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For my sweet gal, Mariah. Since I have met you, I have grown to believe there is nothing we can’t do together.





Foreword

THE PASSION OF THE INDIVIDUAL

The cheerful chap on the cover of this book has every reason to smile. The military-looking vehicle behind him delivers only the matériel of sociability. People love him for it.

Sam Calagione does not aspire to sit among the suits at a boardroom table and be a slave to the military metaphors of marketing. He fights his own battles, on behalf of people with individual tastes and against the tyranny of timidity, conformity, and the lowest common denominator.

When I first took my pen to the same cause, 30 years ago, my colleagues asked if I had given up serious journalism. Did I no longer want to change the world? Almost all of them took beer seriously, but they nonetheless thought that writing about it was a frivolous pursuit.

Like Sam Calagione, I can simultaneously have fun in my job but pursue it with serious intent. Those of us who are truly demanding about our beer are a minority, but we are by no means insignificant in number, and we are willing to pay more for a brew we like.

For us, good beer is essential to the quality of life. People who love wine or bread or cheese, for example, would take the same view. These are all perfect products for the entrepreneur, but so are scores of others. In my view, a passion for the product is the first essential. If you have a passion, look at that first. Whatever excites your passion, there are surely others who feel the same way.

Passionate beer-lovers are seeking character, with its own individualistic interplay of flavors. Big breweries have the technical know-how to make such products but their kettles are too large for our market. Their cost accountants want to produce beers low in raw materials and high in acceptability. Their marketing people believe they can think small, but they cannot; well, not small enough. To have individualistic beers, we need small breweries. If you are not passionate about beer, you may be unaware of the renaissance of craft brewing in the United States since the late 1970s.

When I began writing about beer, there were fewer than 50 brewing companies in the United States, almost all of them making very similar beers. Today, there are more than 1,500, brewing beers in more than 100 styles. Many of those beers are highly individualistic, but none more so than Dogfish Head’s.

Their individuality is suggested by their names. I especially like Raison d’Etre (both the name and the beer); then Dogfish Head exceeded it with Raison d’Extra.

As his verbal dexterity suggests, Sam was an English major. He studied fiction and poetry. I’m told he takes Walt Whitman to bed with him, though I learned this from a young woman who has no firsthand knowledge of that. I think she wished she had. “You are spending the whole day with Sam Calagione?! Tomorrow?! He’s the Robert De Niro of brewers!” He hasn’t made a feature film yet, but he has been a Levi’s model and made a rap record.

Sadly for female admirers, he seems to have found the perfect wife while still at college. He has the ingenuity to invent new equipment for the brewhouse, and the muscle to row his beer across the Delaware River.

Now it turns out he can write a book, too: brisk, readable, and instructive. A man of such diverse attributes, abilities, and achievements sets an example that makes us all look deficient.

What can we do about this? I can write a Foreword, which aggrandizes myself: I become someone whose blessing he needed. And you? Read the book and brew up your own business. You don’t have to make beer. Just make a million. . . .

—Michael Jackson

Michael Jackson is the world’s best-selling author on beer and whiskey. His most recent books are The Great Beer Guide (New York: DK Inc.) and The Complete Guide to Single Malt Scotch (Philadelphia: Running Press).





Preface

In my college days I was an English major (fatefully, I minored in beer drinking—one man’s disciplinary probation is another man’s vocational research). I have always enjoyed reading more than studying. When I had an epiphany to open a brewery, I figured I could learn everything I needed to succeed in business by reading business books. Boy, was I wrong. However, I did learn a lot from reading great books by and about the business leaders who came before me. I have a shelf full of them. I especially enjoy books about entrepreneurs who started little companies with big visions: stories about women mixing up hand lotions in their home blenders and packing them in ketchup bottles, or guys cooking up the revolutionary sole (soul) of a running shoe in their waffle makers.

But nearly all of these books sit dormant on my bookshelf. I earmarked and underlined hundreds of inspirational philosophies and schemes that motivated me toward my dream of opening my own company. But I always seemed to lose interest in these stories at about the same point—just after the hero slays the dragon and brings the great idea to market, when the MBAs, bankers, and accountants bum-rush the stage and in the flash of a moment the company goes public. When my eyes come across that horrific, inevitable phrase “maximizing shareholder value,” they pretty much glaze over.

Entrepreneurs are fueled by risk and an inherent desire to make their mark in their world. In growing Dogfish Head I’ve done a lot of things right and a lot of things wrong. What I am most proud of is having done so many things. Everybody has dreams and ideas; our imaginations should be our most treasured assets. But the self-esteem and courage needed to continually face the Sisyphean task of moving your ideas from imagination toward reality are what propel an entrepreneur forward. Everyone has great ideas, but successful businesspeople tend to be better at executing great ideas. The sense of accomplishment that comes with this execution gives us the buzz we seek. This buzz would not be half as resonant if there were no risk involved. Executing your idea while fully aware of the risk enhances the natural buzz. When it comes to brewing up a business, I haven’t always known exactly what I am doing. The results of some of my efforts bear this out. I’m okay with that, and if you are in business for yourself or considering heading in that direction, you need to be okay with that, too. I am confident that even if you fall down in business and have to pick yourself up and start afresh every day, the courage that comes with embracing your struggle will be well worth it.

It’s that feeling of handing a cupful of moisturizer to the first customer, or watching the athlete take the first turn around the track in Aunt Jemima shoes, that feeling of Oh my god! What am I doing? is the most holy feeling an entrepreneur can experience. In my mind, it speaks to a basic and beautiful human condition—the rush of adrenaline, the fight-or-flight predicament. Not knowing if you are going to survive, if your idea is going to be embraced, is an exciting, daunting, and addictive feeling for an entrepreneur. It is our Raison d’Etre. And you can maintain and amplify that feeling regardless of what stage your business is in—even if you are still in the planning stages. It just seems to me that going public is by definition anti-entrepreneurial. You cannot let the tail of money wag the dog of inspiration.

Of course, there are legitimate reasons why a company goes public. I just can’t think of any off the top of my head. (I have promised my coworkers that the day Dogfish Head goes public I will dive into our largest fermenting vessel and tread beer for an entire eight-hour workday.) This book is not really for the folks faced with the challenge of bringing their companies public. This book is for the rest of us—the majority of us. Over 95 percent of the companies in the United States are privately owned. Over 80 percent of these are considered small companies—companies with revenues of less than $10 million. It is a documented fact that the number one reason small companies go out of business is lack of capital. Lack of capital is pretty much my middle name. I’m almost sure we were the only commercial brewery to ever accept delivery of a brewing system from the back of a UPS truck.

When we opened our doors, we had the dubious distinction of being the smallest brewery in the country. Today Dogfish Head is among the fastest-growing breweries in the United States. We are still tiny, but we are growing strong. And we are still learning from our mistakes. We’ve made more than a few. (Note to self: Do not put peppercorns and lavender buds in a beer and expect people to beat down your door for a pint of it.) But the one thing we have successfully done is establish a small brand that stands for quality and innovation. We have built this brand through our own belief and determination in what we are doing and the shared belief of our coworkers and customers. We’ve averaged 35 percent revenue growth per year over the past five years and are on track to surpass $50 million in sales this year. We built this brand spending less than 1 percent of our revenue on advertising. We do all our own marketing, product development, and social media in-house.

In this book I share some of the defining moments in the Dogfish Head corporate evolution that were monumental learning experiences. I regale you with stories of exploding stainless steel tanks, building and rowing a boat to deliver beer from Delaware to New Jersey (our first export), selling T-shirts at truck stops for gas money on the way home from beer festivals, and worse. But mostly I hope to commiserate and celebrate the amazing feeling of what it means to be an entrepreneur. Say it with me as you bring this book to the cash register: Oh my god! What am I doing?





Introduction

When I started Dogfish Head over 15 years ago, I never would have imagined the adventure that decision would take me on. Recently, I was packing my bags to head out to Germany, then Egypt, when I was reminded of how far we’ve come since brewing our first batch of beer. This past year has been an exciting one.

In the previous edition of this book, I wrote about the importance of roaming—of getting outside of the day-to-day operations, getting rid of the blinders, and seeing the world from 10,000 feet. How much you do outside of your workplace informs what you do in the workplace. Since then, the amount of travel I do for my job as the founder and president of Dogfish Head has increased exponentially as I’ve continued to search for new and exciting ingredients and inspirations for our beers. Our passion for what we do, our determination and dedication to our brand, has given us an opportunity to do a show for the Discovery Channel that began airing in November 2010. Dogfish Head was chosen to be the brewery featured in this prime time TV series, but the fact that a major cable network would choose to do an entire series around beer culture also shows that the popularity of craft beer in general continues to grow. It exemplifies how exciting a moment it is on the time line of craft beer in the United States.

The show is about celebrating the diversity and the passion in the international craft brewing community through the eyes of a relatively small but creative brewery that just happens to be located in rural Delaware.

When the folks from the Discovery Channel and the production company, ZPZ, came to us with the idea for the series, we basically said to them, “Well, we don’t really have time to do anything other than what we’re doing. But here’s what we’re doing.” We sent them the itinerary of what we already had in our plans for 2010, including installing a giant, beautiful structure called the Steam Punk Treehouse, built by the Five Ton Crane Art Collective in Oakland, California. We then told them about a new beer that we planned to make in conjunction with the Grain Surfboard Company, a small surfboard company in Maine that makes its boards by hand with sustainably harvested cedar wood. We’re going to use the scraps of its wood in the aging process for a new beer called Grain to Glass. We showed them the Miles Davis Bitches Brew project that we’ve been working on with Sony Records to do a beer that would be a mash-up of styles—a fusion of an imperial stout made with Mauritius brown sugar and Tej, which is the native African honey beer fermented with geisha root. It represents the fusion that is also symbolic, as Miles’s Bitches Brew album was the seminal fusion of jazz and rock, sort of the starting point for those worlds overlapping.

We outlined all of these really exciting projects that we already had on our dance card, and they were like “This is awesome!” Instead of having us go on the road and peek into breweries around the world, they decided to follow us on what we are already doing at Dogfish—because our world already intersects with so many other interesting entrepreneurial and artisanal companies. It was a great reminder to us that as far as we’ve come in scale since the previous edition of this book—and certainly since we opened Dogfish Head over 15 years ago—we really haven’t had to change too much of what our company is about. In other words, our original mission of “off-centered ales for off-centered people” still resonates as much (if not more) today as it did when we came up with it over 15 years ago. The only difference is in that era, we were the smallest craft brewery in the country, and today ours is one of the top 25 breweries in the United States, out of 1,600 breweries.

