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The Big Guy and JB at Trek World 2004 in deep discussion over a beer.
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This book is dedicated to:


My kids, Richie and Courtney.
May you remember the lessons of your grandfather.


Fran, The Big Guy’s nurse
who took the best care of my dad


My wife, Tania, who is my best friend
and was my rock for those eighty-eight days


Dr. Lilly, who fought like a warrior
to save my dad’s life


My mother, Lainey. I have learned as much
from my mother as from my father.


The Big Guy,
who taught me the lessons of life




I want to be remembered as someone who was fair and made a difference.


—Dick Burke, May 2000




Preface


My father died in March 2008 after an eighty-eight-day stay in the ICU of Froedtert Hospital in Milwaukee. My dad was a legend and his last eighty-eight days added to the story of an incredible life. His life was filled with so many great lessons that in the end I decided that I should write a book for my two children, Richie and Courtney. I wanted to make sure that they had a chance to learn as much from their grandfather’s life as I have.


As I pounded out the book in my spare time over the past couple of years, it became clear to me that the story might be good enough that others might enjoy reading it. This book takes you through a great relationship between a father and a son. It takes you through the building of Trek Bicycle, and most importantly it tells the story of how my father and how our family dealt with his fight for life, and ultimately how my father and how our family dealt with his death. Death is a destination that we all share and yet there is little written about it and so many people are unprepared to deal with it. My father amazed me throughout his life, but he saved his best act for last. The way he dealt with his death is a story that should be of some help to any family facing this most difficult time.


Thomas Jefferson once said that the greatest skill a man can have is using one word instead of two. I try to write by that rule. This is a book that can be read in a night or over a weekend. It is a short read and right to the point. My father was that kind of a guy and so am I.


I am planning to contribute all the money I receive from the publication of this book to charity. One of my father’s lessons was to whom much is given, much is required.


At his seventieth birthday party my father made two predictions: one was that he would do one last great thing. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he had one in him. I believe that his last great thing was the way he died, and the lessons he left behind.


I hope that you enjoy the book.


JB




Prologue
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Bevil Hogg and Dick Nolan, Trek’s first two employees.





When I was twelve years old my father came home from work one night and proclaimed that we were going to buy bicycles. He and I were going to go on a bicycle trip. “Okay, Dad,” I told him. The only bike I had was my old red Schwinn single-speed with a silver banana seat and a slick tire in the rear. That bike was my transportation—to the football field, to friends, to the tennis courts, and to school. My red Schwinn was also my vehicle to the new and exciting world of danger. I grew up in the days of Evel Knievel, and as a big fan of TV’s Wide World of Sports I would always tune in when Evel Knievel was on. After the show, I would head out to our quiet road and set up a jump. There was a nice downhill on the road so I would place the jump at the bottom of the hill. I would always try and clear something, just as Evel Knievel did. Evel jumped trucks and canyons; I jumped garbage cans. I know I jumped two, but I don’t know if I ever cleared or even attempted three. What I do know is that I never really crashed, which probably means that I never pushed the envelope too far.


As we drove down to pick out bicycles, my dad told me that he had met a guy named Bevil Hogg, a South African who owned a bicycle store in Madison, Wisconsin. Bevil was looking for someone to invest in his store. I had my mind on a new bicycle and didn’t really pay any attention. We bought two bicycles that day. I remember that my dad bought a yellow Fuji, and while I cannot remember what I walked out with, I do know that it was an upgrade from the Schwinn. We bought some Eclipse bicycle packs and a few maps, and my dad announced that the following week we would be riding from Beaver Lake up to Fond du Lac and back. It is a beautiful ride through the hills and valleys of the Kettle Moraine region. I don’t think that I had ever ridden my bike more than ten miles in one crack and now we were going to ride seventy miles in a single day. I don’t remember much about this trip, with the exception that I crashed going over some railroad tracks, and that we were on a really busy road for the last few miles of Day 1 when a semi came past me and almost blew me off the road. On the second day of our two-day journey, we stopped at a bar outside of Monches. I drank root beer, and my dad had a couple of beers before we got back on the bikes and headed home.


We had a great time, my dad and I. He would always say that I was his best friend. He liked spending time with me, and I liked spending time with him. We played football in the drive, we played golf and tennis, we went to ball games, and lastly and most importantly, we played Ping-Pong. He loved Ping-Pong and we played thousands of games over the years listening to Arthur Fiedler and the Boston Pops or his favorite album of Irish songs. We were best friends.


Not long after the bike ride, my dad told me that he had bought a bike store in Madison with Bevil named Stella Bicycle Shop. My dad loved business and was always looking for great opportunities. After he graduated from college, he took a job with Caterpillar in Peoria, Illinois, where he was a credit manager. That only lasted a couple of years and soon he was in Madison working for Mautz Paint, again as a credit manager. In 1959 he left Mautz and returned to Milwaukee, where he had attended school at Marquette, to become the credit manager at Roth Distributing.


