Interview with Accidental Pren-her

Leslie Haywood

S:
Welcome, everybody! This is another episode of the Accidental Pren-her Show: Stories of the Unexpected, and today we have with us the inventor of Grill Charms – yeah, Grill Charms! You know, like wine charms for the grill. Today we have in the house Leslie Haywood. She is the founder and president of Charmed Life Productions, and we’re going to be talking with her about her journey into the entrepreneurial lifestyle. Welcome, Leslie! 

L:
Hello! It’s so great to be here!

S:
And it’s great to have you! Right away, we want to know how you got from customer service manager in the transportation industry – quite a far fetch from the grill industry – to founder and president of your magnanimous company that’s doing things based on the inventing of grilling accessories. How did that happen?

L: 
Well, after I worked for a company for nine years, my husband and I decided we were going to start a family so I did the stay-at-home mom thing and started raising my two daughters. We had a dinner party one night, like we quite frequently do. My husband was grilling chicken, and he likes everything so gosh-darn spicy and I don’t. He seasoned his really spicy and left some for my friends and me on the milder side. When he brought the platter of chicken to the table, he couldn’t remember which was which. So I had a very spicy “light bulb moment” after I bit into the spiciest piece of chicken on the platter, and he came up with a comment about how someone just needs to come up with a way for him to tell who has what. You know, people talk about the “light bulb over their heads”, and I swear you could see mine from a mile away! I didn’t mean to start a company. I didn’t mean to invent a product. It was just the biggest “slap in the face” I’d ever had, and I couldn’t not do it! 

S:
So you guy were out grilling with friends, and quite by accident – or  “accident by design” – you got the spiciest piece of chicken and the light bulb went off.

L:
Yes! We grill all the time, and my husband is kind of a sauce and rub junkie, so this wasn’t the first time that something like this had happened. But it was the catalyst for this company. We’ve always got different sauces and rubs on the grill at one time, and there was no way to keep track of who wanted lemon pepper, who wanted Greek seasoning… That wasn’t really a problem, but that particular night it was a problem because my mouth was on fire! And I’m, like, “Oh, my gosh! Why hasn’t someone come up with this yet?” and that’s when the patent search starts and the process goes. I couldn’t help myself. I had to throw myself into business!

S:
How long did this take, from “light bulb” to searching out everything about patents? How long did it take for this to take shape?

L:
Light bulb to launch: That spicy moment was April of 2006, and by November of 2007 Grill Charms was on store shelves.

S:
Oh, my gosh! Now, did that take longer than you thought it would take?

L:
It did. It took a little bit longer. You know, there are some setbacks that you don’t plan for. You think that everything is going to go smoothly…there are always some bumps in the road. I was very pleased, though. My big thing was it needed to be out by Christmas because it’s such a great holiday gift item that I was pushing my manufacturers and really trying to get everybody to get it out before the holiday gift season. My official launch date was Black Friday, which is the Friday after Thanksgiving! So it was a great launch. Everything came together.

S:
Wonderful! So what’s the best thing about being a small business owner?

L:
I live on the excitement! I love never knowing what I’m going to walk into. I come into the office, which is right in between my daughters’ bedrooms…I walk upstairs into my office, turn on the computer, and I never know what I’m going to find. When the phone rings, is it going to be Rachael Ray – finally! – or is it going to be the head buyer for Williams-Sonoma? I never know! I love that feeling and I love that thrill. Some people aren’t really crazy about that rollercoaster ride, because it is a rollercoaster ride – but I thrive on it. I love it. That’s my favorite part.

S:
You know, Leslie, people have great ideas all the time and they just never seem to act on them. What was it that made you do that? What was the incentive that got you going?