But look at what attracted the Discovery Channel to Dogfish. It’s also what I think attracts beer drinkers to our company. We recognize that we aren’t brewing for the status quo. We recognize that the average beer drinker will probably never try our beers, even if we were to have a significant 5, 10, or 20 percent market share in the United States. We are “off-centered,” meaning that we’re not going to appeal to the majority. That said, we’ve been able to carve out a very healthy niche, growing by catering to a very small but increasing and very engaged minority beer-drinking population—those who want more flavor, more diversity, more complexity, and more food compatibility in their beer. Those are the folks we’ve grown with; and there are a lot more of them today than there were when we were the smallest craft brewery in the country.

Now look at the other side of that: the off-centered ales. Since writing the first edition, we have created and introduced many different varieties of beers that didn’t exist when I wrote the first edition that are incredibly successful. To brew our Palo Santo Marron, we constructed the largest wood-brewing vessels used in the United States since before Prohibition. Our Namaste, which my wife Mariah named, means “the spirit in me acknowledges the spirit in you,” and is often said after yoga. It’s light in alcohol but is a flavorful version of a Belgian white beer to which we add lemongrass and organic oranges. We have a beer called Theobroma, one of the oldest-known cocoa beer recipes, which we collaborated on with Dr. Pat McGovern, the molecular archaeologist who also worked with us on Midas Touch and Chateau Jiahu.

As we’ve grown, we’ve become more experimental, more creative, embraced more risk, on the production and research and development (R&D) side than when we were smaller. Of course, we do still—to some limited degree—face a perception issue, where maybe for those at the epicenter of the beer community—the super-hard-core, dyed-in-the-wool beer geeks, as we call ourselves—Dogfish itself as a brewery isn’t a new thing. There are always new, exciting little breweries, and everyone always wants to talk about what’s new. But what has kept our company very relevant over the years is the recognition for pushing the boundaries of what beer can be. And this journey has now been accelerated with this show.

We went to Peru and brewed beers in wood-floored huts with the female chicha brewers of Peru, where the chicha—an alcoholic beverage—is fermented by chewing on purple Peruvian corn. The enzymes that are in human saliva convert the starches in that corn to sugars for the yeast to eat. We brewed a very traditional chicha recently and served it at our pub. Thirty of our coworkers came together to chew that corn, and we told our consumers exactly what we were doing and that it was sterile (after we chewed the corn and it fermented, we would boil it and then ferment it again so that it was sterile). But still, we were asking our off-centered friends to take this risk and drink a beer made with saliva! Who’d have thought that a commercial brewery—one of the top 25 commercial breweries in the country—would take a risk like that?

I roamed through Cairo, Egypt, which is believed to be one of the earliest meccas of commercial brewing and the domestic growing of crops from many, many millennia, to study the recipes originating from the hieroglyphics on the walls of tombs. The hieroglyphics show that in the ancient Egyptians’ language bread and beer were virtually synonymous. Whenever they showed the symbol for bread, they’d show the beer symbol next to it; so both of those things were literally the lifeblood of their society. It’s thought that slaves built the pyramids; in fact, it was ambitious workers—entrepreneurs, if you will—who were paid in a currency of beer to build the amazing pyramids. I’m looking forward to immersing myself in the ancient brewing culture of Egypt, as we’re actually bringing over a high-tech solution to make an authentic beer based on these hieroglyphics. Basically, we are going to culture the night air of Cairo. We will pull the wild yeast and bacteria out of the air, and then bring them to a very sophisticated brewing lab to culture up that wild yeast and propagate a batch of beer that we’ll make back here in the States. So again, we’re involved in many extremely ambitious and creative projects for a brewery of our size. And I don’t think that’s ever going to change for us. We’re going to keep flying our freak flag high and proud and keep pushing the outer limits of what beer can be.

It’s also been wonderful to see so many other craft brewers doing the same. When we first started Dogfish Head, we were considered heretics and weirdos for screwing with the tradition of making beer with just water, yeast, hops, and barley. We were one of the first breweries in the world to focus on beers made with exotic ingredients. Those early efforts played a big part in establishing a marketplace that’s accepting of more exotic and interesting beers, so that breweries like Founders can make a beer like its Breakfast Stout, with coffee and a hint of chocolate; or a brewery like Shorts can make its Bloody Mary beer, with tomatoes and horseradish; or a brewery like Allagash can make a beer with grapes in it.

Dogfish is proud of the role that we’ve played—along with a number of other great breweries—in expanding the American palate and knowledge of the diverse beers out there. This journey I’ve been able to go on around the world has given me an opportunity to see that this isn’t a local phenomenon; it’s a global phenomenon. I made a beer in New Zealand with tree tomatoes—a tangy and mildy sweet fruit—smoked over wood from the herbal, local pohutukawa tree. I got to drink those native beers of Peru that had fennel seeds, strawberries, and cinnamon. And then I’m going to Rome to pick thyme off the mountainsides and add it to the beer we made there, while sampling all the exotic beers being made in Italy today.

So there truly is a global movement toward better beer today, and I’ve been fortunate to have this bird’s-eye view as I’ve gone around the world and immersed myself in all these exotic brewing cultures. It’s a great reminder that long before the world was brewing slight variations on the very same style of light lager—which, unfortunately, today still dominates 99 percent of the international beer landscape—there were culturally unique and vibrant beers. And now, as more and more breweries around the world are coloring outside those lines, I’m proud that Dogfish Head has staked our little claim in that world. We’ve had a small but meaningful impact on the world of adventurous beers.

SOME THINGS DON’T CHANGE: SUCCESS IS STILL ABOUT THE PEOPLE

The strength of our company has been driven by the people. Identifying really motivated and really talented people is something that I focused on in the first edition of this book. There is no clearer, more impressive, and more concise example of what I meant by how important it is than the revenue that resulted from having a company of dedicated and passionate individuals. When I wrote the first edition of this book, we had about 50 or 60 coworkers. We have doubled that number and are at somewhere around 130 coworkers now. When I wrote the first edition, the company’s revenue was at about $8 million. Right now, we’re working on our budget for 2011 in which our combined company revenue for the production brewery, the distillery, the brewpub, and the merchandise is expected to exceed $52 million.

We’ve basically doubled our workforce, but will be multiplying our revenue by a factor of roughly six. How is it that we can accomplish this? Well, we’ve done a great job of identifying and attracting talented people to come with us on this journey. Our human resources director, Cindy, annually reviews how we’re doing benchmarked against our industry. We strive to provide the best benefits program, the most rewarding work environment, the most supportive culture, and the highest safety program of any company in our industry. But we’re also just trying to find people who want to come on this quixotic journey with us.

This work environment is not for everyone; you do have to be a very motivated person to make it here, because while yes, we are always doing better at managing our growing workforce and organization chart, we really look for people who work for themselves primarily. They don’t work for me, Sam Calagione, as the president of the company, and they don’t really work for Dogfish; or at least we all work for Dogfish exactly as much as how Dogfish works for all of us. They’re people who are entrepreneurial in that they bring their own pride and their own ingenuity into their work, and they want to be proud of the work they do. And so one of the biggest factors in our escalating success since the first edition of this book is our emphasis on the importance of hiring extremely talented people.

SUSTAINABLE GROWTH

The growth and success of Dogfish Head have not been without some bumps, hurdles, and difficult decisions along the way. Up until last year, we were averaging about 40 percent revenue growth per year, and we hit a wall where we saw that that annual percentage of revenue growth was just not sustainable. It was not fair to our coworkers, or to our own quality of life, to continue growing that fast, nor is it really sustainable in very bricks-and-mortar, intensive businesses like brewing. It’s not like software, where you come up with a great idea and then you can just go to market and build a billion widgets at a small cost. To produce 10,000 more barrels of beer next year means you have to buy 10,000 more barrels’ worth of stainless steel; purchase expensive tanks; buy 10,000 more barrels of barley, of hops, and of water; and hire enough people to produce 10,000 more barrels. Our industry has a disproportionately large cost of reinvestment to grow, and we made the decision in the past five years to be focused more on smart growth than on fast growth.

The other line in the sand that we drew is refusing to sell to private equity. About two years ago, we were approached with a number that Mariah and I could have retired very comfortably with forever, and we said no. We’ve been approached by folks on Wall Street who wanted to take us public, and we said no. We want to try to keep this a family business, with the hope that someday maybe we can make it last into the next generation—and we want to keep this as a company that’s owned by the people who run it. That’s our real goal. It precludes us from growing too quickly, because at some point when you’re a fast-growing but capital-intensive business, you outgrow traditional bank financing, and have to look toward venture capitalists or an initial public offering (IPO) or something like that. And we just didn’t like that. So we decided to reduce our growth rate to roughly 20 percent a year and see what happens. I know how fortunate we are to be in the position of having to control our growth. We don’t take this luxury for granted, and we are very thankful for the support of every single beer lover who has joined us on this journey.

The other big driver for us was that we didn’t want to turn into the 60 Minute Brewing Company. There aren’t many examples of breweries producing over 50,000 barrels annually and celebrating the whole breadth of their portfolio with the same gusto and attention to detail as Dogfish Head. Our best-selling beer, the 60 Minute IPA, accounts for 51 percent of our sales. But we don’t put any more energy into selling 60 Minute IPA than we do the Theobroma, the ancient Aztec cocoa beer that we make 200 barrels of once a year and that accounts for less than 0.005 percent of our volume. They’re all our children and we love them all equally; and frankly that’s been a challenge in this rapidly changing marketplace.

Since the publication of the first edition, consolidation has only intensified in all three tiers of the beer business: the suppliers, which are us—the brewers—making the beer; the distributors, which are the companies that take the beer, pay the breweries for it, and ship it to the retailers; and then the retailers, which are the liquor stores, bars, and restaurants. The U.S. federal government mandates a three-tier system that precludes breweries from selling direct to retailers. By and large, 99 percent of the beer sold throughout the United States is sold through distributors—and they’re an important component of our business.

Consolidation has been happening at an accelerated rate on the retail level. The big keep getting bigger, as in the cases of the Costcos and the Walmarts and the other big-box stores, and a larger and larger fraction of beer is being sold from those big-box chain stores. At the distributor level there’s been a lot of activity as well, with larger distributors gobbling up smaller ones. When Dogfish Head started, not many distributors knew who we were, much less had interest in carrying our beer. So oftentimes, we went with smaller, entrepreneurial, mom-and-pop distributors who were passionate about beer first and business second. Well, as our business grew, the distributors’ businesses grew, to the point where they got on the radar of the even bigger distributors. So the distributors buying Dogfish Head were bought out by much bigger distributors, usually ones with larger breweries—Miller, Coors, or Budweiser—already in their houses. They bought those little distributors because they saw breweries like Dogfish Head and other craft breweries in the portfolios of the smaller distributors that were diamonds in the rough—and the consumer was demanding that these little breweries be in their retail stores and on their taps in their restaurants. So to some degree, the consumer dictated that the big distributors pay attention to our business.

