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TOP DRAWER: Orga f i l e ’s Arnold van Wijk refused to give up on his now award-winning idea even when a
number of designers in Europe told him that it could not be done. Picture: KATY CHANCE

In London … I
was astounded

by the amount of
energy, effort and
time that went into
just getting filing
cabinets into place

AUSTRALIANS are a
great market for all
things Virgin. They
share the sense of fun

and the entrepreneurial spirit
that motivates Virgin. From
sustainable energy to design, the
Australians are busy innovating.
Maybe that’s why I get a lot of
questions from down under.
Here are some recent ones: meant that we provided frills

like onboard massages. Fo r
Virgin Mobile, we decided to
create a service that did not
require customers to sign up for
onerous contracts; one that
would provide a direct link to
entertainment and music.

Q Do you believe a company’s
purpose — why employees

do what they do — is more or
less important that the way they
do it? And why?

Bec Kennedy, Australia

A I have long felt that a
business cannot simply

work if no care and attention is
paid to its staff, customers and
environment. The business in
question may bring in money for
a short while, but I doubt it will
be sustainable.

Being efficient, effective and
profitable are important goals
for any company in the
competitive global market. But
doing business in a responsible
and fair way is just as important,
if not more so, in the long run.

Q Virgin Atlantic provides a
great example of how

technical operations staff in
their behind-the-scenes role can
work with employees on the
front lines serving customers.
What’s the best way to ensure
alignment of such diverse roles
and responsibilities?

Anne Wilson, Australia

A I have always challenged
the accepted wisdom of any

industry we have gone into, and
we try to encourage our CEOs
and staff to do so as well —
especially, to see things from the
customer’s perspective. After all,
our businesses provide customer
experiences.

You can see this in the
touches that differentiate our
airline — the limos to the
airport, the lounge at the
airport, even the ice cream we
offer to customers when they
are watching movies. ©2010
Richard Branson. Distributed by
The New York Times Syndicate

! Branson maintains a blog at
www.virgin.com/richard-
branson/blog. You can follow him
on Twitter at http://twitter.com/
richardbranson. Questions from
readers will be answered in
future columns. Please send them
to branson@bdfm.co.za

A RNOLD van Wijk, MD
of Orgafile in Somerset
West, was still in his
20s when he heard that

guaranteed clarion call to
business glory: “Get into filing!”

More than 30 years later he’s
turned the world of filing on its
head, shifted design parameters
and almost made filing sexy.

“Joe Botha is a friend and file
m a n u f a c t u r e r. He told me there
were problems in filing,” says
Van Wijk. “People outgrow
systems; they need more
cabinets and so on. This was
1976, so paper was important.”

It still is. The paperless office
we’ve all been promised is a
pipe dream. “Paper is user-
friendly. It’s lasted because it’s
easy to work with,” says Van
Wijk. I’d add that it’s an
intuitively human product; we
like its tangibility and its
malleable ability to bend and
fold to our will.

Van Wijk started Nolon
Office Furniture, which soon
morphed into Optiplan — which
“created and led the world of
filing” — as he was disillusioned
with working for others.

“When I became branch
manager (of an office equipment
sales company) I got to go to
meetings which I thought would
be heaven, as that’s where
decisions happen, but at
meetings people would say
they’d do this and do that, but
nothing got done. I’d go to the
directors and ask them why
nothing had been actioned —
and still nothing got done!”

Prior to that, though, it must
be said that Van Wijk didn’t get
much done. Born in Paarl, after
his mandatory army stint he
went to university where he
failed at medicine and
psychology in quick succession.
“I felt like such a loser,” he says.

His father and uncles were
all doctors and Van Wijk
attributes his later work ethic
and success to the motivation of
earlier losses.

After his brief brush with
academia, Van Wijk’s mother
gave him a ticket to London and
£100. He arrived with £88,
having spent the rest on “mostly
beer on the boat”.

After Europe, where he
“worked like a skivvy”, life in the
slow lane that is Paarl was
unthinkable, so he moved to
Jo burg and eventually got into
the heady world of filing.

He was selling German
Mappei files and still maintains
a close relationship with this and
other German firms. He sold
Optiplan in 1996, sort of by
accident. “I hadn’t thought of
selling but wanted to move back
to the Cape and leave a guy in
charge in Joburg. Then I was
offered four times what I
thought the company was worth
and took it.

“It was a good deal, but in
hindsight it wasn’t good for me.”

He had unfinished business.
As early as 1991 he had spent

time in London with big clients
such as Mobil Oil and
Cambridge University. “In SA we
had designed special trolleys for

delivery and installation, but
here we have lots of space and
inexpensive labour. In London,
with its winding staircases and
narrow passageways, I was
astounded by the amount of
energy, effort and time that
went into just getting filing
cabinets into place. And once
they were in place, that was it,
for good.”

