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John O’Conner (Grounds Maintenance) Ltd was founded in 1969 by its 
Chairman and owner, John O’Conner. Sadly, on 24th March 2020, John 
passed away after a short battle with COVID-19.

John played an active role in the company up to the time of his passing and 
his strong principles and values have remained the bedrock of the business. 
He showed great passion, not only for his business, but the industry as a 
whole. 

He was a former Chairman of the British Association of Landscape Industries 
and was an active member for many years.

Originally from a farming background, John was born in Cuckfield, Sussex, where 
he spent his early childhood. His father, a veteran of the Second World War in which 
he served with the Royal Signals, returned home to work as a farm labourer and 
carter and John was therefore immersed in an idyllic rural life from an early age. 

After leaving school, he moved to Nazeing, Essex, with his family and worked 
in several factories around North London. John then joined, what was then the 
General Post Office (GPO), training as a telephone engineer. It was during this time 
that John met and married May; he was a young man of 21. 

Back in the 60s, new towns were being built for people who were looking to move 
out of London and buy their own home. John recognised that Stevenage provided 
an opportunity to get onto the housing ladder and put in a request with the GPO 
to transfer to Bedford. Whilst waiting for a new home to become available, John 
commuted from London by train for nine months. John, bottom right, working at the 

GPO in 1969
John, using a knapsack sprayer 

circa 1970

John’s first new Ransomes motor triple

John’s first commercial job was cutting the grass for Bedford GPO. They were 
using a contractor and John approached them with his business proposal and 
convinced them that they would be better off using him. After his success cutting 
the grass for the GPO, in 1969, John started the business with his first annual 
turnover topping £261!

Over the years the Company grew steadily with new premises being purchased 
and the number of employees increasing year on year. In 1999, the company was 
awarded its first £1m contract with St Albans City & District Council, with whom 
we are still working with today. 

John was extremely influential throughout the industry and in 2006, he was 
appointed as the BALI Chairman, a post which he stayed in until 2008. 

John and the Board in 2001

John o’Conner

John being presented the Investors in People 
accreditation in 2011

The opening of Reynards Road workshop in 2016

John as BALI Chairman 
2006 - 2008

John pictured with his number plate MOW IT

John and the team celebrating our BALI - 
Employer of the Year Award in 2008

John taking part in the 
Rotary Jailbreak event

John and the team celebrating our BALI - 
Grounds Maintenance Award in 2018
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In June 2019, the Company celebrated its 50th Anniversary. Last 
year, whilst reflecting on both his and the company’s success, John 
commented: “I am extremely proud that we are celebrating this milestone 
in the company’s history. Being family owned our people are extremely 
important to me and attracting the very best in the industry has been the 
key to our success.”

Since the Company was formed it has remained true to John’s original 
values of providing a standard of service and quality of work that is 
second to none, to care for the staff, and to act with honesty, integrity 
and openness. 

From John’s ‘One Man went to Mow’ in 1969, he not only created a 
successful Company which is respected within the industry, but one 
that puts its employees at the forefront of the business. This is evidenced 
through our Long Service Awards. To date, we have presented over 166 
Long Service Awards to individuals across the business, with a small 
number receiving their 35-year award! 

As a gift and appreciation from all employees to John O’Conner, a 
50th Anniversary Book was created in which individuals left messages 
of thanks and their happiness and appreciation of being part of John 
O’Conner Grounds Maintenance Limited. The below compliments 
evidence how much they value the company and their employment. 

50th AnniversAry 

John’s PAssion 
Not a lot of people know that John was very interested in the early 
nautical history and became fascinated with William Bligh. This passion 
took John across the world to find out more about a man who John 
fiercely believed was wrongly maligned for purposes of political 
expediency. 

One of John’s biggest adventures was a trip to Pitcairn Island, in the 
South Pacific, which is the smallest and most remote inhabited place 
in the world. The population is made up of approximately 50 people, 
from four families, all of whom are descendants of the HMS Bounty 
Mutineers.  

