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THE 90-YEAR-OLD STARTUP

People grow organizations and our ability to relate, connect and communicate 

with others is vital to our success. I have been writing about this for a few years, covering 

topics such as the importance of working with a purpose, integrative leadership, 

employee enlightenment, and mindful marketing. All of these tie back to my core belief 

that you can be both a good person in business and a successful businessperson.

There are so many thoughts, insights and ideas shared online and in print, which is 

something I feel are of great value. Yet, the manner in which this is typically done is via 

the instructive "self-help" type article. I wanted to try something different. I wanted to tell 

a story that brings the above topics to life. A story that allows you to witness these 

principles in practice and see a little bit of yourself and your co-workers in its characters.  

Hopefully , it also entertains you along the way.  

This story will be an iterative process, one that will be built with every blog post. As 

beta readers, you are all editors. Each comment and suggestion will help to breath 

more life into the story and its characters. At the end of this journey, there will be a book. 

One that I hope will lead you down the path of personal, leadership and business 

growth.  

Thanks for being a beta reader



THE 90-YEAR-OLD STARTUP

CHAPTER ONE

Another Damn Meeting

Eric heard the familiar ping as a calendar invite popped up. That's weird, there 

was going to be a mandatory executive team meeting today at 2pm. He knew 

something big had to be going down. Even though the company had a seemingly 

insatiable appetite for meetings, having one scheduled so suddenly and with the word 

mandatory attached, was not a good sign. Maybe the family was finally throwing in the 

towel. Who would blame them. The dairy business is no fun. Per capita consumption has 

been declining for over a decade, the category is crowded, commoditized and 

devoid of any real innovation. 

San Joaquin Dairy had been owned by the Boheme family for over 90 years. Like 

so many other Dutch families that settled in the valley, they started milking cows. Yet, 

unlike most, they soon realized that vertical integration was key, and they started 

bottling their own milk and selling it to the local stores. Over the years, the company 

grew as the population increased. Today, it was one of the largest independent dairies 

in the United States. But, the last decade has been hard. Only two of the ten had been 
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profitable, and Johnny Boheme III, the current CEO, looked and acted a lot older than 

his 48 years. 

Eric walked into the conference room a little before 2pm. He was always the first 

to arrive, something he prided himself on. He did wonder why every damn meeting 

had to start late. A few minutes later Gail walked in and they exchanged a nervous 

glance. Gail was the CFO. She had been with the company for over 30 years starting as 

a receptionist and working her way up. She was probably the person Eric respected 

most in the organization. She worked hard for everything she achieved. She was 

reflective, a great listener and he'd put her understanding of the business up against 

anyone in the industry. Don walked in a few minutes later,  and with a simple head nod 

sat at the far end of the table. He was a jerk and the VP of Operations. Granted, Eric 

wouldn't be the first VP of Sales to think that of their operations counterpart, but in Don's 

case it was universally accepted.... he was a jerk. Jodi came in just behind with a poor 

attempt at a reassuring smile that fell far short of having its intended effect. She was the 

newest member of the team and Eric was struggling to figure her out. She seemed to 

have a good sense of humor, but no one could ever really break the ice. She just acts 

slightly aloof. Maybe, as the VP of Human Resources, she felt compelled to do so, but 

Eric wished she would let her guard down a bit. He sensed that he would find another 

friend and ally if she did. Finally, Johnny came in. He seemed a bit distant, as if he was 

somewhere else at that moment. Eric had not met with him much lately as Johnny had 
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been spending a lot of time in meetings that kept him out of the office. Plus, in truth, Eric 

had little good news to share with him, so he figured he would let Johnny seek him out. 

"Good afternoon everyone". Johnny started and then apologized for calling the 

meeting on short notice. He went on for few minutes with the basic meeting 

pleasantries and then finally dropped the bomb. "You are all aware that business has 

been tough, and our results have been far below the family's expectations." Everyone 

held their breath bracing for what was coming next. "I wanted you to hear this from me 

first. The family has decided to sell the business."
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CHAPTER TWO

The Announcement 

Eric may not have been shocked, but he was stunned. He and Gail had talked 

about this scenario many times. They just  couldn't convince themselves that the family 

would sell the business. It was such a part of who they were and how they were known. 

