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			Praise for 
Bootstrapped Millionaire

			“After reading Bootstrapped Millionaire, I am more motivated than ever to intensify the desire to becoming a bootstrapped millionaire. I appreciate the fact that the book was written by someone who obtained his wealth through hard work and sheer determination. It was an excellent read, and I have recommended it to my circle of friends. This book is comprehensible by those who are not so business savvy.

			The book is proof that with sheer determination, all things are possible! Tim came from such humble beginnings, and being able to overcome his obstacles and obtain the wealth in which he has speaks volumes about his tenacity and willingness to do what so many people only dream of. I am now a true believer that with perseverance, the unthinkable is obtainable!”

			—Dr. Robin J. Bell, retired Army veteran, published author, and public speaker

			“Bootstrapped Millionaire is the book all entrepreneurs need to read, especially new entrepreneurs. Tim’s willingness to be transparent with his entrepreneurial journey provides a peek into the real life of an entrepreneur. He provides the phases of entrepreneurship with insights into the highs and lows that come with the decision to become an entrepreneur. I believe the one true golden nugget every reader must grasp is his explanation of the necessity of every entrepreneur’s primary job—understanding why you want to be an entrepreneur. His explanation of his journey of discovery to his ‘why’ and his subsequent experiences and decisions that were affected by his ‘why’ are invaluable to every entrepreneur.”

			—Dr. Marjorie Waye, financial advisor and author 

			“Whether you are a new entrepreneur just starting on your journey or a seasoned pro who has been at it a while, Bootstrapped Millionaire is just the guide you need to encourage you to continue on. Tim Mercer has given us a priceless glimpse into building a business from the ground up. He explains in no-nonsense terms the emotional, financial, and physical toll that every entrepreneur must go through on the road to entrepreneurial success. In a straightforward and down-to-earth manner, Tim explains the pitfalls and rewards of entrepreneurship. And although we always say, ‘Game is sold and not told,’ here is a quick and inexpensive way to buy yourself some entrepreneurial game. This book is a great read. I was drawn in immediately and didn’t want to put it down.”

			—Theresa L. Brown, owner, The PM Trainer™; president and founder, International Society of Black Project Managers™

			“I have to say I am very impressed with the reading of this book. Not surprised though, because I could tell by Tim’s cadence on phone calls we’ve had over the many years that he’s a leader. Tim has an assignment to share what wisdom he’s learned for the greater good of others. I totally see his heart in this book. I want to share it with so many people I know right now who are finding themselves in this cauldron of fear, created by this pandemic.”

			—Jeff Andrews, executive vice president, IPC Technologies

			“This book is a must read for all entrepreneurs! What an inspirational, moving, and honest testimony of Tim’s journey.  Readers will get real insight into what it takes to become successful in business. Tim is truly the twenty-first-century millionaire next door! Can’t wait to see you at the top of the Forbes list!”

			—Angela Parks, vice president, JPMorgan Chase
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			To my mom; my youngest siblings, Chris and Samantha; and my beloved aunties, whom I lost way too soon. I wish you were here to see how far God has brought me. I know you are looking down from heaven, smiling on Cassie and me. We miss you so much and love you forever!
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			Foreword

			Mr. Tim Mercer has written an extraordinary must-read book. This text is not a typical “pie in the sky” journey from “rags to riches.” Rather, Mr. Mercer demonstrates that not only can creativity, discipline, faith, focus, grit, hard work, imagination, ingenuity, and a love for family and God produce material benefit but something deeper and richer—a self-transformational human being, whose sense of self is rooted and grounded in his own integrity. 

			Tim’s business success is a testimony to his determination to leave the taste of poverty behind but not to forget the pathway for which his journey is made possible—his family. Tim recalls, for example, learning very early to save his money (a self-taught lesson in money management 101) and to hide it away so as to protect his own investment from would-be borrowers who would not pay it back. Tim remembers watching his single mother struggle to help make ends meet for himself and his three siblings. So, very early he learned to allow his environmental and existential suffering to become his primary teacher.

