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Introduction


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.


Mark Twain


Samuel Langhorne Clemens—best known as his alter ego, Mark Twain—is undoubtedly one of the nation’s most beloved tellers of truth. His ability to see something for what it actually was, and to relate that truth to his audience via his witty turn of phrase, made him a legend during his lifetime and beyond.


The same holds true for the entrepreneurs whose stories are found in this book. They all share their personal stories of ideas and mistakes, failures and successes. What makes them akin to Twain is that they all have the ability to see something for what it is, and to take that something and turn it into their truths, their livelihoods, their legends.


Many of the stories in this book are being told for the very first time, and all of us at Chicken Soup are grateful and honored to host their words. These nationally recognized entrepreneurs share their wisdom in the hope that you, too, will be inspired to become an entrepreneur.


So read on, become inspired, learn from the masters and enjoy the belly laughs along the way. Explore. Dream. Discover.
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IN THEIR 
OWN WORDS


Don’t quack like a duck, soar like an eagle.


Ken Blanchard 






Against All Odds


Without a doubt, my life today is one of gratitude, and one of second chances.


Both of my parents are American Indians; my dad is a Choctaw Indian from Idabel, Oklahoma, and my mom is from the Lac Courte Oreilles Ojibwa reservation in Wisconsin. When they were young, both were victims of the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ practice of taking American Indian children from their parents and sticking them in boarding schools for the purpose of mainstreaming them into the dominant society. While at the boarding school, my dad remembers being whipped by the teachers for speaking his Choctaw language.


Fortunately for me, my parents met at Haskell Institute for Indians in Lawrence, Kansas. My parents moved to Chicago and were married—being a good ol’ Southern boy, naturally my dad would drive my mom down South every weekend until she learned how to cook Southern-style! And what a cook she turned out to be!


Growing up on the west side of Chicago, things were difficult for our young family. My parents were hard-working, blue-collar workers, but in order to make ends meet, we depended on government food subsidies. When I had friends over, my mom would make us snacks; when she went to the pantry, I was embarrassed by the silver and gold cans and white bags of food labeled “USDA” in big, bold letters. When I went to my friends’ houses, their pantries had cans and jars with real company labels such as Campbell’s Soup and Jiffy Peanut Butter. Many of my friends’ parents owned small businesses. At a young age, I decided that one day I, too, would become a small-business owner, so I wouldn’t have to rely on the government for help.


During the summer, the city would get really hot, with temperatures well over one hundred degrees for weeks at a time. Our little apartment became unbearable, so my mom took us kids to her reservation; we stayed in my grandmother’s little four-room house, which had no running water or electricity. At night, I remember gazing into the heavens, thinking about the billions and billions of stars that sparkled in the northern sky. I wondered if my life would shine brilliantly like one of the bright stars above, or if my life would be like one of the billions of stars that just faded off into the vastness of space.


Determined to shine brilliantly, I followed my childhood dream of becoming a businessman. Starting at the age of eighteen, I owned several businesses, including a construction company, several resorts, a cabin furniture store, an Indian jewelry business and even a consulting business. While these first forays into the business world were successful at times, they were also challenging, and oftentimes failed. But I never gave up on my dreams, even when I thought the whole world was caving in on me.


There were times in my adult life when we were so broke that I dug through seat cushions looking for loose change to buy milk for our kids. There were agonizing times when I had to ask my wife for her jewelry, so I could take it to a pawnshop just to pay the rent. Banks shut down our checking accounts because we were badly overdrawn, followed by the raw embarrassment of having our neighbors watch as the repo man hauled off the family car.


Determined not to run away from my problems, but to accept these problems as opportunities for a new life, I decided to create the business of my dreams, one that would support my family, one that I would be proud to own. I went to numerous banks trying to raise money for my new enterprise, but not one would take a chance on me because I was a minority, I had no connections, I had no track record, I had no collateral and I had no one to cosign a loan. Finally, a bank president in Chicago believed in me and gave me a ten-thousand-dollar loan on my signature alone. This loan eventually allowed me to follow my dream of one day creating a one-of-a-kind, award-winning barbeque restaurant.


My passion for barbeque began in Chicago as a kid. Every Friday, my parents would get out the cookie jar, and we would sit at the kitchen table and count the pennies, nickels, dimes and quarters they had collected during the week. Back then, I can remember how excited we were if we found a big silver dollar mixed in the coins! If we had enough money, we would go to my favorite restaurant—Eddie’s Ribs next to the Logan Square train station on the north side of Chicago.


