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Praise for Extreme Entrepreneurship

“For Extreme Entrepreneurship, Adam Sulkowski traveled to 120 countries (!), gathering the fascinating stories of business creators from literally around the world. As you read the 1st person accounts of people making change happen in their communities—from a Pakistani bookstore owner to Malagasy women incubating food businesses around solar mini-grids—you will be both educated and inspired.”

—P. W. Singer, New York Times best-selling author and Strategist at New America

“READ THIS!”

—Alex Mashinsky, serial entrepreneur (20+ successful ventures), holder of 50+ patents (including VOIP), founded and leads Celsius Network (a financial platform with $13B+ in assets under management)

“This book is a compelling set of stories about how entrepreneurs are starting businesses that change people’s lives all around the world. It renews my faith in seeing business as a force for good.”

—R. Edward Freeman, Professor of Business Administration, Darden School of Business, University of Virginia

“Adam Sulkowski tells lively, big-hearted, and often surprising stories that anyone can read and relate to—as an entrepreneur, parent, activist, reader, traveler, or seeker. They tap into universal dimensions of the human spirit: resilience, courage, humility, curiosity, and imagination. Read and enjoy!”

—Anne-Marie Slaughter, CEO, New America

“As a start-up founder, awesome to see practical tips—including from fellow female founders at the frontlines of positive change—collected from super-tough environments.”

—Courtney Boyd Myers, Co-Founder and CEO, Akua

“This is a combination travelogue and business ‘how to’ book that establishes Adam Sulkowski as the Anthony Bourdain of entrepreneurship. Sulkowski shares fascinating stories about entrepreneurs in parts unknown who face daunting challenges in starting their businesses. One of my favorites is the chapter on a team of women who are determined to bring solar power to villages in Madagascar.”

—George Siedel, Ross School of Business, University of Michigan

“Awesome tips for life, work, and travel.”

—Michael Blakey, Managing Partner at Cocoon Capital Partners Pte Ltd

“110%, I recommend this for entrepreneurs and travelers (actual, aspiring, or spectators). You’ll laugh, possibly cry, and be inspired as you get to know how these real-life heroes are doing nearly impossible things—in places most of us barely know or understand, from East Timor to Madagascar to Suriname. You won’t regret the time invested in enjoying these stories.”

—Jason Cipriano, serial entrepreneur, executive at MassMutual, formerly State Street, 1st Lt., US Navy

“Finally, a ‘truth on the ground’ approach to wisdom on entrepreneurship.”

—Elizabeth Kim, Strategic Initiatives Specialist, Babson College

“A must-read. This book is not just for entrepreneurs—there’s wisdom here for everyone. Each story in this book—collected from an astounding variety of environments—provides lessons on how to succeed when many factors align against you. This is an invaluable fresh twist on the kinds of research and teaching that have kept Babson the #1 rated school for entrepreneurs of all kinds for decades. The themes and lessons of this book are both timely and timeless.”

—Leonard A. Schlesinger, Baker Foundation Professor and Chair of Practice Faculty, Harvard Business School

“Gripping and compelling stories of people and their unique journeys, challenges, and approaches to questions of strategy and sustainability.”

—Sandra Waddock, Galligan Chair of Strategy, Boston College

“Extreme Entrepreneurship is like three books in one: travelogue, entrepreneurship case study collection, and distillation of tips on how to navigate through life. Great to see underrepresented voices elevated as a source of wisdom. And great to see so many stories related to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The fact over half of the stories are those of female founders is a bonus.”

—Cheryl Y. Kiser, Executive Director, Lewis Institute for Social Innovation, Babson College

“A must-read. Adam shines a light on the values that are driving these diverse protagonists—and weaves their stories into a tapestry rich with actionable lessons, universal observations on the human spirit at its best, and tips anyone can use.”

—Mary C. Gentile, PhD, Professor of Practice, Darden School of Business, University of Virginia, author of Giving Voice to Values: How to Speak Your Mind When You Know What’s Right

“Exciting! A strong achievement. The book subject is important. It shows entrepreneurial activity can thrive in almost any environment. Bodes to be influential.”

—Robert C. Bird, Professor of Business Law and Eversource Energy Chair in Business Ethics at the University of Connecticut, President, Academy of Legal Studies in Business

“Be prepared to be moved by all of these characters: from Liliana in Peru (helping kids that previously were kept in cages to become independent, productive, and happy) to John in Guatemala (going from homeless, to smuggling in a priest’s attire, to becoming an export baron with a heart). Partly a travel memoir, partly a collection of interviews and stories brimming with wisdom on business and life, this is a fantastic voyage to meet inspiring heroes in unfamiliar places with universal lessons.”

—Dariusz Jemielniak, serial entrepreneur, Professor of Organizational Studies at Kozminski University, Faculty Associate at the Berkman Center at Harvard University

“Fascinating, informed, and informative!”