			His existential suffering is what makes this text invaluable beyond its educational value with respect to economic success. Tim’s ability and capacity to be critically reflective about his narrative demonstrates a paradoxical tension that many are unable to sustain. 

			On the one hand, he has been able to openly talk about his childhood suffering that oftentimes is colored with despair and shame. On the other hand, Tim learns from this shame and despair and develops a vision to become a successful businessman; and, more impressive, he remains a man with a spirit of humility and of integrity! This is, indeed, defying the odds!

			J. Bernard Kynes, Sr., M.Div., LMFT

			ACPE Psychotherapist, Convener

			AAMFT Clinical Member, Approved Supervisor

			July 31, 2020

			 

			Introduction

			The list of stories and statistics that aim to predict future paradigm-shifting events in our collective socioeconomic history is long. At the time of this writing, there are over ten million confirmed cases of COVID-19 and at least five hundred thousand deaths worldwide. Systemic racism and police brutality in the United States are at an all-time high. The 2020 coronavirus crisis has cost 36.5 million American jobs in just two months, with warnings of figures peaking above the 1933 Great Depression. Gartner Inc. now predicts that 69 percent of management duties will be automated by 2024.1 Life and business as we once knew them have forever changed.

			The economic climate of today is filled with fear and uncertainty. Corporate job security is quickly becoming a thing of the past. Going to school, getting a good job, and working twenty years for the same company is not a reality anymore. We must learn how to chart our own path, overcome fear, disrupt the status quo, and defy the odds.

			Walt Disney, for example, was fired from his first job for having what his employer described as a “lack of imagination.” He went to three-hundred-plus banks before he finally secured the funding for Disneyland. An early teacher of Thomas Edison’s remarked that he was “too stupid to learn anything,” and his first two employers fired him on grounds of being “nonproductive.” He failed more than ten thousand times before the light bulb lit up and changed the face of civilization. In the early 1900s, Madam C. J. Walker turned a $1.50 investment into a cosmetic empire worth millions. Born the daughter of former slaves, she developed a business acumen that led her to become the first female African American self-made millionaire. Michael Jordan was cut from his high school basketball team during his freshman year. Instead of feeling belittled and dismissed, he focused and practiced the basics. We all know what a success he became in life, both on and off the court. Had they stopped, no one would know their names. They would be considered dreamers, eccentrics, failures who faded into the annals of history. Instead, they took each rejection and challenge as confirmation that a particular path didn’t work. Every blocked path brought them closer to their success.

			Success in entrepreneurship operates in very much the same way. It’s all about overcoming your circumstances, fears, and challenges. As you move toward your goals, things will go wrong, but that doesn’t mean you have to focus on them. You don’t have to let them snag you and slow you down. Success might just be one step away. You have to take a breath, learn from the mistakes, and keep going. That’s the theme of this book. I am living proof a positive mindset and strong work ethic can overcome the disadvantages you will face.

			Bootstrapped Millionaire is a journey of my life story. I grew up in a poverty-stricken environment with extremely limited opportunities for success. In fact, my hometown area has been depicted in the documentary Corridor of Shame: The Neglect of South Carolina’s Rural Schools, which is dedicated to the children of South Carolina’s I-95 corridor. This is the poorest area of one of the poorest states in the most impoverished region of the United States. To say that opportunities for entrepreneurial success are limited there, even for those with soaring ambition and a strong work ethic, would be a monumental understatement. Contrary to popular belief, though, good guys and girls don’t finish last. They finish first if the journey is appreciated and the mission is not aborted.

