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Introduction: Selling Bacon?
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WHEN PEOPLE ASK us what we do, we tell them we sell bacon on the Internet. There’s usually a moment of confusion, followed by semi-understanding.

“Wait. What? What do you mean, you sell bacon online. Like, real bacon?”

“Yeah. We sell packages of bacon.”

“Like real bacon, you sell it online?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool.” Followed by a pause while they consider the facts.

“So, you just take orders, right? You don’t ship it or anything, do you?

“Actually, we do. We have a fridge in our office—it’s stuffed full of bacon right now. We get it from all over the country, but mostly from small farms with happy pigs.”

“Wow… That’s awesome.”

It’s also only partially true. The three of us—your authors, Jason Glaspey and Scott Kveton, and our associate, Michael Richardson—are the founders of Bac’n, an online bacon retailer located at bacn.com. It was a business started in three weeks, built in our spare time, and operated as a side project.

Side project or not, it was an experience we learned a lot from, and one that others can learn from, too. With agile web development and agile business practices, almost anyone can start a business in a matter of days. While once you might have spent months refining your business goals and writing business plans, researching, talking to investors and banks, and getting loans, today you can almost launch on an idea and figure it out as you go. Money is no longer the barrier it used to be, and neither is time.

You truly can start a fully-functioning, this-is-really-a-business company, all while keeping it a side project and working full time at a “normal” job.



Why a Book?

In the beginning, it was a simple idea—start a business around bacon and sell it online. But our approach to “launch first and ask questions later” resonates with people, and we’re often asked about it.

Did we do everything right? No. But we did many things good enough (our editor begged to change this to “well enough” but this is OUR book!), and in the modern business world, good enough in practice is often better than perfect in theory.

We wrote this book to help you follow along our path, the lessons we learned, the software we used, our mistakes, and our good fortune. Sometimes, though, we’ll just tell our story. We hope you’ll learn from our experiences, avoid our mistakes, and be inspired by our results. And we hope it will help you start your own project, and that—as we did—you’ll have a great time doing it, create a business you’re proud of, and maybe even make some money.



Why 21 Days?

From the beginning, all three of us were committed to doing Bac’n using the approach of agile software development. The process focuses on launching fast and early, and adjusting on the fly. Agile software development is arguably most famous as the way in which 37signals works; they’ve built an impressive lineup of wildly successful online business software all without ever taking funding and keeping their staff at a bare minimum. Their most popular tool is Basecamp, which, appropriately enough, we used to manage our project, Bac’n.

[image: image]

Basecamp is where we managed all of our files, messages, and to-dos.

Looking back, our three-week deadline probably saved the project. If we hadn’t had that timeline, we would have spent three months or more creating the site. It would have dragged on and on, and we would’ve worked on it much too slowly. Our artificial restriction kept us moving, gave us clarity, and required that we didn’t spend countless hours debating one way to do something over another.

We’ve since worked on a few other projects and startups, and have passionately advocated this same method. Bac’n might not have come into existence had we spent three months building it, and if it had, it’s doubtful it would have been a single ounce better.

Until we had real customers, we could only guess what they really wanted. But on the web, we could add, edit, or change both the content and the business plan as we went along. We were able to adapt as necessary to better meet our customers’ needs—right as we recognized them.

Remember, the web is never finished.

You’ll never launch a site and be done with it, so don’t worry too much about getting everything right the first time. There’s always a chance to correct a path, but you have to be in motion to do so. Hopefully, this book helps you put aside your fears and get into motion.




Chapter 1. Why Bacon?

PEOPLE LOVE BACON. It’s hard to say why, but people just seem to have a passion about this particular food item that you don’t find with other things, even other types of pork. And while people have probably always loved bacon, it seems to be around mid-2007 that bacon started moving into the category of “meme.”

At first, it was kind of a publicly-known inside joke: pronouncing your love for bacon defiant of the general knowledge that bacon was unhealthy. And any bacon-related products, be it band-aids or T-shirts, would win you little comments of adoration when you wore them or set them on your desk at the office.




