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Introduction

In 2004, I entered a federal prison camp in Alderson, West Virginia. There, amidst a thousand or so women, were hundreds of young, middle-aged, and older women who had dreams of starting a business when they were released. Many of them came to me to express their passion, their hopes, and their ideas. They were so like the myriad people who write to me with their ideas, seeking guidance, advice, hard facts, and a road map to a successful business.

Two very young women called me over to a picnic table one warm spring evening—there were metal picnic tables with benches at which we sat to talk, to plan, to read, and to eat the few “home-cooked” meals some of us concocted in the microwave ovens. Spread out before them were pages and pages of writing, drawings, calculations; this was their vision statement, their business plan, and the sketches of what their Big Idea would really look like once they were free to build their dream. I studied the plans. They wanted to create and operate a unisex hair salon combined with a café, salad bar, and soul food restaurant in a warehouse district of a large southern city.

Neither had much experience, neither was really a chef or a hairdresser, and neither had any experience running a business. I was astonished at the complexity of the idea, stunned at the expansiveness of the plan, and really pleased that two young dreamers wanted to set out on such an adventure. They were asking for advice, however, and I felt that as the experienced mentor, the entrepreneur with concrete success, I was required to be fair, circumspect, critical, and even blunt. I did not want to dampen their spirits; both still had a long while to spend confined in Alderson. So I wrote down the outline of this book and arranged to give a talk about starting a business, right there in the speakers’ room, underneath the chapel. Using the young women’s idea as an example, I spoke about dreams and passion and vision statements and business plans. I encouraged planning, investing, partnering, and careful, thoughtful research.

Expressing my concern that their plan was too ambitious, too expansive, too difficult, too expensive, and maybe even too old-fashioned, I explained that in New York and other metropolitan areas, hair salons were chic havens for beauty, health, personal care, and skin and nail care. Women did not want to eat where they had their hair cut—a fine cappuccino, maybe; a glass of iced tea and a sandwich on the run, okay. I encouraged them to divide the business in two: a restaurant, and a hair salon that catered to male and female customers. This was a better plan—the one-stop shopping plan that many retailers are now starting to develop. I told them which trade journals to read, what fashion magazines to study, and which books to gather to do their research.

When I returned home from Alderson, I had 5 months of home confinement, and I watched lots of late-night movies. One such movie was Barbershop, perhaps the inspiration for the young women’s plan. I know that inspiration can be found in many different places. So did the girls.

Their Big Idea reminded me so much of a plan that I had proposed to a group of astute and experienced venture capitalists about 5 years ago, a group that had helped nurture and finance companies like Netscape, Google, Intuit, and many others. I was so enthusiastic about my idea, so talkative and effusive about its possibilities and its potentially wonderful impact on the world of homemakers. In return, I was stared at and discouraged with words and phrases such as, “It’s too ambitious”; “It’s too early for such an idea”; “It’s too big”; “You’re not focused.” I used the criticisms and comments to reformulate the idea of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, and we are still working on it, still passionate about it.

Being an entrepreneur is not easy, but it is exciting, fun, and amazingly interesting and challenging. As you will read in the following chapters, being an entrepreneur requires a person to do more than just “go to work,” much more than just “do a job.” It requires eyes in the back of one’s head; constant learning; curiosity; unflagging energy; good health, or at least a strong constitution that will ward off illnesses; and even the strength and desire to put up with sleep deprivation and long hours of intense concentration. To many, these characteristics might sound rather daunting, but among successful entrepreneurs, these are common traits.

The entrepreneurial spirit is alive and well. I see evidence of that fact each and every day. And because so many budding entrepreneurs have so many questions about how to take an idea and make it happen, I decided to write The Martha Rules as a practical and inspiring manual. My hope is that you will use it as a recipe book to make your own success.


1

What’s passion got to do with it?

Martha’s Rule

BUILD YOUR BUSINESS SUCCESS AROUND SOMETHING THAT YOU LOVE—SOMETHING THAT IS INHERENTLY AND ENDLESSLY INTERESTING TO YOU.

