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Praise for The Whole Story



“In John Mackey’s The Whole Story, readers may come for the business lessons but they’ll stay for the stories, characters, and genuine insights into what makes for a meaningful life.”


—Matthew McConaughey, Academy Award–Winning Actor and #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Greenlights


“John Mackey is one of the most interesting and influential entrepreneurs of our time, and his memoir is filled with surprising life lessons. It’s a rare founder story that manages to be both frank and fun.”


—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author, Hidden Potential and Think Again, and Host, the TED podcast WorkLife


“The Whole Story is a phenomenal read. In a league with Phil Knight’s Shoe Dog, it takes an almost novelistic approach to the building of one of America’s great brands. Here, John Mackey gives us a front-row seat as he cobbles together a small natural foods store from salvaged equipment and grows it into the $14 billion behemoth Amazon acquired. Along the way we learn the mindset necessary to build—and consciously lead—a great company. Read it for fun; come away enlightened.”


—Dan Buettner, Founder, Blue Zones; New York Times Bestselling Author; and Host, Netflix’s How to Live to 100


“Join John Mackey as he shares his joyful adventure of life, love, and community. His story is written the way he lives his life: raw, open, and playful. I have looked up to John my entire career as one of the great conscious capitalists of our generation. The Whole Story is magnificent, fun reading. Enjoy.”


—Kimbal Musk, Chef, Entrepreneur, Food Activist, and Founder, The Kitchen 


“John Mackey is responsible for creating a massive shift in food consciousness and The Whole Story reveals how—and why—he was able to do so. This inspiring book offers rare insight into what it takes to build a long, healthy, purposeful life, in all its many dimensions.”


—Michael Greger, MD, New York Times Bestselling Author, How Not to Die


“It’s rare to find a business leader who is as comfortable writing about his psychedelic explorations and spiritual insights as he is detailing boardroom battles and high-stakes mergers and acquisitions. Mackey moves fluidly between the many dimensions of his ‘whole story,’ illuminating the oft-neglected relationship between personal growth and business success.


—Rick Doblin, Founder, Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS)
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To all Whole Foods Market team members—past, present, and future.


We did this together and I will always love you.









Although this book is titled “The Whole Story,” it’s really my whole story, because every narrative is shaped by the perspective from which it is told. I’ve relied on my best recollection of the events described, and where possible have consulted with others to verify or enhance those memories. I’ve also drawn on personal journals, letters, emails, and more, as well as published sources. However, I know that others may remember things differently, from their perspectives, and I acknowledge the subjectivity of certain aspects of my story. I have not changed any names or identifying details in this book, nor have I created any composite characters, but at times, to enhance the reading experience, I’ve reconstructed conversations, always with the intention of preserving the essential spirit of those interactions.










PART I




WAKING LIFE
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Aged 7, with my older sister Dorothy (left) and younger brother Jim (right)
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With Renee Lawson Hardy, my first great love, with whom I founded Safer Way, which would become Whole Foods Market
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The Safer Way te am outside the Austin, Texas, store, circa 1979










Prologue



The Game of Life


Austin, Texas, August 1975


Where do you want to go?” asked the man who’d pulled over in response to my outstretched thumb.


“I don’t really care,” I told him. “I’ll go wherever you’re going!” And I hopped into the car.


A grand adventure was calling me. I knew that much, even if my direction was unclear. I felt fearless, excited, and eager to be on the move—to wherever I might end up. So much suddenly seemed possible. At that moment, the destination didn’t matter. What mattered was that I felt more alive than I had in years—perhaps ever. I think I had on a pair of shoes, but I’m not at all sure I was wearing a shirt. If I wasn’t, the driver didn’t seem to care. After all, this was 1975 in Austin, Texas, and there was nothing too unusual about a hitchhiking, long-haired, shirtless hippie. Besides, it was summer and hot as hell. I had just turned 22 years old.


The man behind the wheel shrugged good-naturedly. He was clean-shaven and dressed in a suit with a loosened tie, like he’d just left the office and was happy to be heading home early after a day’s work.


“Well, I’m going home,” he said, “so I guess I’ll take you there.”


As the car pulled away, I rolled down the window and closed my eyes. The warm breeze caressed my face, and I felt the powerful reverberations of the past few hours still echoing in my mind and body.


Had it really been just a few hours? It felt like a lifetime. And yet I knew that earlier that morning, I’d been pacing aimlessly in the kitchen of the small apartment where I lived, alone. I had recently dropped out of school—again. My college years had been characterized by a series of starts and stops—multiple transfers between Trinity and the University of Texas, a motley collection of elective classes punctuated by impromptu breaks to hitchhike around the country. But this time I thought I might be done for good. The academic life, with its prescribed programs and predictable outcomes, just felt too constraining to me. I loved to think, and I loved to learn, but I was no longer willing to read books someone else decided I should read. I still took classes that interested me and audited others, but I’d stopped trying to get a degree. So much for my dreams of following in the footsteps of the teachers I admired and making a career in academia. That life was not for me. Now, my only curriculum was my own curiosity. And the university library was my classroom. Piled on the kitchen counter were the books I had to show for it—Camus, Sartre, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Somerset Maugham, Leo Tolstoy, Hermann Hesse, Alan Watts, and many more.


It’s not that I was trying to be a rebel; it’s just that I couldn’t conform. Not to the conventional track. Not to my parents’ hopes and expectations. Not to the path my friends were taking, with all its upstanding purpose and predictability. Yes, I was getting older, and I understood, from the concerned questions of friends and family, that I was supposed to be getting serious about my future.


“John, what are you going to do with your life?”


“John, when are you going to finish school?”


“John, what kind of future do you think you’ll find in the library?”


“John, when are you going to get a haircut?”


I didn’t have good answers to any of those questions. I had stepped off the marked path on which everyone I knew was still marching forward. They all seemed to be disappearing into the distance, and I was left on the side of the road. One friend was becoming a lawyer. Another was going to medical school. In my mind’s eye, I could see their future. Status. Security. Income. I knew the beats to that tune. I just couldn’t move my feet to it. I wanted something different, more real, more adventurous. But I didn’t quite know what that was yet. And even more disturbing, I didn’t have people around me who shared that feeling. I felt misplaced, somehow—caught between a life I couldn’t live and a life I couldn’t yet see. I thought of myself as a “seeker,” but maybe I was fooling myself. Heck, maybe that unseen life didn’t exist at all. Maybe I was on a quest to nowhere.


Anyone looking at my kitchen counter would probably have agreed with that assessment. Next to the pile of books stood a large collection of liquor bottles. No, I wasn’t an alcoholic. But I’d been seriously considering becoming a bartender, so I’d been practicing making drinks for my friends. I liked the idea of presiding over some smoke-filled, dark-paneled establishment, dispensing drinks and wisdom in equal measure. Wasn’t that the kind of thing that real-world philosophers and writers did? I imagined styling myself after the everyday heroes of some of my favorite philosophical books—Somerset Maugham’s mystic taxi driver Larry from The Razor’s Edge or Eric Hoffer, the wise, people-watching longshoreman. The only problem with those figures, as romantic as they seemed, is that they were mostly loners. I didn’t want to be alone. I wanted friends, a lover, community.


Indeed, my longing for love and community had gotten so strong a few years earlier that I’d ended up joining an evangelical Christian group. It started with a girl—the most beautiful girl I’d ever known. It was just after my senior year in high school. Her name was Carol. She gave me stuff to read about Christianity, and I found it interesting. Carol and I developed a good friendship and I converted to Christianity. In my first year at Trinity, I joined a Christian group called the Navigators. Their approach was less formal than the churches of my youth, more about spiritual authenticity and personal connection with Christ. I could relate to this more countercultural Jesus, and at first, I loved being part of the community. I knew that humans had spent much of our evolutionary history in small tribes or bands, and I felt like I understood for the first time that bone-deep joy of belonging, sharing a common purpose and belief system. And I learned something about myself as well: I could evangelize with the best of them, a skill I would use later in a very different context.