Walking through the door, I was always intrigued by the glass-enclosed smoker that was full of ribs smoldering over hickory wood. The pit master would test each slab of ribs with a big fork for tenderness, and once done, he then placed the slab on a big butcher block where he slathered the ribs with tasty barbeque sauce. I never believed anything could taste so heavenly.


In 1994, on the edge of the Lac Courte Oreilles reservation in the north woods of Hayward, Wisconsin, I opened the first Famous Dave’s Barbeque Shack. Everyone thought I was nuts to build a barbeque restaurant in a northern town of only 1,800 people. They said I should go to Memphis where they really understood barbeque. But I never let them get me down. I stayed true to my dreams.


By the end of that first summer, Famous Dave’s was serving nearly 6,000 people a week in a town of 1,800! People were driving hundreds of miles just to come and get some of my famous barbequed ribs. The amazing thing is that we never advertised—it was all word of mouth!


Today, we have thriving Famous Dave’s Barbeque restaurants all over the United States, stretching coast-to-coast with many more in the works. In the quest to be the best, I have eaten in over ten thousand barbeque joints all over America. I have visited the big pits in Texas, the roadside smoke shacks in the Carolinas and the black-owned storefront BBQ joints in Chicago, Kansas City and Memphis, and I have personally cooked over a million pounds of ribs and made over a million gallons of sauce in the pursuit of perfecting the best ribs and the best sauce. With pride, I can report that both our ribs and sauce have been awarded “Best in America” at national cook-off competitions. But I’m more proud to say that my restaurants have provided jobs and opportunities to so many people all over the nation; that’s worth more to me than any award.


Adversity has helped me become a stronger, wiser person, and getting sober after two decades of drinking has made my life even better. Today, I live my life in gratitude knowing that several times I should have been dead, but God had his protective hand over me. I believe that my success today isn’t about Dave Anderson, but my higher purpose is about being able to make a positive difference in the lives of others who need a second chance, or sometimes even a first chance. I am here to serve.


David Anderson 


EPILOGUE: David W. Anderson is considered the nation’s foremost Native American entrepreneur. Besides his restaurants, Anderson helped found three publicly traded companies, thus creating over twenty thousand new jobs. He was also selected by President George W. Bush to be the Assistant Secretary for the U.S. Department of Interior for Indian Affairs with a $2 billion budget, overseeing ten thousand employees. This position required a full Senate confirmation.


Anderson has since stepped down from his government position to concentrate on philanthropic efforts and has given over $8 million back to his community. He also serves on many boards, including the National Board of Governors for the Boys and Girls Clubs of America.


Making a lifelong commitment to help at-risk Native American youth, Anderson created the LifeSkills Center for Leadership. Located in Minnesota, the center helps young people to believe in themselves and to dream big. The nonprofit has had such a profound impact helping Native American youth that Oprah Winfrey awarded Anderson her Angel Network Award in 2002.


To learn more about David Anderson, his restaurants and the LifeSkills Center, please visit the following Web sites: www.famousdaves.com and www.lifeskills-center.org.


Dahlynn McKowen 






Hats Off to Serendipity!


I never knew her first name. She always wore the same outfit—a lavender blue dress covered in white polka dots and a red straw hat with a cluster of cherries pinned to the ribbon that encircled its crown. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and her blue eyes sparkled with life. I can’t remember the sound of her voice either, though we spoke to each other often.


It never crossed my mind to ask where she went when she was not with me; she must have had a home, and probably other friends. Like all small children, I thought I was the center of the universe and certainly thought I was the center of hers. She was very good about showing up when I needed companionship and always went along with my ideas.


Her name was Mrs. Silkins. Although she was an adult and I was a child, we were exactly the same size. She, of course, had the generously rounded curves of a middle-aged woman, while I had the skinny arms and legs of a gawky, rather sickly child. But none of these things mattered. We were the best of friends.


When I was around six years old, I discovered Mrs. Silkins had never existed. Sitting at the kitchen table and watching my mother chop vegetables, I casually said that it had been a while since I had seen Mrs. Silkins. Her head came up in surprise, her eyebrows raised. She said, “Don’t you know that she was all in your head?” I sat, with my mouth agape, as my mother explained the concept of imaginary playmates. I suppose I must have known all along my beloved friend wasn’t real, but I had fiercely believed in her. I was deeply saddened to hear the truth; since Mrs. Silkins had never existed, I knew that I would never see her again.


