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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

“Have I got the story

of all stories for you!”

f you spend any amount of

time, okay, abour 30 seconds,

with Steven Schussler, CEO of
Schussler Crearive, you will hear thac
refrain early and often. There are
tall-but-true tales for example about
how he came up with the idea for
cool (constant 24 degrees) concepts
like the Polar Ulra Lounge, where

we are pictured wearing our markas, :
or man p{lrkas, and discussing the David Gee and Steve Schussler “chill on”
marums and sushi and hot chocolate  inthe Polar Ultra Lounge.

specialty dnnks thac will be served in

the everything-is-made-ot-ice serting.

That is fol.owed up by details abour how he got a bunch of dinosaurs into an
Indianapolis hotel lobby and the ballroom of an Orlando umeshare property, or
the hundreds of chousands of dollars and years he spent building a tropical rain
forest an his home in Golden Valley, an endeavor thac acracted the interest of
investors as well as that of police who thought he was growing something else.

We have another slightly less all story to tell you as well and it has 1o
do with the stewardship of ¢his magazine. Craig Bednar, president of Tiger
Oak Publications, which also publishes Minnesota Bride, Twin Cities Metro,
Minsnesota Meetgs + Events and a couple of dozen other publications is the
new owner. There have already been several thoughcful discussions among all of
us at the “new” company abour how we can expand and improve the way we
cover Minnesota-based companies. One ching will reman consiant though, and
thar’s our commitment to makmg the magazine the very best it can be each and
every month. Thank you for your loyal support this past year, and best wishes o
you and yours this holiday season from the design, sales and edivorial staff,

DO

Dawvid Gee
EDITOR
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STEVEN SCHUSSLER, CEO OF SCHUSSLER CREATIVE,
IDEAS OFF THE TOP OF HIS HEAD THAN MOST OF
READ ABOUT THE LATEST RESTAURANT CONCEPTS HE'S COOKED UP AND WHY HIS
THEMED EATERIES REMAIN HOT EVEN IN A COLD ECONOMY.

“Heeeyyyy Daaavidll” T was strolling

across a parking lot just outside
Downtown Disney’s Pleasure Istand in
Orlando when I heard my name as only
the New York-born, barrel-chested Steven
Schussler could say it, or vell it in chis
case, even before 1 could make him our
against che backdrop of 28-foor tall dino-
saurs outside his newest creation.

I had come dows to Disney in Orlando
to check out T-Rex, one of the most expen-
sive restanrant and retail venue attractions

ever built in this country, to see whar

millions of bucks buys you and hundreds
of craftsmen can build you. The answer
is a lor. The concepr is themed around
water, fire and ice, which work cogether
with 23 animacronic dinosaurs and other
prehistoric creatures, each wich their own
sound track and custom sound effects,
along with a light show, periodic meteor
showers, fire effects and an ice cave thac
constantly changes color.

“Part of the thrill I get from being an
entrepreneur is the education I receive

along the way,” says Schussler, as he

COMES UPWITH MORE
US HAVE IN A LIFETIME.

shows off the area outside the restanrant
where young patrons and their parents
can do their own archacological dig. I
didn’t know anything abouc dinosavrs
for example vnul | spent countless hours
researching them. The learning process
doesn’t stop there though. We're still
expetimenting with dinosaurs and we have
two locations already open. How long will
the skins last? What is the impact of UV
rays on the dinosaur’s skin? What kind of
upkeep will be required on the mechanical
aspects? It’s really never-ending.”
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‘| am so blessed! | have to pinch myself
when | go of to work every day that | have
this incredible opportunity to see our
creations come 1o life all over the world.”

—Steve Schussler, CEQ, Schussler Creative

Neither are the seemingly stream-of-
consciousness ideas that flow ont of Schusslec’s
brain and mouth simultaneously and condnu-
ously. Case in point, as we were traveling the
short distance from T-Rex over 1o Yak & Yeti,
a Himalayan-themed Asian restaurant concept
Schussler created ac Disney’s Animal Kingdom
with Landry’s Restavrants, his T-Rex partmer,
he is fielding phone call after phone call.

One call is from Pav] Teutel, Sr., the patri-
arch of che Orange County Chopper family
business that has catapulted to fame and
fortune via the immensely popular Discovery
Channel TV show. It details how they build

bikes in an amazingly dysfuncconal buc

SCHUSSLER CREATIVE

highly entertaining work environment. Teurel
is confirming his appearance at Schussler
Creacive’s facilicy on Highway 7 in St. Lows
Pack thac is serving as an incubator and proto-
type for Orange County Choppers America’s
RoadHouse; a new conceprt featuring bikes,
burgers and barbeque.

