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Nick Perren
profile Books managing director Andrew Franklin reflects on the life of the publisher, 
a ‘consummate diplomat’ who held a number of other prestigious roles

n ick Perren, who died on 1st 
August 2016, aged 67, after 
a long illness, was one of 

the great movers and shakers of the 
book trade, with fingers in many 
pies. He was on the board of many 
companies in the UK and Italy, and 
was always in demand for advice and 
guidance. He was the consummate 
publisher’s publisher.

Nick was born in 1949 in Nyeri, 
Kenya, the eldest son of an 
educational manager in the colonial 
service. He was bought up in East 
Anglia, where he became a 
champion yachtsman—he was 
an outstanding sailor all his life.  
After reading history at Sussex 
University, he joined the educational 
department of John Murray. His 
ascent up the ladder was rapid and 
he was appointed joint managing 
director by Jock Murray in 1983, and 
chief executive in 1984. When the 
Murray family decided that the time 
had come to sell up, he expertly 
handled the negotiations, selling 
the company to Hachette in 2002 
and, inevitably, losing his job when 
the deal was done.

For his last six years at John Murray, 
Nick was a Publishers Association 
Council member, but in some ways 
the end of his tenure at Murray 
was a liberating moment because 
it enabled Nick to operate over a 
much broader canvas, representing, 
to give but one example, the PA 
on the Federation of European 
Publishers and on the International 
Publishers Association.

‘A gReAT dIplOmAT’
But it was as a non-executive 
director, chairman and advisor 
that Nick really came into his own. 
Nick joined the board of Profile 
Books in 2003, becoming chairman 
in 2004. Brilliantly, discreetly and 

with the consummate skills of a 
great diplomat, he steered the 
company through the acquisitions 
of Serpent’s Tail and, last year,  
Third Millennium.

On every board there will be 
dissimilarities between directors, 
disagreements over strategy and 
ideological differences. Nick, the 
perfect chairman, never papered 
over cracks but courageously faced 
them squarely, reaching a consensus 
that everyone could enthusiastically 
support.

At the same time Nick was also 
chairman of Laurence King, the 
inspired art and creative gift publisher 
that has had spectacular success with 
Johanna Basford’s colouring books, 
which pioneered the colouring craze 

of 2015/16. Far from there being a 
conflict between these roles, Nick 
was brilliant at creating friendships, 
bringing his own friends together as 
allies.

Nick was a non-executive director 
of Waterstones at the most critical 
time in its history: when HMV, going 
down the tubes, sold it to Alexander 
Mamut, Nick persuaded James 
Daunt to take on the challenge of 
turning around the failing business. 
As Daunt told The Bookseller: “Nick 
was instrumental to the successful 
turnaround at Waterstones over 
this period. His judgement of a 
rapidly changing market proved 
to be consistently insightful, and 
the manner of his guidance always 
hugely supportive. He was a  

true friend.” 
Then there were the boards he 

sat on and chaired in Italy: Bruno 
Mondadori, then its merged 
company Paravia Bruno Mondadori, 
and then, until 2010, Pearson Italia. 
And he served on the board of Grupo 
Messaggerie, one of the complex 
giant groups that dominate the 
Italian publishing scene, with many 
imprints based in Milan. 

On a different scale, he was a 
director of the distinguished literary 
house Il Saggiatore in Milan. Even 
that was not enough: he chaired 
the substantial B2B and conference 
business William Reed Media. 
In addition, Nick advised many 
businesses and business owners 
who were selling their publishing 
houses, and was actively involved 
in significant deals which to this day 
remain confidential.

So this was a remarkable man. 
Universally trusted, Nick was great 
company, with devoted friends on 
every continent. He was essentially a 
private man but fascinated by people 
and how they make publishing and 
the book trade work. He was endlessly 
hospitable and loved bringing 
people together. His delightful sense 
of humour and infectious laugh 
always made people feel relaxed and 
cheerful. He never demanded the 
limelight but took real pleasure in the 
success of publishing projects that he 
allowed others to take the credit for. 

Books and the book trade were 
essential to him, and he loved 
publishing gossip and news. 

Nick is survived by his widow, 
Roberta.

A memorial service for Nick will be 
held on 14th October at 3 p.m. at 
St James’ Church, Piccadilly, and 
afterwards at the Travellers Club,  
Pall Mall
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