But I wasn’t done with fantasy and make-believe and all the wonderful things associated with my vivid imagination. As a young adult, I discovered C. S. Lewis’s fantastic allegories, beginning with Out of the Silent Planet and ending with That Hideous Strength. An idealized version of “what might be” was always more compelling to me than what actually was. And when I was truly grown up, I enjoyed the wonderful Chronicles of Narnia right along with my children.


I always sought out the whimsical, the beautiful and the fantastic throughout my life. After finishing college, I enrolled in art classes where I was drawn to illustration, particularly the type found in old children’s books. In this genre, subjects were idealized and made more beautiful than in reality, the world was always sunny and safe, and dreams always came true. In the years following, as a greeting card illustrator and muralist, I enjoyed making “pretty pictures” and creating an idealized world—on walls, as well as on paper.


In the fall of 1997, I followed my instincts for the fanciful. I found a wonderfully bright red fedora in an Arizona thrift store. Though I don’t remember thinking of Mrs. Silkins that day, it seems likely that, subconsciously at least, my warm memories of her red hat influenced me. I just had to have this hat—but secretly worrying what people would think if I wore it—and I recalled a poem entitled “Warning” by Jenny Joseph. The poem talked about the feelings of a mature woman, a woman who didn’t care what she wore, what she did and what people would think of her for doing such outlandish things.


Determined to be that woman, I purchased the hat and proudly wore it out of the store. Sure, it didn’t match what I was wearing, but I reveled in playing dress-up once again, but this time at age fifty-something!


Well, to make a long story short, I loved dressing up and playing make-believe again so much that I started giving fanciful and elaborate red hats and a copy of the poem to my fifty-something friends. Then one day, we decided to go to tea, wearing our red hats and donning royal purple clothes. We had an amazing time, and giggling like schoolgirls, we bestowed regal names to each of us, with me becoming the “Exalted Queen Mother.”


Less than eight years later, I am the official Exalted Queen Mother of the Red Hat Society, a self-proclaimed “disorganization” with over forty thousand chapters in the United States and thirty-one countries worldwide. Its members—1 million strong—consciously choose to venture out in public wearing brightly colored, rather silly, purple outfits and red hats (or in the case of women under the age of fifty, lavender outfits and pink hats), rediscovering the joys of play and life. Certainly we acknowledge that we’re growing older, and that isn’t always fun, but we have chosen to emphasize the positive changes that aging brings.


I find it hard to see myself as an entrepreneur, but I guess the moniker is fitting; I saw the opportunity to pass along my love for the positive things in life, to follow my instincts and to remain true to my values. And I believe that the seed of the Red Hat Society was planted a long time ago; this notion was recently confirmed by Mr. John Harney of Harney & Sons Tea, one of the licensees whose support sustains the Red Hat Society. In a recent talk about tea, he happened to mention that his company has begun using a new, improved fabric for fashioning tea bags—a mixture of silk and linen.


Would you believe that it is called “Silk-en”?


Sue Ellen Cooper 
Exalted Queen Mother 


EPILOGUE: As the Red Hat Society continues to grow, its staff serves the membership from a home office, dubbed the “Hatquarters,” in Fullerton, California. The enterprise is supported by yearly chapter membership fees and by the sale of licensed, logo-bearing products, such as clothing, jewelry and housewares. It hosts international and regional conventions and cruises for its members and actively seeks venues and ideas to support its mission of fun and sisterhood for all women. Its Web site offers connections and information and is updated regularly with new ideas for having fun and making new friends.


Sue Ellen Cooper has written two books about the Red Hat Society: The Red Hat Society: Fun and Friendship After Fifty and The Red Hat Society’s Laugh Lines: Tales of Inspiration and Hattitude, both published by Warner Books. Designer Scrapbooks: The Red Hat Society Way was recently published by Sterling, with a book about hats to follow. Red Hat Society romance novels (from Warner) will soon debut, and Red Hat Society LifeStyle, a bimonthly magazine, is available by subscription.


For more information, please visit www.redhatsociety.com.


Dahlynn McKowen 
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Chicken Stock


They always say that time changes things, but you actually have to change them yourself.


