When Istvan Szoke arrived in the Isle of Skye from his native Hungary four years ago in search of a better life, he could not speak a word of English and possessed only the hand luggage he had brought with him.

But the enterprising 39-year-old, who initially found work washing dishes in hotels and as handyman, has now overcome the language barrier to set up a mobile car valeting service, the only one of its kind on the island.

Istvan, known locally as Steve, is also among the first recipients in Skye of a business start-up grant from Business Gateway – the advice and information service for new and existing businesses.

A grateful Steve has now paid tribute to his adopted country for the encouragement, support and financial help he has received to pursue his business idea. He says he would never have been given the same assistance in Hungary.

 “I am very appreciative of everything I have been given from Business Gateway. This would not have happened in Hungary. If you have a good idea then you get no help, no grant, nothing. You have to come from a rich family to succeed.”

Originally from an area 25 miles outside Hungary’s capital city of Budapest, Steve trained as a professional hunter but latterly worked as a store manager for a national electricity company. However, he and his wife Anita, an accountant, found it a struggle making ends meet.  They also wanted to have a family, but it seemed a remote possibility because of their low wages.

He says: “I worked long hours including almost every Saturday, but only got paid the equivalent of around £270 a month and the cost of living in Hungary is very similar to the UK with the price of food just five or six per cent lower.”

As the economic recession began to affect Hungary, Steve jumped at the opportunity to join a friend who had secured him a job working as a dish washer in the 87-bedroom Dunollie Hotel, situated in the centre of Broadford. 

“I left Hungary on 1st April 2006 and was a little nervous when I came to Skye but very happy because I could see it was a beautiful place, although the weather was very different with heavy rain,” he says. “My friend left the day after I arrived so I was really on my own.”

Steve, who was joined by Anita two months later, remained at the Dunollie for around a year and concentrated on learning English. He then moved on to a new post, first as a dish washer and later as a handyman, at Kinloch Lodge Hotel, the ancestral home run as a hotel by Lord Macdonald and Lady Clare Macdonald, the award-winning celebrity cook and food writer.

The birth of his son, George, at Raigmore Hospital, Inverness, in 2008 led Steve to think about setting up his own business.  

“A job in the hospitality industry is not the best for family life. You have to work weekends, evening shifts and night shifts,” he says. “ I wondered what I could do that would be useful for the community but also give me more time at home with my family.”

While still working at Kinloch Lodge, he had begun to clean cars in his own time from a shed at Upper Breaknish where he and Anita were then living in a caravan. The family have now moved to Skylark Court, Broadford.

He decided to go one step further and set up a mobile car valeting service, travelling to people’s homes or places of work to clean their vehicles. It was a natural move for Steve who has always taken great pleasure in keeping any vehicle he has owned spotless.

A friend put him in touch with Business Gateway’s Regional Development Officer for Skye, Alistair Danter, who helped him access a £1300 business start-up grant. The funding, together with a similar amount of his own savings, enabled him to buy a professional carpet cleaning machine and pressure washer as well as fit a 400-litre water tank onto a Renault Trafic van he uses as his mobile workshop.

Mr Danter commented: “Steve and Anita were a great couple to work with; they had no problem developing a business plan and understanding concepts relating to cash flow. In addition they are just so positive and this, combined with their sense of humour and responsibility, gave me confidence that they would succeed in their venture.”

Steve covers Skye and Lochalsh and offers various grades of valet from a Quick service through to a Bronze, Silver and Gold standard. He has set up a website: www.skye-carvaleting.co.uk

He says: “Business is good and it is going well for me and my family. We have enough to pay the bills and I do not need to build a great big empire. A very special thanks to Business Gateway and Alastair Danter. They have been fantastic.”