Eric imagined that it must feel like putting your kid up for adoption when he was 13. But, 

he had little real insight into what was going on within the family. At this moment, he had 

bigger concerns, like his job, feeding his family and what the hell was going to happen 

next. 

Johnny spent some time explaining that they had not intended to sell the 

business. In fact, they tried to discourage the interested party from their pursuit but, the 

offer was just too good to refuse. Eric was certain it was  Sun Dairy. They were the 

powerhouse on the national scene and had long stated their intent to increase their 

market share and presence in California. He was wrong. It was not Sun or any other 

dairy for that matter. It was Thatcher Holmes, and who the hell was Thatcher Holmes?
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Fortunately, Johnny did not make them wait long for the answer. Apparently, 

Holmes was a 31 year-old Stanford MBA who had made millions selling his tech start-up 

to Microsoft. Evidently, he has some hypothesis that he can apply his start up success 

recipe to a mature manufacturing business in a commoditized category and make it 

flourish. Great, Eric thought, now we are part of some kid's grand experiment. Time to 

update the resume. 

What came next, however, was a real shock. Johnny started to get a bit teary, 

something Eric had never witnessed. He thanked everyone for all their work and the 

commitment shown to him and his family. He wanted to repay that loyalty. Therefore, 

he explained, as part of the terms of the sale, he had successfully negotiated three year 

employment contracts for each member of his executive team. Okay, so maybe Eric 

didn't need to update his resume just yet. 

Admittedly, Eric was a bit intrigued. What would a guy who had been working in 

Silicon Valley see in a dairy in the heart of California's Ag land? Eric doubted he had 

ever been on a farm, driven a truck or even shopped in a Wal-Mart. But, who knows, 

maybe now Eric would finally find someone who saw the value and benefit of spending 

money on technology, marketing and product development. 

Johnny went on to explain that the transition was going to happen fast. The sale 



7

THE 90-YEAR-OLD STARTUP

had actually been in the works for sometime and would close next week. He would be 

making the announcement to the rest of the company and the trade tomorrow. The 

team spent some time discussing the particulars of that announcement. Eric would 

obviously be responsible for reaching out to the key customers. He would need to make 

sure that they felt confident in the company's long term viability. They would also want 

to understand the transition plan and who would be leading the company going 

forward. Eric asked Johnny just that, and Johnny said that he would be stepping down 

when the sale closed and Holmes would become not only the new owner, but also the 

CEO. He would be onsite next week, and a meeting of the executive team had been 

scheduled at this same time, one week from today.
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CHAPTER THREE

First Impressions

For Eric, the week had been a flurry of activity. Truthfully, he had little time to think 

about Holmes or what the transition would mean for the future. He spent most of the 

week snarfing down In & Out Burgers and swigging Starbucks by the gallon as he 

traversed the highways and byways of Northern California in an effort to instill some 

degree of confidence in his customers. Even though he lacked that confidence himself. 

All of this was running though his head as he was driving back over the Altamont Pass, 

the most congested stretch of freeway in the US. He had just met with Coastal Foods, a 

large independent grocer with whom he had been doing business for 20 years.  He was  

scrambling to be back in the office in time for the "big reveal" of the new owner and 

CEO. 

Not only did Eric make it back in time, but he again was the first to arrive. Only this 

time, he waited just seconds before being joined. It wasn't Gail, Jodi or even Don who 

came in next. It was Thatcher Holmes. Eric had seen a few pictures of him in the articles 

written about the purchase. He also had done some snooping on LinkedIn and 
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Facebook. But, pictures offer little insight into presence. Thatcher seemed comfortable 

and confident. He walked right up to Eric, introduced himself, offered a firm handshake, 

made sincere eye contact and flashed a genuine smile. Being in sales all these years, 

Eric considered himself a good judge of character, and he instantly knew that his new 

boss was a good guy. All those days of worry eased just a bit. 

