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			For my late grandmother, Sophie Levy, who modeled curiosity and an openness to learn from all people
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			Prologue

			A few months ago, when I was on vacation in Cape Town in South Africa, I hired a tennis pro to give me some lessons. He was a young guy, just twenty-one years old. In between rallies and working on my backhand, we sat down for a drink of water and started chatting. He asked me what I do for a living, and when I told him I was the CEO of Spin Master, the toy company that created PAW Patrol and Bakugan, he almost fell off his chair. “Bakugan?” he said. “I loved Bakugan. That was my favorite toy growing up.”

			At our next lesson, he showed up with a box. When he opened it, I saw that he’d brought me his whole collection of Bakugan. He had about thirty of them, and as he went through them, showing them to me and telling me stories about each one, he got very emotional. What hit me square between the eyes was that he knew Bakugan better than I did. Because these toys were a lived experience for him. He was the one who grew up playing with them for hours on end with his friends, fantasizing about how these characters grew to a hundred feet in size. My partners and I had brought Bakugan into the world, but for this kid, for a few magical years, Bakugan had become his world.

			I had always known that Bakugan was a great toy and a successful product. It had generated more than $1 billion in sales and launched several seasons of a hit TV show syndicated around the world. At the peak of its popularity, it outsold both Transformers and Star Wars toys. It was our marquee product for several years, surpassed only by the success of PAW Patrol, which debuted in 2013 and would go on to gross more than $14 billion in global revenue. Spin Master itself now has twenty-eight offices around the globe, with over three thousand employees generating more than $2 billion in annual revenue. We started with nothing and grew, year by year, toy by toy, to become what we are now: the fourth-largest toy company in the world, behind Hasbro, Mattel, and Lego. The toys and animated shows we’ve produced over the past three decades have fueled the imaginations of millions of young children, giving them countless hours of play.

			Whenever I stop to think about the scale of what my partners and I have accomplished, it fills me with pride, but when I think about the look on that young tennis pro’s face, it fills me with joy. I had given this young man the opportunity to lose himself in a fantasy world of adventure, to be a hero in his imagination. I had inspired this kid so much that he spent years collecting these toys, and they meant enough to him that he was still holding on to them more than a decade later as a young adult.

			Everyone who goes into business, everyone who dreams up a bold new idea, hopes to have that kind of impact on the world. Yes, you want to achieve a measure of financial success, but more than that, you want your vision and your passion to be seized and embraced by the public. That’s the win. That’s the goal. And that is why stories like mine, the journey from start-up to success, are more or less the main subject of half the how-to books that line the shelves of the business section at Barnes & Noble. But this book is not one of those. This book is not a how-to. Because if any aspiring entrepreneur out there wants to learn from and emulate my success, the important thing to know is not how I did it.

			What’s important is when I did it.

			I cofounded the company that would become Spin Master when I was barely two years older than that young man I met in Cape Town. I was twenty-three, less than a year out of college, and living at home with my mother. My partners, Anton Rabie and Ben Varadi, hadn’t even graduated yet. We didn’t have much money, and we had no real experience to speak of. What we did have was the excitement that came with venturing out on our own for the first time. We had the promise of a road yet to be traveled, the wide-eyed eagerness of three guys too young to be cynical about the world. We had brains like sponges, soaking up tons of new information every minute.

			What I remember most from that time is being driven by a deep sense of passion and wonder. Everything around me felt exciting and new. I felt like time would stretch on forever. I felt like the world was a blank canvas, and I could do anything with it that I put my mind to. I’d work and work and work, all day long, my body running on nothing but adrenaline and Tim Hortons coffee. Finally making it home around midnight, I’d realize I was starving because I’d forgotten to eat since breakfast. I’d grab a slice of bread, wolf it down, then get up the next morning and do the same thing all over again.

			I remember the joy that came with pursuing my dream. I was doing the thing that everyone says they want to do but that so few of us ever actually do: I was becoming the person I wanted to be. I was becoming myself. Still, if you asked me to build Spin Master again, to do it all over from scratch, I couldn’t. Not in a million years. Even with all the capital and experience I’ve accrued, it wouldn’t be possible, because I no longer have the one thing I had then: my youth.

