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    A note before you begin




    Welcome, dear reader, to this journey into the world of the underdog. Before we begin, a few signposts to guide you on the way.


    There is a temptation with every business book to treat it as a map. You read the stories, you follow the steps, you arrive at the destination of your future success. But as the Polish-American linguist and philosopher Alfred Korzybski famously said, the map is not the territory. And nor is this book a GPS. Rather, it is an expedition, a tour that will take you into the hearts, minds, lives and businesses of some of the most fascinating and inspiring underdog entrepreneurs around the world.


    Some of them built big companies, some small. Some of them are widely known, others you may never have heard of. All of them have one thing in common: an uncommon tenacity in the face of often overwhelming challenges. They adapt. They learn. They recover. They change course when circumstances demand it, without losing sight of the destination they are trying to reach. These qualities appear again and again in these pages.


    You will find entrepreneurs who were rejected by investors, dismissed by experts, underestimated by competitors, and in some cases ridiculed by almost everyone around them. Yet they refused to allow someone else’s verdict to become their destiny. They found another way forward.


    At the same time, while the stories you are about to read are true, they are true only of a particular moment. They are a snapshot of people and enterprises, captured at a specific point in their trajectories, under specific conditions, in a specific era of the global economy. Some of the businesses profiled in these pages will grow beyond recognition. Some will stumble. Some may vanish altogether. That is not a flaw in the telling; it is the nature of the game. Because business, like the weather, is always subject to change.


    For the same reason, you will find no formula here. There is no 10-step system, no secret decoded, no guarantee that what worked for a factory worker in Shenzhen or a former inmate in New York will work for you. The underdogs in this book did not succeed because they followed a playbook. They succeeded, in large part, because they were willing to throw the playbook away.


    If their stories teach us anything, it is that tenacity outlasts strategy and that past success is a starting point, never a destination. The businesses may rise and fall but the human qualities that built them are as old as commerce itself, and we suspect they will outlive every disruption still to come.


    And disruptions are coming. Artificial intelligence and its attendant technologies are already redrawing the map of what a startup is, what it costs to build one, and how quickly it can rise or become obsolete. Business models that look unassailable today may seem quaint in a few years. Entire industries profiled in these pages may be transformed by tools that do not yet exist.


    While we, the authors, are based in South Africa, we’ve always wanted this book to be an international collection of stories, where business owners and future business starters can learn from those who have gone ahead of them in all corners of the globe.


    We make no predictions – forecasting is a mug’s game – but we do offer an invitation. Read these stories not as templates to copy but as case studies in the art of the pivot. The next generation of underdogs will not succeed by replaying the past. It will succeed, as has every generation before it, by reading the moment and moving first.


    Which brings us to what we hope this book becomes. We like to think of it as a living document, a generational snapshot that we intend to revisit, update and extend. There are underdog stories unfolding right now, in townships and tenements and small towns on every continent, whose protagonists have not yet made the news. Future volumes, we hope, will find them. We invite you to be part of that search.


    If you know a story that belongs in this company – someone who started with nothing and built something against the odds – we want to hear it. Share it with us at https://vusithembekwayo.com or michaelhinton.co.za. Let’s tell the story of underdogs together. The world deserves to hear them. And if you’re undertaking an underdog journey yourself, go well on your way, and let’s hear from you too.

  


  
    Introduction: The power of the underdog


    In refusing to accept their limitations and admit defeat, entrepreneurs teach us that we, too, have reason to believe that we can and will succeed.


    In the summer of 2004, the Greek national team arrived at the UEFA European Football Championship in Portugal as rank outsiders. The odds against them taking the coveted Henri Delaunay Cup stood at 150–1, according to the bookmakers back home. The Galanolefki, a reference to their blue and white kit, boasted no Ronaldo, no Zidane, no Rooney. They had scored only one goal in a major contest and never won a match. Portugal, playing at home in front of ecstatic crowds, were the favourites. France, Germany, England and Italy were the top contenders. Greece were there to make up the numbers. In sporting parlance, they were the underdogs.