[image: image] Meme (Noun)

	an idea, belief or belief system, or pattern of behavior that spreads throughout a culture either vertically by cultural inheritance (as by parents to children) or horizontally by cultural acquisition (as by peers, information media, and entertainment media)

	a pervasive thought or thought pattern that replicates itself via cultural means; a parasitic code, a virus of the mind especially contagious to children and the impressionable

	the fundamental unit of information, analogous to the gene in emerging evolutionary theory of culture

	in blogspeak, an idea that is spread from blog to blog

	an Internet information generator, especially of random or contentless information


(Etymology : meme : derived from the Greek mimëma, ‘something imitated,’ by Richard Dawkins in 1976) www.urbandictionary.com



At the time, Jason was working at an interactive agency with his good friend, developer Matt King. Matt had recently started a blog called thebacondesk.com, showcasing the novel, bacon-related products that were popping up all over. Jason helped with posting new content when he could, and they frequently joked between them about who loved bacon more.

One afternoon Matt sent Jason a link via instant message, glanced over and said, “This should be arriving sometime today.”

As Jason clicked the link he saw the first proof that bacon was tipping. It was BaconSalt®—a condiment in a shaker that makes everything you apply it to taste like bacon.
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A nice little family pack of BaconSalt and Baconnaise

When it came later that day, everyone in the office gathered around and poured it on everything they could find (popcorn being the most highly anticipated test-case). There was something perfect about it: it was both a ridiculous novelty item and a pretty decent condiment. Everyone laughed at it—and fought over it at the same time.

Yes, bacon was becoming a meme, and the Internet only gave it wings. Every week another product—bacon mints, bacon band-aids, bacon-covered doughnuts, bacon bras—hit the Internets. And we—Scott and Jason—were chronicling it all.
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Bacon-topped Maple Bars from Voodoo Doughnuts in Portland, Oregon

Two sites, bacongeek.com and thebacondesk.com, were blogging about the spectacle. Scott wrote for BaconGeek, Matt and Jason for thebacondesk.com. Was this really the path to starting our own company? Turns out, it was.



The Team

In November of 2008, the three of us might have seemed like unlikely partners in a startup. Jason was in South America, and Scott and Michael were working at Vidoop, a startup in its own right. But we were drawn together by our love for bacon, solidified by our unique capabilities, and ignited by our excitement for making something that was our own.

We fell into three critical roles: the deal-maker, the promoter, and the builder.



Scott Kveton, the Deal-Maker

Scott was getting restless. Vidoop was a big company with big ideas, which made results and change slow to happen. To Scott, the idea of starting his own company was enticing. Working quick and agile, running lean with just a few people working hard, and keeping overhead near zero was the business style he really wanted to be working in. Also, going from secure logins for identity to actually shipping a tangible product was a very different beast to tackle.

Scott was a technologist by trade, having worked at large companies (Amazon.com) and run smaller ones (JanRain). He was also very active in the burgeoning open-source software scene and open web standards groups. He was no stranger to taking a few risks and trying something new.

But outside of his day job in technology, he’d always been known for foody inclinations and his semi-yearly pizza parties. He’d invite over a swarm of people and make homemade pizza all day long. He was always cooking different things, and was regularly finding his culinary efforts centering on bacon. He started his own blog capturing both the crazy things people were doing with bacon online, but also his own pursuits, from making his own bacon from pork bellies to BBQing bacon and putting photos and video online to document the process.
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Scott’s site, bacongeek.com

And as Scott was discovering, he was not only becoming known for bacon—bacon was becoming more than a novelty or a joke. Bacon had some weird quality that brought people together: everyone loved eating it, and everyone loved talking about it. It also was something kind of cool. When you talked about it, you felt cool as well.

With this rise in geek chic also came a rise in business opportunities, and lots of people were cashing in. The problem was, most of it wasn’t practical or something you’d buy twice. There were lots of products, but few real businesses.

While Scott continued to cook, blog, tweet, and photograph bacon, his own identity online started to reflect it, and he started looking for a way to cash in for himself.



Jason Glaspey, the Promoter

Jason Glaspey had worked on a handful of side projects through his early career, a few of them modestly successful. He’d built a happy-hour finder called Unthirsty.com with partner and former co-worker, Matt King, where you could map and plot your wanderings in search of cheap eats, and he’d finagled an opportunity to review cars for a few years after leaving his position at the website for a car magazine.

He was always looking for something fun, profitable, and where he could learn. He wasn’t a programmer or a designer, but he had a good instinct towards business ideas and making those millions of tiny decisions that every project faces. He also had an advertising background, and so was familiar with brand and strategy and marketing.

Jason had been an interactive producer at a web development agency until he wandered off to South America for a few months. But his time working with and producing sites for global brands gave him a strong sense of the user experience and the importance of branding, and his passion for side-projects—where he usually learned his biggest lessons—kept him on the lookout for experiences along the periphery.
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In Chile, Jason found a quaint restaurant that brought out an entire grill filled with meat right to our table. This photo is what was left after we ate most of it.

