
Searls Land specialises purely on 
the acquisition and disposal of land 
across the south-east. These days 
its founder, Tim Searl has a team of 
six putting deals together while he 
turns his attention to business 
strategy.  

Tim Searl set up the business in 
the depth of the recession in 2010 
while anticipating an imminent 
resurgence in the market. “Naively I 
thought that after every recession 
comes a purple patch,” he says, “so 
I thought, we’re going to come out of 
this financial crash and the market 
will come back with a vengeance. So 
I opened the doors and went back to 
square one with just me.” 

Within three months he’d taken on 
Dan Acutt as a trainee and who is 
now head of land overseeing three 
land managers operating in the 
southern counties and two strategic 
land managers covering most of 
southern England.  

In the early years, Tim Searl had 
kept very tight reins on the business 
against a backdrop of the struggling 
economy. By 2012 it had become 
almost impossible to get deals 
across the line; then, just as the 
market picked up, the impact of the 
Brexit referendum hit.  

“It was such a big unknown that 
everybody just put their foot on the 
ball and said I’m not playing. In 10 
days we lost £1m in fees from our 
pipeline so it was a very traumatic 
six months.” 

By early 2017 developers were land 
buying again but it was then that Tim 
Searl was confronted with serious 
health issues. After a training 
session at the gym he was referred 

for tests and within days underwent 
a triple heart bypass. 

Back at work six weeks later, he 
found himself unable to function due 
to clinical depression. As two years 
of therapy came to an end, he was 
diagnosed with cancer. Last year,  
he had four operations to remove 
the cancer and continues with 
precautionary treatment but is 
getting back on track.  

“My head has reset, the cancer’s 
gone and at the beginning of this 
year I was able to start properly 
working again. I know we’re all 
meant to talk about men’s health 
and men’s mental health but  
I just had to walk away for a little 
while. Depression is completely 
debilitating, so it’s not been a fun 
four years.” 

It’s a long way from his early days 
in estate agency in the 1980s, 
initially in Sussex and then with 
Barnard Marcus in Hammersmith. 
“That was probably my favourite  
time of agency because I met  
some great people and I’m still in 
touch with them now. There was  
no pressure, the market was very 
busy. It was just really good fun and 
very social.” 

He then worked with agents in 
London and Weybridge, before 
joining Kinleigh in Putney, where he 
settled for the next seven years, 
commuting from his Sussex home.  

“I started to get involved in finding 
sites and refurbs for developers, 
which I enjoyed but I burnt myself 
out. I had four children under eight 
and never really got to see them in 
the daylight except on a Sunday.” 

A short spell with a quiet, local 
agency soon had him yearning to get 
back to London. Then after selling 
new homes onsite in Putney, he 
joined Allen Briegel to expand the 
company’s land and new homes 
services. Following a successful eight 
years with Allen Briegel, subsequently 
acquired by Hamptons, he left to set 
up Searls Land.  

“Business has always been about 
the people but back in 1982 there 
were no mobile phones, no internet, 
no email. Now online platforms  
allow you to get all the information 
you need in terms of location and 
size of the site, who owns it, 
information about covenants, it’s all 
in one place. 

“Developers’ land managers are 
spending their time assessing and 

managing processes of the land 
they’re trying to buy. What they don’t 
have is enough time.” 

And that’s where his team steps in. 
“Each member of our team has 

very individual personality traits but 
they’ve all been created in my image 
in the way they operate. I’m quite 
controlling but I also recognise that 
you’re only as good as the people 
who represent you. That includes the 
social side to land agency, which  
is well known. In normal years 
there’s the rugby, football, the 
horses, all the sporting and social 
events that people host. It’s all 
caught up with me in the last few 
years so I take that side of things a 
little slower now.” 

These days, Tim Searl is more 
likely to be found on long walks with 
his dog, Dot, who he bought after 
his heart operation. Family and 
friends clearly play a central role in 
his life: Searls Land employs two of 
his four children, Ed and Charlie,  
as well as Ed’s best friend since 
primary school. 

“My plan had always been to 
surround myself at Searls Land with 
people who could do the job better 
than me. Through circumstance and 
having to let go while I was unwell 
demonstrated to me that they were 
all perfectly capable of getting the 
job done. 

“It’s a constant ambition to 
increase our market share but I’m 
not wanting to create an empire with 
regional offices all over the country.  
I don’t think I’ve got enough days  
left on the planet for that. I just want 
us to be the very best version of 
ourselves.”
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