			The power of youth is an incredible, magical thing, and I’m always encouraged by the many young entrepreneurs I see taking advantage of it. And yet, out of the thousands of students who enroll in business school every year, most of them incredibly bright and talented, the number who actually go on to start their own businesses is not nearly as high as it could be. Why? Every year, thousands of young people come out of community colleges and, despite having a great deal of grit and determination, aren’t always given the same opportunities as their peers at four-year institutions. And, as important as a college education can be, there are thousands of others who simply don’t have the resources to go after one. Who’s to say that those people don’t have considerable talents and remarkable insights from having joined the workforce at a much younger age than most of their peers? At a certain point, we have to step back, look at all these twentysomethings, and ask ourselves: How many brilliant ideas are going unrealized? How much creative potential is going untapped? And is it good for society that we let all that youthful energy go to waste?

			The idea of starting a business when you’re not even old enough to rent a car might seem crazy to some, but for me it always made perfect sense. In fourth grade, when I was about ten years old, my teachers noticed that I was falling behind. They tested me and determined that I had a learning disability, dysgraphia. Dysgraphia is a condition in which your hand isn’t able to keep up with your thoughts. As you write, your hand cramps up and your handwriting becomes illegible, not only to the teacher but to yourself. You have to keep going back over your sentences and rewriting them and thinking to yourself, What did I mean to say here? You lose your train of thought. Your ideas get bottlenecked in your mind. You’ve got all these things you want to say, all this information that wants to come out, but you can’t express it properly, and few things are more frustrating than being unable to make yourself understood.

			It wasn’t just handwriting either. Reading and spelling were a challenge for me too. Even typing. To this day, anything moving through my hands comes out slower and not as clear. (Voice-to-text technology has been a lifesaver.) Then, on top of the dysgraphia, I was also diagnosed with spatial awareness issues. If you gave me a thousand-piece puzzle, I don’t think I could finish it. If I did, it would take me months.

			As a result, school was difficult. It was hard for me to keep up in lectures. I struggled to take notes. If a test had to be done in an hour, I’d need at least two, and I endured a great deal of shame as a result. I hid my diagnosis from my friends. Anytime I had to go to a different room to write my exam, I would make up excuses as to why. I didn’t want anyone to know I was a special-ed kid.

			But the thing about a learning disability is that it’s really, as I call it, a learning gift. It isn’t a lack of intelligence; it simply means your brain takes in and expresses information in a different manner, which forces you to develop a different and in many ways stronger set of abilities to get by. To get my thoughts on the paper, exam after exam, essay after essay, I simply learned how to grind it out. During one of my undergrad business courses, the class had to do a four-hour case study. It took me eight hours to get through it. By the time I’d finished, all my friends had gone to the bar, gotten drunk, and stumbled home. To this day I’ve got a grit and a determination that have served me well. Dysgraphia also gave me my creativity. I learned how to see the world differently. I’m creative not in terms of being able to draw or write music, but in coming up with ideas and solutions, in bringing people together to collaborate and manifest the thoughts that I have in my mind, which is exactly the kind of creativity you need in business.

			Given my struggles with a pen and paper, it was painfully clear to me early on that I would never be something like a lawyer or a doctor. I could never sit in a cubicle and do what other people wanted me to do, simply because there are so many standard office tasks that I have trouble doing; in the real world, nobody gives you eight hours for a four-hour job. I might have done well in sales, possibly in real estate, which has always been a passion of mine. But more than anything, I knew I wanted to be my own boss. I wanted to create a career for myself that was custom-tailored to my strengths. I wanted to build something that was my own and have all the freedom and independence that came along with it, to be able to be and live in the way that felt right to me. I was a dreamer filled with ideas, and I wanted my shot at making them come to life. So I chose to go into business.

			I offer the example of my learning disability simply to illustrate the fact that all people have major challenges to overcome and unique circumstances to navigate. We all have our own lived experience. Yours will be completely different from mine. Maybe you grew up in a low-income family and you’re coming out of college saddled with student debt. Maybe you’re interested in an industry that’s being threatened by major technological change. And by the time you’re reading this, who knows what state the economy will be in. It could be booming, or it could be in recession, as it was when we were starting Spin Master in the early 1990s. We all have our own time in history, and we don’t get to choose it.

