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    This book is dedicated to my late Opa, Adde. 


    Our journey started because you overcame. 

And, to our daughter, my little princess Imani. 


    I hope you will read this book one day and smile.

  


  
    


    ‘Obstacles don’t have to stop you. If you run into a wall, don’t turn around and give up. Figure out how to climb it, go through it, or work around it.’ 


    – MICHAEL JORDAN

  


  
    INTRODUCTION


    The rain was pouring outside; a typical autumn day in the Netherlands. The soothing sound of the rain splashing on the roof of the hundred-year-old farmhouse felt both familiar and comforting. It smelled musty inside my grandpa’s living room, located in a small village called Blijham in the northeast of the country.


    I moved to South Africa in 2011 and didn’t see my grandpa as much as I would have liked to, but every time I went to the Netherlands I made sure to make the two and a half hour drive to Blijham, the village where he’d lived his entire life. In return, every time I visited he would prepare his famous lunch. Opa’s famous lunch was a meal consisting of homemade soup and stamppot, which is, essentially, mashed potatoes mixed with seasonal vegetables and topped with some meat and gravy.


    After we finished lunch, and after he put grandma to bed for her afternoon nap we’d begin to talk. He always made sure grandma was safely tucked in bed; old age had started eating away at her mind and she was sleeping longer during the daytime. I knew that Opa, as I called him, was getting older and that every time I left could be the last time I saw him, so I wanted to soak up as much of him and his wisdom as I possibly could with every visit.


    You see, Opa did not have an easy life. He was the lastborn of eight children and was forced to work the land when he completed primary school at age 12 – his parents did not have sufficient income for him to attend high school and his father was wheelchair-bound. When he was 18, during the Second World War, he had to work in a gunpowder factory in East Germany, under brutal conditions. It was common for him to work 16 to 18 hours per day, with only half a bowl of potato soup and a slice of bread for sustenance. After surviving the camp, he walked from East Germany back to his native village, Blijham, where he would meet and marry my grandma a few years later.


    As a farmworker he did not earn a high salary and they could barely make ends meet, yet Opa managed to provide all of his seven children with tertiary education. He had to make many sacrifices to make that happen, but his goal was to make a positive impact in the lives of his children and grandchildren; he believed that he could achieve this by giving them better chances in life through access to education.


    So there we sat, sharing stories many moons later. Prompted by my questions, he spoke about his experience of the war, what it was like back then and how he overcame challenges that determined the cheerful, kind and wise nonagenarian person he had become. I, in turn, would share stories about my travels to the Amazon jungle and about life in post-apartheid South Africa, where inequality and poverty are still very much part of everyday life for millions of people.


    So why share this story about my grandfather – a story of struggle, resilience and eventually hope – in a book that speaks about the July 2021 riots in a deeply divided South Africa? Because these are exactly the characteristics we have found in working with thousands of rural and township-based entrepreneurs that were affected by those very riots.


    I believe that the month of July in 2021 will be engraved in the memories of many South Africans for years to come. Not only because of the violence and widespread looting that we witnessed, but because it was a culmination of many years of political unrest, lack of service delivery and an increasingly demoralised, unemployed and youthful population.


    Watching the looting happening in communities that I personally knew, like Alexandra, Orange Farm and Diepsloot, hit home. I felt the impact even more as I identify myself primarily as a social entrepreneur when it comes to my chosen career field.


    As I was watching the events unfolding, I could not help thinking about all those thousands of people who had overcome poverty, crime and other obstacles to start their own businesses; whose businesses had survived waves of Covid-19 lockdowns and who, as entrepreneurs (often against better judgement), create jobs in the communities that need those jobs the most. Momentarily a sense of despair came over me, not knowing how we could overcome this adversity. Then, even though Opa had passed away more than five years before, he came to mind. His life reminded me that human beings can overcome significant challenges, and that it is our duty as a society to provide the right platform and opportunities to help make that happen.