The standard then, as now, is
fixed-frame cabinet filing
systems. “Even then I thought if
only we could supply individual
drawers, for manoeuvrability, it
would make life so much easier.”

Locking is the key, and it was
the key to unlocking a new way
of looking at filing. The locking
unit is fixed for the dimensions
of a whole cabinet, not by
drawer, and every designer he
went to told Van Wijk it couldn’t
be changed.

During his mini retirement
he attended trade fairs in
Europe, and even German
designers said “no can do”.

Then he spoke to
Stellenbosch University’s Japie
van der Westhuizen about his

idea with the brief that a woman
of 80, with one arm and
partially blind, should be able to
assemble the drawers.

The designer came back with
two squares which “spoke to
each other” in terms of locking.
Van Wijk paid for the research,
which became the springboard
for further development.

It took six years from his idea
of modularity to physical
fruition, but Orgafile is the
result, with all designs
completed by Van Wijk’s son,
Adrian, a Canadian-based
industrial designer.

The three hurdles he
overcame are now three Orgafile
patents: LinkFit, TouchFit, and
D r aw e r L o c k .

The first ensures tool-free
assembly. In front of me, Van

Wijk slotted a new drawer on to
an old one without a screwdriver
in sight. It clicked into place and
was instantly robust.

TouchFit is a safety catch
that allows only one drawer to
open at a time. This sounds
basic but is a fundamental
paradigm shift in the mechanical
design of filing “cabinets” from
fixed-frame to isolated
m o d u l a r i t y.

Like any row of drawers,
when one is open, the others
need to be locked. This meant
creating individual locking
mechanisms such that each
added module recognises and
reads the adjacent drawer’s
mechanism, and instantly
becomes part of a larger system.
The adaptation is built into the
design with no external

adjustment required.
The third, DrawerLock,

ensures that when tilted,
drawers can’t run out. This, too,
sounds basic but is a safety
issue, legislated in some
countries, and is an “old” but
essential feature of filing
systems.

So far, Orgafile has won the
Best of Canada Design Awards
in 2007; the SABS Chairman’s
Award for Design Excellence in
2008; was a finalist in this year’s
International Design Excellence
Awards; and next month will
receive the design world’s
greatest accolade, the Red Dot
Award for Product Design.

The Red Dot Award was won
from more than 4 000 entries
from 57 countries and will see
the design get a permanent

place in the Red Dot Design
Museum’s exhibition at its
World Heritage Site in Essen,
Germany, the first South African
design to do so.

Then, two weeks ago, Van
Wijk was notified by the
German Design Council that
Orgafile had been nominated for
the Design Award of the Federal
Republic of Germany for next
year. This is the “highest official
recognition for design excellence
in Germany” and is awarded by
the federal minister for
economics and technology. To be
eligible, a product must already
have won a national or
international award. Which
makes Orgafile two for two.

His German contacts are
aware of the awards and are
already speaking to Van Wijk
about European distribution, but
people are creatures of habit
and resist change, unless it is
cheap. The Orgafile system is
currently made from extruded
wood, a “g r e e n” product made
from post-consumer fibre. And
anything eco-friendly is
expensive.

Due to its flexibility, however,
potential applications for the
design are vast; for offices as
well as for interior designers
and, as the drawers can be made
from solid wood, for residential
use too. I see it in ad agencies
and artists’ studios where
portfolio collections are
constantly in flux.

Van Wijk says Orgafile’s
future may be as the world’s
locking system specialists,
supplying wholesalers.

“This is a functional design
breakthrough; the best way
forward may be to sell the
patented components to
manufacturers or middlemen,
and let the consumer overlay
their own aesthetic.”

I would also like to see the
design used in bookshelves,
because you’re guaranteed to
add more and more over a
lifetime. If you’re into paper,
that is. And clearly you are.
c h a n ce k @ b d f m .co. za

PATRICK BULGER

WHAT more could a man on
Death Row ask for but an hour,
alive — and yet so close to death
— on Larry King Live? But
Ronnie Lee Gardner was refused
his 60 minutes, less 20 for ad
breaks, on CNN. All he got was
a Tweet, as Utah attorney
general Mark Shurtleff tweeted
his 7 000 followers, “A solemn
day. Barring a stay by Sup Ct, &
with my final nod, Utah will use
most extreme power and
execute a killer. Mourn his

victims.
Ju s t i c e ”.

Thus
did the

very odd US state of Utah note
the passing, by firing squad last
week, of Gardner, a double
killer, possibly brain-damaged. It
was nearly 25 years since he
shot his last victim, a lawyer, in
court, after having earlier called
time on a bartender. A quarter-
century of appeals and legal
manoeuvring ended without
Larry King, but with the
obligatory last meal of lobster
tail, washed down by a 7Up.