Andy Warhol


As an adult, I have many fond childhood memories of summers spent with my grandparents in rural Canada. One in particular was of a neighbor’s farm. It made quite an impression on me as a kid. The owner was what folks called a “gentleman farmer” whose acreage was surrounded by crisp, white fencing. His home stood on a hill overlooking majestic horses, and well-fed cattle grazed contentedly in lush pastures. Although I had no idea what a gentleman farmer actually farmed, I decided that I wanted to be one someday.


I worked my way through college in a variety of jobs. Then, in 1970, I packed my bags and my newly acquired master’s degree and headed out into the business world. Visions of white-fenced pastures occasionally popped into my head, but I was no longer an impressionable young boy. Hard work, and who knows how much divine luck, stood between the stately home of a successful businessman and me. At that moment, I was a guy sitting at the kitchen table scanning the want ads.


My search for gainful employment ended when I accepted a position with the Addiction Research Foundation, a huge provincial government agency in Toronto, Canada. Alcoholics who were homeless or had hit rock-bottom participated in clinical studies conducted by psychiatrists and scientists. The foundation chugged out tons of paperwork filled with statistics and correlations about the impact of addiction. Until then, I had never given much thought to those who were less fortunate than I am, and in that respect my new position was enlightening.


For their cooperation, the research subjects were given a place to live and access to counseling and rehabilitation. They were “employed” at a farm operation run by the foundation. One of my first assignments in my new position was to develop a more meaningful work program that would challenge and interest the men, as well as create a variety of tasks requiring different skills. The program also needed to keep the men busy and generate some revenue.


I decided on an antique refinishing business. At the time, it was popular with Torontonians to scour garage sales outside the city for discarded treasures. I was fond of antiques; I admired the craftsmanship and beauty and had an appreciation for the history of different periods. The patina of the wood belied not only character, but hinted at the mystery of memories absorbed over many years. What better way to combine my interests and my new challenges at work? I thought. We converted one of the old barns on the farm into a workshop, bought a few tools and started accumulating discards—furniture and people.


It didn’t take long before the men were genuinely interested in their work. Each day they arrived at the barn and tackled their assigned tasks. Our next expansion was to begin building pine reproductions. We sectioned off part of the workshop and opened a retail shop. Sales were steady, and the program was a success! I had been taught in school to measure business success by profit-and-loss and marketing effectiveness, but how these men responded to their work surprised me and became an equally important lesson. Each restored piece of furniture became a metaphor for a life thrown away, a life that was now salvaged and returned to a desirable, useful, valuable state. The program was putting life back into their eyes, and they found a renewed sense of self-respect, thus reclaiming a productive place in society. They held jobs, learned and refined new skills, and found their misplaced honor once again.


I learned a lot from those men, knowing what they had been through and how they were turning their lives around. And they didn’t do that alone; a staff of dedicated social workers cared deeply about these men, too. When I accepted that position with the Addiction Research Foundation, I certainly expected to apply what I had learned at the university and to acquire new knowledge and experience, but I never expected to include compassion, understanding and patience. And I certainly could not have imagined the impact this career opportunity would have on my future.


I spent another five years at the Addiction Research Foundation. During that time I married my wife, Anne, and we had our first baby, a girl. Life was good, but we were about to learn how fragile the good life could be. Our baby had a rare genetic disorder called Werdnig Hoffman disease and had only six months to live. Losing her was devastating. Shortly after, we decided to make some changes in our lives.


I enjoyed my work, but I often chafed at the serious culture, the endless bureaucracy and the tricky politics. One of my co-workers, Gary Seidler, had become a good friend, and we decided to become partners, move to the United States and start a publishing company. We chose south Florida, an unlikely place for a publisher of a trade tabloid newspaper specializing in the alcohol and drug field. The majority of writers and information related to the field were located in Washington, D.C., and this was 1976, before computers and high technology made information sharing seamless. We founded Health Communications and worked out of a small storefront for many years. In the 1980s, we started publishing self-help books for the professionals’ clients, and when our first New York Times bestseller hit the list in 1983, we started being noticed by the New York publishing establishment.


My professional life was going well, but there was something missing for Anne and me in our personal lives. We wanted a family, and against everybody’s advice, we had another child, a boy. The first time I saw my son, I knew instantly he had the same disorder our daughter had had. We lost him also.