—Manoj Narender Madnani, Founder and CEO, The DSA Group

“A book full of leadership lessons in sustainability! Entrepreneurship in food systems and renewable energy is essential as the world seeks innovative business solutions in the face of global climate change. From Colombia to Madagascar, the inspiring stories in this book underscore the possibility of entrepreneurial leadership applied in the global context. The stories include great details without losing sight of the big picture.”

—Rockford “Rocky” Weitz, serial entrepreneur (8 ventures), Professor of Practice and Director of the Fletcher Maritime Studies Program at Tufts University

“Tomorrow’s disruptive innovations often evolve first on the edges of today’s systems. Over time, the more successful ones fold into the core of our societies and economies. They become the new normal. As these innovations accumulate, the prevailing paradigm begins to shift. And then, before we know it, reality isn’t what it used to be. Adam Sulkowski’s Extreme Entrepreneurship takes us to the edge of the known, into worlds darkened by poaching, civil war, and even genocide, bringing extraordinary change agents into the spotlight. Unsettling—in a positive way—and deeply informative.”

—John Elkington, serial entrepreneur, Chief Pollinator at Volans Ventures, and author of 20 books, most recently Green Swans: The Coming Boom in Regenerative Capitalism (Fast Company Press)

“Having worked closely with the author, this collection of stories is what we’ve come to expect: making space for an array of gifted people at the fringes of mainstream economic opportunity to tell their amazing stories.”

—Sadie Burton-Goss, Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer, Babson College

“It was fun to cooperate in telling our stories! Please enjoy.”

—Lydia Wanjiku Kibandi, CEO, Lensational, and

—Lieutenant Colonel Faye Cuevas, US Air Force
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Preface

Why Go to 120 Countries? Why Collect Stories of Startups?

IT WAS 2005. I felt I’d won the lottery. I had received a job offer for a full-time job teaching law at a business school. After being unemployed for a few dark months that felt like years, I literally went from down-and-out to being on track to security in a dream job. I would be paid to help students interested in commerce learn about law for eight months of the year. The other four, I’d be free (and expected) to write. And I could do that writing anywhere.

Yet I felt like a charlatan—a phony. Not because I hadn’t spent time practicing law or running a business. But because I’d been reading books about life in “the Global South”—as we euphemistically started calling poor countries—and how the world was much more connected than the 4 percent of us in the US imagined. Plus, I’d been reading about sustainability and the fragility of both environmental and economic systems.

I was about to teach eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds about business. Eventually, MBAs as well. And yet I’d never set foot on most continents. I’d never been to a factory in China, a war zone, or a bazaar in the Middle East or transacted with someone in the ocean of humanity in a city of more than 15 million people like Mumbai. I’d never seen rainforest stewardship by Indigenous peoples or by intact communities founded by escaped slaves or encountered a jaguar mother and cub deep in the Amazon. Nor had I met someone fine with cutting all these jungles down, so long as he got his share of the cash. I’d never imagined how much I’d see malnutrition resulting from modern neocolonial trade patterns replacing locally-sourced food. I’d never eaten in a slum anywhere, walked through a refugee camp’s gates, or fallen asleep knowing that a Muslim call to prayer would wake me up.

In short, I felt like a charlatan because I was about to explain aspects of business in the world, but I’d lived in the realities that less than 10 percent of us call home. I had zero firsthand experience in the reality that more than 90 percent of people call home. And it’s now become cliché to observe, but we’re all connected through business and the functioning and fate of the natural environment. If I was going to teach law to business students, I thought I should see and know more about the world out there. So, I looked up old friends, spent the lion’s share of the last of my savings on plane tickets, and hopped onto a flight to Africa and later that year to Asia. That was the start.

Having now visited 120 countries—and through a mix of gobsmackingly unlikely luck and serendipity, the suggestions and help of others, and sometimes intentional searching, and despite more missteps than I’d like to admit—I’ve met and collected stories of people who’ve started solving problems by creating organizations in some seemingly impossible conditions. Based on these stories, it turns out that some challenges are universal. Other stories fascinate because they’re specific to a place, time, or person. I’ve shared some of these stories in classrooms and online with hundreds of students over the years. We practice spotting problems and opportunities, applying theory to practice, and trying to answer: “what will we do when we find ourselves in a similar situation?”

Here, finally, in this book is a collection of some of my students’ favorite stories from entrepreneurs I have met during my travels. The reaction of my students is one reason I know that these stories stir emotions and curiosity. At times, the contexts of these stories may sadden. In other moments, a vignette may make you laugh. The most common comment I’ve read in anonymous student surveys is that these stories inspire.