			Despite the overwhelming challenges I faced, through the help of God, I was able to get out of that environment by serving in the military and later graduating college with valedictorian and summa cum laude honors. My entrepreneurial life began a couple of years after college and was filled with years of failed business endeavors. Yet I never gave up on my goal of being financially secure. When I found myself all but wiped out financially, the positive thing for me was the education I received from that experience. It’s been said that success is a good teacher but failure is a great one. It’s no secret that pressure makes diamonds; either you crack, or you come out stronger and more valuable than ever before. In 2008, I started my company, IBOX, with zero capital and grew its revenue to an average of $16 million per year and more than $60 million in total revenue over the past five years.

			During my journey I’ve learned that the difference between success and significance is that success is singular and significance is plural. Success is most often measured by how well you have done for yourself financially. Significance, on the other hand, is determined by how many people are successful because of your interactions with them. That’s what inspired me to write this book: I want to share what I have learned from my own ups and downs as an entrepreneur with others who are in the early stages of their entrepreneurial journey or thinking about embarking on one of their own. I want to impart the hard-learned lessons from my own experiences onto you so that you may reach your goals faster and with fewer hardships than I encountered.

			One of the most important lessons I’ve come to truly understand and appreciate along the way is that the past does not determine your future. Just because a circumstance is the way it’s always been doesn’t mean it’s the way it always has to be. We have the ability to change our decisions and vision for ourselves in a heartbeat and assign them new meaning.

			Once we get beyond our limiting beliefs and create a new kind of belief system—a new set of values, a new set of rules attached to those values—we can move on to places we never even imagined. You can do it any time in your business pursuits, in your life, and with your family. It happens at the micro level as well as the macro level.

			We tend to define mediocrity as “consistently performing below expectations,” but I think it’s more than that. I believe true mediocrity takes place when we embrace safety, when we stay in a comfortable or familiar place and decide it’s enough, when we fail to innovate and expand our way of thinking and doing business.

			Most of us are familiar with the proverb that says giving a man a fish will feed him for a day but teaching a man to fish will feed him for the rest of his life. I agree with that sentiment, but what if the man has no lake, no stream, or no ocean to cast his line? What if there are little to no fish around him? In such cases, you have to be willing and unafraid to change your environment. I will speak to that in detail throughout this book.

			I don’t want to be the person who climbs to the peak and then holds on for dear life until the end. The world is much more exciting when the best and brightest get to the top of the mountain, take a look around, and leap for the clouds, trusting that something better is just out of view. That’s what makes an entrepreneur: the spirit and courage to take charge of their lives. What makes a significant entrepreneur, I believe, is completing the mission and returning to help others make the same leap.

			Not everyone will embrace change. That’s okay. Change isn’t for everyone. Many people prefer to hum along at a comfortable rate. But those of you who believe there is more out there know exactly what I’m talking about. And I’m here to tell you constant change, a willingness to learn, and the ability to adapt are the only things that will consistently push you out of the comfort zone and toward greater horizons.

			The question I learned to ask is, “Has my past happened to me, or has it happened for me?” We all get to decide the answer. The moment you decide it’s happened for you and not to you is the moment you are in control of your own destiny. That’s the moment you can really make incredible things happen.

			In this book I will explain the different resources, knowledge sets, and mindset you can utilize to fulfill your dream of taking control of your life and building a business on your own terms with whatever tools you have available. It’s not an easy road, but it’s not as hard as you may think either. You will travel with me through the trials, tribulations, and triumphs of my decades-long career as an entrepreneur and, in a sense, through my life. I hope that you will be inspired by my experiences to push through your own trials and tribulations and achieve the triumphs to which all entrepreneurs aspire.

			
Chapter One

			
See the Glory, Don’t Know the Story

			In the spring of 2002, I was on top of the world. I was thirty-two years old, just weeks away from marrying the love of my life, with well over $1 million in my bank account. Everything I had ever dreamed about as a young boy had, by some miracle, come true. I had gotten into the tech boom relatively early, working as an independent IT engineer for several large corporations. I had steady work that paid very well, allowing me to amass a small fortune nearly five years after graduating college. I felt a level of confidence in myself and abilities I hadn’t experienced before, a feeling there were no limits to what I could do or have. Our perceptions often become reality, and in my mind, I was unstoppable.