I knew a few things by now. I knew the value of life. I knew how important love was and how much loss hurt. I knew it was just as important, if not more so, to address the human side of business, and I knew that the company I owned had to have a purpose other than making a profit. I wanted to wake up every day and be excited about coming to work. I wanted to know that the success I achieved was based on helping people reach their potential and live better lives. I wanted to honor those men who had taught me so much about compassion and resilience. I wanted to build a business that made a difference in people’s lives—our customers, our employees, my community.


When we celebrated the tenth anniversary as a company, our list boasted two New York Times and dozens of national bestsellers from the experts in the addictions and self-help field. Health Communications played a significant role in developing the publishing genre of “recovery,” and we had a positive impact on the lives of hundreds of thousands of people with our books, magazines and conferences.


Like business cycles do, ours turned. In the early 1990s, the recovery genre peaked, and we explored other niches to develop. Self-esteem was an area of interest, and we were introduced to an energetic young man named Jack Canfield who had developed a reputation as an expert in that field. We liked Jack’s enthusiasm and his content, and we signed him to a book contract. As fate would have it, that manuscript never got delivered because Jack was focused on an oddly titled anthology called Chicken Soup for the Soul that he was developing with Mark Victor Hansen, one of the country’s most sought-after motivational speakers.


Jack and Mark took their energy and enthusiasm to New York and pitched their idea to several publishers hoping to get a contract with an advance on Chicken Soup. Even though dozens of publishers declined, Jack and Mark never faltered. They were diligent about their efforts and undeterred in their beliefs that what the world needed was a little chicken soup. Still they received rejection after rejection. Finally, during a publishing industry trade show, they made one last push to get a deal, using the Health Communications booth as a base of operations. At show’s end, Jack and Mark still had no takers.


As we packed up the booth, Jack asked if we would take a look at the proposal, give them some feedback and perhaps even be interested in publishing it. It wasn’t the type of book suited to our publishing program, but we promised to do so, and I put the manuscript in my briefcase. While waiting for my flight home, I made use of the downtime and pulled out their proposal. By the time I read the story “Puppies for Sale,” the lump in my throat turned to tears in my eyes, and we became committed to the title, to the authors and to the series. As they say, the rest is history.


Today, Anne and I have two wonderful, healthy daughters. Melinda has finished college and is a newlywed. Hayley starts her sophomore year at college this fall. They are beautiful, smart, compassionate women—just like their mother. The business Gary and I started nearly thirty years ago continues to thrive and has lived up to my expectations of what I wanted my company to be and exceeded my definition of success. And yes, I still remember that gentleman farmer—I’m working on that.


Peter Vegso 


EPILOGUE: The first Chicken Soup for the Soul book was published in 1993. The series continues to make publishing history, having released its 101st title in 2005. Millions of people worldwide have enjoyed Chicken Soup for the Soul, and millions of dollars from the sales of the series have been donated to charities associated with each book. The success of the series has also enabled Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen, Gary Seidler and Peter Vegso to privately fund worthwhile causes that are close to their hearts and to reach for their dreams. Peter owns a 140-acre thoroughbred horse breeding and training facility in Ocala, Florida—complete with pristine, white-fenced pastures.


Dahlynn McKowen 






To Be There for My Kids


Mother is the heartbeat in the home; and without her, there seems to be no heart throb.


Leroy Brownlow


My mother and father emigrated from China to America in 1948. My brother and I were born soon after, making us both the first American-born members of our family. Upon coming to America, our parents worked extremely hard to make a living, and, as such, sacrifices were made to ensure a better life for all of us.


Our father worked seven days a week, and our mother would work all day. I remember waving good-bye to my mother every morning as she drove off to work, then I walked to school alone with a house key dangling on a chain around my neck. After school, I would come home to an empty house. When my mother finally came home, she had to clean and prepare dinner and didn’t have time to help me with my homework or play with me. Looking back, I realize that this helped mold my independence and resourcefulness, because I had to figure out how to do things on my own. But at the time, I was resentful. In the mid-1950s, everyone else’s mother stayed home and went to the PTA meetings and school field trips, and I didn’t want to be different. I also remember having only one birthday party as a child; my parents were always too busy working. I vowed that when I became a parent I would do things differently.


Since making a living was always a struggle for my parents, education was very important to them. My father believed that you could use education to make your life better. He would always say, “People can take away your house or your possessions, but they can never take away what you have learned.” I had high expectations of myself as well, so I worked all through high school and was able to put myself through college. I did my undergraduate work at University of California, Berkeley, and University of California, Davis, in business management and design, and then later went to Northwestern to get my MBA in marketing and finance.