L:
Well, this is going to sound a little strange, but it was actually fear, and fear is a very powerful emotion! That night, I couldn’t not do it because the fear of seeing my idea, my product, on store shelves two years down the road, knowing that that was my idea and I never acted upon it. The fear of the regret that I would live with was so much stronger that the fear of failure that I had to do it. I didn’t have a choice. I knew that I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t give it a shot. I weighed worst-case scenarios. You know, let’s say I don’t do anything and I’m safe and I save all that money, but then I see someone else do it – I couldn’t live with myself. To me, failure – if that were to happen – that was a better option, so I just said, “I’m gonna go for it! I can’t not do it. I can’t not see where this takes me.”

S:
Fear is a very strong motivator. It also can be a paralyzer, though for you, you said it beautifully. It was more important to try…

L:
Yes.

S:
…and fail…

L:
Yes.

S:
…than to not try, and regret.

L:
Yes. That is – oh, my goodness! See? That is why you’re such a fantastic author! You just summarized it! That is wonderful! I love that!

S:
Leslie, was there ever a time when you thought, “I can’t do this, it’s over, I’m done”?

L:
Like I said earlier, there are those tough times. With me, I was diagnosed with cancer very shortly after my light bulb moment in April. I was diagnosed with breast cancer in June and had to go through a bilateral mastectomy and reconstructive surgeries, all right in the beginning stages of the company. So it was really hard, but the drive and passion was there so I just kept going. By the time it was all over and everything was clear and my lymph nodes were good, I decided, “Okay. Cancer didn’t slow me down. There is nothing that’s going to!” The world can throw what it wants at me, but I’m going to keep on going!

S:
Congratulations, Leslie, because you’re right. Breast cancer and having a bilateral mastectomy would have been enough to put anyone into the “I’m not doing this” category. 

L:
Right.

S:
Just you having the courage to move through this – congratulations to you.

L:
Thank you! Even going through that, I kept the vision in my head of what I wanted to do and where I wanted to go with the company, so it was therapy for me. I didn’t let myself get bogged down with all that was going on health-wise. There were other things – bigger things – that I knew I needed to do. Cancer just didn’t need to get in the way of that. And I didn’t let it because that was kind of a little bump in the road, and that’s the way I viewed it. I just plowed through it!

S:
That shows a lot of strength and courage, and I bet a lot of that comes from the fact that you chose to be a stay-at-home mom. How did that affect you? How has being a stay-at-home mom helped you or hindered you with the success of your company?

L:
There are some skills, definitely, as moms that we get from raising our children. As a mom, you learn to multitask like you’ve got four eyes, two heads, and 16 arms. I’ve nursed an infant while potty training a two-year-old while on the phone with sautéed mushrooms and a roast and two loads of laundry going! I can multitask with the best of them! So, with the business, you use those same skills, but just for a different purpose.

S:
Indeed. So it was very easy for you to make that transition.

L:
Oh, absolutely! It wasn’t very hard to just take those skills of having to do 50 things for your children and just put it into the company: sending an email while you’re faxing while you’re organizing your day…it’s no different.

S:
Leslie, what one word describes your life today?

L:
Fulfilled.

S:
What quality or characteristic is most important to you?

L:
Honesty.

S:
What turns you off?

L:
Negative people.

S:
What or who inspires you?

L:
I would have to say my mom. She was diagnosed with breast cancer in her 30s, and she was Stage IV. She’s almost 20 years cancer-free now, and she is my biggest fan. So I would definitely say my mom.

S:
And what’s the most precious thing that you’ve learned along your journey from Accidental Pren-her to successful small business owner?

L:
Don’t give up. Follow your dreams and follow your heart, and success will follow you!

S:
Indeed! Wise words, Leslie, and we are so pleased to have had you on the Accident Pren-her Show. Tell our readers and listeners how they can get in touch with you and what special you have waiting for them when they do.

L:
All right! They can reach me at www.GrillCharms.com, and when they buy online, if they put in the words “pren-her” in the comment box, I will throw in an extra individual grill charm!

S:
There you have it, Ladies and Gentlemen. Head on over to www.GrillCharms.com and get in on that wonderful “pren-her” special that Leslie has for you.


Thanks, Leslie!
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