			And it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what you’ve gone through, and it doesn’t matter how daunting the world in front of you might seem. Because the one thing no one can take away from you is your lived experience, and no one can stop you from turning that lived experience from a negative into a positive. No one can take away the gifts that you’re endowed with that are innate to you. We are all unique, far more so than we realize, and at the end of the day, if you’re here on earth and you’re breathing, you have the agency to choose the path that you want for yourself.

			So, what should that path be?

			There are plenty of young people for whom a stable, conventional career is the right one. Going into law or medicine or working for a large corporation suits them just fine. And that’s great. But at the same time, all across the world, there are young people who have the capacity to do something different, something extraordinary. They have ideas that animate them, passions that call to them. But when they graduate from college, they fall into a pattern. They’re told that starting a business is too risky, that they’re too young, that they need to first get established.

			

			—

			These well-meaning but often misguided messages come from everywhere, from parents and schools and even from broader society. Young people are encouraged to get exposure to the business world on someone else’s dime, maybe get a few years’ worth of savings in their bank accounts. Having that foundation, they’re told, will give them the tools they need to take the leap to start their own endeavor later in life. So in this seemingly rational pursuit of “experience,” all too often these potential entrepreneurs set out to do the opposite of what they ought to be doing. They take jobs that don’t particularly interest them. They work diligently for someone else and put off the day when they’ll work for themselves. After four or five years, feeling a bit stagnant, they decide to go to graduate school in hopes of breaking the inertia and finding a way to alter the trajectory of their careers. Thereafter, it’s anyone’s guess. Their twenties are quickly fading, they’re starting to settle down with families, and life has almost certainly thrown them all sorts of unexpected twists and turns.

			I believe it would be better if future entrepreneurs were given a different message, preferably while they’re still young enough to take advantage of it. I want their minds to be opened up to the near-infinite possibilities that lie ahead of them if they’re confident enough to take a leap into the unknown. I want them to know that their youth, far from being a disadvantage, actually gives them singular benefits that can enable them to succeed.

			In your twenties, the energy you’re able to tap into isn’t just jet fuel. It’s rocket fuel. Compared to the average forty-five-year-old, you have the stamina of a professional athlete, and you can go and go and go. It’s practically limitless. The same thing goes for your time. Time is a paradox. It’s the one truly zero-sum resource we have; you can’t buy more of it, and it isn’t for sale. At the same time, in your twenties, time feels infinite. The days stretch on forever, and it seems like a lifetime can happen in less than a month. If you start a business young, you’ll have that infinite sense of time at your disposal.

			At that age, you’ve also got the right brain. From the moment you’re born up to the age of twenty-five, your brain is still elastic. Your neurons are firing like crazy, exploding with ideas, dreams, and possibilities. Most importantly, your mind is still open. Age and wisdom are invaluable in many respects, but aging also works like a kind of plaque; you develop set ways of doing and seeing, and being able to peel those layers back to see the world anew becomes a task in itself. But in your youth you’re able to see the world with fresh eyes and seize something new before anyone else has a chance. You live closer to the zeitgeist, steeped in the culture of what’s happening now and what’s waiting right over the horizon. You still have the same sense of wonder and possibility you did as a child, only unlike a child, you have the ability to turn your dreams into action. You’ve got your ignorance too. Lots of it. And that’s a good thing, because it means you don’t know your limitations, enabling you to push yourself further than anyone else ever imagined you could.

			These are just a few of the superpowers that the young possess; as the following chapters will demonstrate, there are countless others. And with all those advantages at your disposal, if you have a dream and a vision, starting sooner rather than later will bring compounding rewards and benefits down the road. Being a young entrepreneur will give you ownership, equity, a stake in the upside—financial and otherwise—of everything you create. It will give you control—control over your own destiny, control over your time and your environment, control over how you work, when you work, and with whom. It will give you a blank canvas to express yourself and share your vision of the world. It will give you the opportunity to build a career that’s in total alignment with your talents, your sense of purpose, and your values. Most importantly, more than anything, it will give you the ability to be independent and self-reliant, allowing you to live a life in which you remain true to yourself. Make no mistake, there are many, many risks involved in starting a new business or any other endeavor. But you only get one life, and the single greatest risk of all is to look back at the end of that life and realize you didn’t live the one that you wanted.