    Before we get to the kick-off, let’s pause on that word for a moment. The origins of ‘underdog’ are not pretty. In the brutal world of dogfighting in 19th-century England, the underdog was the one that lost, pinned beneath the dominant animal at the end of a fight. The term carried the full weight of pain and defeat. Hierarchy, for the underdog, was destiny. In the years since, the word has migrated into everyday usage.


    It has held on to its essential meaning – the one on the lowest rung, the one with the odds stacked against them – but somewhere along the way it acquired a new charge. The underdog became not so much the one fated to fall as the one that might dare to rise. We all know what happened in the bout between David and Goliath. Who among us would have been so bold as to put their money on the boy with the sling?


    When the referee blew the whistle at the start of the opening game between Portugal and Greece, the hosts may have been expecting a warm-up. Instead, they were served a lesson. Many assumed Greece’s 2–1 victory was a fluke. These things happen in football. Normal service would soon resume. Indeed, the Galanolefki drew with Spain and lost to Russia in their remaining group games, advancing to the quarterfinals thanks only to their goal tally. But then they kept winning. Not because they played brilliantly or beautifully. They rarely took possession and created few chances. What they did instead was defend with an almost eerie collective discipline. They refused to behave like a team destined to lose.


    With uncanny grit and valour, they held on to reach the final. It was Greece versus Portugal again, on Portuguese soil, in front of a crowd that had barely recovered from the opening shock. Portugal played hard. Greece waited for their moment. In the second half, they won a corner. The ball came in from the right. Angelos Charisteas rose and headed it into the net.


    It was the only goal of the game. It was almost an action replay of the headed goals that had given Greece their victories against France and the Czech Republic on the way to the final. The same move, executed with the same conviction, against opponents who knew it was coming and could do nothing to stop it.


    The Greek fans gave their squad a new nickname, based not on their colours but on their sheer audacity. Piratiko, the pirate ship. In those opening and closing games, the buccaneers had not attempted to out-Portugal Portugal. They had not attempted to dazzle their fans. They had taken stock of their strengths and weighed up their shortcomings. By believing in themselves, they became unbeatable. And, as happens often in sport, the fates were on their side. It was as if the Greek gods had smiled on them from the heights of Olympus. Their heroic journey was as epic as anything in The Odyssey.


    Greece did not win Euro 2004 by being the best team. Far from it. They won because they understood something the favourites didn’t grasp in time. You don’t have to win by playing the other team’s game. You can win by playing yours. In sport, the scoreboard tells the story, and the scoreboard never lies.


    At the Winter Olympics in 1980, a group of American amateurs defeated the Soviet Union’s ice hockey machine in a Cold War drama that became known as ‘The Miracle on Ice’. At the end of the second period the Americans were trailing 3–2. They refused to yield. In the third period, they scored twice and defended heroically against wave after wave of Soviet attacks. When the clock finally expired, with the Americans winning 4–3, broadcaster Al Michaels delivered the immortal line: ‘Do you believe in miracles? Yes!’


    In Tokyo in 1990, in the 10th round of an undisputed world heavyweight title fight, James ‘Buster’ Douglas, a 42–1 underdog, knocked out Mike Tyson, who seemed at the time almost superhuman in his capacity for destruction. And then there is Leicester City, winning the English Premier League in 2015–2016, at odds of 5 000–1, with a squad assembled for a fraction of what their rivals had paid for single players.


    Each of these stories produces the same dizzying sensation, the feeling that reality has come loose from its moorings. We love these moments. Yes, we realise, it is possible for an underdog to beat the odds. Yes, it is possible for the underdog to turn the tables and send the top dog scampering off with a whimper. But the underdog story is not just a sporting phenomenon.


    In the world of business, there are Davids who flatten Goliaths with a well-aimed pebble from a well-pitched sling. It is difficult now to look at Apple and remember that it was once a small, scrappy challenger to a giant called IBM. What Apple understood, and what IBM at the time did not, was that the real market wasn’t corporations. It was people. Not customers buying specifications but people buying experiences.


    When Apple later found itself in trouble in the 1990s, reduced once more to the underdog and widely expected to fold, it reached back to the same instinct. Simplify. Focus. Make things people love. IBM’s mantra was THINK. Apple’s was: it just works. You hardly even needed to think. The comeback that followed, under Steve Jobs, is one of the great corporate success stories of the last century.