Inevitably, the execution has
restarted the “debate” on capital
punishment, with the Twitter
flourish adding an up-to-date,
but some say inappropriate,
touch to a necessary evil. Much
like the modern meat-eater, the
public has no idea how beef and
chicken come to be on the table,
and prefers it that way. Likewise,
the search for smarter and more
“humane” methods of dispatch,
to gas and injection and, in
extreme cases, hours of Larry
King re-runs, at gunpoint.

Of the now-deceased
Gardner, one can only but salute
his studied mastery of public
relations, even if it all came to
naught. By choosing the firing
squad, he was imitating Utah’s
most infamous killer-son and
ne’er do well, Gary Gilmore, a
misfit canonised in Norman
Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song
when he was executed by firing
squad in Utah in 1977. Partly
through Mailer, Gilmore became
an antihero of the desperate
’70s, and The Executioner’s
Song a herald for a new and
frightening age of mindless
criminal violence — often
celebrated by the media.

Mailer, too, is long since
gone. Like most writers, he
thought himself worldly but was
idealistic and gullible. So much
so, that he fell for the wiles of
another member of the Death
Row literati, one Jack Henry
Abbott, whose turgid In the
Belly of the Beast became
compulsory reading for hopeless
New York liberal types in the
early ’80s. Mailer attested to
Abbott’s reformation in prison,
and sponsored him on parole.
He became the darling of
bookish society. Within weeks,
though, he had stabbed
someone else to death, in a
quarrel over a bagel, and was
soon back on Death Row.

In a more cynical age,
though, would any aspiring
journalist-writer bother with the
hundreds of pages of fascinating
tedium Mailer immersed himself
in back then? For one thing, the
world has moved on, and
violence and depravity are so
every day that few bother with
motivation and context, which
may explain a surge in support
for the death sentence in our
“zero-tolerance” societies.

It is also, though, a comment
on the shallowness of our media
age, that a Mailer or a Truman
Capote, or even a Hunter S
Thompson, is no longer out
there to bring back the
empirical material — the facts,
the impressions, the phrasing —
that makes for legacy journalism
and reportage. Even as the
means for conveying journalism
advance and multiply, so too has
the scope of inquiry narrowed,
the curiosity abated. In the case
of the internet, thousands of
outlets regurgitate the reportage
of a single living journalist. And
money is being made, which
seals the deal and condemns
real-life journalism to the
mercies of budgets and profit.
“Celebrities” are the news now.

Against this desolate media
and moral landscape did
Gardner succumb to Utah’s
bullets last week. No Larry King,
no Mailer, just a dumb sheriff
with the tool of modern media
in the one hand — and the
blunt instrument of red-neck
savagery in the other.

Company that rises
above rank and file
Award-winning design is not often associated with filing, unless
yo u ’re Orgafile’s Arnold van Wijk, writes Katy Chance

Intuition is often
the best guide

Lobster
sans Larry
King Live
on Utah’s
Death Row

LATE NIGHT
N EWS

Q I don’t have enough
confidence to give up my

career in banking and follow my
dream of starting a business as
a personal trainer. Do you think I
should continue with banking
since I am still somewhat
enjoying it, though not to the
extent that I would like my work
as a personal trainer?

Leon Belobrov, Australia

A When you decide to pursue
an entrepreneurial venture,

you have to confront your
doubts and fears; sometimes you
just have to go for it.

If you believe that your
personal training business can
succeed, then draw up a short
plan describing how it would be
different from other such
businesses, how you would build
it up and how you would attract
customers. Discuss this plan
with a few of your trusted
friends or advisers. Collecting
and acting on this feedback is a
crucial step before launching
any business.

It is impossible for me to
help you make this decision
without knowing more about
your situation. However, I can
tell you that when I have to
decide whether or not to go
ahead with a new venture, I
have often found that intuition is
my best guide.

Q What one piece of
invaluable, golden advice

could you offer a 27-year-old
aspiring businessman?

Drue Schofield, Brisbane,
Au st ra l i a

A Follow your heart; do
something you are really

passionate about. The Virgin
businesses that have done well
over the years have been the
ones where we came up with an
idea that everyone in the
company cared about and was
committed to. The sales figures
usually proved our point later.

More specifically, since you’re
going into the business: Looking
back at the launches of Virgin
Atlantic, Virgin Active and
Virgin Mobile, I’m reminded
that we always had a clear vision
of what the customer wanted
and how we would deliver it.

In the case of Virgin Atlantic,
we offered great service, which

Richard Branson
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