John’s first visit was in 2001 and he became good friends with the 
Islanders, particularly Brenda and Mike Christian, descendants of 
Fletcher Christian – Leader of the Mutineers. It was this friendship 
which saw him revisit in 2005 and 2011. 

To reach the Island, each time 
John had to fly to Chile, where 
he boarded a boat to Robinson 
Crusoe Island, then Easter Island 
and finally arriving at  Pitcairn 
Island. A journey totalling 3000 
miles! 

It’s not an easy Island to access as 
the seas are invariably rough and 
there are very few places at which 
a boat can safely berth. 

During his 2005 trip, heavy storms 
kept John on Pitcairn for five 
weeks and was out of touch with 
his family. John’s only means of leaving the Island was to convince 
the captain of a converted oil rig boat to let him join him on his 21-
day voyage to New Zealand. It was this trip that allowed John to leave 
Pitcairn and catch a flight home, eight weeks after leaving! 

Rough seas on the approach to the Pitcairn Island

John on his arrival on Pitcairn Island at 
Bounty Bay

John and members of Head Office celebrating 50 years

Congratulations John, what an amazing achievement. 
You have kept the family values and this is a great 
Company to work for. I love my job and this is 
easily the best Company I have worked for.

“ “

Debbie Brown, Payroll Administrator

Congratulations JOC on this amazing 
achievement. I love my job and so happy to 
have shared the last eight years with you all.

“ “

Martine Dorrington, Office Manager

Where has 50 years gone! 35 for me and I’ve enjoyed 
every minute of it, especially in the early days. Thanks 
for the opportunity to work for a great company, it’s 
been a pleasure to be part of your great achievement.

“ “

Simon Redhead, Senior Workshop Manager Plant & Vehicles

It’s been a pleasure to have been on more than 
half the journey with you. The company has 
grown and developed so much over the years 
it is barely recognisable from the company I 
joined in 1991. So many wonderful memories of 
contracts and awards won over the years. 

“

“

Ian Pitkin, Contract Director
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During his 21-day voyage on the converted oil rig, John struck up quite 
a friendship with the skipper and his crew, and on their arrival in New 
Zealand, John took them all out for dinner. Having not heard from his 
Dad in over three weeks, Matt received a call from John’s bank as they 
were concerned his bank card may have been cloned and used in New 
Zealand, however Matt realised that John had made it back safely to 
the mainland and ensured the card was not blocked. 

Matt reflects upon this time and comments: “I think Dad much preferred 
to be on a working boat than anything more luxurious. It had been quite a 
while since I heard anything from him, but when I received a call from the 
bank, I knew all was well. After looking at the bar bill, I think Dad and the 
crew certainly had a good night!”  

Upon hearing of John’s passing, Brenda contacted Matt to share her 
condolences and memories of John: 

“It was such a sad day when we heard our very good friend, John, had 
passed away. Our deepest condolences to Matt, Liz and family. We have 
some great memories of our time with John both in the UK and on Pitcairn 
Island. The first time John arrived on the Island, I found him crying with 
happiness that he’d finally made it on board the ‘RV Braveheart’ and then 
to step ashore on the jetty at Bounty Bay. 

I remember his next visit was on the cruise ship ‘MV Discoverer’ where 
the Captain wouldn’t let him board the Island as he didn’t think he had 
authorisation. I was on hand to reassure the Captain that John had 
permission and you spent the evening sat on the veranda with Mike 
drinking whiskey as the cruise ship sailed off into the sunset!”

John was not afraid of an adventure in both his personal or business life 
and after his return home, John set off again to help a friend in bringing 
his 50ft yacht back from Boston, Massachusetts. He was one of three 
crew members working shifts of 3 hours on, six hours off across the 
Atlantic, finally arriving in Fowey three weeks later. 