    You could run the same pattern through any number of histories. For decades, Avis ran a distant second to Hertz in the car rental market. In 1962, it took the improbable step of admitting it and turning its inferiority into a strength. ‘We’re No 2,’ the campaign said. ‘We Try Harder.’ In so doing, Avis overturned the old sporting maxim that second place is first loser, as coaches are fond of yelling at their teams at half-time. But in the business world, the logic was sound. If you are not the market leader you have every reason to work harder, care more and take fewer things for granted.


    Even today, in the American car rental market, Avis clings to the number two slot, below Enterprise Holdings. And who is in third place? You guessed it. Hertz. The company that defined itself by not being number one watched number one slip below it in the rankings.


    Netflix, the undisputed giant of streaming content, began by mailing DVDs to customers. In the entertainment business, it was a pipsqueak compared to the Blockbuster video rental chain. When Netflix offered to sell itself to Blockbuster for a mere $50 million in 2000, Blockbuster said no. That would turn out to be one of the most shortsighted business decisions in history. Nobody rents videos any more. Everybody watches Netflix. The pipsqueak won.


    Southwest Airlines made flying affordable when the prevailing assumption was that cheap couldn’t also be good. James Dyson built more than 5 000 prototypes before he had a vacuum cleaner worth selling. Sara Blakely heard ‘no’ so many times when she was trying to launch her seamless foundation garment, Spanx, that she stopped counting.


    What connects these stories isn’t luck, exactly, although luck and timing play a role in all of them. It’s something more like a particular angle of vision. The dominant player in any market tends to ask: how do we protect what we have? The challenger, the outsider, the underdog, tends to ask: what can we do differently and what have we got to lose? These are not equivalent questions. One is defensive, the other generative. One looks backward, the other looks for gaps.


    In a 2017 study for HEC Montréal, researchers Danny Miller and Isabelle Le Breton-Miller challenged the notion that entrepreneurship is a product of privilege, dependent on the right education, family support, financial resources and outgoing personalities. They suggested a different path to success, one forged not through comfort but adversity.


    People who grow up facing hardship often develop abilities they never intended to acquire, the study contends. They learn persistence because giving up is not an option. They become resourceful because they have limited means with which to find solutions. They build strong relationships because asking for help becomes a necessity rather than a weakness. And when conventional paths are blocked, they learn to think differently, discovering opportunities that others overlook.


    The very obstacles that seem to place underdogs at a disadvantage can become the experiences that shape exceptional entrepreneurs. Failure is less frightening to someone who has already survived setbacks. Risk appears differently when the alternatives are few. Creativity flourishes when there is no established route to follow. This is not to say that hardship is desirable, or that everyone who faces adversity becomes an entrepreneur. Many are held back by circumstances beyond their control. But for some, struggle becomes an unexpected teacher.


    It cultivates qualities that no business school can easily impart. The underdog’s greatest strength is often not talent alone but transformation. They have learned to turn obstacles into opportunities, limitations into innovation, and setbacks into stepping stones. In the world of entrepreneurship, those lessons can prove more valuable than any head start. ‘People who are confronted with life challenges frequently are forced to develop the motivational, cognitive, and social resources to overcome them,’ the study concludes.


    Friedrich Nietzsche, the German philosopher, wrote that what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. Hardship tends to cultivate a capacity to improvise and a willingness to come back from rejection. Underdog entrepreneurs share what psychologists call an incremental mindset, the belief that circumstances are not fixed, that skills can be learned, and that today’s position is not necessarily tomorrow’s destiny.


    The underdog stories in this book have been drawn from different countries, industries and eras. The people in them have different personalities, different methods and different definitions of success. You will find no single formula here, no 10-point programme for turning disadvantage into victory. But certain things recur. Purpose turns out to be more durable than status. Creativity tends to outrun resources. Resilience matters enormously. Perhaps most of all, so does the willingness to start before you feel ready, to act before the conditions are perfect, to move without waiting for permission.


    In 2004, Greece did not know they would become European champions. They showed up, played their game and let the scoreboard do the talking. The founders of Apple did not know, in a California garage in the 1970s, that they would eventually build the world’s first trillion-dollar company. The people featured in this book did not know how their stories would turn out. What they had was simpler than certainty. They had a direction, and they kept moving.