This, of course, doesn’t come without its own risk—and the biggest risk for us. Kona Brewery combined with Red Hook and Widmer and Goose Island; Magic Hat brewery combined with Pyramid, and then they combined with Genesee into a larger entity called North American Brewers that’s owned by a venture capitalist group. The biggest combinations, frankly, have happened among the really giant brewers. When I first wrote this book, Coors, Miller, and Budweiser were the three biggest independent brewers—or biggest conglomerate brewers—in the United States. Now, what’s ironic is that there are two giants left standing that have gone truly global—and neither of them is even an only American-owned entity. Today, Bud, Miller, and Coors have been replaced by two new entities: InBev, based in Belgium and Brazil, bought U.S.-based Anheuser-Busch in 2008 and now brews and distributes 200 brands of beer worldwide; and the U.S. divisions of South African brewers SABMiller and Molson Coors got rolled up together into MillerCoors. So now there are two giant global brewing entities that have over 70 percent market share worldwide. In the United States, these two entities account for over 85 percent of the beer sold. The somewhat independent big import brands, like Corona and Heineken, take up 8 or 9 percent, so that leaves about 5 percent market share for craft breweries. Even though breweries like Dogfish Head have multiplied times six, and other craft breweries like Sierra Nevada and New Belgium and smaller breweries like Allagash and Avery have expanded their presence significantly, craft beer has at most a 5 percent market share because we’re still such tiny breweries. Next year, when Dogfish Head does around $52 million in sales and 140,000 barrels, we will still have only about one-eighteenth of 1 percent market share. That’s how huge the domestic beer market is here in the United States. But it also gives us hope—because the small breweries are the only ones that are now growing.

This is probably what gives me the most hope: Craft beer is actually growing in a recession. How many other industries can show that the fastest growth is happening in the highest-priced segment? Certainly not the auto industry. Certainly not the housing industry. The big breweries that make the less expensive beer are flat, and the imports are flat. But domestic craft beers from small, independent traditional breweries are in demand. I stepped back and asked myself, “Well, why is that?” I believe that the consumers are voting with their wallets. They are way more discerning, they’re way more powerful, and they’re way more vocal than they were just five years ago. And they recognize that craft beer is an affordable luxury, unparalleled.

The other big reality is that people are choosing to support small, local companies. They see that there are international, sort of nameless, faceless, publicly traded, global breweries that dominate the commercial beer landscape—and yet there’s beer being made right in their hometown, literally. There are over 1,600 breweries in the United States today, and the average American now lives within 10 miles of a local brewery. These local brewers are in their community, doing festivals, doing beer dinners, doing tastings, and introducing themselves on a very human level and scale. And people are choosing to support businesses that are of a human scale. People are discouraged by the failures of global, publicly traded companies and are embracing the opportunity to support a small, local brewery—or any small, local business. It’s a very encouraging position for us all to be in, and it all plays into the ways that the business landscape has changed for us in the past five years at Dogfish Head.

This also demonstrates the reality of social media, in that just as consumers are choosing to support local businesses, those consumers are better educated, and way more powerful, than they were five years ago. Social media is at the heart of that. My wife Mariah, who has run our web site basically since we opened, has devoted most of our marketing energy as well as the vast majority of our resources to our online world. Dogfish Head has one of the biggest—if not the biggest—Twitter and Facebook accounts in the beer industry; and yet, we’re only the 25th largest brewery. Well, why is that? It’s because we started as a grassroots company. Social media is just a new-world, new-economy way of saying customer-to-customer marketing, or grassroots marketing. And so we use that online world to communicate directly with consumers. But they’re also the ones who are fanning the flames and acting as evangelists online, and in their communities, to turn each other on to what we’re doing at Dogfish Head. And that’s the crux of how we’ve grown, and how all craft brewers have grown in this recession: The consumer is louder, more powerful, better armed, more informed, and more willing to support the little guy—and that’s why we’re here today.

What I’ve learned and what I’ve been able to take away from all of this is that it comes down to passion. Passion, dedication, and commitment are what brought Dogfish Head to the amazing place it is at today. These elements are essential for success, and, if you channel them into your own business, you can and will achieve your goals and dreams. Take it from one small business owner to another: In good times and in bad, you have the potential for growth beyond your own expectations. Just believe in yourself and believe in your business.





CHAPTER 1

THE UNCONVENTIONAL BEGINNINGS OF AN ENTREPRENEUR

My dad backed our red pickup truck beneath the second-story window of my dormitory bedroom. My schoolmates in the next dorm room initiated a grand send-off by blasting Frank Sinatra’s “That’s Life” out their windows as we threw green garbage bags filled with clothes, cassettes, and books into the back of the truck below. I received this rousing tribute partly in acknowledgment of my proud Italian-American heritage, but mostly because I had just been kicked out of prep school a mere two months before graduation. My father drove me home in silence. When we reached the driveway of our house, he said simply, “Sammy, sometimes you’re a tough kid to love.”

I was so disappointed in myself at that moment. Yes, I was disappointed because I had let my father, my biggest supporter in the world, down to a cosmic degree. But I was mostly disappointed in myself because I had just lost the connection to the place where I had learned who I was and who I wanted to be—the place where, I would later realize, I decided to be an entrepreneur. For better or worse, I had figured out who I was and who I wanted to be while I was attending Northfield Mt. Hermon School (NMH)—the high school started by the world-renowned evangelist D. L. Moody—the school I never graduated from.

Not that I didn’t deserve to be kicked out. The administrators there finally sealed my fate under the blurry and all-encompassing “Accumulation of Offenses” section of the student handbook. I can recount a number of said offenses accumulated in my three-plus years there, and I think I should recount them again now. Looking back, I believe these offenses were indicative of the entrepreneurial fire I had burning within me.

I came right out of the gate with a willingness to embrace risk. I set the record for the earliest point in the school year when a student was placed on disciplinary probation. I had grown up in the town next to the school, and I wanted to show my two best friends the beauty of my new school as well as the beauty of the girls at my new school.

We snuck out my parents’ station wagon in the middle of the night and headed to campus, just three sophisticated 16-year-olds, smoking cigars and listening to Journey. We approached the school in a covert fashion that we thought would surely allow us to elude campus security. Instead of using the road, we drove up the football field, through the quad, and straight into a motion-detecting light. Not into the shaft of light, mind you, but into the pole that was holding the light itself. It detected our motion. We were greeted by a dorm parent who soon invited campus security to the party, and the rest was history.

My next year marked the second phase of my delinquent entrepreneurial development in which I exhibited ambition and an ability to organize coworkers toward a common objective. Our objective at this juncture was not getting kicked out.

In my junior year, I was not permitted to attend the prom. So another junior classmate and I designed a foolproof plan. We would act as chaperones for a bunch of senior friends who would be attending the prom. We decided to do this in style: A Winnebago was rented, beers were procured, bow ties were straightened. We headed off to the prom but never reached our destination, as much beer drinking, pool hopping, and roof surfing ensued. Though going down the highway at 60 miles per hour sitting Indian style on top of a Winnebago seemed like a good idea at the time, I can now see that it probably was not. The local authorities felt similarly, and we received a two-cruiser escort back to campus.

“You’re not going to get out of this one.” I believe those were the actual words used by the teacher whom the authorities handed us over to. We were all separated into different rooms so as not to be able to corroborate each other’s stories as we awaited our morning tribunal. The Winnebago was locked safely on campus, nearly overflowing with the various and sundry contraband. But this is where it turns into a story of uncommon valor and the creation of a united front committed to reaching a shared goal: beating the man. Walkie-talkies were employed, as were bicycles and door-opening coat hangers. We even used the sheets-tied-together-to-rappel-out-the-window motif celebrated in nearly every prison-break movie.

The following morning we were called to meet outside the Winnebago. There was a short, self-congratulatory speech by the teacher that mostly revolved around our foolishness for actually thinking we could get away with it. The door swung open and revealed . . . nothing but a very clean and contraband-free recreation vehicle. We were set free for lack of evidence. In the middle of the night we had successfully executed Project-Break-Back-In-and-Throw-It-All-Out. We had even made sure there was a vase of fresh-cut flowers on the dining table in the camper.

By senior year my entrepreneurial spirit knew no bounds. After the Winnebago incident, the powers that be decided to keep an eye on me. They said I could come back but only on the grounds that I live on campus in a dormitory. They didn’t realize that my friends had formed a juvenile-delinquent all-star team by signing up to live in the same dorm. We had diverse talents but shared a common love of partying and rule breaking. This would be the setting of my first endeavor into the beer business. I would visit my parents on the weekends, borrow the car, and cruise liquor stores for sympathetic western Massachusetts libertarian hippies willing to buy me beer as I waited in the shadows. I would return to school with an inordinately heavy hockey bag and parcel out the booty. There would always be an extra six-pack in it for me—the businessman. This proceeded throughout the year without a hitch. Yes, our beer-addled behavior sometimes raised suspicion—like when a faculty member opened the door to the recreation room only to find us playing two-on-two Ping-Pong wearing nothing but tube socks and ski goggles. But my luck couldn’t last, and I tempted fate. The businessman got caught and was put out of business.

YOUR CALLING: FINDING YOUR PASSION

There are a number of reasons why my time at Northfield Mt. Hermon was so crucial to my development as a creative person. The most important is that it was the place where I met and began to date my future wife, Mariah. At that time, aside from reading and writing, being with Mariah was one of the few things I was good at. I actually met Mariah’s mom, Rachel, first. She was friends with my favorite teacher, Bill Batty, and was at his house visiting his family for the weekend. Some friends and I were there that evening hanging out with Bill and his son John, who was a classmate of ours. Mariah’s mom made brownies for us that I was sure were the best I had ever tasted. She told me her daughter had just started her first term at NMH, and I told her that if her daughter could cook anything like her mom I was going to marry her someday. Within a couple of months I was dating Mariah, and we’ve been together ever since.