Despite the upsides, my interest in a religious life didn’t last. I was attached to the intimate bonds, but I soon found the dogmatism too restricting. It was my nature to ask questions, and the age-old problem of evil quickly loomed large in my rational mind. If God is good and God is omnipotent, how can evil exist? No one could give me a satisfying answer. Like many a college student before and after me, I eventually decided that traditional religion couldn’t answer my questions, and I drifted slowly toward atheism. Around that time, one of my philosophy professors at UT, a powerful lecturer named Robert Solomon, introduced me to the existentialists—hence the selection of books in my countertop pile. I found their confrontation with life honest and refreshing, and Solomon became a role model for me—someone I aspired to follow in a life of deep thought and existentialism.


As I stared at the books and the bottles that August day, however, my mind darkened. Who was I kidding? I was no philosopher. I was just a 22-year-old college dropout. My old friends didn’t get me anymore, and I hadn’t made many new ones. In their mind I wasn’t on a new path; I was on no path at all. My parents were worried about me. I didn’t have a girlfriend, and I didn’t know how to get one. What girl wants to date a guy who asks questions like “What do you think is the meaning of life?” before he asks her out to dinner? And besides, why would a girl like me? I didn’t like myself that much. Even as I focused on that unpleasant truth, all the things I hated about myself began to flood into my awareness. It was at that moment that my gaze alighted on something sitting between the piles of books and the cluster of bottles—a small card the size of a postage stamp, inscribed with a jaunty red heart. It was a tab of LSD that I had been thinking about taking. Why not? I thought. Maybe it will make me feel better. Surely, I can’t feel much worse.


Wrong. Turns out, if you drop a high dose of LSD by yourself while filled with self-doubt, you’re setting yourself up for a bad trip. As I sat there, I could feel the drug come on. It was strong. I’d done acid several times before, but this felt much more intense. My inner turmoil began to rise like the creek in a wet Texas spring. The whispers in my head turned to shouts; the self-criticism cranked up into self-loathing. A litany of my failures and inadequacies flooded my consciousness, like waters swollen with dirt and silt and debris. As the dark and churning chaos surrounded me, I felt like I was being swept toward a waterfall, desperately clinging to a rock as the torrent roared around my ears.


My God, how much did I take? How long had I been tripping? Was it ever going to stop? Would I ever come back? I looked at my watch, but time seemed to have stopped for me. The flood kept building, and my own capacity to hold back the inner tide began to falter. Exhausted, I felt my grip loosening—like fingers slipping on wet stone—but hung on tighter. If I let go, I would be swallowed by nothingness, or so it felt. The experience of the drug was pulling apart my mind, threatening to undo the very structure of my reality. The inner workings of my consciousness were laid bare, and I realized how my mind is constantly constructing the world I see and experience from moment to moment. Now, under the influence of this powerful chemical, it all seemed to be dissolving. Was any of it real in the first place? Everything was blending together and at the same time falling apart. Any semblance of inner coherence was gone. The rushing floodwaters grew stronger, and the precipitous edge of the falls loomed closer. I was scared shitless, but also just so tired—tired of holding on, exhausted with the effort of trying to keep it together. Finally, my grip failed, and the inner tide overwhelmed me. I lost control, let go—and went tumbling into ecstasy.


I don’t know how long it lasted—perhaps an instant, perhaps an eternity. Time had ceased to exist. I had ceased to exist, as any kind of separate self. All I was aware of was One consciousness—pure, ecstatic beingness. I had merged into that One so completely that there were no thoughts, no fears, and no emotions other than the bliss of complete release.


At some point, I began to differentiate from the One, just a little—enough that I could think and reflect on what was happening. My first thought was that I had died. It was as if I’d gone through a portal and popped out on the other side into a different dimension. In this new reality, the sense of self that I was used to—the neurosis, the problems, the fears, the yearning, the frustrations, the hopes that felt so familiar and constant in my life—was just . . . gone. Nowhere to be seen or felt. My usual self—my ego—had vanished, and somehow the bottom had fallen out of reality. And what was left was this, well, everything. This awesome, all-encompassing sense of oneness. I was IT. And it was me, and I was there. And it was ALL. An infinity of One. No beginning. No end. No other. God. One. Being.


I laughed out loud with joy at the wonder of it.


But as this awesome reality dawned, there was also a tremendous sadness. The realization came to me: The One is alone. There is ultimately no other, just the One, and the One can experience loneliness. It wasn’t the kind of anxious loneliness I felt when I sat in my kitchen. It was a deep, pure singularity shot through with yearning. And that sense of yearning intensified and magnified until . . . Bang! Something like a cosmic orgasm overwhelmed me, and I was all the multiplicity of existence exploding into being.


I began to realize that existence is this delightful dance between nothing and everything. The One Being’s experience, my experience, all of it an incredible infinity of happening. Oneness exploding and expanding out, becoming everything. The cycle of existence—from one to many and back again. Breathe in. Breathe out. Life. Death. Creation. And again! Bang!


Somewhere in the midst of this revelation, I knew: I didn’t need to be afraid. No, it was more than that. There was nothing to be afraid of! Not death, not life. We’re all just popping into new realities, endlessly. Another life. Another transformation. Another experience. Another adventure. This person, this “John,” is experiencing the journey of life as a human being, and he’s sharing it with others who are also manifestations of the One Being. I was filled with a sense of release, of joyous love, for all of it. The cosmic heartbeat pounded in my own chest, driving out any sense of being stuck or lost. I’m completely free. Free to be whomever I wish to be and free to create whatever I wish to create. It’s just eternal play, forever and ever!


As the intensity of the experience receded just a little, and I began to become aware of my body and surroundings again, I felt an overflowing excitement. And my small apartment felt far too contained. I needed to get out into the open, under the vast sky, and explore . . . Which was how I found myself in a stranger’s car, with no shirt and no direction, and no concerns about any of it.


When the man pulled up outside his home in a quiet cul-de-sac, just a few miles from my apartment, I thanked him for the ride and got out. He grabbed his briefcase from the trunk. “Have a good night, son. Take care.” Standing in the middle of the driveway, watching him open the door and greet his wife, I wondered, What next? An idea struck me. I bounded up the walk and rang the doorbell.


“Hey, would you mind if I made a phone call?” I asked when he opened the door, a little taken aback to see me again.


“Sure,” he replied, with a patient smile, motioning toward the phone in the front hallway.


I dialed my buddy Casey. “Hey man! Want to meet up at UT and play some pickup basketball?”


“Sure thing! I’ll see you there.”


I never showed up.


I began to walk. The intensity of the trip was starting to wane, and I realized I needed to head back to my own neighborhood, two or three miles away. As I walked, I thought about my life and about life in general. I had always been interested in trying to understand the meaning of life. It’s just the way I’m wired, I guess. That’s why I loved the existentialists—they went straight to the questions that mattered. Still, there was a catch. There was something that bugged me, that kept me from fully embracing their worldview. Were they happy? They didn’t seem like they were. Yes, there was something about the philosophical confrontation with a stark and uncaring universe that appealed to me. It seemed honest and authentic, and I appreciated authenticity. Maybe we had to face life without God. And yet, I couldn’t escape the gnawing sense that there had to be more to life—much more. I wanted to live a life of depth and intellectual courage. But I didn’t want to be depressed all the time! I also wanted to live a life of adventure, joy, and love. Maybe there really was more meaning in the universe than could be found in the minds of Sartre and Camus, or my philosophy professor, Robert Solomon.


These thoughts tumbled around my head as I walked the streets of Austin, heading home. As the sun sank toward the western hills, they took on even more urgency. After all, I’d just experienced the beauty of existence directly, or so it seemed. That sense of love and ecstasy was still vivid in my awareness. My atheist-existentialist self, and all the angst and self-loathing that was connected to it, seemed distant, an afterthought, another person’s problems, another life entirely.


Up ahead on the sidewalk, a man appeared, walking toward me. He had blond hair with sideburns and an impressive mustache. I quickly recognized him—Professor Solomon! He’d often told the class that he loved to walk the streets of Austin—and here he was! I quickly moved to intercept him.


