Entrepreneurial Peer Profile

I’m a gamblin’ man
If you are willing to take a chance and have the ability to bluff, an opportunity to start your own business may lie in the most unlikely situation. For Danny Wong, self-acclaimed gambler and risk taker, it arose during a game of mah-jongg. Mah-jongg is a Chinese gambling game played with tiles resembling dominoes and bearing various designs. Tiles are drawn and discarded until one player wins with a hand of four combinations of three tiles each and a pair of matching tiles.
A year ago, Danny, 20, was playing mah-jongg with his aunt, uncle, and best friend Harry Lee, 23. During the casual conversation that ensued, Danny’s uncle, knowing that the young men were interested in computers, asked if they were aware of any sources for recordable compact discs (CDRs). He had a friend in Germany who needed to purchase 200,000 CDRs.
Danny and Harry recognized that this could be their golden opportunity to start their own international business. It did not matter that Danny was still in college and that neither had any experience in running a business. It did not matter that at that moment they did not know of a likely source. They sprang into action.
The next day Danny contacted his girlfriend who was working in Taiwan for the summer. He knew that her mother operated an international trading company and thought she could provide the necessary lead. However, the mother’s help wasn’t necessary. His girlfriend had her own contacts through the computer store where she was employed.
Danny then set out to convince both the manufacturer and the buyer that he was a credible businessman. Doing so presented some challenges, particularly since all his contacts were over the telephone.

For example, when asked which company he was working for, Danny spontaneously replied LD Trading. When pressed about what the letters stood for, Danny apologetically said he did not know since he was only an employee. After consulting with Harry, LD expanded into LEDA Trading Inc. Coincidentally LEDA was the combination of his first name and his partner’s surname. Le and Da also sounded like two Chinese characters, which now appear on their business cards, and loosely translated into “We are at your disposal.”
Both Danny and Harry represented themselves as sales/project managers. “You never see a president or CEO handing out business cards to buyers. A viable company needs employees,” Danny reasoned.

Danny took a crash course in international business terms such as FOB, L/C, and CIF. He learned quickly from friends and from Harry who had recently graduated with a business degree. He never showed his lack of knowledge to his clients.
Since he had limited access to capital, Danny did not wish to pay for a transferable letter of credit, which middlemen use to prevent being cut out of a deal. A letter of credit is issued from the buyer’s to the seller’s bank. It is an agreement whereby payment is issued upon performance. A transferable L/C is used to transfer credit to a second beneficiary, but it costs a hefty percentage. Danny therefore convinced the German client to issue an L/C directly to the Taiwanese factory’s bank. He assured the German client that he would be paid since he was the factory’s official representative. Only after he obtained the purchase order did Danny’s partner fly to Taiwan to secure in writing the factory’s promise to compensate them.
After a month of dealings, Danny trusted his instincts and came out a winner. Danny and Harry netted 30 cents on each of the pieces sold.
Danny may have been so willing to take chances partly because he has relied on himself for a number of years. Danny came to the United States from Taiwan alone at 13 to attend high school. He lived with family friends until he turned 15 when he moved into a house purchased by his father. His father was a Chinese businessman who travelled constantly. When Danny first arrived he spoke no English and was only one of three Asians at his high school.
Danny’s goal now is to become the exclusive distributor for the Taiwanese CDR manufacturer. He must therefore increase his sales volume. To accomplish this objective, Danny has reinvested the proceeds from the first deal and purchased some additional recordable compact discs on spec.
While looking for the next big deal, he has landed two smaller contracts to supply CDRs to local businesses. These contracts yield about $2,000 a month, which he uses to expand the business. He has moved the operation into a corner of his uncle’s office and has hired two part-time employees. Both employees are his friends and, like Danny, are college students. One answers the phone and the other combs the Internet looking for leads for buyers.
Danny spends about five hours a day following up on leads, sending out samples, and negotiating prices. His work usually begins around 10 p.m. since he contacts people by fax or phone all over the world. During the day he is earning his degree in international business. Harry, who works full time in hotel management, still handles some of the paperwork and is developing LEDA’s home page on the Internet.
The business remains a gamble. The CDR market has been flooded with cheap products of inferior quality, and Danny has lost some money as prices have fallen. He is wagering, however, that prices will turn around in the future as companies merge and unprofitable ones exit. He has also been wooed by competitive manufacturers offering him lower prices. However, he has decided to bet on the company that had faith in him originally.
Chances are good that Danny will succeed. He possesses the strategy, skill, and luck that in the past have helped him win the game—whether it be mah-jongg or international business.
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