In working on Bac’n, he got to stretch his skills, work with people he respected in the local community, and be around one of his favorite food items of all time. Plus, what’s cooler than selling bacon online?



Michael Richardson, the Developer

Michael was a young and ambitiously busy programmer looking for more ways to practice his trade. Like many developers, learning new things and being stretched was a big part of job satisfaction for him. After starting his career doing technology for a political consulting company, he realized that full-time development was where he belonged. Creating projects, tools, and utilities was a dream. He quickly got involved in Portland’s local tech scene, learning as much as he could and trying to contribute back where possible. As one of those kids who was always selling lemonade growing up, he gravitated to the startup scene, where the rampant entrepreneurism suited him perfectly.

Michael had his own path to bacon. Cooking had always been a favorite pastime of his, and focusing on fine food was a passion. He also firmly believed that the best meals start with the best ingredients. Getting to eat and work on a project centered around finding the best bacon from the country’s best farms was right up his alley. More importantly, the challenge to rapidly create and ship a full business was very appealing.



Free Bacon: A Good Reason to Be in the Business

Scott started reaching out to different farms and places that sold bacon online. He wanted to get a feel for the different bacons out there, and see if there was a difference between what we got here on the west coast and what was available elsewhere in the country. He’d heard about a certain bacon brand that got rave reviews online, and ordered some to try. When it came, he was shocked.

It was terrible.

This was bacon people honestly believed was fantastic.

In that instant he had a moment of clarity: “People don’t know what good bacon is.” It was simple and, sadly, true.

But it turned out to be a great discovery. It told him that if he could get high-quality bacon to people, they’d come back for more—and they’d tell their friends. And judging by the way people were already raving about this bad bacon, there was a huge opportunity to be filled. He noticed the volume of people talking about this bacon, how much they were paying for it, and how little they were getting.

This was exactly the market to upend.



Assembling the Team

Michael and Scott were good friends who worked together at Vidoop. As their conversations of this and that regularly returned to bacon, Scott clued Michael in on his idea. He was still working out the details, but the idea of being the sole developer in a business that sold bacon online was too much for Michael to resist, and he signed up immediately to be in charge of development.

Around the same time in November 2008, Scott decided that instead of another pizza party, he’d throw a bacon-themed get-together. While he was beginning to investigate this bacon business idea, the party was largely an independent concept at this point. And as word of the party got out, the list of attendees grew.

When Scott told Jason about the party, Jason made him promise he’d wait until January so Jason could attend after he got back from South America. In return, Scott made him help with the planning. It didn’t take long until they decided a small and modest party wouldn’t be appropriate for their course of honor, and they decided to take it over the top, to make it an epic event.




[image: image] Choosing Good Partners

YOU REALLY CAN’T say enough about how important it is to start out with a good group that really works well together. Don’t forget, this is a business we’re talking about—it’s not personal. We’ve seen a lot of projects stall because the wrong people tried to work together. Here are some things to keep in mind when you’re choosing a team:

• Do you have the same level of dedication? Are you all committed to making it work? If you’re counting on someone to be completely committed to an idea, and they have three or four other things going on or are only into it because it sounded “fun,” it’s going to cause a lot of frustration.

• What does success mean to each of you? If one person is hoping to get acquired and cash in, and another is hoping to build a lifestyle business that’ll run for 30 years, you’re going to have some conflict.

• What do you know about each other’s past work experiences? People who work on side projects probably have several in their repertoire. Look at how dedicated they were to those projects and talk to the people they worked with. You want to have an idea of someone’s work ethic and team attitude before you get started.

Just because someone has initial excitement for an idea and the necessary ability to do the job does not mean they will be a good partner, or even the right partner for you. Someone who is flaky early on is going to be terrible later when the excitement of the project has worn off. Don’t feel bad about honestly telling someone they’re not right for the project.

Remember, you’ll be able to change almost everything about your project later, but it’s very difficult to change your team.



While Jason and Scott were chatting about the bacon party, Scott said he’d love to run some ideas by Jason about a business plan. They kept chatting, and trading thoughts while planning for the party. Within a few weeks Scott had shared enough about the project and had enjoyed the event planning enough that the two agreed to go in on the project together.

So here we were, Scott, Michael, and Jason—all excited and committed to this idea of building a business about bacon. We still didn’t really understand what we were in for, nor had we really grasped what the details of this bacon business would be, but we liked the sound of it, and literally, the taste as well.



