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			Cooking Up a Business

			“This book isn’t just for anyone who is thinking about starting a food business; it’s for anyone who is thinking about starting a business, period. These compelling profiles show that it’s truly possible to make dreams a reality with hard work and the lessons gleaned from these entrepreneurs. My biggest takeaway? You get a lot of help and support from unlikely sources, including these intrepid souls who were willing to share their stories so that you can learn from their experiences.”

			—Michelle Shih, lifestyle director at O, the Oprah Magazine

			“From flavored nut butters in Colorado to bargain wine in California, Rachel Hofstetter provides insight into an inspiring diversity of food businesses. Hofstetter’s flair for storytelling illuminates these entrepreneurs’ passion, dedication, and great success. Cooking Up a Business is a go-to for foodies with a taste for starting their own company, and a great reference for readers wondering how their favorite products got to the grocery store shelves.”

			—Leah Douglas, Serious Eats

			“From local artisans to food tour enterprises, this terrific book shows a wide range of entrepreneurs pursuing their passions in food—and actually making a living! It’s a valuable, instructive, and encouraging set of stories and practical advice—smart reading for anyone thinking of launching their own food endeavor.”

			—Faith Durand, executive editor of The Kitchn

			“The specialty food industry is booming. Thousands of fledgling entrepreneurs want to bring their treasured recipes to market but are unaware of the obstacles they will encounter. This insider’s look at successful businesses will instruct and inspire, so more people can live their dreams.”

			—Ron Tanner, vice president of communications and education at the 
Specialty Food Association
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			INTRODUCTION

			So, You Want to Sell Your Famous Spaghetti Sauce?

			You might call me a food entrepreneur groupie. At first it was for work: my job as a food editor at places like O, the Oprah Magazine and Reader’s Digest took me to food trade shows, launch parties, and lots of meet-and-greets where I chatted with food entrepreneurs about their products. The chocolates, jams, cheeses, and crackers were delicious, but just as memorable were the founders’ stories. When I went home at night, I wasn’t thinking about their products per se, but the aha moments, challenges overcome, and sheer drive that had led each one from his or her home kitchen to bountiful displays on grocery store shelves.

			It became one of my favorite parts of the job: A new food entrepreneur was in town next Tuesday. Did I want to meet? Of course! Or I’d give a friend a fantastic cheese to try and then spend twenty minutes waxing poetic about the story of the woman from Alabama who left her corporate job to raise goats and make fresh chèvre.

			Then I found myself talking about the lessons I’d picked up to new and want-to-be entrepreneurs. It started small. My aunt had a special holiday herring dish and was thinking of selling it at her local market. How should she go about it? Advice came tumbling out—not from my own experience, but an amalgamation of the wisdom of the hundreds of food founders I’d worked with over the years. Then I’d be chatting with another food entrepreneur and he’d mention a challenge he was facing. Well, this other company had experienced something similar and overcome it by doing x, y, and z, maybe he could, too?

			And thus this book was born. I wanted to focus on what it’s like to start and grow a successful food business now, so I limited my net to entrepreneurs who had created their business in the past ten years or so. Pioneering food companies came out of the 1980s and 1990s, but what about those who came of age in an era of social media, Whole Foods, artisanal products, food trucks, blogs, and gluten-free? It’s their stories that teach you how to succeed today.

			I also wanted my dream list of food entrepreneurs to have founded their company and still be in control today; they had to be of all ages, genders, and life experiences; and I wanted to include businesses from all over the United States, from Columbus, Ohio, and Boulder, Colorado, to longtime foodie hotspots like San Francisco. These are the people who are just like you.

			I think you’ll agree that the final group—who will become your friends and mentors throughout these pages—are smart, savvy, and incredibly inspirational. Best of all, they’re great teachers. For an entire year I conducted exclusive interviews with each entrepreneur, following along on his or her intrepid tales as we dove into both wins and mistakes. Often, I’d be swept away by the narrative, only to realize at the end that I’d learned more—intuitively—in one session than in any of the business lectures I’d taken in college.