Over the next few minutes, the remainder of the executive team made their way 

into the conference room. In keeping with tradition, Johnny was the last to arrive. Eric 

could already see an appreciable difference in his countenance, as if a large weight 

had been lifted from his shoulders. Eric was happy for him. The pressure over these past 

years has been enormous.  Thatcher worked the room, exchanging greetings with 

each new member of the team.  Eric watched the body language of his colleagues. 

Both Gail and Jodi appeared comfortable and relaxed, an indication that they too 

had a similar read about their new boss. Don, however, was guarded, avoiding eye 

contact, and Thatcher seemed a little less enthusiastic in the exchange. Good, Eric 

thought. It appeared that Thatcher was an equally good reader of people. Maybe 

Don's reign of tyranny might finally come to an end. 

Johnny started the meeting telling the team again how he and the rest of the 

family at first resisted accepting the offer, but that Holmes in the end was just too 

convincing. Thatcher chuckled and added, "I can be a bit persistent at times." Johnny 
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went on to explain that one of the deciding factors was the commitment Thatcher 

made to work to grow the business and invest in its future. The family felt it could trust 

that the business and its employees would be in good hands. With that he stood, 

shaking hands with Thatcher and said "It's your business now. I hope that you prove our 

trust was well placed." With that, he left the room and the transfer was complete. 

"Wow", Eric thought, "so simple and anti-climactic".
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CHAPTER FOUR

Core Belief

Thatcher clasped his hands and lifted them high above his head, taking a deep 

breath while doing so. When he finished, he placed his hands back down on the table 

and said, "Okay, I am sure you all have a ton of questions, and I promise  I will take the 

time to answer every one of them as fully as possible. But, before I do that, I would like to 

share my core belief. I think that will provide a nice framework for our future discussions 

and will also help you understand me and my interest in this business. How does that 

sound?" Everyone nodded, so Thatcher continued. 

"I believe that it is people who grow organizations, and successful organizations 

are focused on helping people grow. Sounds weird, huh?" Again, the group nodded. 

"Well", Thatcher said, "before I go any further, let me share that I am really passionate 

about this. So, at times I can seem a bit preachy. That is not how I want this to go. If I get 

too high up on my soapbox, let me know. Also, I want you all to feel free to ask 

questions or disagree with what I say. I want us to have a discussion as it's not my intent 

to lecture. Any questions about what I have said thus far?" Eric raised his hand and was 
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greeted by a soft chuckle from Thatcher. "Eric, no need to raise your hand, we are just 

having a conversation. Lay it on me." Eric smiled and felt slightly embarrassed. "I agree 

that it is all about people. But, when you say that successful organizations help people 

grow, what people are you referring to, employees?" Thatcher smiled, "Great question. 

Yes, but more than just employees, successful organizations help to grow everyone that 

the company comes in contact with. This includes not only employees, but vendors, 

customers, and their communities." 

Don spoke up, "It sounds pretty idealistic to me." "Yeah, maybe", Thatcher 

agreed, "but it is good for business, and if you look at companies that are thriving, you'll 

find that most have this symbiotic relationship." "Can you give me an example?", Don 

asked. At first, Eric thought that Don was being his normal contrarian self, but he actually 

seemed interested. "You bet" Thatcher offered. "Let me start with an obvious one, 

Starbucks. There has been a lot written about what they do to help their employees 

grow. They offer medical benefits for part-time workers, tuition support for those wanting 

to go to college and provide a career path for those wanting to grow within the 

organization. With vendors, they are focused on ethical sourcing, by ensuring up and 

down their supply chain that they are supporting the triple bottom line. They work with 

suppliers to ensure financial, social and environmental sustainability." Gail asked, "What 

do they do to grow their customers and their communities?" "Another great question.", 

Thatcher replied appreciatively. "One of the early goals of Starbucks was to create a 
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third space. A place between work and home where people could gather. Not only to 

be social but to work, collaborate or just relax. To a distributed workforce, Starbucks has 

replaced the office as a place to work, be social, and of course, get highly 

caffeinated." Thatcher laughed. "They also support the communities in which they do 

business, whether it's through charitable work or just simple things like providing a bulletin 

board and offering coffee grounds for community gardens."