IT IS GREAT TO LOVE ONE’S WORK. Doing work that you enjoy gives you energy. You are imbued with enthusiasm. Your senses seem sharper. You wake up with new ideas every day and with solutions to conquer the challenges that cropped up the day before. You are always confident that goals are attainable, that creativity and ingenuity and hard work and passion for the work will make “it” all come together. This “passion” for one’s work is just like an all-consuming love affair—something that all of us crave to experience but encounter only once or twice in a lifetime if we are lucky.

Knowing your passion, working hard to keep it alive, enjoying it every minute of every day, even when the going gets difficult—these are the hallmarks of an entrepreneurial enterprise that you build and develop and maintain and evolve. You expend this extraordinary energy so that others may benefit from it, may learn from it, and may even profit from it.

I have always found it extremely difficult to differentiate between what others might consider my life and my business. For me they are inextricably intertwined. That is because I have the same passion for both. Simply stated, my life is my work and my work is my life. As a result, I consider myself one of the lucky ones because I am excited every day: I love waking up; I love getting to work; I love focusing on a new initiative.

I am not alone with this passion for my work, for my life. Other entrepreneurs that I know have the same type of passion, and their excitement for their work and for their lives is electric and palpable. Whether they work for a large company, run their own business, are raising a family, or are organizing a fund-raising event for a charity, they are tuned into anything and anyone that can help them make their plans unfold and their dreams come true. They are positive and optimistic. They always find a way to get the job done better, faster, and more energetically than those around them.

Passion is the first and most essential ingredient for planning and beginning a business or for starting and satisfactorily completing any worthwhile project. Without passion, work is just work, a chore. Without passion, quality, the cornerstone of all businesses, is simply about minimum standards. Without passion, the people who will benefit directly from your efforts—the customers—seem incidental.

It was my passion for teaching and for easing the challenges of the homemaker’s everyday life that helped me turn my homegrown catering business into a successful omnimedia company with hundreds of millions of dollars in revenue, and with hundreds of similarly creative and driven employees designing and producing thousands of exciting and useful products for America’s homemakers.

When work is based in passion, it does not feel like work—it feels fulfilling and empowering, far more about creating, building, devising, initiating, leading, and serving than about simply moving through one task and on to another. I often use the following example: For me, planting and maintaining a garden is not, is never, working in the garden. Instead, it is gardening. I never have to do housework. I have furniture to polish, I have vacuuming to do, I have ironing to finish.

Search until you find your passion

You may already know your life’s calling as surely as you know your eye color or your favorite flavor of ice cream. Perhaps you have envisioned yourself running your own ski school or designing a line of fine paper products for so long it already seems real. You are just trying to find out how to get going, how to transform your dream into a business.

Or you may feel a burning desire to start something and run something, but you are not sure what that something is. Business schools are filled with people who feel this way, people putting together the tools to hit the ground running as soon as they figure out where they want to go.

Or perhaps most commonly, you may find yourself in a situation where you feel vaguely restless. You may have a perfectly good job, but you feel an urge, a tugging, a preoccupation with an idea. You are turning it over in your mind like a Rubik’s Cube, rehearsing how you are going to tell your family and friends about “it” in serious, measured tones. You are preoccupied with trying to figure out how you can make money with “it” so people will not think you have lost all sense. But the private notion you keep coming back to is: “How fun this could be!”

When I look back on the years when I was exploring career choices and discovering my true entrepreneurial spirit, my choices seem rather eclectic. I was barely in my teens when I began taking a bus from my home in Nutley, New Jersey, to New York City, where I worked as a photographer’s model. I was the envy of my girlfriends, making much better wages for a few hours’ work than they did babysitting or doing chores. This work was fun and lucrative. It demanded a certain optimism and a drive that not everyone possesses.

In the freelance world, you start every day at zero. There are no guarantees of future or regular income. This freelance life taught me to believe in myself and work hard and that good things (and income) would come of it as a result. However, by the time I married and finished my college studies in history and architectural history, I was tired of the modeling business. Modeling was a wonderful way to supplement our family’s income, but I wanted to build a career. I longed to do something more intellectually stimulating.