    As people and companies all over South Africa started to provide emergency relief to KwaZulu-Natal, and local communities were coming together to clean up the damage, I wanted to get involved in reviving businesses that were destroyed by the riots. Through my involvement in various non-profit organisations and social enterprises such as Afrika Tikkun, Township Fleva and Rhiza Babuyile, a plan started to take shape, where we sought to help at least 50 affected entrepreneurs with grant funding and mentoring services to restart their businesses – and so that they could rise to greater levels than pre-looting.


    In order to gain some momentum for this project we started a PR campaign to provide grant funding for entrepreneurs affected by the looting, which at that time was not necessarily our regular modus operandi in either organisation. Within a few months of starting the campaign, we had the resources available to assist over 1 000 small businesses affected by the looting. We have been able to assist entrepreneurs with grant funding, mentorship, coaching and training, so that they could go back to what they do best, which is running their businesses and creating jobs in the process. The campaign itself has proved to be successful as the businesses that we managed to revive helped to save over 5 000 jobs.


    This book, The Overcomers, is about ten of those entrepreneurs. I travelled into the heart of townships like Alexandra in Johannesburg and the deep rural settings of KwaZulu-Natal to visit, and follow them, at their business premises. These ten entrepreneurs built their businesses from scratch and nurtured and grew them over the years – and then, abruptly, lost everything.


    Their tales about hardship, resilience and hope are the backdrop for valuable lessons that I have included in each entrepreneur’s story. These are similar lessons to those I learned in Opa’s living room and that are, in my opinion, so relevant for us today in a South African context. Each chapter highlights one entrepreneur’s story: where they come from, what they do, what happened during the looting and how they recovered from such a devastating event. I finish their stories by describing the dreams the entrepreneurs have for their respective businesses going forward. The second part of each entrepreneur’s story are themed lessons that are relevant for life, for business, or both.


    Opa was an overcomer, just like the ten entrepreneurs that are featured in this book. I have learned a tremendous amount from Opa, and I believe that we can collectively learn even more from the overcomers, who have overcome significant challenges presented by Covid-19, the looting and recently the KwaZulu-Natal floods.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    LANCE ROSS 
– THE RISK-TAKER
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    While driving from King Shaka International Airport to meet Lance Ross in Lamontville, a rough neighbourhood in Durban, my thoughts kept going back to July 2021. The roads are quiet now, and the hilly, green landscape is peaceful – almost tranquil.


    What a contrast to what we witnessed less than a year ago, when this place was quite literally on fire. After about a half-hour drive through the hills of KwaZulu-Natal, I, together with my colleagues Precious and Lizo, arrived at a small street that only comprises a small shopping centre. The first thing I noticed was that there were only two shops open in the centre, which once must have hosted at least five stores.


    A stocky man with a friendly face is waiting for us in the parking lot, directly in front of a small butchery with a deli located next to it.


    As we get out of the car, we are greeted with a firm handshake (observing Covid-19 protocols apparently was not on anyone’s mind at the time) and a smile. He introduces himself as Lance Ross, owner of both the butchery and deli. He proudly gives us a quick tour through the store, where the visible signs of last year’s looting can still be witnessed. The butchery is slowly being restored to its former glory, as can be seen by the meat being showcased in one of the fridges, yet it is also clear that there is more work to be done. Most of the fridges and the cold storeroom are still broken and therefore the butchery is not back to full capacity.


    After the tour we sit outside on a brown, wooden bench for the interview. I immediately notice a group of youngsters sitting on the pavement enjoying braaied meat from the shop. The wafting smell of meat is occasionally interrupted by a whiff of dagga when the mixture of smells drifts our way. Lance rents out his braai stands to locals who provide a hot meal to people on their way to work, or, like today, some of the local unemployed youth who want to have a quick meal.