We began dating when we were all of 16 years old, so we’ve pretty much grown up together. Our personalities evolved to complement one another’s strengths and weaknesses. We attended different colleges in different parts of the country, spent separate semesters abroad in Australia, and still worked hard to see each other every chance we got. So much time and distance apart is not easy on a relationship, but through it all I got my first taste of how, if you want something bad enough and are willing to do anything necessary to make it happen, you can make it happen. This lesson has served me well in love and in life. Mariah was always the first person I went to for support and advice on the challenges we faced in the early years at Dogfish Head. She became my true partner in the company in our third year in business, and we’ve worked side by side to grow Dogfish Head since then. She is much more focused and practical than I am and has been as committed to guiding Dogfish Head toward where we are today as I have been. There are a million reasons why I love Mariah, one of which is that she is undoubtedly the only person in the world who has higher expectations of me than I have of myself. She is never surprised when we achieve great things; she would expect nothing less. I sensed that the first time I met her at NMH, and even more so after I was kindly asked to leave the school. In those first few weeks apart, our relationship became more difficult but also more rewarding as I saw she was willing to stand by me.

What sounds like a sad ending to a high school career was actually a pretty revelatory beginning. As I mentioned, getting kicked out of high school was one of the worst things to happen to me because that was where I learned who I was. The day I got kicked out, I also came to realize the person I wanted to be. I wanted to create. I wanted to make something that was a reflection of who I was. After getting kicked out of high school, I decided I wanted to be a writer, so I went off to college as an English major with hopes of being just that. Yes, I’m one of the elite fraternity of people in the country who graduated from college without ever actually receiving a high school degree. . . . We aren’t exactly Mensa.

RECOGNIZING YOUR STRENGTHS

Because beer has always played an important role in my life, I continued to hone my creativity with and passion for beer while at college. I modified an all-weather, thrift-store reclining chair to include a covert compartment that could hold a keg. When security showed up to bust a party, we’d sit on the chair and ask, “Keg, what keg?” I proudly contributed toward the invention of a drinking game called Biff that involved squeegees, milk crates, a Ping-Pong ball, and four contestants dressed only in tube socks and ski goggles (if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it). I graduated from college and realized I was more passionate about beer than a career in writing. So I started making my own beer and decided I wanted to open a brewery.

As an entrepreneur—as a person—you have to ask yourself what your defining inmost thought is. And then you have to do everything you can to express this belief to the people around you. I learned to love to read and write and express my creativity at Northfield Mt. Hermon. My inmost thought when I was first enrolled there was: “Rebel against authority in order to express yourself.” This is pretty much the same defining instinct that drives me today, but I’ve been fortunate enough to find a constructive outlet for this angst. I’ve created a company that subverts the definition of beer put forth by the so-called authorities at Anheuser-Busch and Coors.

If you are like me and did not earn a business degree or follow a clear and common path to create your business, you know there is no prescribed method to ensure success. I’m sure that majoring in business or getting an MBA gives you more tools and familiarity with the mechanics of business. But tools are useless unless you are able to use them. You could have the best set of tools in the world, but if you are not ready and capable of working with them they are useless to you. If you believe in your idea enough to make it happen, it must be a powerful idea. The way you harness the power of that idea is to believe you are the only person capable of making that idea a reality. Once you have this mind-set, you will see that a set of tools is not what builds a strong company—it’s the builder.

Opening a brewery—opening any business—seems like an impossible feat from a distance. But it starts with a faith in yourself—a belief that just because something hasn’t been done before doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be done at all. If anything, the more impossible your business idea seems to the world at large, the more opportunity there might be for you to succeed. Thomas Edison didn’t invent the lightbulb from scratch, but he was the first to imagine an entire country illuminated and powered by electricity. He set to work not just to create a durable lightbulb but to create an entire industry while naysayers around him predicted his failure. If you are going into business, the core of your strength lies in your ability to picture a world in which your idea makes a difference. However big or small that difference may be, however many people’s lives your idea ends up affecting, you need to recognize and celebrate your opportunity to make a difference. The lightbulb that went off above Edison’s head was not so much an actual physical lightbulb as it was a vision of a world in which he could make a difference.

TAKING RISKS: BEING A BUSINESS PIONEER

One of my earliest and fondest childhood memories is being “shot” in the back with a real arrow by my father as I rode a horse. He loaded the car with me, a camera, a bow, an arrow, and some ridiculous kiddie Western clothes he bought on a business trip to Texas. We drove to a farm that didn’t belong to anyone we knew but had a very old horse that he felt confident wouldn’t run away if he placed me on its back. He stuffed a flat piece of lumber under my shirt and jammed an arrow through the shirt into the wood. He placed me on a horse and “shot” me as I was doing my best wounded-cowboy impression. He was putting together a slide show for a group of fellow oral surgeons. He planned to end his lecture about a new, unorthodox tooth-implant system he had created with that picture of me on a horse with an arrow in my back. The message revolved around the perception of risk that comes with trying something new. The pioneers were the ones who risked their lives in order to create a new community in a new land. All small businesspeople are pioneers, and their companies are the hearts of their communities.

Of course there is risk that comes with being a pioneer, but the risk is minimized if the community is built on an impressive set of values—impressive in that they make an impression on the lives of the people who come in contact with them. These values start at home and shouldn’t be separate from your professional values if you are going to succeed. I think I sensed this idea emanating from my father even then, at the moment he was “shooting” me with an arrow.

The only predictable thing in the world of business is that the future cannot be predicted. Going into business is about embracing the unknown. You recognize very quickly that there is no safety net to catch your fall. While you cannot recover what could be lost by taking those risks, even many failed entrepreneurs agree that those risks are well worth taking. You have to believe in yourself and the integrity of your idea to really make a go of it. Business integrity is a combination of your values and work ethic and the value of your product or service to potential customers. To connect your personal values with a product that reflects those same values takes education. First you have to educate yourself on how to get into business and how to apply your own values to those of your business. Then you have to educate your coworkers and customers on what that business is all about. Unwavering faith and devotion to seeing your idea through are critical. This faith will come through your values and your education. No matter how much the daily unknowns of business push and pull you out of your comfort zone, you can execute your ideas if you are anchored by strong values.

VALUES

There are as many different reasons, motivations, methods, and models for starting a business as there are businesses. The one major characteristic consistent in every successful business that survives long past its inception is an adherence to core values.

The values you choose to focus on and emulate in your business create the backbone of your company more than your business plan, management team, marketing plan, budget, or product line will. Your values determine the quality of your product or service, how you treat your customers, the culture of your business, and how you interact with coworkers. The values essential to being a successful entrepreneur are not learned in a classroom or from a book. Values are acquired daily by interacting with people. In business, values are maintained through relationships with coworkers, colleagues, and customers. Having good business values starts with a single, all-important idea—either you treat people with love and respect or you don’t. It may sound naive and simplistic, but the execution can be quite complex. The manifestation of this respect is reflected in your business offering—either it represents a good value or it doesn’t. Before creating a valuable product or service, one must take inventory of personal values. In business it is easy to be conflicted between making a large profit and consistently satisfying customers and coworkers, thereby gaining their trust and loyalty.

Whether you are an MBA graduate running a publicly traded company or a one-person home-based entrepreneur, too often we measure our individual success by our paychecks. We focus on the monetary value attributed to our labor. For a business owner, this translates to your business’s profit margin. A large profit margin may feel like success for a short while, but a company focused entirely on increasing profits will not experience sustained success. To really know success in business is to have your personal values and those of your company be perfectly aligned.

FITTING THE PIECES TOGETHER

After graduating from Muhlenberg College in 1992, I moved to New York City because English was the only subject I had excelled in and I had a vague notion that I wanted to either teach or write. I also had a pretty strong notion that I wanted to move to the biggest city in the United States, go out all night, and revel in my youth. I moved in with a friend and enrolled in some writing courses at Columbia University. To pay the bills I worked as a waiter at a restaurant called Nacho Mama’s Burritos. There, I quickly became friends with Joshua Mandel, one of the owners. While the decor and the fare bespoke a Mexican restaurant, Joshua was so passionate about beer that serving unique and high-quality beers became a specialty of the restaurant.

Joshua was one of the first restaurateurs in New York City to seek out not only the obscure import beers but the beers made at small American microbreweries that were just starting to gain favor in a few corners of the world. The restaurant was serving beers like Sierra Nevada Bigfoot, Anchor Liberty, and Chimay Red. We noticed that many of the patrons shared our excitement about these innovative brews. I slowly began to realize that my work in the restaurant in general, and selecting, recommending, and serving beer in particular, was very rewarding. There was definitely a pivotal moment when I saw that a core of regular customers at Nacho Mama’s actually cared about and trusted my opinion on the unusual, exotic beers we were selling. These were people I admired simply for taking the risk of trying something new. Like me, they were ready and willing to experiment. They trusted my understanding of what they were looking for. They trusted themselves enough to make up their own minds about the quality of the beers we served. I remember taking great pride in earning their trust, and I continued to educate myself further about the world of good beer in an effort to protect and enhance that trust.

Joshua and I wanted to take our love of beer to the next level, so we decided to brew our own. We located the one shop in all of New York City that sold beer-making equipment and ingredients and began what would be my first of many batches of beer.

For this first batch, I began by sterilizing two dozen large beer bottles by baking them in the oven for 20 minutes. Then I took them out, piping hot, and placed them on a cheap rug, which promptly melted, permanently affixing the 24 bottles to it. I filled the bottles (still attached to the rug) with beer, capped them, and dragged the whole thing into a dark corner. After the requisite week had passed, I cut each bottle out of the rug and placed it in the refrigerator. Other than the odd packaging—a small chunk of area rug melted to the bottom of each bottle—the beer looked pretty good. It was a pale ale made with cherries. I called it Cherry Brew since it was my virgin batch and all.

We threw a party for the inaugural tasting, assembling a motley crew of taste testers to sample the batch. In addition to my two roommates, Mariah drove down from college and, oddly enough, Ricki Lake, of talk show fame, joined us for the festivities. I had been subsidizing my Nacho Mama’s income with infrequent acting gigs and had just done a spot on her show.

I pulled the chilled bottles from the refrigerator and opened them to share with roommates and friends. As I handed out glasses of beer, people began commenting that it tasted fantastic and looking at me in wonderment. I wasn’t exactly known for my cooking abilities or my cleanliness, but somehow the beer came out really well plus it had a subtle red hue and fragrance from the cherries. The original pale ale recipe we had followed did not call for cherries but, like my great-grandmother, who was known in her town for making the best sausage using only pinches and handfuls to measure for her recipes, I felt comfortable trusting my judgment and it had actually worked out well. I was dumbfounded to recognize this latent, hereditary skill.

As I watched my friends kick back and enjoy something I had made, I experienced a sense of pride and accomplishment on a level I had never felt before. The beer was the hit of the party. More than that, I had created something unique that people enjoyed. I had given people something that, at that moment, they really needed. That evening I spent as much time as my friends could stand talking about all the different beers in the world, the ingredients used in making them, and all of the small breweries that were popping up around the country. My buddy Joe listened, sipped, and said, “Dude, you’re obsessed.” He was right, and, instead of being embarrassed by his comment, I was actually quite proud.