My dad had been at Roth for two months when Mr. Roth dropped dead of a heart attack. Red Schmalzer, the sales manager, asked my dad if he wanted to become partners. Did he have any money? My parents had saved up $10,000 over the previous few years by spending only the money my mom earned working full-time as a secretary, while putting my dad’s paychecks in savings. My dad also asked both his parents and my mother’s parents for a loan of $5,000 each. This was a big deal at the time, yet they both came through with the cash.


Life was good. Red was the ultimate salesman, and my dad was Mr. Operations. They ran a good business and it grew and grew. By the mid-1970s they had taken a small distributor located in Milwaukee and acquired operations in Minneapolis, St. Louis, and Denver. Yet my dad was always looking for more. When serendipity led to him meeting Bevil Hogg on a plane one day, my dad decided to pursue his interest in bicycles. After beginning with one store in Madison, they opened a second Stella Bicycle Shop in Champaign, Illinois. My dad always thought big, and his idea was to set up a nationwide chain of bicycle stores in college towns. One problem, though. It didn’t work. The stores lost money and my dad and Bevil closed them in the fall of 1975. My father and Bevil learned that in order to succeed, they could not just sell any brand; they needed something special. None of the good brands were available to purchase, so Bevil’s solution was to create their own brand of bicycles. No one was building really good bikes in the United States. Bevil thought that instead of being a retailer, they should manufacture high-end bikes built in the United States. Schwinn sold a lot of low-end bikes and kids’ bikes and there were some high-end European brands, but nothing from the middle price points all the way to the top that was made in America. It was a unique idea, something completely different. The Big Guy had spent his life selling and distributing other people’s products; now he was going to create and manufacture his own bicycle brand.


My father and Bevil found a big red barn in Waterloo—between Madison, where Bevil lived, and Hartland, where my dad lived—in which to start up the operations. The planning team was made up of my dad, Bevil, and Dick Nolan, who was the first factory manager. On a winter’s night in 1975 my father and Bevil met at the Pine Knoll Supper Club, a few miles from Waterloo, to finalize the name. After drinking a couple of beers and reviewing a long list, they had two finalists—Trek and Kestrel. Bevil was from South Africa. Trek meant a long journey. Kestrel was a South African bird. Bevil liked Kestrel, the Big Guy liked Trek. Trek it was.


The first bikes were built in the red barn in Waterloo in 1976. The team decided to use silver-brazed lugged construction, which was similar to what many custom frame builders were using at the time. The bikes were hand painted with DuPont Imron paint and were absolutely beautiful. The first bikes were sold as kits—customers received a frame in one box and a parts kit in the other box. Retailers assembled the kits into a bike. The Big Guy and Bevil had succeeded in building a special brand. Beautiful hand-built bicycles, at affordable prices, built in the United States. No one was doing this and Trek was off to the races.


The first customer was Elmer Sorensen at Penn Cycle in Minneapolis. Elmer was an airplane mechanic for Northwest Airlines and was the salt of the earth. He started the bike business out of his garage as a hobby and grew Penn Cycle into one of the largest bicycle retailers in the country. Elmer became Trek’s first customer with an order of six bicycles in the fall of 1976.


In the first year, Trek sold 904 bicycles. By 1979 Trek sales had taken off around the country. The idea of building high-quality bicycles in the United States appeared to be a good one, and the future looked bright. In 1979, with sales approaching ten thousand units, Trek moved out of the red barn and into a new factory on Madison Street. One day as we drove to the ballpark, my dad told me that his goal was to sell one hundred thousand bikes. Trek was on its way.


As Trek grew my dad also continued to grow his distribution business. But as usual, he was restless. His new project? Going back to school. While never a great student in college, The Big Guy had since turned into quite the learner. Newspapers, books, magazines—he could not stop reading and learning. The guy who barely graduated from Marquette was now going to the Sloan School of Management at MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts. MIT proved to be a pivotal year for my dad. He met a number of people who would become key to his future. One was Doug Kinney, an investment banker who lived in Chicago. Doug would become a Trek board member and a key advisor over the years. It was also at MIT that my dad made one of his best business deals. One night while studying at the library, he was browsing through the Standard & Poor’s books, which listed every company on the stock exchange. For fun he started at the beginning of the book looking at company profiles. When he got to the start of the Bs, Baker Brothers Distributing in Jacksonville, Florida, caught his eye. A heating and air-conditioning supplies distributor, it had a stock price that valued the company lower than its book value. My dad was always a value buyer and he thought it crazy that Baker Brothers, a simple distributor, was selling below book value. At the time, Roth was sitting on a good amount of cash, so my father had Roth start to purchase Baker Brothers stock. Less than two years later Roth ended up buying Baker Brothers. It turned out to be a great acquisition, a good company with some great people. The Big Guy helped to increase profitability, and the profits from Baker and from Roth would help to grow Trek.