"Starbucks hasn't always been perfect.", Eric offered. "Far from it.", said Thatcher. 

"There was a time around the Great Recession, where Starbucks was really struggling. In 

my opinion, it had little to do with the economy. Howard Schultz had resigned a few 

years before as CEO, and I think they lost sight of working to help people grow. They got 

focused on selling products instead of creating experiences. They grew too quickly, 

introduced drive-thru-only locations, and just lost their way. Schultz saw it happening 

and wound up reinstalling himself as CEO. He quickly got the company refocused, and 

since that time, I think it is safe to say they are thriving." 

"Okay, I am going to step up on my soapbox for just a minute. This principle works, 

not only for Starbucks but for every type of organization. Non-profit, public, private, 

every type. If we agree that it is, in fact, people that grow organizations, it just makes 

sense that organizations who thrive do so because they are focused on helping people 

grow.  That is the type of organization we are going to be, and together we are going 
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to work on the strategy to do just that. Can I get an amen?" "Amen," said the group 

followed by a few laughs, although Eric noticed that not everyone seemed as 

convinced as he was.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A Retreat?

"Let me step down from my metaphorical soapbox.", Thatcher said with a grin. 

"Like I mentioned, I do get a little passionate about this subject. Being mindful of your 

time, I want to quickly talk about next steps. If we are going to reshape this organization 

and set it on the right course, we need to get to work. I know you all have  a lot going 

on, but I am going to ask that you join me for a 3-day off-site retreat." Don, shook his 

head and said, "There is no way I can just drop everything and pick up and leave for 

three days." Eric found himself in the unfamiliar territory of agreeing with Don. Thatcher 

responded calmly, "I understand. I've scheduled the retreat in two weeks to allow you 

the time to prepare. But, this does bring up one of my key goals. We have to build 

teams with whom we have both the confidence and  trust they can handle the 

business of today. If we don't, then as a leadership team we won't be able to do the 

work of preparing the organization, for the business of tomorrow." Don, with some 

obvious reservation, said, "Okay, I'll plan accordingly."

When Eric learned that the retreat was going to be held at Thatcher's beach 
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house in Capitola, he could not help but begin to paint a mental image of what it 

would look like. He was certain it had to be one of those modern glass and steel 

structures that have slowly taken over the cliffs overlooking the shoreline. When he 

pulled up, he felt compelled to double check his phone to make sure he put in the right 

address. The house was lovely but simple and certainly not what Eric had envisioned. It 

was a seaside bungalow likely built in the 30's. The interior was casual, warm and inviting. 

"Wow", he thought, "this guy just continues to surprise me."

Eric had planned a quick customer visit along the way and was in the unusual 

position of being the last to arrive. Thatcher greeted him, "Hey Eric, welcome. Jodi and 

Gail are getting settled in their rooms, Don claimed the loft in the attic. I have you set up 

in the sunroom out back. What it lacks in privacy it more than makes up for with the 

view." Thatcher showed Eric the way. The view was incredible. Eric felt as if he could just 

sit there, look out all day at the blue of the Pacific and listen to the rhythmic sound of the 

waves hitting the rocks below. "Pretty awesome isn't it?" Thatcher asked. Eric just 

nodded, not wanting to pull his attention away just yet. "When I am here", Thatcher said, 

"I just sit in this room for hours and stare out towards the horizon and listen to waves crash 

below. This is my thinking space. Some of my best ideas have come to me right here in 

this room. I felt this would be the best place for you to be over these next three days. I 

hope you put it to good use. Settle in then we're going to all run over to Trader Joe's in a 

bit and pick up some food and drinks. I thought we'd get this going with a BBQ on the 
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beach." 

As Eric unpacked, he just kept thinking how wrong he had been in his mental 

picture thus far. In addition to the modern glass house, he thought for sure they'd be 

visiting the swanky restaurants of the area or at least have catered meals. He didn't think 

they'd be grilling burgers and drinking beers on the beach. Being this off already, he 

wondered what the rest of this experience had in store for them.
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CHAPTER SIX

Ground Rules

Jodi had volunteered to make the hamburger patties. She had some secret 

family recipe she promised would produce the best burger ever. Don, operations 

minded as always, signed up to get the bonfire going to thwart the chill of the marine 

layer that had rolled in with the night. Gail was making a salad, Thatcher was serving as 

the bartender and Eric was manning the grill. Everyone had their role. 