			I wanted their experiences to offer applicable, real-world guidance to the entrepreneur who is dreaming about the next big thing. Ten years ago, we couldn’t have guessed that gluten-free crackers, salty savory chocolates, and popped potato chips would be runaway hits. And while I have no idea what yet-to-be-invented food products will be flying off shelves ten years from now, I do know that the down-to-earth, real-life lessons in this book will help the next generation of food entrepreneurs—you—get there.

			You’ll learn innovative ways to hustle so you can make and market your product on the cheap, get meetings with grocery store buyers, and build a national brand with no connections or start-up money, like the young couple who founded Love Grown Foods did. You’ll learn from the found of Kopali Organics how to develop a product that sells, supports social good, and of course, returns profits. The best-friend cofounders at Tasty share how to create incredibly strong branding so that if your original product doesn’t work out, you can easily navigate your way to the next iteration. And if a luxury brand is your goal, Katrina Markoff of Vosges is your woman—her high-end specialty chocolates are the food equivalent of couture fashion.

			Join Phil Anson of Evol Foods as he navigates food safety regulations—everything from commercial kitchens to U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) inspections—and unearths the unique challenges of scale involved with selling fresh and frozen foods. The eponymous founder of Mary’s Gone Crackers takes you on a wild ride through product manufacturing, including the world of co-packers and niche areas like gluten-free, and leaves you ready to bake, cook, bottle, or package anything.

			You’ll learn how to smartly use your biggest asset—equity in your company—to bring on and retain the best employees, hire premier design firms, and get your product into distribution. (You’ll also be craving tour guide Justin Gold’s nut butters.) Then you’ll brush up on your business acumen with a genius approach to financing from Cameron Hughes Wine.

			Once you’re ready to launch and create big buzz, Keith Belling of Popchips will inspire you with his fresh, fun marketing and sampling campaigns. And then you can go really big like Kara Goldin of Hint Water, who explains how her keep-it-simple strategy makes her win on the grocery store shelf and why over half the stores in the United States are clamoring to carry her product.

			Whew! It’s enough to make you want to start cooking up a business. And when you do, drop me a line at rachel.hofstetter@gmail.com. I’d love to hear your delicious success story.

		

	
		
			1

			The Power of Hustle

			LOVE GROWN FOODS

			A young couple, fresh out of college, reinvents—and conquers—the cereal aisle.

			A Love Story

			Maddy D’Amato and Alex Hasulak first met briefly when they were freshmen at the University of Denver (he asked her to a dance—her answer will forever remain off the record). But it wasn’t until two years later, when they were juniors, that they became more than casual acquaintances. “Then it was quickly a head-over-heels situation,” remembers Maddy. “I saw Alex longboarding around campus, and it was nice to see someone I knew—most of my friends were studying abroad.” She immediately texted him, and the next day they met for breakfast. Over a whirlwind of conversation they bonded over everything from early graduation (they were both planning on it) to their love of the outdoors.

			When the check came, Alex instantly picked it up. If breakfast was on Alex, then Maddy was just going to have to cook him dinner to reciprocate. And when dinner was finished, the October night just happened to be full of shooting stars. Maddy and Alex made a thermos of hot cocoa, pulled on their coats, and drove to a lookout point with a view over all of Denver. “We lay out blankets and talked for hours, watching the stars until four in the morning. I would say we fell completely in love,” remembers Maddy. Little did they know what would come from that late night adventure would be not just a relationship—but a thriving natural food business that, five years later, would have products in 4,500 stores.

			Plan to Succeed, Succeed as Planned

			It didn’t take long for Alex and Maddy to become an official couple—and to share their emerging career dreams. Alex had dreamed of running his own business since his lemonade-stand days, while Maddy was an avid cook and nutrition guru. Was there a way to join forces and combine their passions? Within weeks, they were tossing ideas back and forth between every class. First, they considered selling Maddy’s homemade pesto. But she and Alex were living in college houses—make that typical college houses, overflowing with roommates and with very limited fridge space. It would have been a logistical nightmare to store large amounts of basil and fresh pesto. Plus, after doing a few large test batches for friends, it was clear that while making pesto for six was a breeze, making it for sixty was exponentially more difficult.