I had gone to high school in Boston while my dad was at MIT, and I loved it. In 1980 I headed to Boston University. I sometimes get asked, Why BU? Simple. I applied to four schools and got into one. I had always liked bicycles, and at BU I became a member of the bike team. It was a club sport, and while I was not a super athlete, I ended up racing on the B team. I had a great time. The highlight of my career was a fourth-place finish at the West Point road race sophomore year.


During the summer of my junior year I worked at Trek in a new division called the Trek Components Group. This was a small subsidiary of Trek that supplied parts to bicycle retailers, and I worked in the warehouse. It was that summer that I fell in love with the bike business. My manager was Chuck, and the UPS guy’s name was Frank. Every day when Frank would come by to pick up shipments, he and I would play a quick game of PIG on the basketball hoop. After finishing my day in the warehouse, I would head to the office to work the phones, calling retailers and trying to sell parts to whomever I could. It turned out that I was really good at it, and as a bonus at the end of the summer I was sent out to travel with legendary Trek salesman Harry Spehar.


Harry was great at selling bikes but not so good at selling parts. I spent one week with Harry traveling in Northern California and I sold more than Harry did for the entire year. I had caught the bug. I returned to school for my senior year, and as a requirement of the business class I was taking, I needed to come up with an idea and write a business plan. I picked a bicycle accessories distributor and called it Quality Components (funny that twenty years later a bicycle parts distributor would become one of Trek’s major competitors; its name is Quality Bicycle Products). There was a business competition called the Hinds Prize and you could enter the competition with your plan. If selected as a finalist you would present to the committee. Long story short, I ended up winning and collecting a check for $2,500. It was the end of my senior year, and I went out on top.


I had my heart set on working at Trek after graduation. But my dad had one simple rule: “Your last name gets you in the door; the rest is up to you.” I graduated on a Sunday, was home in Wisconsin on Monday, had my wisdom teeth pulled on Tuesday, and started work on Thursday. My first full-time job at Trek was as a field sales rep for the Rocky Mountain region, which included Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Wyoming, and parts of Idaho, Nebraska, and Texas. I was fired up and ready to sell. My training program at Trek consisted of two days in the office. I can clearly remember my first day. Bill Graham, the VP of sales, took me out to lunch with a group of people from the office. When the waitress asked me what I would have to drink at lunch I went with a beer. Big mistake. I was the only one who’d ordered a beer. It was the last beer I ever ordered for lunch.


Off to Colorado I went. I spent the first week traveling with my sales manager, Joel Holden, to visit customers. First I had to pick up the old Chevrolet Cavalier station wagon at the airport. I found the car, but it took me two hours to figure out how to put the car in reverse. Joel had two pieces of advice that have stayed with me to this day. First, tell your customers that you want to be the best rep that they have ever had. Then ask them for any advice. I did that and it worked like a charm. The second piece of advice is that the best sales reps drive on Sunday. I was too dumb to question my boss, so I drove on Sunday. Every other week to Utah, then to New Mexico. Each Sunday around noon, I would load up the Cavalier and drive. Always in my mind . . . “The best reps drive on Sunday.”


Our main competitor at the time was Schwinn, and Schwinn retailers loved dealing with Schwinn. Quality was good, product was delivered on time, invoices were accurate; the list went on and on. The only problem with Schwinn is that consumers did not want to buy Schwinns at higher price points. They wanted to buy Treks.


I had joined Trek at the peak. Sales were around $20 million in 1984, and approximately fifty thousand Treks were being sold in the United States. Sales were up almost 30 percent from the year before and the company had big growth plans. But there was one small problem. Trek really didn’t like the bicycle retailers that it was dealing with, and the retailers didn’t like Trek. The service was poor, and there were problems with product quality. Trek had grown arrogant, and the problems were starting to show. It took forever for Trek to ship product. Sometimes I would write an order and show up at the customer two weeks later, but the order I had written on the last sales call still had not yet arrived. Product quality continued to get worse. Paint problems, frames out of alignment, credits that had been promised that never came through. I worked hard and sold a lot of product but the problems from the home office kept mounting. The more upset the retailers became, the harder Trek pushed. It was a recipe for disaster, and I had a front row seat. I watched the company that I worked for and the company my father founded fall from grace. Over the next year and a half I drove my Cavalier all over the Rocky Mountains watching Trek fall apart. In retrospect I could never have received a better education.
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