			Coming from humble beginnings in a financially poor environment to then having a substantial amount of money in the bank, I felt like I had skyrocketed myself over the moon. But as the old saying goes, pride comes before the fall. My ego had gotten so far ahead of me that I could no longer see the traps that lay ahead, traps that would eventually rob me of the financial success I had fought so hard to gain.

			Over the last several years prior to my wedding, I had made a name for myself as a highly valuable independent consultant for a large network of technology companies. My expertise in the areas of technology consulting at the time had spurred my initiation into entrepreneurship, compelling me to leave my job at a software company to start my own consulting firm. That decision would turn out to be one of the greatest I’d ever made. I had a seemingly endless queue of work, from a number of different companies. I was billing at $1,000 per day for each client, while receiving between $5,000 and $10,000 per month in expenses. As the cash flow swelled, so did my aspirations and tastes.

			The week before Cassandra and I married, I went out and bought a brand-new 2002 BMW 740i as soon as it made its commercial debut. I was among the first in Atlanta to have one, and I enjoyed the looks I got driving around the city’s most upscale neighborhoods. I owned a very expensive collection of high-end clothing, a beautiful home in one of Atlanta’s most affluent neighborhoods, luxury apartments in Washington, DC, and Chicago, and I felt as comfortable dining at fine restaurants as I did eating at my own table. Most importantly, I was able to take care of my mother, who I love so dearly. No matter what you’re able to buy for yourself, there’s no greater feeling than being able to take care of the people who sacrificed so much to take care of you. Of that, I am most sure. All those emotions, realizations, and good fortunes came under one roof the day of our wedding—so much so that nearly two decades later, I still get goose bumps just thinking about it. On March 23, 2002, I married the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known and was able to share that experience with the other most important women in my life: my mother, mother-in-law, aunties, and sisters.

			I’ll admit Cassandra and I married under lavish circumstances. Hundreds of our family and friends were there to witness a fabulous wedding at Georgia’s sprawling Château Élan estate. Together, they sent us off into a life of marriage with the largest outpouring of love, excitement, and joy I had ever seen. Everything was ahead of us, and a life we always wanted but never truly expected to call our own was now in hand. But I struggled, still, to believe that I really deserved it. Despite my pride in what I had attained and confidence that I could keep going, I dealt with a constant fear of lack. In hindsight, I believe that feeling was partly driven by concerns that I was not capable of achieving financial success—most likely a symptom of the financial insecurity during my childhood. Nevertheless, my fear of financial loss is what drove me to seek other ways to secure true financial freedom.

			To achieve this plan for financial freedom, passive income—a phrase from numerous business books I read—seemed to be the best way to go. They were right. Passive, or “residual,” income is extremely important in the mission to liberate yourself from work, whether as an employee or a self-employed entrepreneur. Relying on your primary job, also known as active income, as your sole means of income does not give you financial security. Nurturing passive income, in addition to maintaining an active income, is the most sustainable way of achieving financial security.

			After we settled into our new life together, I began investing more readily in real estate and learning more about financial services. A few years later, I opened my own brokerage firm and hired a handful of agents to assist me in managing insurance deals as well as commercial loans and real estate investments. All was going very well until the real estate market began sagging around the 2006–7 era, which put added pressure on my business and other experimental investments.

			As the real estate market continued to trend downward, I decided to invest in markets I was even less familiar with to keep my finances on track. In retrospect, I had grown arrogant. So arrogant, in fact, that I often dismissed my wife’s wise counsel when she would question me about the companies, products, and/or services in which I was investing. I overlooked her talent for seeing people and situations for what they are, as well as her exceptional ability to read between the lines. I thought, “Look at what I’ve accomplished already. What does she know that I don’t?” That mindset played a role in many of the imprudent investment decisions I made and ultimately contributed greatly to our financial downfall.