I was determined to be successful and make my own money so that I could make my own choices. I went on to work as a marketing manager for major corporations, such as Johnson and Johnson, Hunt-Wesson and Revlon Cosmetics, then as a director of marketing for Mattel Toys. These jobs were very demanding, and I often wouldn’t get home until midnight. While I enjoyed the success and challenge, I really wanted a family, and I didn’t see how I could have children when I was working so many hours.


In between my hectic schedule, I decided to take a jewelry beading class for fun. I really enjoyed it and made jewelry just for myself. When I wore it, people asked about the jewelry and where I got it. They were surprised and impressed that I had made the pieces of artwork.


This interest intrigued me, so one day, I took a shoebox full of jewelry to work and began selling to colleagues during the off-hours. A woman asked if I would bring the jewelry to her home so some of her friends could see it, which I did, with great success! Afterward, I wanted to give her something for inviting me into her home and allowing me to sell to her friends, so I gave her some jewelry as a thank you gift. At the time, I didn’t know there was such a thing as direct sales or party-plan businesses. I also didn’t realize that I had just given my first “home show.”


Once I saw that I could actually make money selling my jewelry, I decided to invest $300 to buy materials and really make a go of the business. Everyone discouraged me from doing so, including my husband, John, (who is now my biggest supporter)! They thought I was crazy to give up my great corporate job, saying it was a waste of my education to “hawk jewelry.” But I had a vision and knew that I could make it work.


I recouped the initial $300 investment right away and sold over $8,000 worth of jewelry that first year. By trial and error, I developed a system on how to book shows and sell the jewelry. While still working at Mattel, I sold jewelry on the side for seven years and made over $86,000 that seventh year! This was the turning point; I had promised myself that if I was able to make half of my Mattel salary selling my jewelry, and was able to pay my mortgage, I would quit my job. I left the corporate world in April 1990.


During that time, John and I were trying to start a family. Five years had gone by, and I thought we might never be able to have kids. The summer after I left my job at Mattel, I learned I was pregnant with our son. In 1992, our daughter was born.


While raising our children, I continued to sell my jewelry and give home shows during the days and evenings, and also on the weekends, but I soon realized that there were only so many hours in the day. I thought, The only way I can continue to grow my business is to teach other women how to sell my jewelry, too. So in 1992, I started taking on other consultants.


My business has since grown into a multimillion-dollar corporation, and this success is a direct result of my vision, the hard work of my amazing corporate staff, as well as the dedication of 70,000 Cookie Lee consultants throughout the United States. And, most important, I stayed true to my original purpose, which was to provide a different life for my children, one that I could be a part of every day. I structured my career around what worked for my family, and as a result, the flexibility and profitability of selling my jewelry have also enabled our company’s consultants to have the same opportunities for their families. For this, I am very proud and thankful.


Please excuse me, I must go. It’s time to pick my kids up from school.


Cookie Lee 


EPILOGUE: According to jewelry magnate Cookie Lee—president and founder of Cookie Lee, Inc.—she made a conscious choice not to sacrifice spending time with her two children “for all the success and money in the world.” Cookie Lee picks up her teenaged children every day from school and attends all of their events. And her business is also a family affair, as husband, John Lin, serves as the company’s vice president.


Cookie Lee, Inc., founded in 1992, has become one of the nation’s largest jewelry direct sales companies by offering affordable, high-quality fashion jewelry sold by in-home jewelry consultants. Based in Tustin, California, Cookie Lee has annual sales of over $120 million and growing.


To learn more about Cookie Lee and her company, visit www.CookieLee.com.


Dahlynn McKowen 
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Some of the ladies wondered if Lisa was trying to 
manage too many home businesses at once.


Reprinted with permission of Jonny Hawkins ©2006.






Project X


I have always been driven to buck the system, to innovate, to take things beyond where they’ve been.


Sam Walton


It’s no secret. Most people do not enjoy the experience of shopping for a used car. Though cars are a necessity in our society, few like the hassles and the haggling associated with making such a purchase. But we had a revolutionary idea that would forever change the used-car buying experience, and it was cloaked in secrecy and shrouded in mystery.


In 1991, I was senior vice president of Circuit City. Circuit City was on a mission to expand its investments into markets that offered future financial rewards combined with the best practices of a strong retail concept. This new market needed to be relatively untapped, with few if any major competitors. Though several options were explored, ultimately a select group of individuals including Richard Sharp, Circuit City’s president and CEO at that time, decided that there was great potential in the used-car market. Thus began a secret operation that we referred to as “Project X.”