As we sat there drinking, I could not help but begin planning the next batch to brew. I began considering new ingredients and different methods, but I decided to keep my signature rug-bottomed bottles for the time being. I also started thinking that, while maybe I would never actually write the Great American Novel, I might be able to make the great American beer. That evening I stood up and, with Ricki Lake as my witness, told everyone in the room that I was going to be a professional brewer. They laughed at my bold and unlikely statement, and I laughed at myself, but I woke up the next morning, left the apartment with a fuzzy head, and camped out in the public library to research just what it would take to open a brewery.

I suspected that starting my own business wouldn’t be easy, especially considering I had zero practical business experience. What I knew for sure was that I had a good head start because I had an idea I was passionate about and solid, people-oriented values.

As you consider opening your own business, try to condense your reasons for wanting to do so into one main idea. What is it that is so appealing about the business you want to open that you are actually ready and willing to take the big step of doing so? If you can successfully complete this exercise, congratulations—you have a firm grasp of your big idea. Not that the hard work is behind you. It is one thing to have big ideas. It is a whole other thing to actually execute them.

THE VALUE OF EXECUTION

After continuing to research the brewing industry for a number of months and brewing more batches of beer in my kitchen, I came to realize that, since I was young, inexperienced, and broke, I would need to start small. In my research I learned there were essentially two kinds of small breweries: microbreweries, where beer is brewed and then packaged into kegs and bottles and sent out the door to be sold in bars and stores; and brewpubs, where beer is brewed within a restaurant and sold primarily on tap within the restaurant itself. The start-up costs were relatively similar, so I decided to open a brewpub. I figured I could reduce my risk of failure if I had revenue streams coming from both a brewery and a restaurant. My parents were supportive of the idea and were actually impressed when I came home for a holiday with a business plan that was nearly half complete.

While in Maine taking a short brewing class at a small commercial brewery and completing my business plan, I decided to name my brewery Dogfish Head after a small peninsula off Southport Island, Maine. My parents have a summer cabin on Dogfish Head where I spent a lot of time as a child, so the name has sentimental value. I also thought the sound had great rustic connotations that would work well for the brewery I imagined I would someday build. I returned from my Maine trip ready to make the leap. It was time to seek out a location and financing.

I decided to open the brewpub in Mariah’s hometown of Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, where we had spent a few summers together. The coastal towns of Delaware are absolutely beautiful, with wide beaches, pretty harbors, and a thriving commercial community. I needed a location where the little capital I had would allow me to get the doors open and commence brewing. I had to find a leasable building that was already a turnkey restaurant. For a small, seasonal town, Rehoboth has a ton of restaurants and a sophisticated, varied clientele that includes locals, transients, and vacationers from the surrounding cities. The lack of choices for potential sites made me nervous, but I also realized it said good things about the community’s support of the local restaurant scene. If there were a lot of abandoned restaurants ready to rent I would have wondered about my decision to open in that area.

So I had only a couple of choices; there were two buildings that fit within my parameters. I decided to focus on the one that was farther from the beach but had its own parking lot. Since rents were relative to proximity to the beach, every block you moved back cut up to 30 percent off the price of rent. The building I decided on was a good number of blocks back, farther away than any of the successful restaurants in town. To put it in Monopoly terms, if the beach were Boardwalk and Park Place, the building I hoped to rent was the equivalent of a light blue property. Though the rent was fair it wasn’t cheap, and the best move I made in negotiating the lease was having 20 percent of my annual rent count toward an option to buy the building at the end of five years. I think the landlady allowed that section into the lease because she realized the odds were very much against my business surviving that long. The place had been rented in previous years by a series of fly-by-night party animals. The most recent tenant had left town very quietly at the end of the preceding summer without paying rent or notifying any suppliers. Not only did the restaurant have all of its equipment in place but there was still booze on the bar shelf and a couple of onion rings floating in the fryer. We even found a few bras, a pair of boxers, and a random stiletto. The building had a room attached to the main bar that used to be a take-out kiosk. I realized that if we put a picture window into this wall, which overlooked the main dining area, this room would be the perfect spot to install the brewing equipment.

Now all I needed was a brewery to install.

INNOVATION: TURNING LEMONS INTO LEMON-FLAVORED BEER

I contacted every manufacturer and broker of new and used small-scale brewing equipment in North America. I knew we would need $100,000 to buy and install even the smallest prefabricated commercial system. At this point I had exhausted much of my capital renovating the building, upgrading kitchen equipment, and installing a wood grill. All I had left to build my beloved brewing system with was $20,000. I recalled reading about a small rack system used by home brewers that might fit within my budget. While it would be a challenge to brew enough beer on such a small system, I figured I could buy it and just brew a lot more often than I would on a true, full-scale commercial system. Of course, I would need somewhere to store and ferment all of the little batches that would come out of the brewery. We bought a bunch of used kegs, cut the tops off, and installed sanitary ball valves at their bases. We then built an air-conditioned room full of racks where I could store my homemade fermenting vessels. The little home-brewing system finally showed up one chilly spring day. In addition to a few other packages we received from UPS that day, there was a big box containing a little brewery in the back of the truck. I unwrapped it, rolled it into place, plugged it in, and began making test batches in the weeks before the restaurant opened.

In the months prior, I had visited the few area breweries to take tours and learn more about the hands-on work it took to run a brewery. A number of the brewers I had met stopped by now to see how I was progressing: I was pretty embarrassed to show them my brewery system. Brewers calibrate their world in barrels, which is also how the federal government taxes us. For every barrel brewed (31 gallons), small brewers are taxed $7. Therefore brewing equipment is built in barrel increments. The average microbrewery system produces 30-barrel (930-gallon) batches. The average brewpub system in a restaurant produces 10-barrel (310-gallon) batches. My original brewing system produced 10 gallons or 0.3 barrels per batch. When brewers I had met while visiting other breweries would stop by the brewpub, I felt like a boy among men. I suffered from an acute case of brewery-envy, but I would not be discouraged. It’s not the size of your brewing system that matters; it’s what you do with it . . . or so they say.

Although brewing on such a small system really sucked from a labor perspective (it takes pretty much the same amount of time to brew a five-barrel batch of beer as it does to brew a 50-barrel batch), it was great from an experimental perspective. To make enough beer for the restaurant, I had to brew two or three batches a day five or six days a week. I quickly got bored brewing the same beers over and over again, so I started to wander into the kitchen of the restaurant for new ideas. I would grab some apricots or maple syrup or raisins and toss them into the beer. Like my great-grandmother had, I worked on these recipes by instinct. I trusted my own palate more than any recipe I’d come across in a brewing book. I would change one variable each time I brewed and track the progress and evolution of that batch through fermentation and into the keg. From the beginning, I knew I wanted to experiment and find my own way. I was unaware of it at the time, but Dogfish Head’s reputation for experimentation and quality was born from the humble beginnings of that 10-gallon system.

OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO BUSINESS: REPEALING PROHIBITION

With the brewery in place, I still had one small obstacle to clear before I could open the pub: My plan to open a brewery in Delaware was totally illegal.

About a month before our scheduled grand opening I learned from a local restaurateur that breweries were not legal in the state of Delaware. I needed to rewrite state laws in order to do business. After Prohibition was repealed in 1933, it was up to each individual state to establish and regulate its own brewing laws, so Delaware still had laws on the books prohibiting breweries in the state.

One of the main reasons I decided to open the brewpub in Delaware was that, in 1995, there were only a handful of states that didn’t have breweries yet. I recognized the marketing opportunity and curiosity factor that would come with being the first brewpub to open in the state. I drove to the capital of Dover and literally knocked on the doors of a few state senators and members of the house. They were helpful from the very first day and sympathetic to my situation. I learned there had been attempts to change the laws in previous years but the legislation had never made it to the floor. The sponsors of the proposed bills had just given up.

My big idea was to make off-centered beer and food for off-centered people. Before I could do this, the laws needed to change. Traditionally one would hire a lawyer and hand off the responsibility of navigating the bureaucratic process. However, I knew that unless I was very active personally in describing our intentions to the legislators our proposed bill might not be voted on in the spring session. It was imperative that this be resolved quickly enough to allow me to open for the critical summer season. While I worked with a great lawyer, I did a lot of legwork and lobbying myself. It was an off-centered approach that was in keeping with my big idea. I found an ally in a lawyer named Dick Kirk who was affiliated with a Wilmington-based law firm. He had worked with a man who owned a chain of liquor stores, so he was already familiar with the state liquor laws.

Dick and I went to work drafting a bill and then spoke for it on the floor of the state senate and house of representatives. We met with some resistance from a couple of neoprohibitionists in the senate, but our bill passed with an overwhelming majority. I was amazed and delighted by the support we got from the majority of the legislators. Before I could sell Dogfish Head to customers I had to sell it to legislators, and it proved to be a rewarding experience as they all got behind our company and saw us for what we were—a David in a brewing world full of Goliaths. They moved quickly to help the first brewpub open in the state.

The story of that victory and the brewpub’s impending opening hit the pages of the state and local newspapers simultaneously. I used the interviews with local publications as opportunities to further the community’s education about us. I told the story of Dogfish Head, and our intentions to offer fresh wood-grilled food and fresh beer in a unique, rustic atmosphere. I talked about our values and our goal of teaching people to expect more from their dining and drinking experience than they had in the past. Days before the brewpub opened, people began driving into the lot hoping to get an inside glimpse of the first restaurant in the state to brew its own beer. I hired a great staff of restaurant veterans from the area and trusted friends from college and home. We worked night and day painting and decorating the restaurant, hoping to open before the summer rush. I was furiously pumping out little 10-gallon batches of beer to stock up for opening day.

Whatever challenges you may face in opening and running your business, use your big idea as a touchstone to keep you focused—it will serve you well. With each challenge that you put behind you, your faith in your idea will grow stronger.

EDUCATION + BODY + MIND = PERSONALITY

This equation proves true whether you are talking about a person or a company. The mind is the who, the body is the what, and the education is the how. My goals were to focus on the Dogfish Head brand (mind), to offer great unique beers and food (body), and to educate our customers about our values of making better things to provide a better experience for them (education). People don’t want to just use a product. They want to like the product they are using. Your personality forms the basis for whether other people like you. The same philosophy holds true for a company. Consider the who, the what, and the how of your business. If you can develop and implement these three objectives in a way that shows your distinct approach, the personality of your business will shine through.

WE ALL NEED A LITTLE HELP . . .