			One such investment was an internet-based commerce business. At the time, online shopping was beginning to grow in popularity, so I hired a development team to build a web application I could promote as a shopping platform that offered customers cash-back rewards. I spent hundreds of thousands of dollars building and marketing the program, only to watch it fail spectacularly. My timing was not right with this investment, as online shopping wasn’t quite popular enough yet. I also didn’t have enough capital for operations and business development, two things you desperately need to build a strong customer base. In the end, I couldn’t afford to sustain the business and was forced to shut it down.

			Next, I invested in a company responsible for selling and installing “advertising toppers,” which were, in this case, television screens designed to be installed on gas pumps and inside convenience stores showcasing local and national advertisements. The premise was simple: investors purchased the screens or “toppers,” the company would sell ad time to advertisers, and the investors would receive a portion of the ad sales. The idea was very similar to real estate. I owned the toppers, an asset, and collected residual income from the revenue produced by that asset. I invested hundreds of thousands of dollars because I liked the opportunity of residual income, the importance of which I will explain in greater detail a little later. Everything was going well the first several years after my investment. Our returns were good, and there was no reason to suspect that trouble lay ahead. But, as so often is the case of business, nothing good lasts forever. The investment ended up taking a nosedive at the start of my fourth year, but not for the reasons you might think.

			The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) opened an investigation into the company and their sales program after determining they were selling a nonregistered security to a wide range of investors. In a matter of months, the company closed, and my investment was lost, signaling to me the red alert of my financial downturn. Despite the misfortune, this investment taught me a valuable lesson in the distinction between an accredited investor and a nonaccredited investor.

			The SEC informed me that I, as a person with annual income exceeding $200,000 and/or a net worth in excess of $1 million, am categorized by the federal government as an accredited investor. Investors with less than $200,000 in annual income and/or less than $1 million in net worth are labeled as nonaccredited. The company I had invested in was selling to both types of investors, which, unbeknownst to me at the time, was an infraction or compliance violation. I trusted the financial advisors who pitched the company to me, but it turns out they were just as uneducated about these types of investments as I was. I quickly learned that most financial advisors are merely sales professionals who make their earnings from money you invest with them. The lesson I took away from that realization is that you should never think someone else can do better with your money than you can. Read, study, attend classes and conferences, watch videos—do whatever it takes to educate yourself on the areas you are weak in. This way you can do the job yourself, or at least judge whether a person you have hired to do the job is doing it well.

			With my real estate portfolio doing poorly and my investment in the advertising venture quickly turning into a disaster, it was ultimately my pride that left me clinging to hope. I watched as my bank account slowly but steadily dwindled, all the while believing, or at least trying to believe, my investments were going to rebound. I refused to tell Cassandra the full details of our financial crisis, again a symptom of my pride. By 2008, with the real estate market in full decline, all the equity in our Atlanta home and other properties had been wiped out.

			As the money continued to slip out of my hands, I tried in vain to find an investment that could save us. Finally, sometime in 2010, I began coming to terms with the reality of the situation. I was down to just $1,000 in my bank account, having lost upward of $1 million over the course of approximately seven years. I was ashamed, humiliated, and furious at myself and the handful of dishonest advisors I felt had misled me. If I’m honest, I resented the financial world itself a little too. I had been equipped to amass my wealth in the technology industry, but I was not equipped with the skills and knowledge set needed to maintain my wealth. For that, I held some wariness of the investment sector, believing my inexperience had contributed to my being taken advantage of, a dangerous combination made fatally worse by the most severe economic decline since the Great Depression.