“Professor Solomon,” I called out. He didn’t immediately recognize me—hardly surprising, I guess, since he’d only ever seen me fully clothed. But I pressed on. “I’m a student of yours,” I explained. He nodded politely.


“Professor, I want to ask you,” I continued, very earnestly. “Do you believe that your life has any objective meaning or purpose besides the subjective meaning you give to it in your own mind?”


He smiled, somewhat wistfully, beneath his mustache, and was silent for a moment. And then, simply and plainly, he said, “No, I don’t believe life has any meaning besides the meaning we give to it in our own minds.”


“But if you think life is objectively meaningless, I don’t see how you could be very happy.” My bluntness has always been both a virtue and a curse, but in this moment, I think it was a blessing that I found the courage to give voice to the one concern that mattered most to me, without beating about the bush.


“You’re right,” he responded, looking me in the eye. “I’m not very happy.”


I nodded. He nodded. And we continued walking in our respective directions. It was a short encounter. A brief, uncluttered, but profound exchange. And to this day, I am not totally certain whether the conversation actually happened or not.


Whether it was a literal event or merely an LSD-induced hallucination—whether I actually met the great philosopher on an Austin sidewalk and confronted him about his life and state of mind or was simply talking to myself—I’ll never know. It felt real, but I suppose it could well have just been part of the trip. Solomon died suddenly many years later, while changing planes in the Zurich airport, on the very day that we had agreed to have dinner together. I had not seen him since my student days and was looking forward to telling him this story to see if he had any memory of it. But in the end, I don’t think it matters. Real or not, the encounter was hugely impactful for me.


Solomon was a role model, a man who represented a path forward that I was considering for my own life. And suddenly, I found it wanting. Missing something essential. That seals it, I thought, as I nodded my farewell to the professor on the sidewalk and continued on my way home. I’m not an existentialist. Happiness. Adventure. Love. Joy. Purpose. Creativity. Play. Community. These were the things I wanted in my life.


Even as the intensity of the LSD receded in my awareness, I could still feel the buoyant echo of the experience, speaking to me, communicating tacit messages from some deeper or higher place in my own consciousness. Messages that spoke of love. Love! Love is the most important thing in the world. That simple, glorious truth was wonderful to contemplate. And there was more. Another word jumped to mind—possibility. Yes, that’s it! So much possibility. I’m free to create a life, my life, a wonderful life. My earlier sense of emptiness at having no clear path forward had been replaced with a feeling of openness and potential. There was so much I could do! And it felt close at hand. I had no idea what I would do or where I would go, but I was more confident than ever that the adventure of a lifetime was waiting. Somewhere. Nearby.


As the last rays of the afternoon sun shone down on my bare skin, I felt ready for the next chapter. I was 22. Unsure about pretty much everything. Shy. Socially awkward. Single. Still filled with questions and doubts. But the world was breaking open. It was time to get moving. The cosmic game of life was inviting me to play. I could feel the yearning building, and I couldn’t wait to discover what I wanted to become . . .










Chapter 1



The Threshold of an Adventure


Vegetarian. In 1976, in Texas, that word held a certain exoticism. I rolled the syllables around my mouth, as if testing how palatable it might be. A friend had just told me about a great place called Prana House—a co-op where young men and women lived communally, sharing space, chores, meals, and a whole lot of fun.


“You should check it out!” he’d encouraged me. And I loved the idea. There was just one problem—I’d have to become a vegetarian. The co-op was all about natural foods, and it didn’t allow any meat. Could I do that? I wondered. I barely knew what a natural food was. I’d been raised during the heyday of TV dinners and fast-food restaurants, and my favorite meals included fried chicken, bacon and eggs, and hamburgers (without any green stuff). I rarely ate a vegetable unless it was a potato, although I did like fruit. But the idea of the co-op appealed to me. It sounded cool and different. I was looking for a new direction in life and new people to meet (and by people, I confess, I mostly meant interesting women). Maybe I could fit in over at Prana House, and I wouldn’t miss the burgers too much.


When I moved into Prana House, there were 18 residents, mostly University of Texas students. It was a very large and beautiful old Victorian home, probably built in the late 19th century. It had 10 bedrooms with double occupancy, a very large kitchen, and great common and dining rooms.


As it turned out, I did fit in well at Prana House. There was no one telling me to get a haircut, or a degree, or a career. And between the members and a rotating cast of vegetarians who paid to eat with us, there was always someone interesting and fun to hang out with. I became a committed vegetarian and surprised myself with how much I enjoyed eating foods like beans, buckwheat, and broccoli. I began to learn about natural foods and why they were better for our health and for the planet. We would sometimes go and work on the farms where our food was grown. I even learned how to cook, since every resident was expected to take their turn preparing our shared meals as well as doing kitchen cleanup and other chores. And while we were cooking and eating together, we’d share passionate conversations about the social issues of the day, the promise of Eastern religions, the music we loved, and all the ways our generation was going to change the world for the better. I had left the conventional culture of my upbringing behind, and I wasn’t just dreaming about new adventures. I was starting to live them. My new friends taught me to meditate, and I learned the Transcendental Meditation (TM) technique made famous by the Beatles.


My hopes of meeting interesting women at the co-op were soon fulfilled as well, in the form of an exotically beautiful girl named Debbie. I fell hard for her, and soon we were spending our days and nights together. Unfortunately, however, our fledgling relationship began with an expiration date. Debbie had plans to move to San Francisco to join a utopian commune called Kerista, a free-love experimental community that practiced “polyfidelity.” This meant living in committed “pods” where members rotated sleeping partners according to a schedule. She suggested I visit her there. I hated the thought of losing Debbie, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to share her, either. Nevertheless, I decided to check Kerista out.


Community had always attracted me, ever since my evangelical Christian phase. Prana House had reawakened that appreciation for close-knit connection, and I wondered if Kerista could do the same. In the end, however, although I enjoyed my visit, I didn’t want to leave Austin. I headed back to Prana House, single but resolved. Debbie stayed on the West Coast and would end up living in that community for the next couple of decades until it disbanded in the early nineties.


Soon after my return, a meeting occurred that made me forget all about the loss of Debbie. I looked across the dinner table one night and saw a young woman I didn’t recognize, with long brown hair and a warm, generous smile. Her name was Renee Lawson, and she’d just moved into Prana House. She was 19; I was now 23. Renee had a personality that seemed permanently plugged into some hidden source of life-positive energy. In her presence, my own self-doubt and hesitations melted away. All of the little cracks and crevices of self-consciousness in my soul seemed to smooth over with ease. I reveled in her joie de vivre, and soon we were deeply in love.


Around this time, I took on the role of food buyer for Prana House. I also got a job at the Good Food Company, a chain of five small vegetarian natural foods stores scattered around central Austin. One afternoon, as I was coming to the end of my shift, I looked around the store. Baskets of fresh organic produce were laid out on one side. Shelves were neatly stacked with cans and boxes of food and bottles of vitamins. Customers were measuring and weighing beans or grains or nuts from the bulk-foods bins into brown paper bags. The bulletin board by the door advertised community events and services. And it occurred to me: “I could do this. I could run a natural foods store. It’s not that difficult. It would be fun!”


When I got home to Prana House, I sought out Renee. I had to share my idea with someone. Taking a deep breath, I grasped both her hands in mine and said, “Renee, I think we should start our own natural foods store. I really think we could do this together. What do you think?”


Renee didn’t laugh or turn away. She listened carefully, a sparkle in her eyes, as I described my vision. Then, she broke into a smile.


“That sounds fantastic. Let’s do it, Macko Man!”


Let’s do it. I often look back at those three words as marking one of the most important moments in my life. I’m grateful to Renee for many things—for being a loving partner for many years and for birthing and growing the company with me in its infancy. But as much as anything, I’m forever in her debt for the way she responded when I first gave voice to my dream. I was inspired and excited—but also full of hesitation and self-doubt. If she’d been cautious, dismissive, or amused, I might never have entertained the idea again. A negative or even indifferent response might have put a stopper on my bubbling ambition. But that wasn’t Renee.