			

			—

			One morning in my apartment in Tel Aviv, as I was starting to sketch out the ideas that would become this book, I spotted two young guys sitting in the window of an apartment across the way, hovering over a couple of laptops. I have no idea what they were actually doing. Maybe they were two guys working in fintech or cybersecurity, or maybe they were just scrolling through Facebook. But my sense of it was that they were hammering out something they were excited about. They had that air about them, like, Hey, I’ve got this great idea we should work on!

			In my imagination, I was looking at the next Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, the next Bill Gates and Paul Allen. This was going to be one of those legends you hear about, a great business that started up in a garage or a basement, only instead of a garage or a basement it was the window of this tiny apartment looking out over the Mediterranean Sea. I kept thinking how these future titans of industry had no idea what life had in store for them, how they would create something out of nothing and one day have an operation employing thousands of people and making a huge impact on the world. Seeing them made me reminisce about my own start-up days. Building something from the ground up was the most grueling, taxing experience I’ve ever had. It was also the most magical time of my life. I was stretching myself and growing as a person, constantly doing things I never imagined I’d be doing, meeting people I never imagined speaking to.

			At one point in our journey with Spin Master, I thought we would run out of innovative ideas for toys. It’s never happened. We have always found new materials to play with, new mechanisms, new hardware and new software to push us to new horizons. The same is true in every other industry as well. Which is why we need a culture that encourages youth innovation. More people taking more risks is better for everyone. Good ideas that lie fallow are a missed opportunity to grow and move forward. New companies bring innovative products and services that are healthy for communities, healthy for driving the economy, and indispensable for breaking monopolies and creating a more dynamic society. New companies mean more opportunities for all. Because there is no limit to the amount of innovation in the world. It truly is boundless.

			In the pages ahead, I have laid out my story, how my partners and I, three twenty-three-year-old middle-class kids, built the fourth-largest toy company in the world. In Part I, I’ll show you how we started the company, using our early successes to illustrate how the powers of youth put the wind at our backs and gave us advantages that our better-established competitors lacked. In Part II, I’ll take you through the early years of our company, product by product, showing you how we used the powers and advantages of youth to build a profitable, successful, self-sustaining enterprise. Then, in Part III, I’ll step back and look at the big picture, detailing the incredible rewards our efforts have given us in return, rewards that have compounded greatly over time, simply because we started as young as we did. When you get to the end of the book, you’ll find an appendix that outlines and summarizes the core ideas and arguments of each chapter, which can serve as a reference for you as you begin your own journey.

			But as I said before, this book is not a how-to. It is not a road map. It’s a manifesto, an inspiration, and a call to arms. And why am I the guy to make that call to arms? Why is my story one that people should pay heed to? Because my story could be anyone’s story. My story could be your story. There’s nothing special about where I came from or who I am, and the same thing is true of my partners. We’re three kids from working middle-class families, products of the public education system available to everyone. We were never the smartest kids in class. We definitely didn’t have the best grades. At the same time, despite that very typical upbringing, all three of us were deeply eccentric and nonconformist, so much so that the system wasn’t really built to let us in. We all knew we had to find a unique path to succeed in life, and if you’ve picked up this book, odds are you feel the same way about yourself.

			Becoming an entrepreneur is not a job. It’s a calling. It’s less about the specific idea you have or the product you want to make. It’s more about the life you plan to lead. It’s about wanting to create your own world and control your own destiny. And in that regard each of us is unique. We all have individual points of view, different talents, different temperaments, and our own idiosyncratic quirks. Your path to success may not look exactly like mine. Your definition of success may be completely different from mine. So my goal in writing this book is not to give you some copy-and-paste template on how to succeed in business. My goal is to illustrate the fundamental truths and universal principles that made my life possible, so that you can understand those principles and apply them to your own hopes and dreams.

			The first of these universal principles you’re going to have to face is risk: assessing the downsides and potential pitfalls of taking the leap that you hope to make. Myself, I believe that risk—especially the ways in which young people should assess and think about risk—is poorly taught in schools and widely misunderstood. Which is why it’s the subject of the very first chapter you’ll read in these pages. But there is a far more important idea that young people should be thinking about as they set out on their life’s journey, and that is the inverse risk. If risk is the potential downside of taking an action, the inverse risk is the opposite. It’s what you stand to lose by not taking that action. It’s the upside that will never materialize if you don’t take a chance, if you don’t make the affirmative choice to live the life you believe you’re destined to live—and as you will see by the time you get to the final chapter of this book, the cost of not betting on yourself may turn out to be truly staggering.