Armed mainly with my father’s encouragement that I could do anything I put my mind to, I considered my options. I had no capital to start my own business. I did, however, have a great desire to work hard and learn. So I went to Wall Street and joined a small brokerage house where I learned how to be a stockbroker, buying and selling stocks; and I watched closely as many companies’ fortunes rose and fell. I saw some companies make terrible blunders and others, such as McDonald’s and Electronic Data Systems, grow and grow. It was an outstanding education in business and often was very exciting, but I never developed a passion for the brokerage business.

When we (my husband, our baby, and I) moved to Connecticut, I decided to leave Wall Street and try something different. I loved houses and landscaping and decorating, so I thought real estate might be a good career for me. I studied and eventually got my real estate license, but I soon realized that the actual work of selling houses involved spending many hours driving around with clients. That was not something that I wanted to do. I left the business without ever hosting an open house or selling a single property!

I tell you all this because it is not uncommon to try a number of different things before your passion becomes clear. Experimentation is the only way to figure it out. By trying out different businesses and jobs that interest you, you will learn things that will later help you. For example, when I quit modeling, I never imagined I would again spend so much time in front of still and television cameras, and yet I did and still do, regularly. As a stockbroker, I watched many companies take on too much debt and expand too rapidly. It made me vow never to build a business on debt. I also saw companies in which dynamic leaders inspired employees to attain impressive goals—and so I’ve worked hard to motivate people and hire the right executives.

Even my brief time in real estate held an important lesson. Although I disliked driving clients around, looking at houses with them, I loved looking at real estate as an investment for myself. I discovered that the true work of a given job may be much different than what you imagine. There may be a public face to certain businesses that seems fun, exciting, even glamorous. The backroom realities may be another story altogether.

The restaurant business is like this. Running a restaurant is only partly about cooking delectable dishes and greeting regular, friendly customers at the door with a big, welcoming smile. You have to know how to buy foods of appropriate quality and quantity. You need to understand the culinary needs and wants of the community in which your restaurant is located. You must hire and manage kitchen workers and a wait staff. You have to be prepared to fill in as a carpenter, plumber, bartender, dishwasher, or locksmith if that is what it takes on any given day to keep the doors open. On top of those challenges, the hours are terrible, and you will never spend a holiday with your family. Considering all of these obstacles, it is a miracle there are so many great restaurants.

Try new things. I promise that no matter what you experience, you will learn lessons that will eventually help you choose a business you love and a job you will cherish.

Catering paved the way

Even before I found my entrepreneurial spirit, one thing I did know was that I enjoyed cooking and focusing on the home. I loved experimenting in the kitchen. I began baking pies and selling them at a local market. I opened a small gourmet food market called the Marketbasket within a fabulous clothing store that specialized in Ralph Lauren fashions. I sold my own foodstuffs as well as those I commissioned from local women who had a passion for cooking and baking but no desire to run a business, as I did. Clients came in droves to buy scones, quiches, birthday cakes, and Sunday dinners.

Then I took a bigger step: I started a catering business, The Uncatered Affair, in a small kitchen in my Turkey Hill home. The kitchen was a far cry from the spacious and airy kitchens of my homes today, which are equipped with the latest commercial-grade appliances, right down to the San Marco espresso/cappuccino machines. My Turkey Hill kitchen was located in the basement and shared space with the laundry room. The thick, early-19th-century stone walls kept the room cool, and there was no heat—just the warmth that came from my one small commercial stove with two ovens. But that helped cut down on my need for refrigeration (which was good, because I had only one refrigerator), and there were lots and lots of butcher-block countertops on which to work.

I must admit that I did not exactly start small. My first catering job was a wedding for more than 300 people. I charged only $12 per person for the food. I served the guests a spectacular meal of hors d’oeuvres, oeufs en gelée, stuffed chicken breast, pâtés, pyramids of white peaches, two wedding cakes, and ice creams. Here is what I wrote about this wedding in my first book, Entertaining:

The menu was a novice’s—extravagant, demanding, and unprofitable: hors d’oeuvres, homemade pâtés, cold cucumber soup, salmon mousses, cold bass, chicken breast chaud-froid, and homemade breads. Down on Long Island Sound, on a sweltering August afternoon in an unsheltered beach club in Darien, I stood by the buffet table and watched the aspic melt off the oeufs en gelée, and the top tier of a basketweave cake slip starboard. I eliminated the oeufs and pushed the cake back in place. Nevertheless, it was a very good party, and I knew I was hooked. That first party was important, because I learned a lot of small things: that a tent in an atrium stifles any breeze; that fans can be rented; and that no one will know about your disasters if you don’t tell him. In a larger sense, I learned how good spirits and optimism can carry the day.