As the group ate, Thatcher began to talk. "First of all, I want to thank you all for 

making the time to do this. I know it's a lot to ask of you to walk away from not only your 

work but your families. My hope is that we all leave here feeling it was time well spent. 

We can start the heavy lifting tomorrow. Tonight is really a time for us to get to know one 

another and to shed some of the formality of the office. That's why I chose to have the 

retreat here instead of some resort. It's pretty hard to be formal when you have your 

toes in the sand and a beer in your hand." Thatcher laughed. 

Thatcher wasn't quite done. "I do want to lay out some simple ground rules for our 
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time together." He let out a one breath laugh as he caught the contradiction of 

establishing ground rules just after promoting the informality of the retreat. "The first rule 

serves to guide our interactions with one another.  In fact, it should guide all of our 

interactions, period. This goes back to what we talked about when we first met, that it is 

people who grow organizations. It's my belief that deep down all of us want the same 

thing. We want to be heard, cared for, valued and respected. Therefore, that is how we 

will treat each other,  and for that matter, once we leave here, it's how we will treat our 

teams, vendors and customers. That doesn't mean we always have to agree with one 

another, which leads me to my next rule. I call this "creative abrasion". I'm not sure where 

I first heard the term, but I have co-opted it as my own. The best ideas often come with 

friction or an appropriate level of conflict. We are going to embrace that friction." 

Jodi spoke up, "I kind of struggle with that. When I offer up an idea that starts a 

feeding frenzy where everyone is talking about why it won't work or how I am failing to 

see the whole picture, I take it personally." "Totally get it.", Thatcher responded. "Friction, 

or creative abrasion as I like to call it, only works when two things remain top of mind. 

The first is that the friction is all about the idea, not the people on either end of the 

conversation. I think of this in terms of my tech days. Ideas are like open-source code. 

Ideas, like code, are put out into the world to be torn apart and built upon with the aim 

of making them better. The second thing that needs to remain top of mind is using the 

first ground rule to guide the interaction. Communication needs to remain productive, 
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not destructive." 

Jodi nodded, "I can buy that, I guess. But, in my mind there is a prerequisite, one 

that I think, in all honesty, is absent in this group, and that is trust." "Thanks for the perfect 

segue." Thatcher smiled. "Our third ground rule is trust." "You just can't mandate trust.", 

Gail offered. "Yeah", Don chimed in, "trust is something you have to earn." "Great 

discussion, but I disagree with that conclusion.", Thatcher responded, adding inflection 

to the fact he disagreed with Don's conclusion and not Don himself. "In order for trust to 

exist, it must first be given with the confidence that it will be reciprocated. If we all stand 

around waiting until we earn trust, it will never happen, someone has to give it first. That's 

what I'm asking here tonight.  That we offer each other our trust with the belief that if we 

abide by the other two ground rules, it'll be returned."

Thatcher could tell that last ground rule was something the group was struggling 

to accept. "I'll tell you what", he said, " I will let you sit with that last one for awhile. I 'm 

done with my ground rules and being the heavy. Let's just  put our butts in the sand, 

enjoy the fire Don built and celebrate the fact we're sitting on a beautiful beach on a 

perfect night." The group nodded in agreement and one by one walked over to the fire 

and found a place to sit.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Most People Have it Wrong

The early light of morning made it difficult to discern where the ocean ended 

and the sky began. Eric was sitting looking out the window and soaking up the solitude. 