			The principles you’ll read about in these pages aren’t just true for entrepreneurs. In fact, this isn’t really a “business” book at all. It may seem that way at first glance, simply because business was the field I chose to enter and so those are the examples I have to share. But the reality is that what I have to say about the power of youth and the ability to chart one’s own path can apply to any young person pursuing any endeavor. Today we find ourselves in a turbulent, ever-changing world. It might feel like a time to play it safe. It might feel scary to strike out and face that world on your own. But the truth, I believe, is that having agency and control and the ability to chart your own path is now more important than ever.

			As I write this, the world is in a moment of transition, similar to when we transitioned from an agricultural economy to an industrial economy. Transition shakes things up, and as a result of shaking things up, creates opportunity. Over the past few decades, computers and the internet have transitioned us into a knowledge-based economy. Now, artificial intelligence, or AI, promises to take that revolution even further. It is too early to say precisely what the impact of AI will be, but what we can say for sure is that AI is offering us a new set of tools. From the invention of the steam engine to the invention of the microchip, access to new tools gives us the opportunity to do things that have never been done before. As a result of that change and disruption, young people especially have a huge amount of white space opportunities before them and chances to bring new things out in the universe. Because of that, I honestly feel that this is an incredibly exciting time to be alive.

			I’ve written this book because I want to see more kids like the ones I saw outside my window, brainstorming in coffee shops, tinkering away in garages and basements. I’ve written this book because not everybody is as lucky as I was. I didn’t leave college lost and aimless and needing a nudge in the right direction; I had a passion and knew exactly what I wanted to do. I didn’t have parents discouraging my dreams and telling me to play it safe; my parents believed in me and supported me every step of the way. Not every young person has those blessings. Maybe you have the idea and the dream and the aspiration, but you’re still stuck in neutral. Maybe you’re surrounded by parents and peers who don’t share your enthusiasm and excitement. If you don’t have that support, this book can be that support. It can help you make your case to the naysayers you encounter. It can help you vanquish the last, nagging bits of doubt from your mind and give you the missing piece of confidence that you need.

			I’ve written this book because I want young people to have a better understanding of what their twenties can bring them. I want to give them clarity, a different way of seeing their future. I want to help them expand the realm of the possible, to understand just how much they are truly capable of doing. I want young, idealistic, thoughtful entrepreneurs to see business as an opportunity to make a defining statement about who they are and what they believe. I’ve written this book for you, because society will be a better, more interesting, more dynamic place as soon as you start investing your boundless energy and creativity in your own world-changing ideas. More than anything, I’ve written this book because I’m excited to see what you create once you’re done reading it.

			And since none of us are getting any younger, let’s get started.

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Start
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				1.

				Risk

			
			In April of 1994, I found myself sitting at my mother’s kitchen table. It was nearly a year after I’d graduated from college. In that time I’d spent a few months working for my girlfriend’s father, who’d given me my first job, and at that moment I was busy ramping up for the new season of Campus Faces, the business I’d started with my best friend and partner, Anton Rabie.

			Anton and I were committed to making something of ourselves in business, in part because we loved it and were passionate about it, but also because we both knew that, despite our talents, we weren’t employable in any conventional sense of the word. We both struggled with learning disabilities and we both had our own idiosyncratic, nonconformist temperaments. Anton, who was preparing to graduate that May, was interviewing with Nabisco about a position. In the end, they told him that he was the most qualified candidate for the position, but they could tell he was too ambitious for it; if they hired him, he’d be gone within a year. So they turned him down in favor of the less-qualified person who was sure to stick around.

			Given our situation, Anton and I both knew we couldn’t just wander through the college job fairs and wait to see what opportunities were offered to us. Which is why we’d already started one business and were actively looking to capitalize on the momentum we’d built up. We were working, doing. We were in the flow, so when an opportunity did come our way, we’d be ready to grab it and keep moving.

			Which is exactly what happened that morning at my mother’s breakfast table. Sitting across from me, my mom was flipping through Yedioth Ahronoth, the Israeli newspaper she liked to get. She noticed an article and showed it to me, translating the gist of it into English for me as well. It was about these odd, cute little things called, in Hebrew, Rosh Desheh, which translates to “Grass Head.” The Grass Head was about the size of a softball. It was made out of pantyhose stuffed full of sawdust and grass seed, and it had a face painted on it. You’d put the Grass Head in water for a few days, and by the time you took it out, grass would be sprouting from the top, making it look like it was growing hair.