    What is your direction? What is your vision? What is the underdog story you will one day be able to tell? When you look in the mirror, do you see someone destined for greatness, armed with every advantage, waiting for the world to recognise your inevitable success? Or do you see something different: someone who has had to fight for every opportunity, who has been underestimated, who has had to prove themselves repeatedly? If you see the latter, it could turn out to be your greatest strength.


    These stories aren’t fairy tales about magical transformations or overnight success. They’re blueprints drafted by people who understood a fundamental truth: being the underdog isn’t about what you lack. It’s about what you do with what you have.


    Here’s what we’ve learned from studying underdogs: success isn’t about your starting point, it’s about where you’re heading. It’s not about what you have, it’s about what you do with what you have. It’s not about where you come from, it’s about where you’re going and who you take with you.


    Crucially, being an underdog is not a permanent condition. It’s a choice. Every day, you choose whether to see only the obstacles or the opportunities that lie beyond them. Every day, you choose whether to focus on what’s missing or what’s possible. Every day, you choose whether to wait for permission or to start anyway.


    The companies and individuals in this book made that choice. They chose to see their limitations as launching pads, not landing strips. They chose to view their lack of resources as a reason to be more creative, not as an excuse to dream smaller.


    Right now, as you read these words, perhaps you’re at your own underdog moment. Maybe you’re starting a business with more passion than capital. Maybe you’re entering an industry where you don’t look like the typical success story. Maybe you’re trying to reinvent something that everyone says can’t be changed. Whatever your situation, you can choose to focus on the reasons why you might fail, or on the one reason why you might succeed. Because you care enough to try.


    Underdogs aren’t superhuman. They are human beings who decide that their circumstances will not define their future. The greatest gift of embracing your underdog status is the legacy you leave for others. When you succeed as an underdog, you become proof that anything is possible. You become the example that others point to when they’re told their dreams are too big or their resources too small.


    Every underdog success story becomes a light in the darkness for someone else struggling to believe. Every small company that competes with giants shows other small companies that David can beat Goliath.


    Do you have what it takes? You don’t have to wait for perfect conditions or complete resources or universal approval. Start telling yourself a different story. Start telling yourself the story of the underdog who drew strength from struggle. The underdog who understood that the very things that made them different were the things that would make them successful.


    After connecting on Twitter in 2018 and later becoming friends, we often debated why some South African companies make it internationally while others do not. Was there a secret sauce? The debate then widened to why so many businesses and entrepreneurs fail while others – to all outward appearances underdogs – enjoy great success.


    It is our great hope that these stories will inspire you. Your own underdog story is waiting to be written. The only question is: are you ready to pick up the pen?




    Vusi Thembekwayo


    Michael Hinton


    Johannesburg


    July 2026
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    Yes, we Canva!


    How a university dropout with no technical background set the waves in motion for an app that can turn everyone into a designer.


    Melanie Perkins slipped her feet into the padded straps and stood up on the board. She grabbed hold of the control bar and waited for the wind to do its work. The kite snapped tight at the end of the lines and billowed into the sky. Slowly, it pulled her forward, onto the waves. She leaned back to balance the tension. The board skittered and picked up speed, then she was flying. She splashed back down. The board shot away like a catapult. She went under, pounded by the swell. She looked up to see the kite deflating, like the wing of a bird that had flown too close to the sun.


    ‘Kitesurfing scares the hell out of me,’ she would later confess in a LinkedIn post. She hated the feeling of being out of control, holding on for dear life, negotiating with an invisible force that kept her on her feet, until it didn’t. The only consolation was that everybody falls, and sooner or later almost everybody gets back on.


    In 2011, Melanie travelled from her home in Perth, Australia, to San Francisco, where she hoped to land a windfall of another kind. She had come to see a tech investor named Bill Tai. A Harvard Business School graduate and computer chip engineer, he had made his name as a prescient early-stage investor, backing Zoom long before remote video became a global reflex, and investing in TweetDeck when Twitter was still finding its voice. It wasn’t his first encounter with the young hopeful from the other side of the planet.