    The interview starts and the first thing I notice is the intensity in Lance’s calm voice as he starts to describe his personal background. Lance grew up in Newlands East, a predominantly coloured area in KwaZulu-Natal, which, in his own words, is ‘a dodgy area’. He highlights this because the location of his butchery and deli are located in a notoriously dangerous area. Multiple robberies and break-ins in the neighbourhood are the main reason for the closure of the other shops in the centre. Lance is not fazed by the danger though, he is a risk-taker. This is a characteristic that comes out time and time again during the time I spent with him.


    His working career began at the age of 19 and Lance moved between the construction, retail and butchery industries. After having worked for a few of the major retail chains, at the age of 33 he had his first opportunity to own a butchery in Newlands East, the area he grew up in. This is when the proverbial entrepreneurial bug stung him. He bought the butchery for about R100 000 but had not really done his homework when it came to how to run a business, let alone his own butchery. He tried everything, from having very competitive pricing, free home delivery and high-quality sausages, but nothing was working. This butchery provided a steep learning curve, as within 18 months of taking over the business, the financial situation had become unmanageable, and Lance was forced to close it.


    This meant that Lance had to get a job, which he secured with relative ease, but, working for himself had changed him – changed his mindset. Being boxed into a job description, with set roles, responsibilities and reporting lines did not work for him anymore. The freedom and autonomy he had experienced as an entrepreneur were exhilarating and now, having to report to managers whose decisions he often disagreed with, that led to conflict, just weren’t acceptable to him. Even though he eventually did well as an employee, working for someone else ‘did not feel like home’ for Lance any longer. He moved around companies within construction and retail, until about four years ago when the opportunity to buy his current butchery came up.


    The butchery has been part of the community for over 30 years and was well established with a loyal and stable clientele. The purchase price for the butchery was R1 100 000 and while he recognised the opportunity, Lance did not have the means to buy it.


    However, the risk-taker in him took over – he saw the potential of the butchery, with him as owner.


    His wife, who was his girlfriend at the time, helped him with raising the first part of the money by taking a second bond on her house, and this assisted Lance with settling the down payment for the butchery. He then negotiated a deal with the owner, where he essentially had six months to secure the rest of the funding, with a rent-to-buy agreement in place. This is how Lance started to run his current butchery and deli, where he sells quality meat, spices and warm meals at competitive prices.


    At this time – pre-Covid-19 and the riots – he employed 15 full-time staff members at the butchery and deli combined, and showed sufficient profitability during the six months of the rent-to-buy period to secure a loan with one of the major banks for the entire outstanding amount. This meant that at the end of 2019 the butchery was in Lance’s name, and as he recites this story there is fire in his eyes and I can see the pride he feels that owning his own butchery truly is a dream come true for him.


    As the gears in our discussion shift to more recent times, the expression on his face becomes darker, and the tiredness and frustration is evident from his body language and can even be heard in his voice. Within a year of being the proud owner of the butchery and deli, Covid-19 struck and the turnover of the business declined from nearly R900 000 per month to just over R500 000, significantly reducing the profitability of the business. These turnover numbers are very impressive for a cash only business that relies purely on walk-in customers. Through the various Covid-19 lockdowns Lance had to let go of ten employees in order to keep his butchery afloat. To add salt to the wound, his wife also lost her job during this time, putting more strain on Lance to put food on the table, as he suddenly became the sole provider.


    Lance describes himself as a simple man, living a simple life without lavish spending, and he was able to accumulate some savings when the butchery was profitable, so that even through the Covid-19 months, he and his family were managing. Then the riots hit in July 2021.


    As I ask Lance to describe what happened to him and the butchery during the riots, I see the pain pass across his face.


    On one of the first days of the riots he received a call from the security company that the alarm at the shop had been activated. Living only 15 minutes away, he rushed to his store, ramping the pavement into the parking lot. There were about 20 people inside and the security guards were too afraid to engage the looting crowd, who had already taken R200 000 of stock from the fridges of the butchery.