			That’s when they both stepped back and looked not just at the company they wanted to run in six months, but the one they wanted in five years. Although they were brimming with enthusiasm and itching to start right away, Alex had also taken some business classes and knew that a little strategic planning on the front end would help them later—they would need to think small and local for the short term but plan for big and national in the long term. The first question to consider: What could he and Maddy eventually mass produce, while still maintaining high quality? If they began with something tricky now—like a perishable, high-labor product (pesto!)—they would run into issues as soon as they moved beyond a few area stores. Instead, they needed something that was shelf stable, easy to make and store in large batches, and simple to transport. In short, they needed a healthy food product that would scale.
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			And that’s where Maddy’s mother’s granola came in. “My mom had made this recipe my entire life, and ironically, I’d never liked it. I love the memory of her making it and the smell, but it was never a food I liked to eat,” says Maddy. But Alex loved her granola, and it had three big plusses going for it: it was nonperishable, transportable, and could be easily scaled for large batches. The couple took that recipe as a base and started tweaking it in their college kitchens, making all sorts of changes—one batch used honey, another used molasses; some tries were crunchy, some were chewy. Soon they had a variety of recipes they loved and were ready to pick a winner.

			But before they could test their new product out on potential customers, they had to think of a name and a larger brand identity. That included brainstorming a list of thirty-plus possibilities while they were supposed to be studying for midterms. “My only request was that the name include love because I truly believe love makes everything taste better. It’s the secret sauce,” explains Maddy. They listed all sorts of phrases that had love as the first word—and the second Maddy wrote down love grown, it stuck.

			But Love Grown granola was not their final goal: Love Grown Foods was. “We really envisioned ourselves growing into a natural foods company, not just a granola company,” explains Alex. “We didn’t want to limit ourselves with a name, in the same way we didn’t want to limit ourselves with a product that wouldn’t scale.” In fact, they’ve never used the word granola on any packaging—their product is tagged Oat Clusters & LOVE. This also meant they could bypass any preconceived connotations of the word granola (think hippie, crunchy, counterculture).

			Alex and Maddy also started to design their logo and began thinking about how they wanted to be perceived: fresh, happy, and most important, legitimate; no homespun vibe or amateur-looking packaging. From the beginning, Alex had a “building-a-brand mentality,” focusing on that intangible value that’s more than just a product. The branding was integral to how they wanted to grow. “Think of how something goes viral on the Internet,” says Alex. “It needs exponential growth.” What does someone love and then tell ten friends about? And then those ten friends tell another ten friends? It’s generally fun, optimistic, and appealing to a large—not niche—audience. A cute, premium-priced product in a boutique Denver coffeehouse can go only so far in sales and impact. But an optimistic brand, tied to a delicious, accessible, and competitively priced product? The potential was exponential.

			Once they had a name and the beginnings of a brand, Alex and Maddy took a cue from business textbooks: If the big companies put new products through exhaustive customer focus group research, so would they. But they didn’t need to hire expensive consultants when they had hundreds of college classmates who loved free food. Alex and Maddy filled snack-size plastic bags with samples, printed Love Grown Foods on return address labels, and stuck them on. Then they attended every one of their classes laden down with samples for their peers and professors: The only caveat was that anyone who tried the oat clusters had to fill out a short survey. Did they like it crunchy or soft? Extra sweet or just subtly sweet? What flavors did they prefer? Would they buy it at a store? How much would they be willing to pay? What did the name and logo communicate? Their first, grassroots attempt at focus groups and consumer research was a hit: “We took every bit of feedback into consideration and used it to refine our recipe, product line, and vision,” says Maddy. “And in those last few weeks before graduation, we began to get a better idea of exactly what our company should be.”