Even though I was able to stockpile dozens of gallons of beer, and our chef and general manager were able to get the menu and bar ready, I had started the licensing process later than I should have. In addition to changing the law I had to get a business license, a fire inspection, a health department inspection, and a liquor control board inspection. We had stairwells to paint, lights to install, and fire extinguishers to mount, and we were running out of time. I looked out the window one morning and saw a man with a white beard peering back at me. Lots of people poke their heads into a construction site just to be nosy, but I recognized that this was the third or fourth time I had seen this particular face looking inside from various windows. I took a break from my desperate preopening chores and went outside to introduce myself. The man’s name was Doug Griffith and he was a home brewer really excited that we were opening a brewery. He asked if he could see it. I told him not to expect much and took him back to the room. Instead of scoffing at our diminutive brewery, his eyes widened further in excitement as he asked me about the different gauges and pumps we had installed. He obviously knew and cared a lot about brewing. I told him I’d love to sit and chat but we had a bunch of stuff to get done before our next inspection and moved to excuse myself. He asked if he could help. I said sure, if he didn’t mind being paid in beer and pizza.

Within two hours he had our back stairwell painted and was framing out some drywall for our secured liquor storage area. He had every tool you could think of and could use them better than any of us. Doug has truly turned out to be a guardian angel for Dogfish Head. He built the room where our second, upgraded brewery was set up; then he actually helped build the brewing system as well. He has installed stoves and load-bearing steel I beams, and he built the original copper bar located at our Milton, Delaware, location. He has done so much for our company and asked for so little in return. For that reason, he and his wife, Patty, don’t have to open their wallets when they come to the brewery or the pub. I don’t know where our brewery would be if it weren’t for Doug, but I do know we would not have passed our inspections in the days leading up to our grand opening without his assistance.

A good company is nothing more or less than a group of good people gathered around a good idea. If you can locate even one person in addition to yourself who believes in the who, what, and why that you plan to build your company around, you should trust that person to help you spread those beliefs to others. When you are just getting started in business, it can be easy to slip into a myopic, dictatorial mode. Your life is on the line, and you have the most vested interest in making your business work; but if you notice there are other people who share your passion, and if you can bring them on board and motivate them to help you move forward, you will gain momentum more quickly than if you try to do everything yourself. Once your idea is embraced by someone other than yourself, you have the basis of a new community.

MAKING YOUR IDEA A REALITY

It wasn’t pretty, but we were finally in business. I was a professional brewer. Three years earlier, if I had told my friends and professors that this was what I’d be doing, I’m sure they would have laughed at me just as my friends had when I announced my intention that fateful day I christened Cherry Brew. I would have laughed, too. I had always been a creative person, but I hadn’t always shown great initiative or follow-through. That’s because I was never really passionate about anything until I decided to be a brewer.

The only reason to make that leap into opening your own business is the unwavering belief that you can make it work and that making it work will make you happy. So many people have great ideas: Some of them go into business, and some of them fail. It is not having the great idea that makes you a success in business; it’s executing it.

Your faith in your idea will be challenged many times as you go into business for yourself and even after your business is well established. You learn not only to be undaunted by the challenges and obstacles you face but to be nourished by them as well. Every small victory should be recognized as a testament to your faith. Having confidence in your idea begins with having confidence in yourself. This confidence is born from the belief that your idea has a place in the world and that you can deliver your customers something they will value. You will encounter many hurdles as you make this delivery, and some will surely trip you up. It’s okay to falter, and it’s okay if customers or coworkers occasionally see you fall. But they will also see you get up, dust yourself off, and continue running toward your goal. If you truly believe in what you are doing, nothing can stop you.

So many emotions went through me as we counted down the days to our opening. I remember a monumental moment of truth that, while I can look back and laugh at it now, gave me great anxiety. Our big, spiffy Dogfish Head Brewings & Eats sign arrived a week before we opened. I drove my piece-of-junk pickup truck onto the sidewalk alongside the façade of our building to hang the sign. Mariah stood across the road ready to capture a historic moment with a disposable camera. However, before we could put up our new sign, we had to remove the old one from the previous business. We got a great picture of us doing this.

Behind that sign was yet another, older sign from the business that occupied the space before the last business. I asked Mariah not to take a picture of us removing that sign. As I pried it off the building, a flood of emotion came over me: Oh, my God! What am I doing? But I also remember that it was not at all a negative feeling. I remember thinking, They are not you, Sam. Their ideas were not your ideas. If your ideas are as potent as you think they are, and you work your ass off to see them to fruition, nobody will tear your sign off the front of this building. Execute your ideas well, and you will achieve your goals.

Opening day finally arrived, and we put the finishing touches on the restaurant as we unlocked the door. I remember standing by the front door with my mother and staring at the throng of people who crowded the bar and tables before me. Mariah, my parents, sisters, grandparents, investors, old friends, and new friends were there to celebrate with me. I remember thinking how much my family meant to me, how my family had successfully balanced a love for business with a genuine love of people, and how I was blessed to now have the opportunity to carry on this tradition. I intended to work hard to expand my family to include the coworkers and customers I saw sprinkled throughout my relatives and friends that evening. In so many ways the birth of a business is as miraculous as the birth of a child. An entrepreneur who witnesses a vision come true and sees the reflection of that vision in the eyes of customers and coworkers is participating in the development of a magical, culture-transforming entity. Even if that culture never transcends a neighborhood or a strip mall, once it exists, it takes its place in history. I kissed my mother and went back to the cold room to put a fresh keg on tap. I sampled a bit before heading back to the bar. I silently toasted all of the people who had influenced this outcome, and I was very proud to have made something that people wanted to enjoy.





CHAPTER 2

BUSINESS FROM THE INSIDE OUT

self-discovery, inspiration, passion

In Miles Davis’s autobiography, Miles (Simon & Schuster, 1990), he writes about his time at Juilliard and how it wasn’t really that inspiring for him. In the evenings, after classes, he would sit in with Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker and other greats of the nascent modern jazz world. He would return in the morning to classes, only to feel stifled and bored. He realized he would never learn how to create his own music by studying classical music at an establishment school. So he found his own teachers in Dizzy and Bird, and while he learned a lot from them he mostly learned how to be himself. He decided to quit Juilliard and concentrate on making new sounds with his idols, who were doing the same. He worried about what his father’s reaction would be but was relieved to hear his father’s reasons for supporting his decision:

He told me something I’ll never forget, “Miles, you hear that bird outside the window? He’s a mockingbird. He doesn’t have a sound of his own. He copies everybody’s sound and you don’t want to do that. You want to be your own man, have your own sound . . . you know what you got to do and I trust your judgment.”

As a businessperson you have an idea that will change the world. The change might not be felt everywhere by everyone, but it will be felt by your customers, whether you have 10 or 10 million. Before you can understand the world you plan to change, you need to understand yourself. Before you can look for inspiration from a book, a school, or a mentor, you need to be inspired by yourself. Every successful businessperson I have ever met has exuded self-confidence. The necessity for extreme self-confidence is apparent when you realize that most small businesses fail. The most successful businesspeople are those who are so confident in their opportunity to succeed that failure is simply not an option.

Of course there is a difference between being extremely self-confident and being self-confident to the extreme. Hubris is not an attractive quality in anyone, but there is a distinction between being egocentric and being egotistical; the former acknowledges that society starts with the individual, whereas the latter revolves around the idea that the individual need not be concerned with society at all, only the self. If you intend to succeed in business, there is no room for egotism. To succeed you must create a community that starts with you and one customer. But before there is the company, before there is the community, there is just you and your idea, the two most important things—like Miles and the sound of his trumpet.

Before you can consider whether your idea will resonate with the world, you need to make sure it resonates within you. Believe me, you are going to hit some rough patches on your way into business and as you grow your company as well. Your success would mean less to you if you didn’t have to make it through hard times, or if all you knew was triumph after triumph. Don’t worry, though; the odds of that happening are similar to those of winning the lottery. If the idea that you have decided to stake your future on is not perfectly aligned with your own values and beliefs, you will resent yourself when times get tough. Self-loathing is the polar opposite of self-confidence, and it has no place in the world of small business. Unwavering faith in your idea is unwavering faith in yourself. The self is made up of one’s values. What do you value? Does your idea for business mesh with what you value personally? The all-important first step in opening your business is the inventory of your internal values. What your business ultimately becomes, and how you manage it, is determined by your values, your life experiences, and the people you meet along the way.

DISCOVERING WHO YOU ARE

Believing in yourself is what it is all about. Sure, Miles Davis learned from Dizzy and Bird, but what he learned most was to trust himself. By having their own sounds, they taught him to believe that he could find his own sound, too. The only teachers worth listening to are those who realize that you might have something to teach them, so much of how I define myself has come from my family and my education.

While at Northfield Mt. Hermon, I discovered I was a creative person. Granted, most members of the student body and faculty only saw me create havoc. But there were a couple of teachers who believed in me—English teachers who saw flashes of creativity in my writing and true enthusiasm for the novels we read (shout-outs to Bill Batty and Charles Hamilton). They encouraged me to formulate my own ideas and opinions that, along with those gleaned from my family, formed the basis of my values.

The school itself was inspiring as well. When you picture a New England prep school, you might conjure up the image of a bunch of well-groomed, loafers-with-no-socks-wearing blue bloods throwing a football around a leaf-blown quad while willowy blondes giggle into their corduroy purses. Our school wasn’t like that at all. Creative and unconventional expression was not only allowed, but also encouraged. The diversity in ethnicity, nationality, and socioeconomic background of the students was expansive from the day the school opened. The school’s founder, D. L. Moody, was probably the most famous evangelist preacher of his time, and he established the Northfield and Mt. Hermon schools as places to grow the heart, the head, and the hands of young men and women. The head and the heart aspects are easy to figure out; Moody wanted to give the students strong minds and a strong faith.

The hands part of his holy trinity is where things get interesting. Since the school accepted students who weren’t necessarily rich or who couldn’t fully pay for their education, Moody put everyone to work to help defray the costs of running the school. In the early days this meant walking down to the barn to slaughter a dozen chickens for dinner after math class or shoveling coal into the school’s power plant before heading off for baseball practice. In the late 1980s, when I was a student there, the work ran more along the lines of shucking corn in the dining hall or shoveling snow off the pathways. To this day the students make, package, and sell their own maple syrup every March.

When I met my future wife, Mariah, she was a 16-year-old sophomore standing in the dining room, filling hundreds of pastries with cream. I put down my paring knife and stepped over to her. I believe I told her she looked good enough to eat, and then I learned that she was the girl with the heirloom brownie recipe.