Renee was an adventurer, a lover of life, and it was her enthusiasm that buoyed me through my own doubts. Creating our own natural foods store may have been my idea, but it was her infectious energy for the venture that made it possible for me to cross that threshold of hesitation and embark on the entrepreneurial journey that would come to define so much of my life.


Let’s do it! she said. And so, we did.










Chapter 2



Safer Way


We weren’t aiming for subtlety when it came to naming our new natural foods store. Our goal was to offer customers a better, healthier option than the conventional grocery retailers, and we made sure that this was unambiguously stated in our name: Safer Way. Some people laughed when they heard it—which was fine with me. I thought it was clever, but I also took it seriously. I really did believe that the foods and supplements we’d be selling would offer our customers a better chance of staying safe and healthy. A name that communicated this, while taking a not-so-subtle dig at one of America’s biggest supermarket chains, seemed perfect.


Once we had a name, our idea quickly gained momentum, bursting out of our shared imagination and into the real world, along with a growing list of things to do. And that reality began to clash with our lives at Prana House. There were co-op meetings, often lasting late into the evenings. We each had chores—cleaning and cooking and laundry. And there were housemates who wanted to hang out, make music, drink a beer, and muse on the meaning of life and how to dismantle capitalism—all the things one naturally wanted to do when one lived in a co-op in the late seventies. But now Renee and I had time for less and less of it.


While Prana House had truly been a blessing in my life and opened so many doors, I began to wonder if my time, our time, in that community was coming to an end. Another passion was calling us, and it was demanding every bit of energy that we had to give. There simply did not seem to be enough time in the day for both.


High on our list of priorities was finding a place for the store itself. We got on our bicycles and rode around central Austin, trying to imagine where we’d like our store to be. It didn’t occur to us to look for an actual retail storefront; in fact, we thought it would be kind of fun to use a house. In those days, Austin still had a lot of big old homes, like the one where Prana House was located. We knew about zoning, so we looked for a house that was zoned for commercial use. When we found a charming, vacant, three-story Victorian house at 8th Street and Rio Grande, it seemed perfect. Well, almost. Some renovations would be necessary to get it ready to open.


First, however, we’d need to raise some money. My evangelical skills would come in handy in a whole new context as I turned to friends and family for funding. Renee had a few thousand dollars saved, and I put in $10,000, loaned to me by my father at 5% annual interest. Other friends and family members chipped in too, including Jim Sud, a friend from Houston with whom I had played high school basketball. We’d stayed connected when we both came to school in Austin, but Jim had dropped out of his MBA program when his father had passed away unexpectedly a couple of years earlier, and he’d gone home to take over the family business in the oil and gas industry. Jim introduced me to a friend of his, Don Schaffer, a pediatrician with a gift for comedy, who sometimes did stand-up routines in Houston clubs after he finished his shifts. Don invested too.


All told, we raised $45,000—$5,000 shy of my $50,000 goal, but I hoped it was enough. One way or the other it would have to do.


My father, Bill, contributed $10,000 of his own and was supportive of the idea. Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that he was supportive of my passion for the idea. I’m not sure what he thought about the actual idea—he wasn’t a tofu-and-granola kind of guy—but he could see how committed I was, and I’m sure that mattered to him. In fact, since I started telling him about my business idea, it seemed like we had a lot more in common.


Growing up, our connection had centered on sports. Bill Mackey loved sports, especially baseball and football. He nurtured my athleticism and often took me to games. He was also highly competitive, a trait that extended beyond sports. We would regularly play board games and card games as a family. My victories were few and far between, and that fueled my own strong competitive streak. My father’s competitive drive was relentless, but it had a positive side as well. If I ever beat him, I knew beyond any doubt that I had earned it.


The first time I won a game of Ping-Pong as a teenager, I looked across the table at him, suddenly suspicious.


“Did you let me win?” I demanded.


“Hell no,” he said, putting down his paddle. “I never just let you win at anything. Congratulations, son.”


I believed him. In fact, I don’t remember one time when he let his children win.


While I’d idolized my father as a boy, the distance between us had grown as I got older. He simply did not share my passion for asking big questions about meaning and purpose and God and life and death. As I brought up these topics more frequently during my teens and college years, he and I seemed to have less and less to talk about. He’d attended church when my brother, Jim, and I were young but couldn’t relate to my insatiable spiritual curiosity. Maybe that’s why he would fall asleep in his pew every week, as my mother nudged him to try to stop him from snoring. For him, church was a duty, not a spiritual experience.


When I was about 20, and not long out of my evangelical phase, I’d asked him, “Dad, what do you think about God? Do you think there is life after death? Do you think there is any meaning to all of this?”


“John,” he said, “I remember, when I was about your age, I sat down and I thought really hard about that for a day.” He paused, and I waited in anticipation of the conclusion he was about to share from those deep reflections many years ago. And then he continued, “But I couldn’t figure it out. So I really haven’t thought about it since.”


That was my father. No time to waste worrying about things that he couldn’t get his head around. He was practical, responsible, dependable, and his considerable intelligence had been put to great use in the service of those values. The more questions I posed to him about life, the universe, and our place in it, the shorter our conversations seemed to get.


In my youth, I’d chafed against what I saw as his conventional and unimaginative mindset. But as I learned more about history and culture, I’d come to empathize with what made him that way. Like most of his peers, my father had grown up during the Great Depression in the 1930s. When Pearl Harbor was bombed by the Japanese in 1941, he was just 20 years old. He wasted no time joining the military and marrying my mother, Margaret. His generation had to grow up fast. They had no time to indulge youthful dreams or ponder the meaning of life; they had to rebuild a country devastated by the Depression and war.


Dad was dedicated to his family and became a caring, dutiful provider, but he had not followed his own passions in life. That simply wasn’t what people did in that era. My own idealistic and somewhat circuitous approach to finding my life’s path bemused him, but I like to think that perhaps some part of him admired it as well. Perhaps he glimpsed, in my seeking and questing, a life he’d not lived but could grudgingly accept, even if he didn’t truly understand it.


It was much harder for my mother to get on board with my life choices. She still couldn’t get over the fact that I’d dropped out of college. A former teacher, and one of a proud lineage of college-educated women, she saw education as the key to a successful life. She never gave up hope that I’d wake up from my strange, impractical obsession with being a grocer, go back to school, and become something respectable like a doctor or lawyer. Her father had been a doctor, and she’d named me after him: John Powell. That’s who I should have been in her eyes.


In my father’s eyes, however, I’d shifted from being an aimless, hippie dropout to a youthful entrepreneur with conviction and energy. I’m sure that he saw that as a huge upgrade, regardless of what he thought about the specific business prospects of Safer Way. In fact, I suspect he began to see in me a son who was much more like him than he’d ever realized. For the first time in my adult life, my father’s life skills and my own passions seem to come into alignment. He was an astute businessman with immense financial acumen. He’d taught accounting at Rice University and then became the very successful CEO of a healthcare company named Lifemark. We finally had something besides sports to talk about! I shared my plans and ideas for the store, and he offered advice and mentorship. Mostly, it was very good advice.


Renee and I got to work right away, refashioning the old, three-story Victorian house to fit our needs. We couldn’t afford to hire a big firm or a general contractor, so we just asked some friends to help, on the cheap. One friend did a bit of carpentry; another was a good electrician; another was a painter. We bought some used commercial refrigerators; started procuring dry goods; spent hours and hours working on the building; and little by little, Safer Way began to take shape.


One afternoon in May 1978, I looked around our site from the vantage point of a stepladder, proud of how far we’d come. Our motley crew of friends were hard at work painting the main room on the first floor, assembling shelves, and hanging light fixtures. And then a guy walked in through the open door, not even bothering to knock. Clearly, he wasn’t one of us, or a friend of ours. Our crew wore shorts and colorful T-shirts. This guy was all buttoned up in an official-looking uniform, red-faced on the already warm spring day.