			The idea for the Grass Head had originated from somewhere in Turkey. Nobody seemed to know who’d come up with it first, but now they were being made and sold in Israel and they were a huge hit with kids and grown-ups alike. Like the pet rock, they were a perfect novelty gift: low-end, inexpensive, and yet kind of amazing. People loved to put them on their desks and watch them grow; it was something they’d never seen before. According to the article, six major companies in Israel were already manufacturing their own versions of the Grass Head, and several hundred thousand of them had been sold. For a country as small as Israel, a fraction of the size of North America, that wasn’t just a big number. It was an insane number.

			The spark hit me right there. This one article gave me all the information I needed. As far as manufacturing the Grass Head itself, all you needed was sawdust, seed, a nylon casing, and decorations for the face. Several different companies were already selling competing versions, which meant it wasn’t a patented, proprietary product. No one even knew who the original inventor was. It was an open-source idea, just sitting there, and since nobody in Canada was making them yet, we had a chance to be the first. I felt like the universe was serving up an opportunity and asking me, Hey, are you interested?

			Luckily, a few weeks later my grandmother, whom I loved dearly, was coming on a long-planned visit from Israel. Knowing that I was curious about these Grass Heads, she brought me one so I could see what they were all about. As soon as she gave it to me, I already knew what to do with it. I soaked it in water and within a few days it started sprouting hair. It was both totally predictable and utterly magical at the same time.

			I told my mother and grandmother that I wanted to start up a company to make Grass Heads in Canada, and what followed was a good conversation about risk. We talked about the cultural differences between Israel and Canada and whether that would have any impact on its popularity here, and we agreed that it probably wouldn’t. Where we disagreed was on the issue of making them. They both suggested ordering a bulk shipment from one of the Israeli companies that was already manufacturing them, but I intuitively felt that buying the product from someone else entailed too much risk. We would lose the ability to control our supply, the shipping and delivery timeline would be too long, and it would require too much capital. My mom and grandmother felt that the risk ran the other way, that I’d be investing too much of my time and money getting a manufacturing operation up and off the ground.

			It was fun having that talk with them, and it was also a classic example of exactly the kind of risk analysis one should engage in before starting a new business: Listen to what everyone has to say, keep an open mind, debate the issues in a kind way, but know that in the end only you can decide; it’s your vision and your internal knowing that will need to make the call. And that’s what I did. Going with my gut, I said, “No, we need to manufacture it ourselves and have control over what we do.”

			Once I decided that, I called Anton and I told him I had something amazing to show him. I drove over to his place and—in what must have been an unbelievably anticlimactic moment—I put the Grass Head on the table in front of him.

			“Let’s manufacture and sell these,” I said.

			Anton stared at this bag of grass and sawdust for a moment. Then he looked up at me and said, “That is the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever heard.”

			“Is it?” I said. “They’ve already sold a few hundred thousand of these in Israel. It’s so popular that half a dozen companies are making them, and they’re doing it at scale. It can’t cost that much to produce, we already know that it works, and nobody in Canada is doing it yet. It’s an open market. Why would we not give it a try?”

			

			 

			I have always been comfortable with risk. It’s never made me nervous. I’ve always been naturally curious about what’s possible, and I have a deep faith that things will work out one way or another if you apply enough effort. It’s partly an attitude that’s innate in me, and partly one that was shaped by my family’s experience.

			As Bulgarian Jews living in the shadow of Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s, both of my grandfathers had good, stable jobs. My dad’s father operated a currency exchange, and my mom’s father, having gone to university to become a doctor, had gone into the picture-frame business to support his family. With the outbreak of World War II, rather than face a destructive invasion, Tsar Boris III of Bulgaria sided with Hitler and the Third Reich, and nearly fifty thousand Bulgarian Jews, my family among them, were corralled into forced-labor camps. They managed to survive the war thanks to the king and thanks to their fellow countrymen, who rose up to protest the deportation of Bulgarian Jews to the death camps in Poland. But it would only be a temporary reprieve. After Hitler’s defeat, the Communists took over, and Jewish persecution only got worse. All Jewish property—personal effects, homes, businesses—was confiscated by the government, and in 1948 every living relative on both sides of my family boarded the boats leaving for Israel. Both of my grandfathers were broken men, forced to start over in their forties running small shops. Israel was a poor country then, and they were just surviving, essentially. My grandmother on my mom’s side had to wake up at four in the morning to pick strawberries and then trek to the market in Tel Aviv to sell them. Not having any time to care for her own daughter, she put my mom in a kibbutz, where she lived from ages seven to fourteen.