One of the greatest things about NMH is how egalitarian it has always been. D. L. Moody instilled a punk-rock DIY (do-it-yourself) work ethic into the core philosophy of the school before the parents of the parents of the Sex Pistols were even born. But there was more to it than that. Moody communicated to the students a passion for the nobility of working toward one’s calling. As the school matured and evolved away from its fundamentalist roots, faith in Christ metamorphosized somewhat into a faith in one’s self. The faculty at NMH relished not only the diversity of the student body but the diversity of our opinions, dreams, and passions. As students, we were made to feel like we could do anything, and asked to look at the students next to us and believe that they were capable of anything as well, as long as they had faith in themselves. Of all that the world has to offer, it is innate human potential that is the most impressive.

EDUCATE YOURSELF

I first decided to open my brewery when I was 24 years old. I was very focused from the moment I made this decision. I read everything I could about breweries and restaurants. I worked as a brewer’s assistant as I wrote my business plan. I wrote a menu and tested different pizza-grilling techniques on my backyard barbeque. I made pilot batches of beer and developed recipes, homemade labels, and brand names. I met with countless banks and raised all of the money to open the business. I signed off on the loans and was personally responsible for the debt.

While researching the industry, I discovered the best way to gain insight into the kind of person you are and the evolution your company might follow is through reading. The insight you can gain from somebody else’s experience is invaluable. You can sift through the things that apply to your brand and separate them from those that don’t.

As an English major in college there was a lot of reading that I loved to do and some I just had to. The latter was usually the stuff that I unconsciously recognized had very little to do with my life. I was pretty disappointed when I discovered how little Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex had to do with actual sex, but I waded through it because I had to. There were other writers, like Raymond Carver, Ernest Hemingway, Ayn Rand, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, who, once I started, I couldn’t stop reading.

Looking back, I know the reason I was so passionate about these writers is that something of myself resonated to their words. I was learning about what kind of person I wanted to be and what kind of world I was living in through the eyes of their protagonists.

After deciding to open a business, I applied the same introspective analysis of exposition to business books as I did in college to works of fiction. The difference was that I was now trying to learn about what kind of company I wanted to build and what kind of business world I lived in. In time I learned that the experiences of businesspeople in industries other than my own were at least as valuable as those I learned about in the brewing industry itself.

As I began studying the world of small-scale commercial brewing, I was alarmed by how few titles I found on the subject. I was living in Manhattan when I decided to open a brewery. I would wait tables at a beer bar at night and then walk off my research-induced hangover on my way to the public library each morning. I would do Lexis-Nexis searches from all angles on all related subjects: beer, brewery, business, and so on.

While there was very little written about small-scale brewing, what I did find proved encouraging. At that time, the microbrewing industry was only about a decade old and still, for the most part, an underground phenomenon. While the base of comparable companies was small, the growth was exciting. Microbrewed beer accounted for less than 1 percent of the overall domestic beer market, but the segment was growing at a rate of 40 percent annually. So while it wasn’t common knowledge yet, I recognized that the microbrewing industry was expanding at an attractive, risk-reducing rate. I could find only one book on the subject: Bill Owens’s excellent How to Build a Small Brewery (White Mule Press, 2009). It became a sort of bible for me, but it wasn’t enough. My search for more knowledge led me to articles in local papers from around the country and marginal but progressive publications like Mother Jones magazine and the Utne Reader. I realized that it was probably a good sign that articles on small-scale brewing were appearing in these places as opposed to Forbes and the Wall Street Journal, as it meant interest in the subject had yet to bubble to the surface, and I was still ahead of the trend.

In my research I learned that brewpubs had one-tenth the failure rate of restaurants that open without breweries. I knew this statistic would be critical in raising capital. I began to collect and record similar data into the notebooks that would soon form the basis for the marketing segment of my business plan. I began researching beer and food and where they overlapped. I learned from articles in obscure culinary publications about restaurants in Belgium and Amsterdam that used local beer in their food recipes and served beers from glassware specific to their regions and breweries. I read a lot about barley and small-scale baking and recognized the similarities between the high-end baking and brewing businesses—the importance of freshness and high-quality ingredients that both share. In addition to all of the articles I was copying in the library, I was reading business books as well.

LEARNING ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS

I decided I wanted to own a brewery in a restaurant as opposed to a straightforward beer-production factory because I felt there was great brand-building value in direct interactions with customers. The bar in the pub would act as a barometer. In essence, our customers would act as our de facto research and development (R&D) lab. They were paying us and providing feedback on our beer, and yet they enjoyed a level of input into what we brewed that is unheard of in the world of large-scale commercial brewing. I also liked the idea of a brewery being within a restaurant because the stronger, more complex, and more winelike beers that we always focused on were designed to go well with food. Brewing the beer and creating the menu under one roof allowed us to control the ingredients, presentation, and pairing, as well as educate clients about our products.

The first business book that I really fell in love with was Paul Hawken’s Growing a Business (Simon & Schuster, 1988), which covers the social and ecological ramifications of starting a business as well as the commercial side. I also read books on businesspeople and companies as diverse as Andrew Carnegie, Budweiser, Donald Trump, Coors, Starbucks, The Body Shop, L.L. Bean, Walt Disney, and Coca-Cola. I read publications like Fast Times, Inc., Wired, Forbes, and Fortune and began to get comfortable with the nomenclature of business. As busy as we were once we opened, I didn’t stop reading. If anything, I read more.

Reading outside of your industry disrupts your egocentric view of your company and helps you to break out of patterns and ruts. People are always chastising each other for “reading into things,” but usually it’s the best thing you can do.

I read every local and national beer periodical and book I could get my hands on, but I realized I was learning more about what kind of company I wanted Dogfish Head to be from the stuff I was reading that had nothing to do with brewing—the Wall Street Journal, Vanity Fair, Rolling Stone, Entertainment Weekly, and the New York Times. I also read less mainstream publications, like the New Yorker, Adbusters, zingmagazine, WoodenBoat, Art in America, and Interview. I read the stories and articles through the context of how they related to Dogfish Head. At home and at work, Mariah and I discussed the trends that cross-pollinated all of the different industries and cultural groups and looked into them for the reflection of our own company.

I do not consciously think while I’m reading something, “Gee, how does this relate to Dogfish Head?” I recognize the connections reflexively, and it’s almost like I’m editing and analyzing everything I read from the perspective of my brand. Even the words in the thought bubbles above my head are in the proprietary Doggie font as I reflect on what I am reading.

In the same way that you can condition your body to become more muscular and agile, you can strengthen your business mind. Let’s face it—the periodicals and books about your industry are instrumental in helping you understand what is happening in your little world, but they are not always helping you figure out how your brand fits into the world at large. If someone is writing about something in your industry, that means it’s been done. Reading outside of your industry is more effective in giving you a fresh vantage point. As you continue to absorb this new information, you’ll spend less time trying to figure out what your brand is and more time recognizing your brand in the world around you. If something innovative has been done in one industry, can you take that new idea to your industry?

LEARNING FROM THOSE WHO CAME BEFORE YOU

While your business endeavor must be unique to stand out in the marketplace, it is important to remember the successes of others to both inspire and motivate you. I learned a lot about the kind of leader I wanted to be while at Northfield Mt. Hermon. In opening the Northfield and Mt. Hermon schools (the two combined in the 1970s), D. L. Moody successfully created a community that nurtured the heads, hands, and hearts of its members.

D. L. Moody’s name is essentially synonymous with evangelism. An evangelist is someone who believes in something so strongly that he becomes consumed with a passion for convincing everyone around him to share in his belief. Isn’t this pretty much the definition of an entrepreneur? Of somebody committed to bringing a vision to fruition even (or especially) when that vision does not reflect the consensus of the day? In his essay on self-reliance, Emerson wrote, “To believe in your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men—that is genius. Speak your latent conviction and it shall be the universal sense; for always the inmost becomes the outmost, and our first thought is rendered back to us by the trumpets of the Last Judgments.”

Moody once said, “I have done one thing, and the work is wonderful. One thing is my motto.” Our motto at Dogfish Head is “Off-centered ales for off-centered people.” I like to think that Moody would approve.

By the time I got to NMH there was no longer a course specifically on D. L. Moody and the history of the school, but a number of teachers incorporated that history into their lessons. In addition to what I learned about Moody while I was there, I have read books about him, and have read about him in other books. President Woodrow Wilson once described a memorable encounter he had in a barbershop:

While sitting on the chair I became aware that a personality entered the room. A man had come quietly upon the same errand as myself and sat in the chair next to me. Every word he uttered showed a personal and vital interest in the man who was serving him. I was aware that I had attended an evangelistic service because Mr. Moody was in the next chair. I purposely lingered in the room after he left and noted the singular effect his visit had upon the barbers in that shop. They talked in undertones. They did not know his name, but they knew that something elevated their thought. And I felt that I left that place as I should have left a place of worship.

Woodrow Wilson was no slouch in the charisma department himself, but he recognized a passion for life in the man next to him in the barbershop that was singular and infectious. Before becoming a preacher, Moody had been a shoe salesman in Boston and Chicago. He was so good at it that a year before he quit to do the Lord’s work he was earning a salary over 100 times the average of his day. Moody was a gifted salesman because he was able to concentrate, distill, and direct his passion to the people around him. This is a skill that every businessperson needs, and it comes only with an honest and wholehearted belief in the work. As evidenced in his encounter with Woodrow Wilson, Moody took his house of worship with him wherever he went. As a businessperson, you need to do the same.

Miles Davis believed in the greatness of his own musical talent, but he believed equally in the greatness of the talents of Dizzy, and Bird, and many other gifted musicians. The best role models and teachers are the ones whom you admire to such an extent that you lose any aspirations of emulating them; the greatest lesson you learn from them is the value in being yourself. There are great lessons to learn from other business leaders throughout history who also believed in themselves and made their ideas into reality. As a businessperson you have a lot to learn, even once you wholly believe in yourself and your idea. Take the time to learn about the people you admire. Find worthy role models in your community and spend time getting to know them. If it is time well spent, you will also be learning about yourself through them. Understanding the lengths others went to on the road to success, and the goals they were able to achieve, can help you maintain your perspective on all that is possible from a single individual, and how much it takes to achieve the goals that are most worth achieving.

KNOW YOURSELF

It is essential to define who you are when embarking on a business venture. At the same time that you write a business plan for your company, it is helpful to write a values plan for yourself. This plan should revolve around a list of the values that are most important to you in descending order of importance. It should also include a list of the things you hope to personally gain by going into business for yourself. Of course this list will include money or financial stability, but if that is all you have on your list you may want to rethink your plan. This exercise sounds corny, but it can be really effective in letting you know if the company you plan to open reflects the kind of person you want to be. It is the adherence to your view of yourself that will dictate the standard you hold yourself and your business offering to, how you treat people, how you handle difficult or challenging situations, and how you define success.