			Success, One Step at a Time

			After graduating in May 2008, the couple moved in with Maddy’s parents, a special education teacher and a contractor, in Aspen, Colorado. Alex never even considered renting their own place; he wanted to save as much money as possible so he and Maddy could launch their business. “It took me a while to get on board with that!” remembers Maddy. While she enjoyed working on Love Grown, she still thought of it as a side project, something to keep Alex occupied while she earned certifications in massage therapy, Pilates, and nutritional counseling. And on the surface, that’s all it looked like: Alex was working full-time as a teller at the Wells Fargo bank; Maddy was using her new certifications to land a variety of part-time jobs. Plus, three nights a week they’d go straight from their long days to a joint babysitting job. But throughout late 2008 and early 2009, they were also putting Google to work, figuring out all of the steps of manufacturing and packaging their product.

			Alex was adamant that the product be fully branded and “real” looking the first time it saw retail shelves, so each exercise took extra time and deliberation. Although it would cost more upfront—which Alex and Maddy compensated for by putting in extra manual labor—their hope was that this strategy would make it easier for their company to grow and scale. For example, they could have originally put the product into plastic bags and sold them in Aspen coffee shops, but then the granola would scream, “Homemade!” Because custom-printed bags were prohibitively expensive, Alex and Maddy came up with a cheaper solution: they ordered large printed stickers as well as clear, sturdy stand-up bags. “We’d hand sticker our bags for hours and hours,” says Maddy. “We’d put on a movie and it became our hang-out time.” With a little creativity and extra work, they soon had Love Grown bags that would fit in on any supermarket shelf.

			They also had to tackle barcodes and nutrition labels. Time and again, Alex returned to Google to find his answers. It turns out that there’s actually only one company that issues Universal Product Code (UPC) barcodes, GS1 (gs1us.org). The cost can add up quickly—$1,000 to register your company and then an additional fee to generate the barcodes for your packaging. And those barcode fees are per item, so if you have five flavors, you’re buying a specific UPC for each one. But once they were done with that, they were done—every retail store in the world uses the same standard GS1 barcoding system, and there are no per-swipe fees or extra charges.

			To get their official nutritional information, Alex and Maddy skipped the traditional route (hire a company to run analysis) and did a little bit of digging. They found that Colorado State University, like many other universities, would run reduced-price tests for small businesses. Soon they had all the documentation they needed to create a nutrition label, and their packaging prototype was looking more and more like the big-name products they saw in grocery stores. Then it was all about registration, taxes, and health regulations. “Besides Google, I think the best resources for all things official, like regulations, are government sites like sba.gov [Small Business Administration],” says Alex. “It can be like reading a foreign language, but at least you don’t have to take it with a large grain of salt like you do on third-party websites.”

			By the spring of 2009, Alex and Maddy were finally ready to make some food! They rented space in a commercial kitchen from a catering company and bought huge bags of ingredients at Costco. The kitchen was in a basement, so they would haul hundreds of pounds of oats, honey, and oil down steep steps. They baked at night (the catering company used the space during the day), packaging and hauling their product back up the stairs before dawn.

			Alex and Maddy started by bringing their oat clusters to two local coffee shops, small places that readily agreed to put the granola on their shelves because Maddy had known the owners most of her life. But even at this stage, pricing was strategic. “Our hope was to eventually compete with the Bear Nakeds of the world,” explains Alex. “We were never going to be able to do that with a retail price of $8.99, which puts you in a niche, luxury category.” So he checked out the Bear Naked price, which was about $4.99, at various stores and decided that Love Grown would match it—even if it meant that, in the beginning, they weren’t making enough to cover their costs.

			Meanwhile, Alex was still working at Wells Fargo by day. A few times each week, the manager of the Aspen City Market grocery store would come in with cash deposits. “It was a small town, and so I knew who this guy John was, and by then he knew my name too,” says Alex. So one day he just asked John for advice: “My girlfriend and I own a natural food company, and we would love to know what it takes to eventually get on your shelves.” “Bring it in! Let me look at it,” was John’s enthusiastic reply.