			My father, meanwhile, started working at thirteen, finishing high school at night. At twenty-one, fresh out of the army, he met some Jewish guys visiting from South Africa on the street in Tel Aviv. They stopped my dad to ask for directions, and since my dad’s a friendly guy, they all started chatting and hanging out together. “If you ever come to South Africa,” they told him, “look us up.” So he did. In 1962, he moved down and, after initially finding work as a traveling salesman of transistor radios, he wound up becoming a partner in a business that sold Persian carpets. Five years later, he met and married my mother on a return trip to Israel. He brought her down to Johannesburg, which is where my sisters and I showed up, first my older sister, Michelle, in 1969, then me in 1971, and finally our youngest sister, Maskit, in 1973. Then, when I was barely four years old, South Africa’s political instability had us on the move again. The Afrikaner apartheid regime wouldn’t fall for another fifteen years, but what had always been a deeply immoral situation was increasingly becoming an untenable one as well, and it was not the best place to raise kids. So we packed up everything we owned and emigrated to Toronto, Canada.

			At the end of my parents’ long, hard road, I was lucky enough to grow up in a place of safety and stability, a land where anything was possible and opportunity was everywhere. We lived at 15 Ames Gate in the suburb of York Mills, one of those idyllic middle-class neighborhoods with great schools where the kids all ran around outside until we got called home for dinner. Thanks to the stories passed down around the table, the scars of my family’s experience were etched into my subconscious, I’m sure. But the fact that they made it through their ordeal and even managed to thrive taught me that change and risk are manageable and normal parts of life. You can change jobs, cities, or even continents, and things will work out somehow.

			Still, even within the safety and security of that nice suburban environment, I was forced to confront risk for an altogether different reason: Most of the time, I was on my own. My parents always took care of my sisters and me in terms of making sure we had food on the table and a roof over our heads. In that respect they were wonderful parents who did everything they could to give us the best chance in life, and I am grateful for that. But for all their logistical and functional support, emotionally speaking, my parents could only give me what they got from their parents, which wasn’t much. They weren’t equipped to relate to their kids on that level. In fact, I’d go so far as to say they were emotionally absent. My parents never read to me as a kid, never helped me with my homework, never talked to me about any problems I might be having with anything. My parents never even acknowledged my learning disability. There was never a single conversation about it. It was my teachers who helped me.

			Years later, after my parents had divorced and after I’d become an adult myself, my mother would open up and be much more engaged in my life, particularly when the idea for the Grass Head came along. But growing up, I was that kid at hockey practice who was always stuck trying to find a ride home because no one was there to pick me up. There was one hockey match and one tennis match that I can remember that they came to. Otherwise, they weren’t around. They were busy. They were working, because that’s what they knew how to do.

			Naturally, being left at hockey practice isn’t a life-or-death scenario. But trying to navigate that circumstance is an exercise in assessing the potential pitfalls and upsides of a difficult situation. Who can I ask for a ride? Whose parents won’t mind driving me out of their way? Who can I trust? Do I have money for the pay phone if everyone leaves without me? That’s more risk analysis than most kids have to calculate on a typical school day. And I never had any choice but to figure it out, because I had to get home one way or another.

			With my mom and dad, over time I learned to stay quiet and not ask for much, which is not a great trait to develop. I conditioned myself to figure things out and do them on my own. Being the poorest kid in a middle-class neighborhood, if I wanted to keep up with my friends and do the things they were doing, I had to make my own money. So I started shoveling my neighbor’s driveway. I got a paper route. I did everything I had to do to be self-sufficient from an early age.