BEING ABLE TO ROLL WITH THE PUNCHES

After the brewpub was up and running, I went on a family vacation in Big Sky, Montana. The week got off to an inauspicious start when my morning call to the brewpub brought wind of a disaster. An absentminded brewer forgot to put a pressure-release valve on a sealed tank of fermenting beer. The pressure built up in the tank to the point that the door blew off in one direction and the tank barreled across the room in the other. The tank door pierced through two double doors and the side of another brewing vessel. The tank itself knocked down two load-bearing support beams on its way to crushing our ice machine. Even worse, the batch of Chicory Stout that was in the tank was now in every nook and cranny of the two rooms it flew through—including the nooks and crannies of our computers and fax machine. Thankfully, nobody was hurt, but there was a lot of conversation about who was responsible for the disaster. I spent a great deal of time on the phone that day with our insurance company, which was suddenly a lot less warm and friendly than its representatives had been when they were soliciting our business. Lots of finger-pointing and shifting of blame ensued. I turned on the TV to try to clear my mind of the day’s events, only to learn that we had invaded Iraq—more finger-pointing, blame, and bad blood. My son, Sammy, came into the room looking at the pictures of a dinosaur on the outside of a DVD case. I told him I needed some cuddle time and asked him to put in the movie. We watched the movie together on the couch and raced each other to shout out the names of the dinosaur species appearing on the screen before the announcer named them. I usually lost. The movie came to a section that dealt with plate tectonics and continental drift, and I was reintroduced to the concept of Pangaea—the supercontinent that existed before all of the continents separated.

I had an idea.

I thought about that concept the next morning as I read a book to my son, and then I thought about it some more as I skied the deep, fresh snow that afternoon. I was at a moment in my life when I was feeling pretty disconnected. Everyone at the brewpub and insurance company was shirking responsibility for the damage. The television was reporting that countries were blaming each other for their differences. The only thing that made me feel better was being with family. But in a broader sense I started to think about the family of the world—about how we are all too similar to have such pervasive differences. I am not a raging peacenik by any means, but on that day I felt the world needed a little healing and a reminder of the greater family that we are all members of. I decided that Dogfish Head would make a beer called Pangaea. It would be an effort to bring all of the continents back together (at least in liquid form).

Pangaea would be brewed with an ingredient from every continent, packaged in a champagne bottle, and available for sale just in time for the family holiday dinners. I dropped this idea on the brewers once I returned from vacation and they were psyched. It would be another off-centered beer from our off-centered brewery. Sourcing ingredients from every continent that would work in harmony in a beer proved to be a challenge. You can’t imagine how much a bucket of water from Antarctica costs. I mean, whose idea was it to even make Antarctica a continent, anyway? The beer was made with crystallized ginger from Australia, an exotic grain from Asia, an obscure sugar from South America, and a bunch of other natural ingredients from all over the world. It was brewed to pair well with food in the hope that people would drink it during meals together. Pangaea has a great cult following among fellow beer geeks, and it sells out before we even make it each winter. We never market it in the context of bonding a fractured, warring world. We never advertise it as a peace-inducing, cure-all elixir—just a beer made from stuff that grows in places all over the world that we hope families will enjoy drinking together. I never would have thought of making Pangaea if I wasn’t watching movies and reading books with my son. The books had nothing to do with brewing, but they sparked my imagination and allowed me to use our brewery to make something I could be proud of in a world and at a time when I was feeling pretty defeated.

A BUSINESS IS A REFLECTION OF ITS OWNER

It might sound clichéd to say that I have business running through my veins, but I like to think it’s true. Not business in the Forbes-400, Lear-jet-setting sense of the phrase, but I come from a line of big personalities who ran small businesses. My father is a country doctor, and my mother taught special education. My father grew his medical practice from one office to five to become the managing partner of a group of five doctors. So he was a doctor first and a businessman second. He taught my sisters and me to revere business and to respect people, which, in his mind, were essentially the same thing. My father’s success was built on a path of loyalty that ran from his family to his friends to his patients to the community. When you build a path like this it is easy to navigate from the opposite direction, and that loyalty finds it way back to you.

If my dad taught me to revere business, my mom taught me to embrace my imagination through reading and art. She encouraged creativity in my sisters and me from a very early age. I’ll never quite understand how she did it, but my mother managed the lion’s share of the day-to-day parenting. My father worked long hours and wasn’t home until late evening many weeknights, but on the weekends his children were his priority. Whether we were waiting in line for a ski lift at a mountain in Vermont or standing in the crowded grandstand of the demolition derby at the county fair, he would always ask us the same question: “What do these people need that they don’t have right now?” We would look out at the crowd and consider the best answer. The people in line at the ski mountain might need lip balm; the people sitting in the dusty grandstand might need a cup of lemonade. I don’t think he was as concerned with our answer as he was with sparking our thought processes. He never couched the question in a financial context. It was never “How can you make money off these people?”

My father had an unusual method for collecting payments from some of his patients that was loosely based on the Native American tradition of wampum. Certain patients who didn’t have the money to pay bills would pay in other ways. Maybe they sold skis or built stone walls, or sold fishing poles or trimmed trees. Instead of charging $600 for removing four impacted teeth, he would accept a pair of work boots that were one size too big for him or a bunch of left-handed hockey sticks when his children were all right-handed. My family used to laugh at some of the ridiculous deals he made, knowing full well that my father never expected those deals to work out in his favor monetarily. What mattered was that this bartering process allowed patients to keep their pride. This compassion brought my father a lot of loyal patients, and their families became patients as well. He made a good living and provided for us, but for him, satisfaction, pride, and success in life came from knowing he was supplying a good and needed service for the community. This was a lesson he had learned from his parents and grandparents. He never talked up or down to his patients, but treated them as equals, and this is something I try to do every day at Dogfish Head. If a potential customer I meet knows a lot about beer, I am comfortable and excited to get very technical and talk about the different hops or fermentation methods we use. If the person I am talking with is a newcomer to the world of full-flavored ales and is trying our beer for the first time, I work equally hard to indoctrinate that person into the world of Dogfish Head and craft beer. Always remember that you are your customers and your customers are you. To treat them any differently than you would expect to be treated just because you are the seller and they are the buyer would be a mistake.

My father’s parents owned and ran a successful wholesale candy and tobacco distribution company, and they had learned how to run their business from my grandmother’s mother, Maria Iacovelli. Maria had emigrated from Italy as a young woman shortly after the turn of the century, and her family, along with many others from the region in Italy where she grew up, settled in the town of Milford, Massachusetts. By the time she was in her early twenties she was married and had opened a small grocery store on the first floor of her home. In those days every neighborhood had its own store that sold dry goods and food for the community. Maria focused on the quality of the products she sold and made sausages from scratch using only the finest ingredients. Although most neighborhood grocers made their own sausages, not only would people come from the other neighborhoods to buy from Maria, but many customers drove 30 miles from Boston to wait in line for a pound of my great-grandmother’s sweet or hot sausage.

She never used measuring spoons or scales when preparing the sausage. It was always a handful of this and a pinch of that. Some weeks they would make over 400 pounds of it, sold mostly a pound at a time out the front door. Maria kept meticulous books and, as my father tells me, always had her pencil-marked ledger book at the ready in her apron. She was stern and exacting and expected hard work and obedience from her children, who helped in the store, but she was also compassionate and altruistic and set a great example for her children to live by. She educated them about how the store worked, and this education also contained lessons on how the world worked. The lessons always revolved around respect for people. She relied on the profits from the business to support her family, but more than that she valued the customers who patronized her shop and recognized that it was they and not she who made her business a business.

Family meant so much to her, and her notion of family extended into every alley of her neighborhood. She would shut the light and close the shop’s door at seven o’clock in the evening to feed, bathe, and tuck in her family of nine, but if someone knocked on her door looking for a quart of milk, she would reopen and sell them what was needed. Maria counted every penny, but she also understood each of her customers personally. She knew who had lost their jobs at the shoe mill but had mouths to feed, and she would forgive them their bills or throw an extra pound of sausage in their grocery bags. Her business was her customers, and taking care of them ensured that her business would thrive.

When I listen to relatives and acquaintances talk about my great-grandmother’s store, it’s as if they are reminiscing about their relationship with an old friend, not a place, and her personality lives on in these shared memories. Years after she had retired and closed her store up for good there would be knocks on the door of the house by people who had come to pay their bills. The people who journeyed to her door remembered all of the times that my great-grandmother put an extra loaf of bread in their bag or erased an overdue debt. Some of these people had counted the worth of every single item she had given them without charge over the course of a lifetime and returned to make good years later. She would accept half of what they believed they owed her, see them off, and then bring the money to the old cigar box where she kept her ledger book. She would update the books of a business that had been closed for a decade to note the money that had come in for the goods that had been sold long ago. Her business was closed, but her passion for business would never go away.

You will not succeed without passion: passion for your product, passion for your coworkers, and ultimately passion for your customers. If you care more about how much you make than what you make, you are bound to fail or at the very least create a negative workplace environment.

In business large and small, loyal customers are earned from trust, respect, and the consistent quality of products and services based on personal values. Prioritizing a dedication to people—both consumers and coworkers—is the first step toward running a successful business. Nothing will establish your reputation for integrity more than your ability to show respect for the people around you. My great-grandmother kept perfect books, but that is not the detail of the story that is important or memorable. It is the respect and generosity she showed toward the community that supported her. Profit is not evil but it is only a means to an end and not an end in itself. When you are compassionate toward the people you interact with professionally, that compassion pervades the image of your company and resonates within all of the people you do business with—your coworkers, customers, suppliers, and community. You will see that your leadership style can reflect these values. Return on investment isn’t just about money. Consider your investment in your coworkers’ happiness and in the vitality of your community.

I learned lessons about values and integrity from my great-grandmother, and I learned about fulfilling a need by providing a hypothetical value to potential customers on the ski hills and fairgrounds of New England from my father. But, like every person who goes into business for himself, I had to figure out on my own what my business would be and why it was worth my time, effort, and devotion. Your business venture will be viable only if you believe in it with everything that you have. So many external factors go into the development of your business that you must have the internal aspects of your own beliefs well established before you do anything else. Believing in yourself is the first step toward creating a successful business. Consider your likes and dislikes, and your skills and shortcomings, as you formulate your business around your idea. Cultivate your own unique perspective and incorporate that perspective into the philosophy of your company. In this way your company will reflect you. Do what you are good at, do what you love, and do what you believe is worth doing. If you can align your own values with those that you champion at your business, this alignment will give you the strength to overcome any obstacles that might be in your way.
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