The house was quiet, and he guessed  it would be for awhile longer. As he sat, he 

began to think about how he wound up here. Not here at this beach house in Capitola, 

but rather here as theVP of Sales and Marketing for San Joaquin Dairy. He always felt as 

if he were somewhat of a misfit. He didn't get a thrill from the hunt or a high from closing 

the deal. Equally, he never took a "no" personally or found himself crushed by the 

business that was lost. Truthfully, he found the whole process rather uninteresting. But, 

he's been pretty damn successful which struck him as weird. It wasn't that he was 

unhappy. He enjoyed finding creative solutions to complex challenges, and that is how 

he viewed the sales process. What brought him the most joy was mentoring his team. To 

the unfamiliar eye, his team might appear to be a motley crew. But, each member had 

developed their own style and gained a solid understanding of the business. There were 

even a few Eric felt would be good future leaders. He was proud of his team and proud 

of the work he has done to support them. But, he still found himself wondering if the 
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success he had experienced was a result of his actions or just a bit of good fortune. 

Just then, Eric's attention was pulled away by a lone, still figure sitting on a bench 

below his window. He wondered if they'd been there all along. In the pre-dawn light, it 

was difficult to make out who it was, but Eric was fairly certain it was Thatcher. As if on 

cue, Thatcher turned toward the window, waived, and motioned to Eric to come join 

him out on the bench. Eric pulled on his hoodie, slipped on his Crocs, and walked down 

the steps to the deck below. "Morning, have a seat why don't ya?", Thatcher asked. 

"Thanks", said Eric feeling a bit uncomfortable.  "I noticed you were enjoying what I call 

the thinking view. When you look out that window, it seems as if the rest of the world 

melts away and you are just left with your thoughts. Mind if I ask what you were thinking 

about?" inquired Thatcher. Eric had no intention of sharing his thoughts, but for some 

reason, it just felt like the right and natural thing to do. So, he spilled his guts. Thatcher 

listened intently, not interrupting, just softly and slowly nodding his head in an affirming 

manner. 

"Whoa", Eric said as he let his breath out through his nose, "I didn't plan on 

dumping all of that on you." Thatcher smiled, "I have that affect on people. I can get 

them to sing like canaries. You know, I get it. I've felt the same way for most of my 

career. I mean I was in thick of the "Startup Economy". Everyone around me was 

ruthlessly pursuing the next big thing, looking for that innovation that would yield the big 



23

THE 90-YEAR-OLD STARTUP

cash out and make them darlings of Silicon Valley. But, that wasn't me. I wasn't in it to 

win it. Like you, I really found enjoyment in solving complex issues and finding a way to 

meet an unmet demand. Really, all I wanted to do was have a positive impact on 

those around me. I didn't have a pervasive thirst for success. Strangely, success just 

seemed to find me. I also wondered if it was just dumb luck. You know, even a blind 

squirrel finds an acorn every now and then." Eric smiled and took comfort in what 

Thatcher was sharing. 

"Can I tell you a quick story?", asked Thatcher. "By all means," Eric replied with 

genuine curiosity. "When I was in college", Thatcher started, "I really struggled with 

anxiety, to the point, I considered dropping out. One of my professors was aware of this 

and invited me to join him at his meditation group. That was a pivotal moment for me, 

and I have been an active participant in the group ever since. That professor remains 

one of my greatest teachers. About six months ago, right after I sold my last business, I 

came to the group. After the session, my old professor sensed that I was a little lost, so he 

asked, and I shared what I've just shared with you. You see, I didn't know what to do 

next. I was a hot commodity in Silicon Valley. I just sold a business to Microsoft. But, I didn't 

feel that way. I didn't fit the mold, and as I shared with you, I kind of wondered if it was 

just luck that had gotten me that far." Eric was surprised by the doubt that Thatcher had 

about his future. It was not what he would have expected.
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"The professor and I grabbed some coffee on the way home.", Thatcher went 

on. "He said to me that it wasn't dumb luck that got me this far, It was leadership. He 

explained that those people that made me feel like an outcast, had it wrong. They 

were focused on products, processes, and outcomes, while I was focused on people.  

Leadership, he explained, is about getting things done through others. But, more than 

that, it's about helping people see the potential in themselves or in a situation they have 

yet to see. Eric, that is what we do. That is why we've met with success. That's why I 

bought this business and why I am so excited to have you as part of my team.  We're 

going to make something special happen. Now, let's just sit and enjoy this view and 

some silence for a few minutes, because we've got some work to do after that!"
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