“What are y’all doing here?” he asked, taking in the piles of construction materials, the dangling wires, and the paint-stained faces.


I wiped off my hands on my shorts, climbed down from my ladder, and walked over, offering my hand. He didn’t shake it. Undeterred, I said, “We’re getting ready to open a natural foods store.”


His face turned a darker shade as he looked around the room again and then back at me.


“Can I see your building permit, please?”


Ignorance seemed like the best strategy. Besides, it was true—I had no idea what the rules were around construction. “What’s a building permit and why do we need one?”


The red-faced man looked incredulous. “A building permit is the approval you need from the city before you are allowed to construct or remodel anything. You need one so the city can be sure that you are following city codes and regulations.” He shook his head, as though my innocent question had confirmed all the worst things he already thought about my generation. “You kids can’t just do this on your own. You need permits. You need to get architectural drawings and engineering plans and get them approved by the city. You need to obtain the proper licenses and clearances. You can’t just build a store without authorization.”


He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. “I need you to stop all construction here immediately until you have the proper city permits. I’ll be back to make sure you aren’t continuing to work without permission.”


Permits. Plans. Clearances. Licenses. My heart sank. It all sounded slow and potentially costly. I just wanted to build a great store with the small amount of capital that we had. We needed to buy equipment, stock up on inventory, and pay wages. But I now understood that I would have to deal with the city officials if I wanted to continue to pursue my dream.


The next day I headed down to the city planning office to ask the powers that be exactly what we needed to complete our project. The message was more or less the same as we’d gotten from our unwelcome visitor. As they explained the process, I felt like time was simultaneously expanding and slipping away from me, as if I was staring into some infinite regulatory continuum that had no beginning and seemingly no end. It reminded me of the nightmarish bureaucracy described in Franz Kafka’s novel The Castle, with its copious and meaningless paperwork. I tried to push down a rising sense of panic.


“How long will it take to get these things finalized and approved?”


The city bureaucrat stared back at me for a brief moment, disapprovingly, as if the question itself was a violation of code. Then he gave a casual shrug.


“I don’t know; a few months, maybe more.”


The sense of panic was increasing. “Sir, I understand. But there’s no way we can wait that long. We simply don’t have the funds to delay our opening for months.” I tried to infuse my words with a firm, unquestionable sense of urgency, but somewhere between leaving my mouth and arriving across the desk, that sentiment seemed to lose all its momentum and dissipate into nothing.


“I’m sorry, son; that’s just how it is.”


Just how it is. Four little words written in red tape that can dash even the most beautiful entrepreneurial dreams. I couldn’t believe it. Our business was doomed to fail before it had really gotten off the ground. There was simply no way we could hire a professional architect and a design firm and then sit around and wait months for city approvals. We’d be unable to pay rent. Our inventory would be out of date. The store would never open. Regulations like these seemed designed to keep upstarts like me and Renee from even trying.


I stumbled out of the planning office and headed back to our once-promising store. How was I going to break the news to Renee? How was I going to tell our friends that all their hard work had been for nothing? What was I going to say to my father and our other investors? And what was I going to do with my life if I didn’t have a store to build?


When I arrived back at the site, our landlord’s car was parked outside. He greeted me at the door. Mr. Eddie Joseph was a Lebanese immigrant, much older than me. I imagine he was in his early seventies, but in the eyes of my 24-year-old self, he seemed more like 100. He was a warm and encouraging landlord who seemed to get a kick out of the idea that his building was being taken over by hippie health nuts.


“What’s wrong, young man?” he asked in his accented English. My emotions were apparently written all over my face. He sat down on the front step and motioned for me to take a seat beside him. After I finished pouring out our sad tale of impending death by bureaucracy, he nodded calmly and put an arm around my shoulders.


“Don’t worry,” he said.


“What?”


“Look, John, I know you want to build this store. But if you wait for the city and listen to the people in those city departments, you will never get it done.”


“But Mr. Joseph, what are we supposed to do? They’ll just shut us down.”


“Here’s what you do,” he replied, his sympathetic, wizened face taking on a slightly mischievous expression. “City inspectors leave work no later than 5 PM and they sleep at night.” He pointed his finger directly at my chest. “You build the store at night.”


We took his advice. As the afternoon drew to a close and buttoned-up people in official uniforms were heading home for dinner, a small team of dedicated workers would arrive at the store and get busy. We worked late into the evening, safe from the prying eyes of city officials. If they happened to come by the store in the middle of the day, it looked deserted. There were no workers to question, no one to fine or rebuke or censure or correct. But while those officials were safely on their couches with loosened ties and full bellies, we built Safer Way.


Of course, we weren’t going to be able to avoid dealing with the city forever. There was no getting around the fact that businesses need permits and licenses, nor did we intend to. But we managed to work it out over time and not let it delay our opening. After we were open, every so often a bureaucrat from one city department or another would wander into the store. They were easy to spot; none of our customers had that air of officialdom.


“Where is your health department certificate?” the official would demand.


I’d ask politely, “Which certificate is that, sir?” and we’d have a conversation about it. Then a city health department official would come inspect our store and tell us what we needed to fix, and we would receive our certificate. Some weeks later, another official would arrive at the store to check out our weights and measures, and after we passed the inspection, we would receive that certificate too. Little by little, we eventually obtained every last permit and license we needed to operate a natural foods store in the city of Austin, all while we were already operating a natural foods store in the city of Austin.


That was my first lesson, courtesy of Mr. Joseph and the Austin city bureaucrats, in dealing with regulations. I’m not saying this approach is always advisable. But as any entrepreneur knows, regulatory structures often do not always match the on-the-ground realities, and they tend to favor well-capitalized, established institutions over innovators and newcomers. Certainly, there is an important place for good regulations, the smarter the better. In most cases, regulations should be cordially respected and followed. Occasionally, they need to be politely resisted. And every once in a blue moon, they need to be strategically subverted. Without the wisdom of Mr. Joseph, Safer Way might have died a slow death by red tape before it was even born.
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As we prepared for the grand opening, my life narrowed down to few simple activities. Most of the time, I worked, but when I wasn’t working I was reading, running, playing basketball, or spending time with Renee. That felt like all I needed to be happy in life. At 25, the angst about my future and my purpose that had dogged me for so many years was gone. I loved what I was doing, and I was in love. Life had become simple, beautiful, joyful, and purposeful. Renee and I were on a wonderful adventure with an inspiring mission, serving people and serving a larger vision of a healthier world. We were still living at Prana House, but it felt like we existed in a parallel universe. We worked while they slept. We slept while they lived the co-op life.


In September 1978, Safer Way opened its doors. The old Victorian house looked very beautiful and welcoming—with a big sign on the lawn outside that proclaimed “Safer Way Natural Food Store.” The first floor was the grocery store, and the second floor was a vegetarian café and bookstore. The small space under the eaves on the third floor would be our office.


Inside, near the front door, we had two old mechanical used cash registers and a little bulk-food area where we sold flour, whole grains, beans, nuts, and seeds out of large bins and herbs and spices out of glass jars. In an adjacent room we sold fresh produce, and in another there was a little dairy cooler and a freezer. The remaining space was lined with shelving for vitamins and canned goods and so forth. Every product we sold had been carefully chosen from catalogs and order sheets that our suppliers provided us with. Just as much care had gone into what was not on the shelves: there was no meat, poultry, or seafood. We were proud of our commitment to being vegetarian. The store represented the world as we felt it ought to be—a world where animals didn’t have to suffer to feed people and where food came from farms, not factories. It was the world we wanted to live in, and we hoped our customers felt the same.


After the grand opening, our lives went from busy to flat-out crazy. We rarely even made it back to Prana House for dinner, and those shared meals were the heart of the community’s culture. Living in Prana House just wasn’t going to work for us any longer. We needed a new home. Safer Way’s fast-growing inventory also needed a home, so we found a duplex near the store and rented it, with the idea that we’d live in one room and use the living room as our first warehouse.


