Interview with Accidental Pren-hers

Cindy & John Chrysler

S:
Hi! My name is Susan Reid. I’m your host, and we’re here today talking with Cindy and John Chrysler about their unique product: toy barns. Cindy and John hail from Millington, Michigan, and they’re the owners of Streamside Farm. Today we’re going to find out how this stay-at-home mom and traditionally employed dad turned an idea into a profit and what drives their passion to do what they do. Welcome, Cindy and John!

C&J:
Hi, Susan. Thanks!

S:
It’s great to have you here. Let’s just jump right in. I’m so fascinated with the toy barns and about Streamside Farm. Where did the idea for these toy barns come from?

C:
It’s funny. I was listening to a financial tape series about using what you have where you are to make a profit. So I tried to think about what we had. My husband is a skilled woodworker, and he is a licensed residential and commercial builder and remodeler. He had the skills, he loves barns, and he had just taken down a 150-year-old barn so he had all that wood. And the toy scare came up with all the Chinese toys and people were admiring one he had just made for our daughter, so it just all fell together.

S:
It seems, though, that there’d be a big difference between a big barn and a toy barn. John, what was that like?

J:
Taking down the barn?

S:
I guess the scale changes. Building a big barn and taking down a big barn is much different than building a toy barn. What was that like?

J:
Well, I’ve always been interested in timber framing and traditional woodwork. There are a lot of traditional scales for barns, so I just looked through several books and at several different buildings and came up with my own scale for it.

S:
And you built one with your daughter?

J:
Yes. She is involved in 4-H and is also an avid collector of model horses, and she had to have a place for those horses. She wanted a woodworking project and we combined both. She actually took first prize at our county fair with this. Ever since then, when people see this little barn that she made, they want to know where they can get one and want to know all about it. So I began building them.

S:
I love how that wonderful 4-H project turned into the idea, combined with the toy scare. That’s just fabulous the way it evolved.

J:
Yes. 

S:
What are these barns made of?

C:
They’re made of cork pine, which is just a white pine that is probably 300 feet tall, a couple hundred years old, but they’re not allowed to harvest those giant pines anymore. They’re protected. There are two stands left in the state. 

S:
And I guess the wood for your barns came from the barn you guys tore down?

C:
Correct. That was cork pine and oak, but what we’re using right now is cork pine. The barns are all cork pine at this point, which is very light.

S:
Do you also stain them?

C:
No, we don’t. We don’t do anything to the finish. It’s just the wood.

S:
When you send these products out, do the people have to put them together or are they already put together?

C:
They’re already put together, but we’re working on some things that might make it a little different.

S:
Okay. So tell me, what is it that drives you? Why do you believe that what you’re doing is so important?

C:
Well, aside from using what we have to bring some income for our family, we just felt like these barns are being taken down all over and they’re a huge part of our agricultural history as a nation. We live on my husband’s family’s farm that’s been in the family for 100 years, so the agricultural history is important to us. A lot of kids have no clue, and we include with each barn a booklet that tells the history of the barn and the history of the wood with it.

S:
So this piece that people purchase from you is not just something to play with. It is also a part of the American living history, the agricultural history. It’s about heritage and remembering our beginnings, isn’t it?

C:
It is. It absolutely is. I found an interesting fact when I was doing research for this booklet. During the late 1800’s when they were harvesting all these massive pines to build Chicago and major cities and a lot of things we just take for granted, evidently the Green Gold Rush in Michigan and Wisconsin was, I think, something like a billion dollars more valuable than the California Gold Rush in the late 1800’s. 

S:
That is amazing!

C:
Well, what I thought was, “Who wouldn’t give a couple hundred dollars to own a piece of the California Gold Rush, or this, which has more value than the California Gold Rush?” 

S:
There is just such a richness to what you’re doing, not only historically, but also to benefit the environment. 

C:
Right.

S:
So what do you two like most about being a small business owner?

J:
I think the flexibility is very important. We also home school, so Cindy and I team up on that task and it’s nice to be able to make time for these things that are really important to us.

S:
Time for what is important. That so fits into your whole concept of Streamside Farm, doesn’t it?

C:
Exactly. We’ve had a lot of major health issues this last year, especially with our youngest daughter being diagnosed with epilepsy and another rare brain disorder, so being able to be there for her and all of the appointments was very important to us.

S:
And that’s much harder to do if you’re traditionally employed.

C:
Correct.

S:
So what do you know now that you wish you’d known earlier in your business?

C:
How long it takes to build a client list and a customer base.

S:
It does take some time, doesn’t it?

C:
Yes. A lot longer than I had wanted and originally thought!

S:
Yes. Most people think, “Hey, I’ve got a great product and everybody should know about!”

C:
…and everyone will love it just as much as me!

S:
That’s right! So what are the future plans for Streamside Farm?

C:
I’ll let John take that one.

J:
Well, Susan, we’re working on a “kit” version of the farm. The shipping costs were pretty prohibitive for large models, so what we would like to do is make kits that can be more of an educational tool also to be more popular with people. 

S:
I love that! Not only does it help with shipping, but also the educational value combined with the history. That’s just such a strong component.

C&J:
Right.

S:
How many models do you have of the toy barns?

C:
Right now we just have two different styles. John would like to add to that as we go.

S:
How big are these?

J:
The current ones are 24” long, 18” high, and approximately 16-18” wide. We would like to offer different sizes also.

S:
And what age group would really enjoy these?

C:
I would say 8 and up. We’re also making some plans. The ones on the Internet right now have hinges, and John has plans to do a lift-off lid instead of the hinges just so they’re sturdier. Plus, the ones that are built right now are built to a 1/9 scale like the model horses are. Since there are all different sizes of horses, of course, we’d like to make barns for the different sizes.

S:
Of course! Cindy and John, it’s been great having you. These are the last five questions we ask everyone.

What one word describes your life today?

C:
I would say “contentment”.

S:
What quality or characteristic is most important?

J:
Honesty.

S:
What is the least appealing thing you do as a small business owner?

C:
Marketing.

S:
Who or what inspires your success?

J:
Our family.

S:
Your immediate family?

C&J:
Yes.

S:
What’s the most precious thing you all have learned along your journey from Accidental Pren-her to entrepreneurial man and woman?

C:
Don’t worry about what you have no control over. This started because John got laid off from the job he’d been working at for six years and it came out of nowhere. 

S:
I love how you’ve turned an accident into a design.

C:
Right!

S:
John and Cindy, once again, thanks for being here. I know that you’ve got a special discount for our readers and listeners, so tell us how we can get a hold of you and what special is waiting for us when we do.

C:
There’s a 20% discount for Accidental Pren-her listeners. If you just send an email to mail@StreamsideFarm.com, you can find out how to get the discount.

S:
That’s a great discount – 20% off a toy barn. Ladies and Gentlemen, head over to www.StreamsideFarm.com and look around the website and check out these fascinating toy barns. They’re really, really interesting to look at. Then, go ahead and send them an email at mail@StreamsideFarm.com and remember to tell them you heard them on the Accidental Pren-her Show so that you can get that 20% discount. Thank you again, Cindy and John!
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