From that first event I knew immediately that I had found an enterprise that combined several of my talents, my interests, and some of my business experience.

I realized that successful caterers provided good service and delicious, substantial food. I vowed to do even more—to go from good to great. I catered events with flair, originality, and a sense of style. I worked incredibly hard to set myself apart from other caterers. My parties had to look different, they had to taste different, and they had to deliver an altogether different experience than those of other caterers. Nothing was too much effort. I would stay up all night reading recipe books and researching festive motifs for parties before I would prepare a proposal. I did not approach any project with ease or abandon, and there was no amount of research into any aspect of what I was doing that I considered excessive or not worth the effort. My reputation began to grow, and I began getting referrals to more and more customers. The local newspapers took notice, and my fledgling business was profiled on the front pages of the Westport News and the Fairpress, both in Connecticut.

More important, customers soon realized that they could trust my advice. I had reasons for what I was recommending, and I could explain them. If I did not know the answer to a question, I would track it down. I paid attention and learned everything I could to help my business. I listened to what my customers wanted, and I thought about things that would help me do my job better.

Catering paved the way for me to find my true passion as a teacher and a communicator of Good Things. To me, Good Things mean simple, practical solutions or tips that make everyday activities easier. The first time I used the expression publicly was later, on my television show. I was being filmed in the garden, and I held up my garden trowel, which had a brightly painted orange handle so it wouldn’t get lost among the greenery. “It’s a good thing,” I said.

Write the book you want to read

Although I hadn’t yet “coined” the term when I ran my catering business, I already had a great deal of experience developing Good Things: ways to make my own catering projects easier and more efficient. And I intuitively knew that entertaining well was not simply a performance, but an expression of important human emotions: joy, gratitude, love, generosity, and friendship, to name only a few. I could see that my catering clients wished they had specific resources to help them think about all the different elements of entertaining. Frankly, at times I wished I had such a resource, which led to my first Big Idea. There were cookbooks, there were decorating books, there were flower-arranging books, and there were etiquette books. Why not combine all those elements into one beautiful book based on the concept of entertaining?

Many caterers might have smiled like Mona Lisa when their clients asked them questions, worrying that if everyone learned to do these things themselves, what would be left to cater? Instead, I went from thinking of myself as a caterer, which was an enjoyable and satisfying but extremely difficult job, to making myself an expert on entertaining. This was a far more interesting, expansive, and exciting notion—one that filled me with so many ideas I could barely sleep. That is how I came to author Entertaining.

There were plenty of doubters. There had never been a book like it, some publishers complained. (Exactly, I said.) I was convinced that the passion and experience I could bring to the project and the great need for a book addressing that subject would make it a best-seller.

Entertaining went on to sell more than a million copies and launched the most important phase of my career. I discovered that I loved teaching people to do the things that I enjoyed doing, and I loved encouraging people to do them well. Entertaining also served as my first introduction to the notion of synergy, a powerful business concept that refers to the value created when you combine similar or diverse elements in an intelligent way. At this early phase of my career, I took 300 excellent, tried-and-true recipes, extraordinarily colorful illustrative photography, and tasteful advice on party giving and menu planning, and put them together in a beautiful, informative book that actually helped many, many people discover their own love and talent for entertaining and cooking and that helped transform the cookbook genre in the process.

The journey begins in the mirror

If you want to begin the journey to discover your entrepreneurial passion, you first must analyze your own interests, strengths, weaknesses, and desires. You must consider carefully how hard you want to work. And then you must research in a serious way the job or field in which you believe you might want to work.

DAN HINKLEY

A passion for plants


My longtime friend, the extraordinary plant horticulturist and entrepreneur Dan Hinkley, used to observe his father working nights and weekends at his family’s drugstore in the Midwest. He recalls resenting the time his father had to spend at work. As Dan grew older, however, he realized that he too had a business idea that was important to him: He loved studying and working with exotic plants, and he dreamed of opening his own nursery.