			I sat in my home office one afternoon, staring at my finances on the computer screen, a growing pile of bills on my desk, and searched my mind for a plan. I still couldn’t accept defeat, still couldn’t admit I needed help. I had to ask someone for help, but who? How? I had been out of the IT game for nearly seven years, and as a result, my connections in the field were faded or frayed to some extent. I didn’t have enough capital to pursue additional investment opportunities, at least not to the degree necessary to preserve the current lifestyle to which we had grown so accustomed.

			One day, my wife and I were standing in the front yard of our home. I was sweeping the garage and driveway while simultaneously trying to figure out how I was going to save our lifestyle. My wife still didn’t know what was happening. She had no idea that we were down to our last dollars and I was floating us almost exclusively on credit. “What am I going to do?” I said to myself. The stress of the circumstances had overwhelmed me mentally and physically to the point I broke down and finally confessed to her everything that was happening.

			“Look, you know…” I searched for the right words. “Things are kind of in trouble, and I’m sorry I kept this from you. Things are really bad. I thought I could right the ship and get it back on track, but right now, I’m at my wit’s end. I’ve tried a lot of different business ventures to get us back on track, but they have failed.”

			Cassandra was quiet and calm, listening intently, her brow furrowed a bit, but absent were expressions of anger or fear on her face. Maybe it was her silence or just my need to try to explain such a complicated, difficult, and deeply buried secret that I just kept talking out of my head. It was a release, really, to finally be able to unload this burden and let someone else in on what I had been wrestling with internally for nearly two years straight. “Maybe I just need to go do some work overseas,” I concluded. I even suggested I could start over again and go back into the military. “Am I too old?” I asked. I even looked into the age limit for the military. I was not rational in my thinking because of how devastated I felt. I was a failure to myself and my family not because of any intentional wrongdoings on my part but more so because of my lack of financial literacy.

			Cassandra’s ability to be so supportive and understanding in such a troubling time amazed me just as much then as it does now. I knew I didn’t deserve her kindness after not being truthful to her about our financial situation, but there she was, standing beside me, comforting me, and asking how she could help. I told her I needed to reset myself and start from the beginning all over again. In that moment, everything I had been ignoring and running from came rushing back to me. I was that kid again from rural South Carolina. I didn’t even fully understand how I had built the successful life we had been enjoying so much for the last several years, let alone know how I could get it back. I felt lost, like I needed to retrace my steps.

			I spoke that thought into existence: How did I get here? The power of affirmation is real; I’m sure of that now. I didn’t go all the way back to the literal beginning of my life, just to the origins of my financial stability. I wasn’t on LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, or any other forms of social media at that time. Yet, for some reason, a voice spoke to my spirit and said, “Go to LinkedIn and sign up.” I complied, and as soon as I completed the registration process, I half-mindedly began browsing the site, looking for people I might have known from what felt like a former life. It took only minutes before I stumbled across a friend I had done work with in the past. I knew he had a consulting company, so I pinged him and asked how things were going. “Man, I’m over in Trinidad doing some work,” he wrote. He told me he needed some help there and asked if I was still doing IT consulting work. I told him I was, which wasn’t totally true, because I had largely left the IT world in recent years to focus on my investment ventures.

			He came to Atlanta, where we met at a sports bar to discuss the work he was doing in Trinidad. He knew I had worked extensively on billing systems in the telecommunications industry, and as luck would have it, they were implementing a billing system for a telecom company. He explained the job in more detail and then asked me, “Do you know this system?” I’m not ashamed to say I lied. I did not have experience or knowledge of the particular system he was referring to. Yet I knew that if I told him the truth, I would have never gotten the opportunity to work on the contract.



OEBPS/image/Mercer_Cover_ebook.jpg
TIM T. MERCER

Bontstrapped
Millionaire

DEFYING THE ODDS OF BUSINESS

d

ForbesBooks






OEBPS/image/1.jpg
TIM T. MERCER

Bootstrapped
Millionaire

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

ForbesBooks





OEBPS/font/GoodPro-CondBold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/GoodPro.otf


OEBPS/font/Gotham-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