Beyond the Bacon: Brand Decisions and Getting Down to Work

So now we had a team in place, and the rough idea to sell bacon online. We were chatting daily about all the different details, but there wasn’t really a stake in the ground, nor a specific goal to reach for. The holidays were fast approaching as well, and we knew it would be hard to get much done during December.



Where’s the Bacon?

In the meantime, Scott made an executive decision and purchased the domain bacn.com, as well as bacn.me. We weren’t immediately sure what we’d do with bacn.me, but we had some ideas, and it was cheap. The primary domain, however, wasn’t as cheap as we’d have liked. The domain’s price tag included a comma—although it contained only four digits—and was by far the most expensive piece of our young startup.

We all agreed that buying a .com domain was important. It’s not critical, and there have been many successful startups that have used .org and .net top-level-domains, but we felt that would be working with a small handicap and could be avoided. It’s so much easier when your brand exactly mirrors your domain and ends in .com. When you tell someone your company name, and they go and look it up later on, it’s very common for them to assume it’s a .com, and we didn’t want to have to constantly be working against that.




[image: image] Who Pays the Bills?

MICHAEL AND JASON liked to think Scott was making too much money at Vidoop, so neither felt too bad about him footing the bill for the domain himself. Besides, this was his idea; he was funding the company out of pocket from the beginning. Michael and Jason were working for equity. Not to overshare, but by not having much cash in the game, they both had less commitment to the cause, as well as getting a lesser share in equity. This wasn’t—and isn’t—really a problem, but know that just because you start something with other people, it doesn’t have to be all even-steven.





Market Research and a Vision

As part of our market research, Scott reached out to Rocco, creator of Bacon Freak. Rocco had created a successful business by saturating the bacon-internet with his T-shirt “Bacon is Meat Candy.” He also white-labeled a few different types of bacon from some of the very farms we were talking to, and a few we hadn’t yet connected with. In addition, he sold bacon jerky and a few novelty items on his site.
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The “Bacon is Meat Candy” T-shirt

Scott was pretty forthcoming with him in the early stages about our plans, and Rocco was incredibly open with us in return, sharing quite a bit about his numbers, volume, and margins. We learned that he sold plenty of bacon, plenty of T-shirts, and had a large subscriber base to his monthly bacon club, which sent new bacon to your door automatically. His numbers were encouraging, and definitely got us excited.

However, whenever a potential competitor is sharing information with you, you have to take everything with a grain of salt, as well as be careful how much you ask of them. It becomes inappropriate pretty fast to suggest they teach you how to compete with them. But his help did give us a good indication of what was possible and a good sense of the market.

One specific advantage we felt we had over Bacon Freak was that Rocco wasn’t truly a web or branding guy. The three of us had been working in the industry for a long time, and we had the skills to build and deploy anything we could think of.






[image: image] User-Experience Can Be a Product

WHEN IT COMES to user experience, everyone always mentions Apple, mainly because of the remarkable attention they pay to it. Apple makes every part of a purchase, down to the unboxing of the product, a joy. People write blog posts about what it’s like to start a brand new Mac for the first time or pull a new iPod out of its box.

We decided early on that we had to do the same. Our brand had to embody the emotion we felt about bacon, and opening your package needed to live up to the excitement you felt as you prepared to feast on the country’s best bacon. Each package we sent should be opened with excitement and joy, reminiscent of a seven-year-old on Christmas morning.

People could buy bacon in pretty much any grocery store, so if we expected them to pay up to three times more than they might have ever spent on bacon before, we had to deliver. And if we wanted them to come back, to tell their friends, we had to kill it. One of the ways in which we set out to accomplish this was through the manifestation of that user experience.

If you pay attention to those little details, your product becomes something people will talk about. If you really reward your customers, making the arrival of the mailman the best part of their day, they’ll come back again and again. Your brand experience becomes part of the product they’re buying. Whether you’re selling downloadable software, a membership to an online club, or everyone’s favorite cured meat, don’t skimp out.



We also had experience with branding and story-telling, and had some fantastic graphic designers available to us. Rocco was clearly good at building a business, but we felt our site could sell the sex and sizzle of bacon a little better. Jason had worked at several agencies—and with clients worldwide—helping tell their brand stories online. Scott and Michael had built or could build whatever we needed. Between us, and hiring out what we couldn’t do, we were confident that after Bac’n, the bacon world would never be the same.