The goal of Project X was to develop an industry-changing used-car retail concept, not just another run-of-the-mill car dealership. There were many doubters, but those of us intimately involved in the project possessed an unwavering belief that we could incorporate the characteristics of a big-box store into the used-car industry. This revolutionary idea would also involve the development of a high-tech computer system, an innovation that had never been applied to the automobile sales industry. In December 1991, a one-and-a-half-page proposal was presented to the Circuit City board for consideration, and the board approved spending up to $50 million testing the idea.


Our project was kept under wraps for two years. In the weeks and months that followed the acceptance of our proposal, we quietly recruited others, people who would become key players in the development of this unique concept. Those coming aboard were not always told outright exactly what the project entailed. Even after agreeing to be involved in the secretive endeavor, some, including computer programmer Richard Smith, thought we were joking. Why would Circuit City want to tarnish its image by associating itself with an industry perceived by many as replete with loud and obnoxious polyester-clad salesmen haggling over the price of a dressed-up jalopy? Our intention, however, was to radically alter that very image by forever changing the concept of used-car sales.


Our team surveyed thousands of consumers in order to determine what they liked and disliked about car shopping. Many were far more verbal about what they disliked than what they liked. Based upon their responses, it was obvious that buyers wanted to purchase a reasonably priced automobile in an environment that was hassle-free and haggle-free. In addition, they wanted to have at their disposal a large selection of makes and models. Guaranteed quality was also vitally important, as was shopping in a dealership that was customer friendly, with everything from on-site financing to a supervised children’s play area.


Armed with this information and the invaluable input and assistance of automobile industry experts such as Mark O’Neil and Tom Folliard, the first CarMax superstore opened its doors on September 21,1993, in Richmond, Virginia. In addition to giving customers what they wanted, we also provided consumers with sales associates who possessed the highest levels of personal honesty and professional integrity. Applicants went through a rigorous, multilayered hiring process, and only one in ten met our requirements and high standards for employment. Not only was our sales concept unique, so, too, were our associates. They were pioneers in the industry as well.


Now, more than a decade later, CarMax has grown from that one location to sixty-two used-car superstores, as well as seven new-car franchises. In the company’s fiscal year 2005, CarMax sold over 253,000 used cars, more than anyone else in the United States. Though we had our ups and downs in the beginning, in 2002, CarMax became an independent company publicly traded under the symbol KMX, with earnings of more than $112 million. In addition, we are recognized as a Fortune 500 company, and in 2005 and 2006, CarMax was included in Fortune’s list of the “100 Best Companies to Work For.”


The secret is out. Eliminating the hassles that come with buying a car and giving customers a fair deal makes the car buying experience much less painful. Selling used cars is like any other retail business, and our innovative idea has fundamentally changed the automobile retail business. Project X, now known as CarMax, cracked the code on how to make car buyers happy.


Austin Ligon 
As told to Terri Duncan 


EPILOGUE: CarMax, whose home office is located in Richmond, Virginia, is now the largest used-car retailer in the United States and employs more than 11,000 associates. Austin Ligon serves as the company’s president and CEO.


CarMax’s innovative business practices are what sets them apart from the industry and makes car shopping a hassle-free experience for their customers. Used-car superstore amenities include supervised play areas for children, and in addition to a wide, onsite selection of high-quality makes and models, there are more than 20,000 vehicles available online at www.carmax.com. Customers are presented with written cash offers for their trade-ins, good for seven days regardless of whether or not they purchase a car from CarMax. Sales associates are knowledgeable, and because most are paid the same no matter which vehicles they sell, they do not pressure customers. Along with low prices, financing and no-haggle pricing policy, all vehicles are sold with five-day money-back guarantees as well as limited thirty-day warranties.


It is safe to say that secretive Project X successfully turned the auto sales industry upside down—and it’s obvious that Austin Ligon and his team love being on top!


Terri Duncan 






The Accidental Entrepreneur


If you do build a great experience, customers tell each other about that. Word of mouth is very powerful.


Jeff Bezos


I’d like to tell you that I always planned to run my own business. I’d like to say that I knew at an early age that I would go to business school, make some great contacts and head out into the world with my business plan in pristine condition.