			They found that the support network in a small town, especially when you know lots of people like Maddy did in Aspen, is an amazing base. The outreach works in concentric circles: start with the people you know, then build a following in a bigger circle, and then an even bigger circle. But if you start in a big circle (say, Denver as opposed to Aspen), you don’t have that same level of organic support. In Alex’s case, John was just a nice guy he knew, so it was easy to casually ask for advice. But that one small connection would lead Alex and Maddy to their next concentric circle.

			Two days later, Alex and Maddy took their fully branded bags of oat clusters into the store and showed them to John. “This is great!” he said. “I’ll put it on the shelves in July.” That was just a month and a half later, and two jaws dropped in tandem. How were they going to make that much product? But they rallied, baked up hundreds of bags’ worth, and delivered it down the street. “And it just sold like crazy—it far outsold the leading, established store brands on the shelf,” says Maddy. “We attribute that partially to the fact that I grew up in Aspen and we had incredible support from all of the locals. But at the same time, it was also a testament to the fact that people actually really liked the product because they didn’t just buy it once, they kept on buying it.”

			Their success was so unprecedented that by the end of the first month, John told the couple that they needed to talk to King Soopers, a larger chain of grocery stores in the Denver area. “This is a product I can see going places,” he said. He helped arrange a meeting, and in August 2009, Alex and Maddy packed up samples, drove down to Denver, and presented the product to the regional King Soopers buyers.

			“The most difficult part of a meeting like that is actually getting the meeting, which was where we were very fortunate,” says Alex. “Our success in Aspen obviously led to that invitation. There’s no way a mom-and-pop company can walk in from the street to the offices of a conventional grocery chain and present their product. But we had the branding, the packaging, and the right price point, plus help from John.”

			But for the meeting itself, they knew the best thing they could bring was their own energy and passion. “Maddy naturally connects with people, which we learned helps us out a lot in presentations,” explains Alex. “I know I’m biased, but she’s an incredible salesperson.” And while they made (and continue to make) PowerPoint presentations, they don’t practice what they’ll say or rely on their slides. “We live this business, so I hope we know what we’re talking about!” says Alex, laughing. “We just go in there and talk about the product and our passion for healthy eating.”

			
				
					[image: LoveGrown3.tif]
				

				
					Mario Masitti

				

				
					The Love Grown line

				

			

			
			Soon King Soopers came back with unbelievable news: They were going to carry Love Grown oat clusters in forty stores throughout the state. The Love Grown duo was ecstatic, but also needed to move quickly. The first order would start in January—just a couple of months away—and they needed to figure out how to juggle this new big order with their regular full-time jobs. Up until that point, Love Grown Foods had truly been a project they ran on the side. But even with forty stores, they could still handle baking at night, right? Halfway through their planning, King Soopers called again: Actually, they didn’t want to place the product in forty stores. They wanted to put it in eighty.

			From Zero to Sixty in Nine Months

			The second King Soopers request came at the beginning of December, and the product would need to go on shelves in early January. Suddenly, Maddy and Alex had a lot to work out, and quickly. They took the risk, quit their jobs, found commercial kitchen space in Denver, and found a Denver roommate: Maddy’s brother. They moved in all of their baking supplies and started to make their oat clusters during the last week of December, just like they’d made it hundreds of times before.

			But unfortunately, the kitchen’s ovens weren’t baking evenly, and they couldn’t get the product to come out right. “It was the most traumatic experience! We actually hauled our ingredients four hours back to Aspen,” remembers Maddy, “and baked our first big order in our old commercial kitchen.” They did the whole thing in twenty-four hours straight. Maddy’s parents and brother came in to help bag, and no one stopped, or took a single break, for the whole stint. At the end of their nutty adventure, they repacked their car with bags of oat clusters and zoomed back to Denver. They were going to make their first deadline, and King Soopers would never know how heroic the attempt had been.

			And so began the nine months of their lives that Maddy still refers to as “Brutal. Really, really brutal.” The duo worked out the oven situation and started a daily routine of baking from 4 p.m. to 4 a.m., the window they’d purchased at the commercial kitchen. With no machines or industrial mixers—not even a KitchenAid!—they would literally hand-mix hundreds of pounds of ingredients at a time. “It was hard, physically demanding baking—we called it the granola workout—and it definitely kept us in shape,” says Maddy. And when the going got tough, they’d remember the competitive athletes they’d been in high school and channel that power, giving each other pep talks reminiscent of a football coach’s halftime talk: “Okay, finish strong. You have two more hours. Pull it together, and finish strong!”