That worked great for a month or so. Then, one evening, Renee and I were organizing the bags and boxes when we heard a knock at the door. I opened it to see our landlord. This guy was much less friendly than Mr. Joseph, but I welcomed him in. He looked around, taking in the crates of canned goods, sacks of beans, and boxes of vitamins. It was obvious this wasn’t for personal use! Renee and I looked at each other, helplessly, as he marched around lecturing us on why we couldn’t run our business out of a residential rental property.


Our explanations fell on deaf ears, and he basically evicted us on the spot. We were homeless, and so was all the inventory. We rented a tiny warehouse space on the east side of town, not the safest neighborhood by a long shot. I didn’t like to go over there, especially at night, and I certainly didn’t want to live there. But we couldn’t afford to rent an apartment as well. There was only one other option—we could live above the store. Perhaps that was appropriate. The store had taken over our lives anyway, so we might as well sleep there too.










Chapter 3



My Father, My Mentor


Two flights of slightly creaky stairs—that was my daily commute. Every morning, Renee and I would wake up early in the little office under the eaves that now doubled as our apartment. We’d roll up our futon and I would head out for a long morning run, usually stopping off at Barton Springs for a cold swim before running back to Safer Way. There was no shower at the store, but we did have an old industrial-strength Hobart dishwasher for the café, so we used the hose as a makeshift shower. It was simple living, but it worked for us. We’d eat our breakfast at the second-floor café, and then Renee would get the café ready to open, while I’d go down to the first floor to open the store. As I bounded down those stairs two at a time, I’d often smile at the thought of all those folks who had to get in their cars and sit in traffic, or squeeze into a crowded bus or train, to get to work.


Renee and I had agreed that this was how we’d divide our focus and energy—me running the store and her running the café. I had some experience in retail, from my time working at the Good Food Company and also being the buyer for Prana House. Neither of us had any experience running a restaurant, but Renee had worked for Domino’s as a delivery person, so we concluded she was marginally more qualified than I was to manage the café.


Safer Way was far from an overnight success, but little by little we began to grow a steady flow of customers. Most of them were young, countercultural types like us, but at some point, I began to notice that our clientele was expanding. People who lived in the neighborhood would wander in, curious about what the hippies were eating. Men in suits would stop by the café to get lunch. We even had the occasional celebrity grace the store. One morning, I’d barely unlocked the door when a heavily bearded man walked in, wearing flowing white robes and mala beads around his neck. I recognized him immediately: spiritual icon and psychedelic pioneer Ram Dass (a.k.a. Richard Alpert). I’d read his book Be Here Now several times and been intrigued by the spiritual odyssey he’d taken. We engaged in a nice conversation—such a nice conversation, in fact, that I got the distinct impression that he was flirting with me.


On another occasion, one of our servers came hurrying down the stairs and pulled me aside. Allen Ginsberg, Beat poet and countercultural hero, was in the café, she told me, in a dramatic whisper.


“That’s great!” I replied.


“Yes,” she said, “but there’s a problem. He’s smoking.”


We had a beautiful deck just outside the café, where people could enjoy their lunch alfresco. In those days, smoking in restaurants was still common, but it was against our healthy ethos, and we had a strict no-smoking policy. A debate ensued—were we really going to tell Allen Ginsberg he couldn’t smoke in our place? And if so, who would deliver the news? Or should we just let it go? As I recall, no one could quite summon up the courage to rebuke the legendary poet, or at least by the time we did, the need had passed.


In general, however, I was not overawed by celebrity. When a beautiful, Oscar-nominated actress showed up in the store, you can bet there was a lot of gawking. But when she began to eat trail mix out of one of our bulk bins, that was a step too far. “Excuse me, ma’am,” I said, “you’ll need to buy that before you eat it.” She looked a bit taken aback, but she removed her hands from the trail mix.


One evening, about six months after our opening, I was on the third floor, examining the financial statements of Safer Way and the restaurant. Renee was out with friends. The summer was long gone, but evenings in Austin were still relatively mild, even in the winter, and I’d opened the windows to let in some fresh air. As I carefully reviewed the numbers, I heard a familiar noise from the street outside. Putt, putt, putt. Renee and I had both purchased these tiny little mopeds that barely went 25 mph and sounded kind of like a hair dryer. Usually, that auditory signal of my love returning home would have made me happy, but today I was gearing myself up for a difficult conversation.


It was clear from the financial statements I was looking at that Safer Way was barely getting by, paying our employees, and keeping the shelves stocked. And that was with Renee and me taking essentially no salaries, living above the store, eating in the café, and working 80 hours a week. A few times, we’d taken $100 just to pay for gas and essentials. But we lived on next to nothing. In many respects, our entrepreneurial adventure was everything I’d hoped it would be, but unless there was a bit more money in our future, it was also going to be short-lived. The store was making a small profit but the café was not; in fact, it was eating up what little profit the store generated.


Outside, I heard the creaking stairs, and a few moments later, Renee’s bright face appeared in the doorway, her long hair windblown from the ride.


“What’s up, Macko Man?” she asked, smiling. Renee’s unflagging enthusiasm for life was usually a spark to my own—like a pilot light that never stops burning, always ready to ignite new creativity and fun. Tonight, however, I was unmoved by her upbeat tone.


“I’m looking at our financial statements,” I replied.


Her face fell, like I’d doused the pilot light with a bucket of cold water. “And how do they look?”


“The store isn’t doing great, honestly, but it is profitable. The café is . . . well, it’s not.”


“Look, it’s hard to run a café,” she protested. “I’m learning on the job.”


“So am I,” I replied, “and the store is making money. But all our extra cash is going directly into the café. I’m doing my job here. You need to do yours.”


Anger and hurt flashed across her face, and I immediately regretted my words. It wasn’t the first time we’d covered this territory. The discrepancy in the fortunes of the store and café had been apparent for a while, and now it was becoming a source of tension between us. What didn’t help was that I was being unfair. It was much harder to run a café than a small store. My job was nowhere near as multilayered and intricate as Renee’s.


The café was inherently a much more dynamic system—with so many variables to anticipate. And Renee was right—she had no experience to draw upon. Neither did I. In fact, the more I learned about both businesses, the more I realized how much there was to learn. I could sense how much better I would be able to do my job as I gained experience. Our failings weighed on me, but that sense of potential growth pulled me forward. I knew I could do better, and I wanted to do better. Up to this point, we had built our business on a dream, fueled by ambition, desire, enthusiasm, a sense of adventure, hard work, and a lot of help from our friends. But to be truly successful, it was going to take something more—business experience and intelligence.


I apologized to Renee that night for blaming her unfairly for the café’s struggles, and she accepted my apology. Renee was not one to hold a grudge, but I knew we couldn’t keep having this fight. If we were going to be both lovers and business partners, we were going to need to improve our business acumen. Otherwise, our entrepreneurial dreams would fail, and I worried our love might get damaged in the fallout. Luckily, when it came to business intelligence, I knew where to turn.


Every month or two, I would make a trip to Houston to visit my parents. My little hair-dryer moped wasn’t up for the journey, and our only other vehicle was the “truck”—an old mail truck we’d purchased at auction and painted with the Safer Way logo. I often worried that the truck wouldn’t even make it from the warehouse to the store; driving it a couple hundred miles was out of the question. So I’d throw my backpack on my shoulders and set off on foot, sticking out my thumb once I reached the highway. Hitchhiking worked well in those days, and it never took long to find a ride on the well-traveled roads between the two cities. In the spring of 1979, I made the trip with a clear intention. As I made polite conversation with the chatty couple who had picked me up, my mind was occupied with a dozen questions that I wanted to ask my father. It was time, I’d decided, to take more advantage of his extensive business experience. If anyone could help me learn how to make Safer Way more profitable, it was him.