Some of the stories about entrepreneurs and startups contained in this book I’ve told before, in a longer, more academic format. When I’ve shared them, some have won awards from organizations dedicated to legal studies and to entrepreneurship. This also suggests something may be learned from these stories. But in contrast to academic contexts, the stories published here—some of them for the first time—have a greater focus on the people involved and a greater emphasis on each story’s context and the aspects that are entertaining, inspiring, and thought-provoking.

Having published over fifty times in scholarly research journals and conference proceedings, it is wonderful to finally tell stories without using the fancy jargon that is the norm for academic writing (plus, in the case of legal writing, hundreds of footnotes referencing supporting sources of information). I also have never shared this much detail about the stories before. If there is an entertaining or enlightening backstory—the why and how—of how I came to meet someone, then I’ve included it. You, the reader, could find lessons or inspiration in some of these individual backstories. If you ask me, some examples of these possible takeaways are:

• action is sometimes better than exhaustive planning;

• it pays to show up, ask questions, and ask for help in what you’re trying to achieve;

• it’s sometimes okay to have a tendency to say “yes” to life’s random opportunities; and

• maybe above all, to stay curious.

You may, however, draw other lessons, make your own observations, and come to your own conclusions. Additionally—or instead—you might read some of my confessions about how I came to meet the people featured in this book and conclude that I’m a bit eccentric in how I spend time on my semester breaks. Either way, I’ve kept the spotlight on the main characters and their stories, and I’ve included a selection of stories that I know to be “audience favorites,” varied in terms of context and similar but different.

I am keenly aware the world is filled with thousands more stories like the ones in this book. I did not attempt, with this collection, to generate a portfolio that is representative of the world nor that is proportionate to the scale and difficulty of problems that countries and the world collectively face. I’m hoping the stories in this book are a first collection. And maybe it will inspire more stories like these.

Thanks to all the people described in this book for sharing their stories and entrusting me to tell them. My thanks also to students and colleagues who provided feedback and encouragement. And thanks to you, the reader, for reading these stories. I hope you’re entertained and inspired and maybe even find something useful. 




Introduction

Intended Use for This Book

Why I wrote this book

This book was written to:

• entertain by sharing some good stories;

• inspire with examples of people succeeding in difficult circumstances;

• introduce relatable problems from unfamiliar places; and

• raise awareness of challenges (and great ideas for overcoming them).

The stories in this book were written with the following readers in mind:

• entrepreneurs (of all kinds—plus those who aspire to be entrepreneurs or who just enjoy spectating);

• travel addicts (those who are traveling, going to travel, planning to travel, or are enjoying travel vicariously); and

• last but not least, the just plain curious (learners of any age and in any context).

Earlier drafts of these stories have been:

• shared with people who have started companies;

• reviewed by colleagues who teach in business schools; and

• used with students as issue-spotting exercises in business school courses.

My hopes for readers of this book

For the aspiring entrepreneur or the entrepreneurial leader of any organization:

From those entrepreneurs interviewed and described in this book, I hope you find inspiration and useful ideas for how to see, hear, think, plan, and act.

For the aspiring traveler, or you on the road, or you who misses traveling:

Similarly, we (those entrepreneurs profiled in each chapter and I) hope you find inspiration and actionable ideas, even if you’re limited in how far you can travel and are presently enjoying vicarious voyages.

For students (whether in school or reading this as an autodidactic):

I hope you find the stories in this book entertaining and useful for several things:

• issue-spotting, meaning defining exactly what is a problem;

• practice in applying abstract concepts and imagining options for action; and

• learning about the contexts of parts of the world that might be unfamiliar to you.

Format of this book

The chapter formats will vary slightly. My top priority was to convey the words and reflections of the people at the center of each startup story. Therefore, some chapters almost exclusively consist of reordered and repackaged highlights of interviews. A second priority was to convey context and the story of how I met these people, inasmuch as those stories may be interesting or valuable as well. Regardless of the format, each chapter ends with an enumerated list of takeaways that you, the reader, can apply to your business or personal life.

Here’s hoping you find something valuable and interesting in the stories in this book. And I wish you good luck in your adventures. If you have questions or know of similar stories that you think I should consider for a follow-up book, please do not hesitate to contact me directly—my contact information appears in the About the Author section toward the back of this book. In addition, to read or hear my most recent stories and conversations with people like the ones in this book, please visit: www.extreme-entrepreneurship.com.




Chapter Summaries

Each Story in a Nutshell

1. Peru: A Pioneering School for the Differently-Abled Built during a War Faces COVID-19

As punishment for asking questions, a student is banished to work with outcasts: kids with cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, and autism. She finds her life calling: to co-teach (with their families) these kids to be independent, productive, and happy. She built her school with volunteers using discarded wood during a civil war from 1980–1992, sometimes carrying a white flag to avoid being shot. Forty years later, her work has touched 15,000 families in seven countries. The drop in donations due to the COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing at the time of this writing, has presented their greatest challenge so far, even though their work in homeschooling support and distance learning should be more valued now than ever.