			They would even smell like granola long after they left the kitchen: Maddy recalls the scent of cinnamon seeping out of her pores in the shower. Alex and Maddy kept the intense schedule up night after night, week after week—and there was no falling into bed at 7 a.m.! After a quick shower and change of clothes, they’d leave the house at the break of dawn to do a breakfast surprise for a store account or drop off oat clusters and yogurt at a morning radio show. Their strategy: Try everything possible in hopes of getting people talking about—and recognizing, and buying—Love Grown oat clusters.

			During the day they were out and about: at farmers’ markets, races, concerts, and in-store demos, all in the name of facilitating one-on-one engagement. By early evening, they’d be back baking in the kitchen. “Sleep? Who needs sleep?” says Maddy. “We were pulling twenty-four-hour shifts on a such a regular basis that it became our idea of normal.”

			It almost makes Alex sick to remember those early days now: “Those first nine months in Denver were like nothing else; it was extremely rough. I’ll meet people today, and they think we just went on a joyride and got lucky. But no: it was a constant, never-ending sacrifice.” They didn’t have weekends, time off, or a cent of disposable income. In fact, they didn’t have a single purely social interaction for nine months straight.

			But the pair had no other options: They couldn’t afford to bring anyone else on. There was no money to hire bakers or outsource to a co-packer or find people to do demos. “All we could afford was our own sweat and hard work!” says Maddy. “If we wanted something to get done, we had to do it.” Their biggest relief? Sometimes, when they got big orders, they’d call on their parents for help and the whole crew would pull a marathon baking and packaging session.

			While Alex and Maddy passionately believed in their company, others were skeptical. “Oh, that’s cute, but you guys are twenty and twenty-one . . . you’ll grow up and get real jobs soon,” they’d hear, over and over. But the laughter and dismissals simply fueled their fire. They knew they had no baking experience, no work experience, and no business experience. What they did have was youth, energy, and nothing to lose. There were no responsibilities like kids or mortgages to color their perception of risk. “For us, this was the ideal time to attempt this,” says Alex. “Not later, when we had years of experience and equity and people to take care of—now.”

			And all the while, they funded almost every step of their initial expansion themselves (they eventually took on a $10,000 loan from family to purchase a larger oven). How did they make it work? They’d managed to save almost every penny they made in 2008, among their five jobs each, and that’s what they turned to now. To stretch those pennies further, everything they did—like baking batches of granola themselves in the middle of the night—was lean and cheap. This wasn’t investors’ “free” money they were spending, it was the hourly wages they’d earned one babysitting gig at a time.

			So Maddy and Alex went all in together, saying, “We’re either going to make it or we won’t,” and poured everything they had into the business. “We ask ourselves a lot, Is it worth the sacrifice? At the end of the day, we believe it always is,” says Alex. “I have this philosophy: I will happily dedicate everything I have to this for five

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				“HUSTLE” AS A MISSION STATEMENT: BACK TO THE ROOTS

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					If you’re not rolling in dough, hustle your way to success. Find cheaper, grassroots alternatives for things like branding, packaging, UPC barcodes (gs1us.org), nutrition labels (go to a local university), market research (find hungry subjects, like college classmates, who will try and offer feedback on your product for free), and ingredients. (Hello, Costco!) And take a free hint from the business textbooks and think of the long term: What can scale?

					Sell first, then design and build. Go over the top and give away as much product as you can, and say yes to anything you possibly can. Convince stores that they want to carry your product, and then design and build infrastructure as needed once they say yes.

					Start local. If you can build a track record of success at a small, local grocery store that’s affiliated with a larger chain, you up the chances of finding advocates who can help open doors to larger things. Go where you know you’ll have success, hustle like crazy, and then build outward.
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