    In his own words Lance describes that he must have looked ‘pretty insane’ shouting and swearing at the looters, but he managed to drive them off single-handedly. However, the looters soon realised that he was just one unarmed man, literally defending his store with his own life, and they turned back to confront him and to steal what was left. By some miracle – Lance thinks the reason for this was that he must have looked like a man possessed – the looters abandoned their plundering and took off. Not long thereafter the police arrived at the scene and assisted with securing the shop.


    However, that was only the beginning.


    In the days that followed the shop was again raided by the looters; they broke in through the ceiling, smashed windows and doors, and essentially destroyed his entire store.


    Lance would come to the shop and sit outside every single day, together with the staff that are still with him today. In the evenings and at night people were still breaking in and destroying anything that was not broken yet, including the fridges which are vital to the operations of the butchery.


    They stole everything that could be stolen; spices and even the staff uniforms. He takes a deep breath, whether it is the thought of his staff, or remembering the incidents that occurred less than a year ago, Lance’s emotions start to surface.


    I ask him to describe his feelings to me as he recalls the events.


    The first word that he can think of is anger. He says it is hard coming to terms with knowing that everything you have built is gone, and that you can’t see a way forward from that.


    When it eventually came to an end there was nothing left to salvage. Both the butchery and the deli were completely destroyed.


    As a direct consequence of the riots and looting, with Lance drowning in debt to the bank and suppliers, he had to close his beloved butchery for nearly six months. With the money that he did have he continued to pay the staff that had stayed loyal to him throughout Covid-19 and the riots. He made a deal with them – he would continue paying them, but when the shop eventually reopened they would each need to work longer hours, as he would not be in a position to hire additional staff.


    Lance had no choice but to keep going. His butchery was his life, and he was determined to get his shop trading again. He sought help by starting a small campaign on social media, posting a video aiming to raise funds to rebuild his business.1 He also negotiated with his meat suppliers, to whom he was significantly indebted financially due to the lost stock. The only way he could realistically repay the debt was to start trading again, so after some convincing, the suppliers agreed that they would continue to supply him with goods.


    At the same time, Liesel Eksteen, who I hired to manage the Reviving Township Economies campaign at Afrika Tikkun, saw Lance’s video online and decided to reach out to him. Lance had no other options except applying for this grant to pay for the new stock; he owed the bank, had maxed out his credit card and obtained personal loans to keep paying his staff. He quickly got approved for a grant of R150 000 which he utilised to purchase stock to start trading again from the 24th of December 2021.


    During the days between Christmas and New Year he made a turnover of R30 000 per day, which allowed him to reopen the doors of his butchery once again. This is testament to the importance of the butchery to the community. Throughout the period that the butchery was closed, people continually asked Lance when he would reopen again, and when he was finally able to trade again, they returned to their favourite local outlet for their Christmas and New Year purchases. This butchery serves the community and has been in operation for over 30 years – it was the cornerstone and a meeting spot for the inhabitants of the area.


    With the income that Lance generated in December he started buying more equipment, but despite these improvements, the butchery is nowhere near its profitability levels in comparison to before the riots. But, as Lance rightly says, there is light at the end of the tunnel.


    As the interview comes to a close, I ask Lance about his next steps for the business and his answer surprises me. Though it is perfectly in line with the risk-taking trait that characterises Lance as an entrepreneur.


    He starts by highlighting a business principle called SAMP (Sales, Admin, Merchandise and People) that he had learned whilst working at a major retailer. Lance believes that the people that work for you are your biggest asset, and are in fact the most important element of running a business.


    His immediate plan is to empower one of his staff members to manage the butchery and deli, while he sets up a second butchery in Durban at an ideal location. His current butchery is still in debt and not making the turnover needed to be profitable, while simultaneously repaying the debt. The profits made from his expansion into a new butchery will be reinvested in the present butchery, to buy more equipment or fix some of the existing equipment that has still not been repaired.


    The quickest way for Lance to grow is to expand; this is the only way for him to survive.