    Two years earlier, when he was in Perth to speak at an awards event, she plucked up the courage to introduce herself. She gave him her 30-second pitch on the future of desktop publishing. He told her to stay in touch. She emailed repeatedly, trying to set up a Skype call. No response. Then, as she recalls, she tried to act cool, ‘pretending I was just going to be in the hood rather than making a special trip to meet with him’. It was a long shot, and a long flight. He agreed to meet for lunch.


    She stayed with her brother, who was studying in San Francisco, and agonised over what to wear for the meeting, settling for a business dress and a suit jacket. ‘You didn’t need to get dressed up,’ Tai told her. She took out her pitch deck, which was neatly printed and wrapped with a bow. Tai was bemused. ‘Don’t you have an iPad?’ he asked. She felt her heart sink to the floor. He spent most of the lunch tapping away on his phone.


    She had come to pitch a digital publishing platform called Fusion Books, cofounded in 2007 with her boyfriend, Cliff Obrecht, using a $50 000 loan from her first ‘angel investor’ – her mother, who also let the fledgling business use her living room as an office and production space. As the business grew, it spread into the hallway, the garage and the driveway, backed up by the fast-churning output from an all-day printing operation.


    Fusion Books was an easy, collaborative way for schools to design and publish yearbooks, using a drag-and-drop editor and a library of colourful templates. The web-based app was free to use, and schools would pay for copies of the printed yearbooks. Melanie had watched her schoolteacher mom, with no design or publishing experience, battle every year to coordinate and oversee the annual project. ‘You don’t need a year to make a yearbook,’ promised the website. ‘You just need 30 minutes and Fusion Books.’


    It was a year before the first order came through, with a $100 deposit. ‘We were absolutely over the moon,’ recalls Melanie. ‘We couldn’t decide if we should frame the cheque or cash it.’ In 2008, when Melanie was just 21, Fusion Books was named runner-up in the Ready for Market category of the Western Australia Innovator of the Year Awards. (The winner that year was a high-energy absorption mesh designed to prevent deadly rockfalls in underground mining.)


    Melanie showed Tai the ace in her deck. It was a cartoonish, computer-drawn image of stick figures sprinting down a red running track towards a gold trophy labelled ‘Dominant Online Publishing System’. At the back, constrained by ball and chain, ‘Microsoft Web Apps’ and ‘Google Docs’ strained under the heavy weights of the ‘Old Way’. At the finish, with a big smile and a thumbs-up, stood the winner: Fusion Books.


    As Tai later recalled in an interview for an episode of the Australian documentary series Founder, he asked Melanie, ‘“So can you code this up?” And she said, “No, I’m not technical.” And I said, “Oh.” I said, “Well, if you can find somebody to code it up, I might consider backing you.”’ Until then, he offered Melanie what amounted to a golden ticket. She could come to the next edition of MaiTai, an exclusive networking event for startup entrepreneurs and investors, on the Hawaiian island of Maui. There was just one condition: she had to learn to kitesurf.


    With an athlete’s build and a magnetic smile, Tai was an evangelist for the sport. He called it ‘the best sport in the world for training entrepreneurs. It’s chaos, balance and flow, all happening at once. Lose focus for a moment, and you crash. But when it all comes together, you’re flying.’ His online profile picture shows him defying gravity, one hand gripping the control bar, the other touching the board, his knees bent, the ocean spray flying, an expression of pure joy on his face. The Mai in MaiTai was Susi Mai, a champion kitesurfer and co-organiser of the event, which mixes surfing with pitching in an idyllic location. The golden rule: nobody is allowed to wear a name tag.


    Melanie stayed in San Francisco for three months, until her visa ran out. Cliff, whom she would later marry, was holding the fort back home. She set up office in the Nordstrom shopping centre food court. She emailed, cold called, reached out on LinkedIn and attended tech conferences, trying to stir interest and raise funding for her school yearbook startup. By 2012 the business was generating more than $2 million in annual revenue, impressive for a bootstrapped operation but modest by the standards of Silicon Valley, where investors are always on the lookout for the next potential unicorn – a billion-dollar company.


    Fusion Books had produced 50 000 pages for more than 250 schools and thousands of individuals, but its vision was much bigger: ‘To replace Microsoft Office as the world’s dominant publishing platform.’ That, as Melanie’s ‘exit strategy’ slide put it, would make the business an attractive target for acquisition by Microsoft, Facebook, Apple or Google. But it was still battling to make its entrance.


