here to stay.

Anees and Carlo, two of our early hires and loyal team members
from the old days. Working hard, as usual! (Behind them you
can see VJ—yes, another Vijay! He worked on that machine for
10 years and was one of the best warehouse team members we
had. He is still at Catch!)
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