It was just past dinnertime when I arrived at my parents’ familiar door, having walked the last few miles from the highway. My mother had saved me a plate with some potatoes and some rather gray-looking green beans. “I know you don’t want the pot roast,” she said, her tone making it clear that she was somewhat offended by my dietary choices—as if I thought I was too good for her food. “I just saved you the sides. I hope it’s enough.” My vegetarianism was baffling to my family, who couldn’t quite fathom what I would eat if hamburgers and fried chicken were off the menu. This was understandable, since my mother had borne witness to my childhood disdain for vegetables. She’d probably never heard of half the things we sold at Safer Way, and though I’d tried to describe the wonderful meals we cooked at Prana House and later at the café, I could tell they just didn’t fit into the categories she considered food.


“Thanks, Mom, this looks great,” I assured her. Luckily, I’ve always loved potatoes. I took my plate and sat down beside my dad, who was absorbed in an Astros baseball game on television. For the next couple of hours, we enjoyed our first shared love: sports. And then I turned to our new common ground: business.


I had lots of specific, highly practical questions, but I wasn’t here to ask my father to weigh in on all these issues. There were just too many, and there would be new ones tomorrow—and the next day. I needed to learn enough to be able to answer the day-to-day questions of running the business myself.


“Dad, I’m here because I need to learn more about business. I feel like I’m barely scratching the surface. I appreciate all the advice you’ve given me, but I need to learn how to think better for myself. Where should I start? What should I read?”


That got his attention. He turned off the television, stood up, and motioned for me to follow him into his office. The far wall was lined with bookcases. “Son,” he said, pointing toward the shelves, “here’s where you start.”


He pulled out a thick book with a black-and-red dust jacket with bold yellow type—Management: Tasks, Responsibilities, Practices. The author was Peter Drucker. It didn’t look like the kind of book I tended to read, but I took it, weighing the heavy volume in my hand. My dad also gave me Alfred Sloan’s memoir about his years with General Motors. Could a car manufacturer really teach me anything about running a natural foods store? I was skeptical. But hey—I didn’t know what I didn’t know, so I might as well read it. I filled my backpack until it could carry no more and took the whole collection back to Austin, where I added more titles from the local library and bookstores. If it looked like it had something important to say about business, I read it. In fact, I devoured it.


And I learned. By night, I read about business. By day, I worked in the store. Every few days, I’d call up my father and talk to him about what I was reading. Slowly but surely, I began to see the challenges our small business was facing from a more holistic perspective. And it became clear to me why Safer Way seemed to have a ceiling on its success. It wasn’t just that Renee and I didn’t know what we were doing (although we didn’t). It wasn’t just that we needed to attract more customers or sell more products (although we did). What I now understood was that there were important competitive disadvantages in the marketplace that were working against us and giving our rivals a better chance of success.


Take my former employer, for example, the Good Food Company. They had five stores compared to our one little store, and as a result, they were able to negotiate better prices than we were from the wholesalers and therefore price their products more competitively while still making a profit. We were also supplied by Yellow Rose, a co-op distribution center that was owned by the various food and housing co-ops in Austin. Here too we were at a disadvantage, this time because we were a for-profit business. The folks at Yellow Rose were anti-capitalist, so they wouldn’t give us the same prices they gave the food and housing co-ops. To compete more effectively in the local economic ecosystem, Safer Way would need to think strategically about these challenges.


As I broadened my thinking beyond the balance sheet of our store, I came up with a new idea. Clearly, order volume mattered when it came to getting better prices. But we couldn’t order more until we were bigger, and we weren’t going to get bigger unless we could get better prices now and become more competitive. It was a catch-22. Unless—what if we teamed up with other small stores and pooled our buying? Soon, I’d convinced two other small, independent natural food stores to join us in creating a buying club, Texas Health Distributors. We set up a small warehouse and placed our orders together, getting products at far better prices.


One of those stores was Clarksville Natural Grocery, a beloved neighborhood store run by two guys named Craig Weller and Mark Skiles. Mark was about my age; Craig was eight years older. Technically, Clarksville was a competitor, being just a couple of miles away, but once we created the distribution company, we became allies. The orders would be delivered to the warehouse, and I would load them onto our former mail truck, still puttering along, and head off to deliver the goods to our partners. The first time I arrived at Clarksville, I unloaded their order and turned around to leave, but Craig stopped me. He was a striking figure—tall and broad shouldered. I thought he looked like Robert Redford in a grocer’s apron, waving a clipboard.


“Wait, I need to count it. Make sure everything’s in order.”


I spun around, affronted. “What, you don’t trust me?”


He frowned. “No offense, John. We do this with all our orders.”


I was offended, and I’m sure it showed. I would later come to learn that it really wasn’t personal. Craig was just that kind of retailer—thorough, detail oriented, and hard working. His no-nonsense, straight-shooter quality was a sign of his deep integrity and work ethic. But I didn’t know that when I delivered that first order, and so I stood there, irritated, while he slowly counted each of the items, checking them off his list.


The next week, I pulled up again, and Craig and his clipboard were waiting to meet me. This time, however, as he went through the order, we got to talking and my irritation quickly faded. In the weeks and months to come, I began to look forward to the time it took for Craig to check off his list. We had long conversations about our stores, about the products we were selling, about retailing, and about business in general. I got to know Craig and eventually Mark too. And I came to deeply appreciate the quality of their store and the care that went into it.


Clarksville had been bootstrapped to an even greater extent than Safer Way. We’d had just enough capital to buy used equipment; they got much of theirs from the dump and refurbished it. Their refrigeration consisted of old coolers that had been abandoned in the store they rented, a former 7-Eleven, and another they found in a junkyard. Craig, who was talented with his hands, had made each of the large wooden bulk-food bins himself. Little by little, they had become successful, and they were continuing to grow.


I kept hearing stories about Craig and Mark’s above-and-beyond commitment to customer service. Mark was known for having a stack of records ready and switching them out depending on who walked through the door. Jamaican customers were welcomed with reggae. If some older folks came in, he’d switch to classical. And of course, he had plenty of sixties and seventies rock music to make their typical hippie clientele feel at home.


Their deep service ethos was exemplified in an encounter that probably happened right around the time I was getting to know them (although I wouldn’t hear about it until some years later). A young girl—no more than four years old—walked into the store alone one afternoon. Craig recognized her—her mother, Mary Kay, was a regular customer. The little girl had a very unusual and pretty name: Evening.


“Can I help you?” Craig asked, squatting down so he was the same height as the girl. She told him that she would like a cookie, and that her mother had an account at the store. (Clarksville was also well known for its generous credit system.)


“Did you walk over here all by yourself?” Craig asked.


When she nodded, Craig stood up, found her a cookie, and then he said, “How about I walk you home?” And he locked up the store and did just that.


When I heard this story many years later from Mary Kay—who would end up being an important person in my life, along with that little girl named Evening—it didn’t surprise me at all. That’s just the kind of guy Craig was. He and Mark were also committed, resourceful, and innovative. What they’d achieved was impressive, and their success was tangible in the growing volume of the orders that I continued to deliver, week after week.


Safer Way was also growing, and we were beginning to break even as our first year ended. Overall, however, we’d lost $23,000—half of the capital we’d started with. I was learning so much; I could feel the possibilities ahead. But could I learn fast enough to keep the business afloat?










Chapter 4



The Fellowship


As Safer Way passed its first birthday, Renee and I were in need of a break. It had been a long, uninterrupted push since we’d first come up with the idea for the store. And while building and running Safer Way was an adventure, we were still young, and we yearned for other kinds of adventure as well. In the fall of 1979, Renee came up with an idea for a trip: traveling and hitchhiking around New Zealand. She had a friend who lived there. Admittedly, it wasn’t the most responsible decision for the cofounders of a fledgling business that was still barely profitable. But luckily, by this point, we had team members we could trust.


One of these was David Matthis. David had shown up one day back when we were still building out the store and getting ready to open. He introduced himself and asked if we were hiring. We got to chatting, and I found out we knew many of the same people. Austin was a much smaller city in those days, and we ran in similar circles. As we talked, it became clear that he had some knowledge about the natural foods business. He and his wife, Karen Saadeh, had previously owned a much smaller natural foods store in Austin called The Balanced Way. I liked him immediately, and his knowledge and experience were considerably greater than that of most of our would-be team members. I asked him if he could start by getting our vitamins in order.