John was an immense character and much-loved family man who 
leaves a long and lasting memory for all who met and knew him. 
His legacy will live on within the industry through the passion of our 
employees and the success of the Company. 

John on a small fishing vessel with Pitcairn Island in the background  

John visiting the school on the Island 

John pictured with Brenda and Mike Christian

John visiting the resting place of HMS Bounty John taking a trip on a replica of HMS Bounty



We would like to welcome 
and introduce our new 
Arboricultural Manager, Chris 
Smith. 

Chris has over 16 years’ 
arboriculture experience 
and joins us from The 
Environment Agency where 
he worked in flood and 
coastal risk management for 
a short sabbatical after 10 
years at the CGM Group in 
East Anglia. 

He has a wealth of knowledge 
and experience including 
working as an arborist, local 
authority tree officer and 
managing an arboricultural 
department of 5 crews 
operating within a multi-disciplinary environmental services provider. 
Chris has a background of tendering and will be working with the 
business development team to find new opportunities and help win 
new business.

Commenting on his new role with JOC, Chris says: “I’m very pleased and 
excited to have joined John O’Conner and growing and developing our 
Arboricultural Services department to self-deliver on arb specific contracts 
and internal clients.”

new ArboriCulturAl MAnAger
chriS joinS uS to help develop and grow 

the arb diviSion
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the JoC eMPloyee AwArds 

Move aside The Oscars and The Brits as we are 
pleased to announce the arrival of the first JOC 
Awards, comically being referred to by HQ Staff as 
“The Johnnies”.

The awards have been set up to recognise those who 
go the extra mile for our clients, their residents, end 
users or members of the public. 

There are four categories: Best Newcomer, Best Team 
Leader, Most Improved Employee and Best Overall 
Employee.

Contract Managers can nominate their operation 
team for an award with the winners each being 
presented with a £20 Amazon Voucher. 

The first winners for June 2020 have now been 
presented, as seen in the pictures opposite, with the 
second due to take place in October. 

If you would like to know more about these awards, 
please speak to your line manager. Congratulations 
to those who were presented an award in June and 
good luck to all nominees for October! 

“A ThAnk You from John”

FroM the toP 
by matt o’conner, managing director

Firstly, I would like to thank everyone for how 
you have responded and adapted to the COVID 
situation and for all the messages of support and 
kind words following John’s passing. Everyone 
supporting each other to deliver for our customers 
has been a fitting tribute to my Father and one he 
would be proud of. Thank You all.

I know this summer season has been far from the 
norm, but I want to say a big thank you to everyone 

for delivering our services under challenging circumstances. Going 
forwards, we must all remain vigilant with keeping up our hygiene 
standards, maintaining social distancing with members of the public 
and residents, and anyone outside your ‘work bubble’, and ensure 
face coverings are used when necessary. 

During the last few months, new business opportunities have 
continued to come in and we’ve been successful in winning several 
new contracts throughout the business including a new contract 
extension for Alexandra Palace & Park for a period of six years.

In addition, the business is not only expanding through new business 
contracts, but also through business acquisitions. On Wednesday 
8th April, we purchased 100% of the shares of Westlea Landscaping 
Limited. 

Westlea is a trusted regional grounds maintenance service provider 
with a thirty year track record for delivering exceptional customer 
service from its base in the Swindon area. Like JOC, Westlea has built 
its reputation on delivering quality while looking after the people it 
employs. We believe that culturally and commercially Westlea will 
find a good home with John O’Conner. The acquisition will help 
strengthen the Company’s offering in the Wiltshire and South West 
region and operationally it will be very much business as usual for 
both companies. 

Gary Buust - Tudor Grange Academies Andy McDaid - Leicester CCDavid Legg - Central Beds 

Gary Cook & Stuart Knowles - Red Kite Housing

Luke Carter & Jason Bunting - East Sussex

Candido Dos Santos - Newlon Housing

Pedro Geraldes & Joao Dos Santos - Origin Housing Team 1
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AnnounCeMents

Congratulations to Jack Shayler and his partner, Kirsty, on 
the birth of their son, Isaac, who was born on 10th January.