Suppliers and Edibility Testing

Another brand decision was that we wanted our company to represent only the highest quality bacon and experience. Most people have plenty of options if they want bargain bacon, so that wouldn’t be where our niche was. We needed to sell something that was unavailable in your local Wal-Mart—something that was worth paying a premium for. Our next step, therefore, had to be to find the best bacon we could.

We needed the kind of product that makes your eyes a little watery as they roll back in your head, and for just a minute, you don’t breathe for fear of loosening some of that delicious flavor out of your mouth. We wanted the kind of bacon you ate dead last, so nothing would taint the soft aftertaste for as many minutes as you could keep it. We wanted life-changing bacon.

As we reached out to a few different bacon suppliers and farms, we were immediately received with a lot of excitement. Most of the farms had a very poor online presence, if any, and almost none of them took individual orders online. Most just didn’t have the experience, interest, or capabilities to have a website and fulfill orders.

[image: image]

Just a little bit of bacon love from Broadbent

So when we came knocking, the door was answered with packages of free bacon. Most farms, including Beeler’s and Broadbent and Scott’s Hams, loved our idea and loved the thought of someone making their bacon available to their fans outside of their regular distribution. We started forming a pretty good relationship with all of them right off the bat.

And of course this meant weekends with PBR (or more formally, Pabst Blue Ribbon) and a camera as we cooked and tried the different bacons, photographed them, and in some instances, even filmed the cooking and eating and reviewing of the bacons. Let me just say it clearly: this is why you get in the business—a Sunday afternoon of eating three or four packages of bacon shared between three guys.

Somewhere, someone told Scott that orange juice was good to drink to offset the fat and grease and bacony goodness we were ingesting, so we drank glasses and glasses of the stuff to help diminish the damage we were doing to our bodies. Not sure it did much good, but we like to think it did.
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Just another full plate of bacon and OJ



Launch in Three Weeks?

Leading up to Christmas 2008, the three of us had been talking quite a bit, but we really didn’t have a strong game plan in place. We had talked with a few farms, found some great bacon that we knew we could carry, and were committed to building this site to see where it would take us, but we lacked that special something that kicks you into gear.

That thing became our bacon party.

[image: image]

Wouldn’t you attend a party that was serving bacon sushi?

If we were going to throw an event centered around bacon, and if we were going to launch a company selling bacon, it seemed silly to not launch at the event. But we were going into heavy Christmas-holiday mode and that didn’t leave us much time. However, as many people will tell you, some type of constraint—be it time or money or purpose—can do great things for motivation and creativity.






[image: image] Note

Setting a deadline you cannot move is an awesome way to motivate yourself.



We unanimously decided that immediately after Christmas we would get to work on Bac’n, and that we would launch on January 17th at our party. At this time, Scott and Michael were both working full-time at their day jobs, and Jason was doing freelance work, so evenings and weekends were cleared for the coming mayhem.



Even Agile Developers Have Some Kind of Business Plan

Our goal was to launch quickly and adjust as necessary. We didn’t want to spend too much time figuring out every detail, and speed was our asset.

But we also knew that not having a plan wasn’t a responsible, well, plan.

What we did define for our plan was that we’d be selling bacon in individual packages as well as samplers. We wanted to help people decide which bacons to buy, and by offering a sampler at a small discount, we would encourage people to make larger orders without being overwhelmed by options. To start with, we had only a few: a sampler with a variety of our big bacon slabs, and a few that focused on the different farms where we were getting our bacon.

We also knew we’d try and build traffic through our blog, Twitter, Facebook, Adwords advertising, and with our bacn.me URL shortener. The blog would be a way for us to continue the blogging that Scott was doing for BaconGeek, and that Jason was helping out with on The Bacon Desk. We’d post interesting tidbits as well as talk about our products and share pictures, recipes, and coverage of events like our epic bacon-themed party.
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Our Slab Sampler

Our goal was to get 2% conversion on our traffic, and to try and get as much free traffic as we could. We were also hoping to have a minimum order of $40, with an average margin of 40%. We knew from the start that the chance of earning enough revenue to put the three of us on payroll was pretty slim, but that was okay. Doing good work, even if it’s not immediately financially lucrative, often offers much higher returns than doing nothing.



So, Get Going

So with our small, assembled team, deadline in place, initial brand experience defined, and, oh yeah, some product we wanted to sell, the business was starting to come into focus. The only thing we needed at this point was to actually start building. Well—that and get a logo, and a design, and write all the content and… Holy shit. What did we sign up for? No time to talk, we better get going.
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The three of us moments after we launched the site
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