Dan is the sort of frugal, patient entrepreneur that I am, and he was not about to go into debt. So he started his business slowly, happy in the early years that his small nursery could help finance his plant-hunting travels by making them tax-deductible. If you take the adventures of the famous orchid thief from Susan Orlean’s best-selling book of that name and multiply them by 50, you will begin to understand the exciting adventures that Dan has enjoyed traveling up and down mountains and trekking through the world’s forests and plains in search of unknown, undiscovered, unique, and uncataloged exotic plants.

As his reputation and his stock grew, Dan’s exquisite Heronswood Nursery and experimental garden near Seattle became well known among serious plant people. He began lecturing to garden groups and in schools, making guest appearances on television shows like mine, and writing books. Pretty soon, he was working the same kind of hours his father used to work in his store. But, like most happy entrepreneurs, he admitted there was nothing he would have rather done.

Today, Heronswood is a well-known and respected nursery business. Although it was purchased for an impressive sum by the large seed company, Burpee, several years ago, Dan still runs it. Dan remains just as infatuated with his subject matter today. “There is no faking passion; you either have it or you don’t. If you have it, go for it.” He has discovered hundreds of previously elusive species of plants, flowers, and shrubs and made them available in this country before anyone else. As a very good businessman, Dan has used technology to build his reputation as well as his customer base. A visit to the Heronswood Web site reveals fantastic explanations and descriptions for his plants:

Asplenium scolopendrium . . . From a durable evergreen species known as the Hart’s Tongue Fern, this sensational cultivar possesses a thrilly frilly leaf margin, creating a rippling rosette and sensational groundcover or specimen in shaded situations. Drought tolerant once fully established, this is a widespread species that I have enjoyed in both the woodlots of England as well as the mountains of N. Japan.

Doesn’t this make you want a thrilly frilly fern for your shady situations? Dan is a man who has combined his heart’s desire with a unique, successful business. A classic entrepreneur.

Become an apprentice

There is an energy and enthusiasm that defines Dan. He, like other successful entrepreneurs, is so passionate about his work that he attracts people to him who can help him succeed. I enjoyed having Dan on my television program; he has provided fascinating information to my viewers. For Dan, appearing on the show helped increase the public’s awareness of his nursery. As a result, enthusiastic young horticulturists want to work for him. Just as when Dan was starting out and mentors were happy to help him, Dan’s success has inspired a new generation of apprentices.

When you are truly committed to your goals, curious to learn, and eager to work hard, great mentors will be pleased to share what they know. I think of mentors in a broad sense. The late Julia Child, for example, was a generous and important mentor to me, although I did not get to know her personally until I already was a published author. I had devoured her cookbooks long before I met her; I taught myself the art of French cuisine by systematically preparing every single one of her recipes in volumes one and two of Mastering the Art of French Cooking. I personally mastered the classics of French cuisine—pâte feuilletée, baguettes, crème anglaise, coq au vin—from the pages of her books, and those recipes became the basis for my deep interest in all good food and recipes from around the world. I found that I could truly consider her a mentor, a teacher, a guide, even though I did not talk to her, because she reached me clearly and thoroughly through her excellent recipes and instructions.

In my lifelong love affair with gardening, I have had many mentors. My first was my father, who loved growing tomatoes and other wonderful fresh vegetables and flowers in the two-level garden that he built in our backyard. As his apprentice—I started when I was about 3—I was charged with removing weeds from the cracks in the cobblestone path with a flathead screwdriver. Sometime later I discovered a book called A Woman’s Hardy Garden by Helena Rutherfurd Ely. I meticulously studied the text and its instructions, experimenting with informal flower border styles and Mrs. Ely’s ingenious, if eccentric, gardening techniques. (She would save or discard plants by utilizing an elaborate system of color-coded ribbons, tying them around plants to mark them for extracting seeds or cuttings.)

As my interests in gardening became more and more sophisticated




When you love what you do, it’s not work


EVA SCRIVO

Caring about her customers













Do not confuse enthusiasm for passion










Challenging, satisfying work gives you energy
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