			There were certainly dangers and risks to being a twelve- or thirteen-year-old kid out navigating the world by himself, but for whatever reason I didn’t see them. Either I was oblivious to them, or I was willfully ignoring them because of the benefits that were accruing to me in spite of them. Being out in the world earned me money. It made me good friends. It taught me that, once I got over any initial fear, I could find the upside and the opportunity in anything. I was naturally an active, curious kid, but necessity made me even more so, because it gave me so much practice at it. Necessity forced me to take risks. My home life drove me to be independent, and independence forced me to be creative and look for opportunities rather than downsides. I wouldn’t say it’s the healthiest way to train a future CEO, but there’s no denying the fact that my parents’ absence instilled in me the tenacity and resilience my future job would require.

			What I learned from my family is that in a world where there is so much that you cannot control, the greatest possible risk is to not have control over your own destiny, to be unable to make your own way and do for yourself. Is there risk in starting a business? Sure, but given my family’s history, I was far more comfortable with that kind of risk than with the risk of leaving my fate in someone else’s hands.

			In the fall of 1990, I enrolled at the University of Western Ontario, which is the equivalent of a good flagship state school in America. It’s the big campus in the small town, like the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. I got wait-listed at first; because of my dysgraphia, my test scores weren’t as high as they might have been. But that turned out to be an opportunity to learn yet another good lesson from my parents. My mom and dad were both big doers. They’d built their lives through a long process of trial and error. When you hit an obstacle, you tackle it head-on, and that’s what my mother encouraged me to do when I was wait-listed. She told me to drive two hours to the admissions office and then sit there in the waiting room until someone let me explain my situation: how I had a learning disability and how I’d worked so hard to overcome it and that’s why I deserved a spot. So I did, and they decided to give me a chance.

			Because I wanted to go away for school, which was more expensive than living at home, my parents said they would only cover my university fees. It was on me to get jobs or loans to cover my room and board. Anton was in a similar situation, and by the end of freshman year, we both wound up with the same gig: selling fertilizer door-to-door, trying to get people to sign up for service contracts to have their lawns fertilized. And if you’ve ever sold fertilizer door-to-door for any length of time, you won’t be surprised to learn that we were looking to do something else, anything else, as quickly as possible.

			That something else was inspired by a business some other guys were already running when we showed up at school. It was called Campus Faces. Every fall, as hordes of college students were joyously making their way back to campus for the new semester, these two upperclassmen would go around with cameras and capture the excitement. This was before the internet or cellphones or selfies or any of that; it was just two guys with old-school film cameras taking pictures of friends seeing one another again, new kids going to all the orientation parties, or students hanging out in the hallways of their dorms. Then they’d make posters with collages of all the photos and hang them up around campus. Then everyone would cluster around these posters trying to find themselves in the pictures. What made this a business was that the Campus Faces guys sold ads around the edges of the posters to the local businesses that served the student community, everything from McDonald’s and Coca-Cola to small local businesses and restaurants. Students loved Campus Faces, and the advertisers did too.

			For the whole of my freshman year, I had the thought in the back of my mind that something like Campus Faces was the kind of great idea I wanted to pursue. Then, right at the beginning of that summer, as we were going door-to-door selling fertilizer, we found out that the guys who’d started Campus Faces had graduated and weren’t coming back to do it again. “Screw the fertilizer,” we said, and we jumped on it immediately. We didn’t have a grand business plan. We didn’t know the first thing about photography or commercial poster printing. I don’t think we even spoke to those two upperclassmen to ask them how they did it. We saw that there was a market, knew people liked it, and realized there was a great opportunity waiting right there in front of us.

			And how much were we putting at risk? Practically nothing. Just our time and our effort. We didn’t have to build a prototype. We didn’t even have to put up any capital to get it going. We knew who the advertisers were from the previous year’s posters, so we went around to those businesses, plus some new ones we thought of, and took in about $4,000 in deposits—half of which I took to go to Europe for the summer. We found a boilerplate one-page advertising contract, and we had the advertisers sign that. In other words, we didn’t overthink any of it.

			When we came back for the start of school, we went around taking the pictures. Then we laid out the photo collages at my mom’s house with my sister and a bunch of her friends, took them to the printer and had about nine thousand copies made, which we handed out to students for free. They then went and hung them up in their apartments and dorm rooms around campus. Once we were done, we went back to our advertisers to collect the balance of payments that they owed us.

			That first year we grossed $12,000, and out of that Anton and I each took home around $3,000. The following year we had the idea to expand our operations to a second school and grossed about $30,000. The third year we did five different schools and grossed more than $100,000.
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