    Lance’s long-term dream for his business is to buy the entire shopping centre – the other stores have been closed and remained empty for years. He wants to convert these stores into a distribution centre, where his aim is to supply meat to small- and medium-sized butcheries. This strategy is to provide him with better buying power for stock from his suppliers, due to increased volumes that he would purchase within the distribution centre. Through his butchery, or butcheries, his dream is to continue to provide affordable meals for the people living in the communities he serves.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    LESSONS FROM 
THE RISK-TAKER


    Listening to Lance’s story, his background and his plans for the future, there are many things I have learned from him. He is charismatic, pragmatic and impressively vulnerable.


    The main characteristic that describes Lance as an entrepreneur is his ability to take calculated risks and that is the most important lesson we should learn from him.


    When talking to people about what it takes to be a successful entrepreneur, they often say that an entrepreneur needs to be a risk-taker. While that statement in itself is not incorrect, the general description of risk-takers is hyperbolic at best – but more likely is completely incorrect.


    I regularly ask people to describe what they mean about the phrase ‘being a risk-taker’. Most of the time risk-takers are described as someone who comes close to being a gambler.


    This perception is incorrect.


    Entrepreneurship is not gambling.


    For most successful entrepreneurs there is a definite correlation between risk and return. The bigger the potential return is, the bigger risk appetite an entrepreneur needs to have and develop. This does not mean that entrepreneurs take blind risks – rather they know how to manage risk.


    These are calculated risks, which immediately bring me to the lesson we can learn from Lance: life is inherently risky and the biggest risk that should be avoided like the plague is the risk of doing nothing.


    No risk, no reward


    The first lesson we can learn from Lance is that there is no reward without taking calculated risks. This principle applies both in life and for business. When you really look deeper at life, almost everything is a risk; from small daily routines like leaving your house (some would argue this to be especially true in South Africa), to bigger life decisions like a romantic relationship, or having children.


    Life exists out of a sequence of individual moments that all require some level of taking risks. The difference is that some people have a greater appetite for these risks than others.


    People with a greater appetite for risk actually see the glass half-full; they recognise the facts of life and the worst case scenarios that could potentially happen, but for some reason don’t think that those would apply to them.


    Thousands of people who say ‘I do’ to each other every year, do so knowing that over 50% of all marriages end in a divorce. Yet, none of them get married with the idea that they will be one of the unfortunate ones that do end up in this situation.


    More anecdotally, when I moved to South Africa in 2011, I had to go for a medical clearance in the Netherlands, which included a chest X-ray. The radiologist asked me what I needed the X-ray for and I replied that I needed it because I was moving to South Africa. I vividly remember his response. He asked me with a straight face if I was taking a gun, because South Africa is such a violent country. Despite this not-so-subtle warning, combined with the alarmingly high crime rates, I never imagined that I would be on the receiving end of an armed robbery or any other kind of assault.


    When it comes to entrepreneurship, starting a business is a big risk in its own right, because in South Africa the vast majority of businesses fail in their first three years of existence. Still, many aspiring entrepreneurs, including Lance, have knowingly taken this risk.


    This level of unwavering optimism is an important factor when it comes to the reason why entrepreneurs like Lance take risks. They are not optimistic about the state of the economy per se, the political landscape in the country, or even the community they find themselves in. They are optimistic about themselves, their respective business and the difference that their product or service can make to their customers.


    What I have just described is not the way the majority of people look at life, which is why the majority of people tend to avoid risks. And this gives those who are brave enough to take calculated risks a major competitive advantage.


    Learning from taking risks


    Lance took a risk when he bought his first butchery and, in his own words, he failed miserably and went bankrupt. After the business failed, he was forced back into employment for a few years before he opened his second butchery. This time, he had learned from his previous mistakes.


    The principle behind this relates to learning from your mistakes and is true in business and in life; failure teaches you how to think and plan strategically. In Lance’s case, as in life, not all risks are good risks, but when you fail you have an opportunity to learn from it. By taking the wrong risks, you have an opportunity to learn from them and to adjust your approach going forward.2
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