2. Pakistan: She Persisted Selling Books at The Last Word

Despite extremist violence and betrayal by unscrupulous businessmen, a community comes together to support Aysha and her business selling Western and secular books in Pakistan.

3. Timor-Leste: Pride in Local Food and Hunger for Information after a Genocide

In the wake of genocide, in a smoldering city with not a single working computer left, local journalists and an Australian with access to discarded equipment start a newspaper. Now, a local chef is reviving pride in local food after globalization leads to malnutrition.

4. Guatemala: Broke to Smuggler to Legal Exporter of Ilegal Mezcal

The path to sharing wealth with local artisans involves navigating a corrupt and dangerous border.

5. Madagascar: Empowering Local Economies in Villages with Solar Mini-Grid 3.0

By building relationships, a team of women executes a plan to bring solar power into villages to nurture small businesses and encourage the re-localized production of nutrient-rich food.

6. Colombia: Resurrecting Rainforest during a Civil War

Both sides of a civil war spared a decades-old reforestation community that continues inventing novel products and solutions.

7. Kenya: A Counter-Terrorism Officer Targets Poachers by Listening to Locals

An intelligence officer (and single mother of three) working with US Special Forces in combat zones starts noticing correlations in early warning indicators ahead of terrorist and poaching incidents. She gets “left of boom” and starts advocating for women’s entrepreneurship as a key to winning cooperation with local communities in both contexts.

8. Cuba: From One Dollar per Day to Top-Rated Place to Stay

Though capitalism is officially illegal, a former tailor starts and grows a top-rated hostel.

9. United States: Cooking-Up a Revival in a Former Mill Town

Two friends lead an economic renaissance along an economically stagnant main street of a small town.

10. Suriname: Preserving the Maroon Culture and Rainforest in a Pandemic

For centuries, descendants of escaped slaves have farmed sustainably in the jungles of Suriname, preserving a unique culture. Illegal mining increasingly devastates these rainforests.

11. Outer Space and Inner Space: Astrophysicist to Heart Hacker and MindMics

An astrophysicist develops a platform for using earbuds to gather precise medical data. 




Chapter 1

Peru: A Pioneering School for the Differently-Abled Built during a War Faces COVID-19

TO AVOID BEING SHOT, Dr. Liliana Mayo carried a white flag when crossing parts of Lima to pick up volunteers for her pioneering school for the differently-abled, as she insists on calling her students. Dr. Mayo’s innovative experiments in education as a psychology student starting in 1979 coincided with the increased activity of a local terrorist movement. Deadly violence, plus power and water outages, would become part of the second longest-running civil war in recent Latin American history, lasting from 1980 until 1992. This was the context in which Mayo developed her unique way of, as she stated it, “providing a first-world service in third world poverty with fourth world compensation.” Actually, Dr. Mayo achieved something that had not been done before, even in the most developed countries in the world: her school has arguably been better than a first-world service.

The following sections of this chapter are excerpts from my interviews with Dr. Mayo and describe the incredible true story of a student sent—as punishment—to work with children who were outcasts. In doing so, Dr. Mayo found her life’s mission in helping them become independent, productive, and happy. She built a school with no resources during a civil war, improved the lives of 15,000 families across seven countries, and is now facing the most difficult challenge of her life: run on donations, Centro Ann Sullivan Peru (CASP) is, at the time of this writing, in dire financial straits due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1.1. Dr. Liliana Mayo with a former student of her school, Centro Ann Sullivan Peru (CASP), named Patty, in Lima, Peru. (Image courtesy of Dr. Liliana Mayo.)

From punishment to finding her life’s mission

As a psychology student, Dr. Mayo had made the fateful error of asking questions that irritated one of her professors. Her temporary punishment-by-banishment—exile, to work among children with special needs—turned out to be where she realized her life’s mission. On the way to work, in poorer neighborhoods, Dr. Mayo saw that children with autism, cerebral palsy, and Down syndrome were sometimes kept naked and tied up or in cages on rooftops like maltreated animals. Upon learning that a child was neurologically atypical, many men would abandon their wives and families. Dr. Mayo was sure there was a better way to raise and educate these children.

How to even begin the impossible, with nothing? How did she find resources?

Dr. Mayo credits her parents with letting her use the garage of their home to try a different approach to teaching differently-abled children. In so crediting them, she attests to the value of sharing one’s crazy ambitions with others. As another example of this value, Dr. Mayo recalls sharing her dream and her needs early on with someone and soon receiving a donation of eight chairs for her first students to sit upon.

That first benefactor, who donated the chairs, had been “looking for a mission
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