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Our latest “Where are they now” is racing driver turned retailer, Greg Lancaster.  
Merv Robertson reports.

One door closes, another quickly opens

WORKING AT THE Ministry of Works in 
Auckland and then in the Works Registrar’s office 
at Auckland University, Greg Lancaster soon 
developed a passion for motorsport.

Soon competing on the track at the top level, 
to fund his passion he took over a troubled South 
Auckland Caltex gas station and built it before 
selling it for “a healthy capital gain”.

A major accident at Manfield in 1976 saw Greg 
hospitalised and this was when he joined “our” 
industry for the first time – as Credit Manager 
and Head Office Accountant at Autocrat Radio 
(later to become Autocrat Sanyo, then Sanyo).

After a couple of years at Fountain Marketing, Greg was coaxed 
back, first as Manager of TV Rentals and then, around 1978, 
succeeding George Marra as Sales & Marketing Manager. 

The most aggressive Sanyo dealer was Noel Leeming in 
Christchurch and Greg and Noel  soon established a very strong 
personal and working relationship, of which more anon.

Still at Autocrat Sanyo, but with motorsport still very much in 
his blood, Greg continued to mix work and play until a 
spectacular but not injurious crash saw him give driving away. 
Instead, he built up a team which won the ShellSport New 
Zealand Saloon Car Championship. 

When Autocrat founders Ray Walker and Percy Wills sold the bulk 
of their stake in the business to Sanyo, Greg headed back to the 
automotive industry and Volvo. Still, soon enough, with his new 
organisation operating smoothly, Greg received yet another phone 
call from Sanyo, to come back as Deputy Managing Director. 

Always keen on relationships in business, Greg recalls that in 1984 
Sound Plus, run by a certain Roger Bhatnagar, was “struggling to get 
suppliers”. So, because he believed that Roger’s way would be “the way 
of the future”, Greg and Sanyo “got alongside him”.

Joining Noel Leeming
Battling cancer, during the late 1980s, Noel Leeming was 
determined to have Greg join his organisation, but Greg resisted 
on the basis that their “two egos could never fit in the same room”. 

However Smiths City, which had bought a majority 
shareholding in Leeming’s back in 1983, finally acquired full 
ownership in 1990 when Noel’s health forced him to sell the 
remainder of his shares. 

Smiths City approached Greg the following year to join the 
group as Noel Leeming Appliances Managing Director. And, after 
considerable soul-searching, Greg accepted, unaware of the 
threatening clouds which were gathering. 

Indeed, 10 days later, Smiths City went into receivership! Greg 

managed to convince the Receiver that Noel’s was 
viable and should be allowed to continue trading 
and, with part of the Smiths City recovery plan to 
divest itself of Noel Leeming, Greg contacted 
Roger Bhatnagar to see if he was interested. 

After negotiations with the Receiver and, with 
the backing of Fisher & Paykel Finance, they raised 
the necessary capital and eventually the deal went 
through.

Ironically, Noel Leeming himself would succumb 
to cancer on 28 March 1992, the same year Roger 
and Greg opened the first Noel Leeming Megastore, 
in Wairau Park on the North Shore

During those Noel Leeming years, motorsport still occupied a 
great deal of Greg’s private time, to the point where he ended up 
running the sport’s national body, ensuring TV coverage would 
continue and even inaugurating new racing classes.

He also won championships both as a driver and as the owner 
of a highly successful team. And, in recognition of how hard he’d 
worked for the sport he loves, in 1996, Greg received the 
Distinguished Service Award from MotorSport New Zealand.

From NL to HR and beyond
Bhatnagar and Lancaster’s tenure at Noel Leeming ended in 1998. 
Greg then took up an independent directorship with New Zealand 
internet-based human resource information company, PayGlobal, 
whose fortunes he later turned around before selling the company 
to MYOB on behalf of investors in 2014.

Since 2003 Greg and wife Diane have lived in Timaru, where Diane 
owns the Comfort Hotel Benvenue (www.benvenuehotel.co.nz). 

Looking back, Greg tells me he sometimes feels his career has 
been about performing triage on a series of organisations but he 
has lots of happy memories from his time in the appliance 
industry where he made many good friends. 

Among these, he picks out Wares Hall of Famer, Gary Paykel, for 
special mention. Initially a competitor and later a financier, Greg 
describes Gary as “the person in the industry I most respected”. 

Greg Lancaster is famously energetic person so it was with some 
surprise that over a few drinks when he turned 70 on 7 June this 
year he announced his “retirement plan”... 

“June 7th, 2031 is a Saturday and that night, my 85th will be my 
retirement party. 

“Well, I can’t go on working forever can I?”  

Visit www.wares.co.nz/categories/where-are-they-now/ to read an 
unabridged version of this and other articles in our “Where are 
they now?” series!
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