    Melanie kept a tally of the rejections. One hundred, and counting. She ticked them off on a spreadsheet. The ‘yes’ column was empty. The big obstacle, or perhaps the big excuse, was her remoteness from the epicentre of the tech world’s hustle and bustle. ‘My biggest issue is physical distance,’ wrote one investor. ‘I’m honestly, and unfortunately, not comfortable doing a deal in Australia.’ Another regretted that an investment would not make sense, as ‘we have been focusing more on local Bay Area companies’. Another seemed to shrug off personal responsibility for the decision. ‘There is not a lot of excitement amongst my partners to invest in a prelaunch international seed investment.’ At least one investor tried to temper the refusal with a modicum of interest: ‘Would love to stay in touch to see how things progress, but we are not going to get there for your seed round.’


    She wrote a note to herself in her journal. ‘Mel, you’re extremely tired. You are in a challenging situation, though you can pull through. Nothing bad is really happening, you’re just feeling depressed because you are used to achieving things quickly.’ As much as every rejection hurt, it hadn’t been a wasted trip. For one thing, in her spare time she had learned to kitesurf.


    For another, Bill Tai had given her the gift of his time, and something perhaps even more valuable than money: an introduction. That was why he had been tapping away on his phone at their lunch meeting. He hadn’t been ignoring her. He had been throwing her a lifeline, trying to find the right person for her to speak to.


    He put her in touch with Lars Rasmussen, a Danish computer scientist and software developer with a strong Australian connection. In 2003, he cofounded a mapping startup in Sydney. The company was bought by Google a year later, to create what would become Google Maps. He had also been instrumental in developing Google Wave, a collaborative communication platform that proved too far ahead of its time for mass adoption.


    He was excited by Melanie’s ideas and told her she was on the right track. They spoke for hours about the future of publishing. He offered to help her put a team together, using his contacts in the industry. By this time, in advance of the pitch and surf get-together in Maui, Fusion Books was already evolving – or pivoting, to use the industry buzzword – to a platform with broader appeal and utility. Fusion Books for everyone, as Melanie called it.


    The seeds had been planted years earlier, when she was studying communication, psychology and commerce at the University of Western Australia. She tutored high school pupils part-time in graphic design, using sophisticated apps such as Photoshop, Dreamweaver and InDesign. She would watch her students staring at the screen, paralysed by confusion and indecision. There were so many buttons, so many menu choices. Just turning a design into a PDF could take 22 clicks. ‘It made the students feel stupid that they had to navigate all of these things that they couldn’t remember, all these weird buttons,’ she recalls. It was as if they were lost in a labyrinth, kept at bay by guilds of masters who held fast to their secrets. She wanted to smash the portal open.


    She was 19 when she dropped out of university to start her business with Cliff, who took on the role of chief operating officer. In practice, that meant answering the phone and taking orders in the living room. Neither of them could code. ‘Before we started the business, I didn’t even really like using computers,’ said Cliff in the Founder episode. That could almost have been a brief for the freelance developer they hired. The teachers and students who used Fusion Books didn’t need to think about interfaces, file formats or workflows. They thought about pages, photos and stories.


    In The Medium is the Massage, Marshall McLuhan argues that technology succeeds when it becomes a natural extension of human action. The tools we use recede into the background. They stop being intimidating and start feeling organic. Now came the big pivot. What if designing a publication – a newsletter, a brochure, a report, a business card, a photo book – could be as easy, intuitive and enjoyable as whipping up a meal in your kitchen?


    All the ingredients, from typefaces to illustrations to stock photography, would be supplied. The user could throw them together and mix them up to taste, producing something that looked professional but was well within the skill set of an amateur. They called it Canvas Chef. An ‘incredibly dorky’ name, admits Melanie, with the visual analogy brought to life in a slick pitch deck for ‘a delicious Tablet publishing system which will enable you to Design, Collaborate and Share beautiful documents in just a few minutes’.


    The concept was there, as was the mock-up of an iPad – Melanie had rushed to buy one after Tai’s opening observation during their lunch meeting. But it was
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