“Sure,” David replied. “When do you want me to start?”


“As soon as possible,” I replied. “But let’s start with a trial period of two weeks, and then we’ll talk.” Two weeks later, we agreed on another two weeks. And two weeks later, we extended his employment again. Somewhere between our opening in September 1978 and the end of the year, David became a full-time employee. He would end up working with Safer Way, and then Whole Foods Market, for most of the next four decades.


By the time Renee and I were ready to take off for New Zealand, David was our most trusted team member, along with our accountant, Tom Calzone, so we left them with most of the responsibility for making sure the business was running smoothly.


Our trip lifted us out of the day-to-day grind, but we didn’t really leave the business behind. Indeed, once I settled in for the long flight, I passed the time by reading an industry trade journal that had recently begun showing up in my mailbox: a large-format, colorful magazine called the Natural Foods Merchandiser. The inaugural issue, in February 1979, had captivated my attention with its cover story about a Los Angeles-based natural foods store named Mrs. Gooch’s. I’d read it so many times that the pages were smudged and tattered.


The cofounder and namesake, a former kindergarten teacher named Sandy Gooch, was a larger-than-life figure, famous for her high standards when it came to food quality. The article described the store as a “one-stop shop” because, unlike most natural foods stores at the time, it sold meat, poultry, and seafood alongside the kinds of products we sold at Safer Way. I’d never heard of a store that did all this under one roof. The idealist in me was proud of our strictly vegetarian ethos, but the entrepreneur in me saw a massive opportunity. Imagine if customers were able to do their entire grocery shopping for the week without having to set foot in a conventional supermarket! According to the article, Mrs. Gooch’s was doing a staggering $100,000 a week in sales at their best store (in contrast to Safer Way’s $8,000–$10,000 a week).


Other issues of the Natural Foods Merchandiser profiled stores like Bread & Circus in Boston and Frazier Farms in San Diego. The magazine’s publisher, Doug Greene, seemed to be on a mission to tell the story of how the natural foods industry was changing, and it was a story I intended to be part of. As I gazed out the window at the clouds on that seemingly endless flight, I thought about Safer Way and how it might grow into something that could be featured on the front page of Natural Foods Merchandiser. One thing was for sure: It would need to become much larger.


In an era when health food stores were generally small and focused mostly on selling vitamins and supplements, these new-format natural foods stores were larger, brighter, fresher, and—well, new. They were also very different from the nonprofit food co-ops of the era (I’d been a member of several). The photos in Natural Foods Merchandiser had an upscale vibe, with handwritten signage and educational information as well as beautifully displayed food. According to the article, Mrs. Gooch’s managed to achieve a cross section of clientele as well, attracting West Coast hippies in search of a more natural lifestyle but also Hollywood royalty.


Over the next few weeks, as Renee and I enjoyed the vast spaces and beautiful vistas of New Zealand, I felt elevated into a broader perspective on our company’s future. Perhaps the distance helped. We spent a lot of time talking about how we might grow. Texas Health Distributors had helped us get better wholesale prices, but I still worried about our competitive position. One conclusion just seemed inescapable: Size mattered in the retail business. Our store was just too small to gain the kind of market share necessary to be very successful over the long term. We were in a great and growing niche, as those stories I’d been reading confirmed. We had both learned a great deal and we were making smarter decisions. But no matter how savvy we became at running the store and café, it wasn’t going to change the square footage of that old Victorian house that Safer Way occupied.


By the time we returned to Austin, the seventies had given way to the eighties. I headed to the store to say hello to the team with only one thing on my mind—expansion. David, Tom, and I sat together on the deck of the café. They updated me on the business, which was doing better thanks to a big sale they had put on ahead of the holidays. I thanked them for their hard work and for holding down the fort while Renee and I were away. And then I got straight to the point.


“Guys, I want to expand. We need a bigger store—something like Mrs. Gooch’s or Bread & Circus. Or bigger! I know we can be successful if we have more space.” I explained my thinking around our position in the Austin natural foods market.


They both looked a bit surprised. “A bigger store would be great, John. But won’t that take more capital? We’re just barely starting to make this store profitable. Is it the right time? Have you spoken to your father? What does he think?”


What did my father think? I had grown a bit frustrated by that question. Every time Renee or David or Tom had serious questions about one of my new schemes or ideas, this was the way they tried to back me down: bring up my father. The business expert. The grown-up in the room. The one who could keep John in line. It frustrated me, in part, because it was more than just a little bit true.


“Look, I know that I need to talk to my father, and the other investors. And yes, we’ll need more capital. But imagine the store we could build. This one is already starting to grow. It’s even starting to be profitable. We’re making money, guys! And a larger store would be so much more attractive. I mean, the time is right.”


It was true; we were beginning to be profitable, although I may have been overstating my case. Our meager profit came with a list of caveats. Renee and I were only taking about $200 per month in salaries. We weren’t exactly paying high wages or giving team members luxurious benefits. Still, we were learning, and my confidence and knowledge of the market was improving. And along with that increase in knowledge came the realization that despite our name, we couldn’t afford to play it safe and wait until we had larger profit margins. As tempting as it might seem to stay small, it wouldn’t be the “safer way” at all, because we’d keep falling further behind. I understood that reality now. This wasn’t the time to wait and consolidate our gains; it was time to push forward.


I had no idea how we were going to fund our expansion, and I was putting off the inevitable talk with my father. In the meantime, I started looking for locations. I soon found one that seemed very promising—just half a mile from Safer Way, on Lamar Boulevard at 10th Street, a busy thoroughfare. The building had previously been a nightclub (not the most obvious precursor to a natural foods store), and it had burned down. (Not the best omen, if you were superstitious. Luckily, I was not.) On the plus side, the name of the club had been Mother Earth (which sounded like a natural foods store already). And it was huge by our standards: 10,500 square feet, about three times the size of our current store. It would take a lot of work to rebuild, but we weren’t afraid of hard work. Now I just had to sell the idea to the Board.


That’s right, Safer Way had a Board of Directors, though calling it that might conjure up a misleading image in a reader’s mind. This wasn’t a dozen men in suits who met downtown in a penthouse conference room. It was basically my father, Jim Sud, Don Schaffer, Renee, and me. And while Jim and Don were good friends, and Don’s great sense of humor brought a welcome levity to our meetings, both of them naturally deferred to the greater experience of my father. Convincing the Board to invest in a new store meant convincing Bill Mackey that it made good business sense.


David, Tom, and I planned another trip to Houston. I hoped that having some of my team with me might communicate that this wasn’t just my wild idea; it was something we all believed in. The Safer Way truck was in even worse shape by this point, and hitchhiking didn’t work so well in numbers, so we took David’s car, a used Volvo that seemed reliable. The three of us planned to use our time on the road to hone our pitch, so we asked Karen to drive. Renee stayed in Austin to mind the store.


“You got this, Macko Man,” she’d told me as we said goodbye. “Just be yourself and believe in your vision. Show your father how much you’ve thought this through. It’s such a great idea. He can’t say no.”


As we drove from Austin to Houston, and I rehearsed what I’d say to my father, I felt the confidence she’d ignited coming through my voice. Just be yourself. That’s right. This was who I was—it was my passion and my purpose and it really was a great idea. But it wasn’t just the business idea that had me energized. It was also the sense of camaraderie I felt in that car as David, Tom, and I hashed out our plans and discussed the market. Maybe it was because they’d run the business while Renee and I were in New Zealand, but David and Tom were highly engaged and invested in Safer Way’s success. They felt like partners, not just employees. There was a spirit of collaboration between us, a friendship, or, as I began to think of it, a fellowship. It was a term I took from one of the favorite books of my youth, J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings. Like Frodo and his little band of hobbits, we were bonded by our shared journey. It was no longer just Renee and me and our harebrained idea. More people were getting on board and traveling with us on this entrepreneurial adventure. I loved that! We were doing something meaningful together, and everyone was excited about it. Now I just needed to enroll my father in that same level of enthusiasm.
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