I’d like to tell you that, but it would not be true.


I’m what you would call an “accidental entrepreneur.” Not only did I not plan to be an entrepreneur, I don’t think I knew what the word meant when I was a young man. And I’m pretty sure that I didn’t know how to spell it.


My college degree is in psychology. During my school years I drove a cab and tended bar (a requirement of my Irish-American heritage). A friend of mine was working at a home for troubled boys, and he would stop by the bar occasionally on his way home. The more he told me about the group home, the more interested I became. In short order, I began a fourteen-year career in social work at St. John’s Home for Boys in Queens, New York.


I never completed graduate school, but those fourteen years were equal to my earning an MBA, and a lot more. I learned so much about people—and even more about myself—than I would have ever imagined possible.


In my early days as a social worker, I was not good at all. I quickly became so frustrated that I approached Brother Tom, who ran the home, and told him I was leaving. He refused to let me quit and worked with me to develop a plan for my job.


I had to learn how to be more proactive, how to come to the boys with an agenda and goals. Just as important, I had to stop treating them like a group. You can’t build a relationship with a group; you build relationships with people, with individuals.


Slowly I began to grow as a professional. But there was one kid I couldn’t reach, Norman, one of the tougher kids in the home. No matter how hard I tried, there was little I could do to build a relationship with him.


One day I was planting some tomato plants on one side of the group home, a hint of the florist to come. Norman came walking by and began to make fun of me, the tomatoes and anything else he could think of. The same thing happened for several days in a row. I worked, and Norman stopped by to give me a hard time.


Slowly the conversations began to change. We moved, gradually, from talking about how dumb I was for trying to make these tomatoes grow, to what we could do to make them grow.


Every day, Norman stopped by to help me with those tomato plants. We began to talk about sports, girls, school and whatever was going on in Norman’s life. The topics weren’t important, but the conversations sure were.


I had learned how to truly make contact, how to build a relationship. This lesson, this philosophy, is one that I carry with me to this day at 1-800-FLOWERS. Establish a relationship first, then do business.


The relationship is the transaction. You can use technology (and we certainly do) to extend your reach and increase the number of your contacts, but you still have to build the relationship. Without the relationship, you have nothing.


Here are a few other “semi-commandments,” as I called them in my book, Stop and Sell the Roses (Ballantine Books, 1998):


Waste your youth in higher pursuits. You don’t have to live, breathe and eat business from age five to be successful. My fourteen years at the St. John’s Home for Boys taught me a thousand lessons, including how to motivate others, set goals and manage crises. I wouldn’t trade my time as a social worker for anything, and it certainly played (and continues to play) a key role in the success of 1-800-FLOWERS.


Don’t go crazy about not getting an MBA. Although I wish I had attended the finest business schools in our country, I am living proof that other experiences can make you equally successful. Don’t get me wrong—I certainly wish I had gone to the Harvard Business School or any of the top schools. But, given the choice, I’d rather live a case study than read one.


Don’t try to know everything beforehand. If I had known everything about the flower business before I bought the first store, I never would have signed up. Sometimes you need to start down a road before you can see where it leads you. If you have a sense of entrepreneurship, take that first step.


Brand yourself. In an ever-changing world, the only constant you can control is YOU! Treat yourself like a brand, and remember consistency and credibility are your two greatest assets.


SOBs finish last. Given a choice, people will always choose to do business with individuals and companies who value them.


Cheap is cheap. It is said that the smart entrepreneur goes where the labor is cheapest. Wrong. Go where the labor is smartest. Remember, you get what you pay for.


Trust those family ties. We have great associates at all levels of our company. Some have been with us for a very long time, others for just a year or two. In today’s free-agent, deal-based world, though, only family is forever.


High margins aren’t always important. Forget margins. Are you giving customers the goods and services that they want, when they want them? Satisfy those requirements, and the margins will take care of themselves.


Get personal. I have heard it said that people who star in their own commercials have fools for talent. Possibly, but I appear in our ads to let people know that I am a real florist and that this is a family business. It all comes back to relationships. If you can find a way to establish them, you are ahead of the game. If it just so happens that a commercial is the way to do it, then do it.


Remember: the wheel was already invented. I consider myself to be a creative plagiarist. Creativity really is the ability to learn from others and to apply those lessons to new situations. In almost everything new that you attempt, someone has already done it, sometimes successfully and sometimes not. Either way, there is a lesson to be learned.
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