Welcome to Jackie Bognar, who has replaced Sue Baily, as 
St Albans Contract Administrator who started on 2nd March. 

Congratulations to Paul Kerr and his wife, Linzie, on the birth 
of their daughter, Nevaeh, who was born on 27th January. 

Congratulations to Ben Hunt and his wife Jasmine, on the 
birth of their son, Lucas, who was born on 19th April. 

/johnoconnergmSocial Media

Since the start of 2020, we’ve been very successful in new 
contract wins across the business. These include: 

Alexandra Palace & Park
Grounds Maintenance, North London 

  Oak Tree Housing  
Grounds Maintenance, Glasgow 

Trafalgar Housing 
Grounds Maintenance, Greenock 

Linthouse Housing
Grounds Maintenance & Bins , Glasgow 

Atrium Housing
Grounds Maintenance, Kilmarnock 

River Clyde Housing 
Grounds Maintenance, Greenock

Rushmoor Borough Council
Arboriculture Framework, Hampshire
Spire View & Copperworks Housing 

Grounds Maintenance, Glasgow 
Hillingdon Borough Council

Pest Control, Hillingdon 

new ContrACt wins 

Our JOC Tech Team would like to say a big thank you for 
everyone who helped assist with the recent ongoing 
hardware audit. By logging all the IT equipment within 
the Company it has identified which machines needed 
updating from Windows 7 and will help us achieve our 
Cyber Essentials Accreditation later in the year.

Long Service Awards

Mark Bennett, North Herts:    20 Years 

Jason Gough, North Herts:   10 Years 

Paul Doughty, Serco NHS:   10 Years

Kevin Tilbury, Red Kite Housing:  10 Years

Ian Evans, Contract Manager:  10 Years 

Simon Goodchild, SBDC:    10 Years

Slawek Leonarzcyk, St Albans:   10 Years 

Kevin Baxter, Herts CC:   10 Years

Karl Atkins, Workshop:    10 Years

John Messenger, Commercial Manager:  10 Years  

John has generously donated his £250 gift option to Perennial, 
who have been providing support and advice relating to 
COVID-19 to those within the horticulture industry. 

eMPloyee CoMMitMent 
The dedication of our staff during the COVID19 pandemic has been incredible.

To comply with the Government guidelines and keep everyone safe, in 
March we changed our operating procedures to one employee per van. This 
meant that many of our operatives who previously shared transport were 
unable to do so, but this didn’t stop them getting to work. We’ve had many 
individuals walking, using their own car, moped or motorcycle. We even had 
one individual conquer a 20-mile round-trip commute by bicycle!

Anything can be achieved when people work as a team and we want to say 
a huge thank you for those who have gone the extra mile during the last few 
months. Without you, we wouldn’t have been able to deliver our services to 
our Clients.

nhs donAtion
Across the business we have a handful of bee hives which are always a 
positive edition to the contract. At Sefton Park, our teams created a wildflower 
meadow and planted fruit trees within it.

The on-site facilities team generously donated the proceeds from the honey 
to NHS Wrexham Park Hospital & Frimley Health Foundation Trust, monies 
which were matched by John O’Conner, bringing the total to £700!

Our Client commented: “The honey produced by our bees is of a superb 
pure standard and following the sale of the produce we managed to raise 
£350.00. A very big thank you to Matt O’Conner, Managing Director of JOC, 
who matched our monies raised. Today we donated £700.00 to NHS Wrexham 
Park Hospital & Frimley Health Foundation Trust.”

origin Csr 
Great work from the team at Origin on 12th August who helped spruce up the 
courtyard of Bridgewater House in Enfield. Always lovely to see the residents 
and little helpers getting involved with planting schemes.