Wich a national TV audience warching,
Schussler and Teuicl would later vnveil a one-
of-a-kind motorcycle inspired by the 57 Chevy
Schussler owned—and still does—in his yourh.

Then in quick succession chere is another
call from a casino operaior asking for
Schussler co come o Las Vegas to discuss a
new concept, then another one from Dubai

where Schussler hopes to debuc the Zi
Imperial Kitchen concept featuring 200-year-
old Chinese antiquities that currently sit in the
prototype at his Golden Valley headquarters.
This is truly Steve Schussler’s world and [ was
hucky to get vo live in it for a while, although
he says he 1s the one who's lucky.

“I am so blessed!”” he shouts at the top of
his lungs. “I have to pinch myself when I go off
to work every day chat 1 have this incredible
opportunity 10 see our creanons come to life all
over the world. I am really fortunate.”

This is the pomt in the story where we back
up and say how this amazing entreprencur was
hard-wired for this life almost from che crib,
and how his hardscrabble existence growing
up made him vow to never want for anything
ever again, and then we detail one enirepre-
neurial endeavor after the other,

Well, it’s sort of like that, but not really.

“Of course [ had a paper route at the age
of eight and later also worked at a pizzersa,
as a bricklayer and as a cabana boy running
card tables ac a beach club in Long Island,”
Schussler explamns. “These guys would go
through 20 decks of cards in a day and I soon
realized I could make even more money if 1 got
the cards wholesale. So I bought the cards for
$2 and sold them for $6 and i really helped
me develop an appente for achievement. Of
course [ needed the money as well since
my parents divorced and my brothers and [
wanted things my mother conldn’t possibly
alford. We had ro do it for oursclves and
actually it felt preity good.”

Schussler also felr as if he wanted to achieve
some success in the ¢orporatc world before
striking out on his own. So he famously entered
the world of selling radio and television commer-
cial cume after dressing up in a Superman outhe
and shipping himself in a packing crate 1o the
office of a prospecnive boss.

PHOTGS OF T-REX COURTESY OF GRLANDO ATTRACTIONS MAGAZINE




“Like a true entrepreneur, in chose jobs I
was always thinking 1 had a betrer way or a
more creative way of doing things,” Schussler
recounts. “Thac drove me. And then you
get to the point where you realize you’re
working 16 hour days and achieving success
and making a lot of money for someone else
and that you could do better if you were on
your own.”

To begin with he tred o do both ar
the same time. When he opened his first
Jukebox Saturday Nighr club on Wells Street
in downrown Chicago his job in televs-
sion was supporting the entrepreneurism.
It wouldr’t be thar way for long though as
Schussler explains.

“We got everything installed and set up
and we were preparing to open and che phone
rang. | was so proud to answer it far the first
time at my very own place! [ was thinking to
myself, our yellow pages ads weren’t even out
yet, and we weren’t listed in any directories,
but word muse be getting around char we were
opening. Wow. T was so excited. Of course
it happened to be my TV sales manager and

smce 1 had called in sick thar day he fired me
for not telling him 1 was opening up a store
and had started another career ac the same
time 1 was working for hvm.”

So from that point on, beginning at the
tender age of 21, he wouldn't ever again have
a “regular” job ro support his entreprencurial
endeavors. [ did ask if there was any particular
catalyst that puc working for someone else in
che rear view mirror for good.

“I saw that a lot of the people | worked
with weren't particularly happy and yet rhey
didn’t do anything about it. [ chought thar
was hypocritical and 1 was determined not
to turn out like them. They would complain
every day thar their sales commissions were
being cut, or the people they were dealing
with or working for weren't ethical and
they just felt victimized all the time. I said to
myself I'm going to take che risk and dream
the dream and go out on my own.”

There were some painful periods of course,
as Schussler says he learned the hard way
somerimes you have to shank 1o grow or juse
do something new alrogerher.

“Jukebox Sarurday Night had a strong,
seven-year tur, and then 1 cecognized that the
popularity of ‘50’s and ‘60’s nostalgia was
starving 1o wane. By chat cime [ had developed
the Rainforest Café concept and the plan was
o turn all of che Jukebox locations and real
estate into Rainforest locarions. But my own
ego got in the way of moving quickly enough
and [ let Jukebox fall into some financial
disarray in the process. You know, publiciry
and a strong media 1mage is a double-edged
sword. It’s great when business is good and
you build yourself up but you set yourself up
for a fall if things go bad. The StarTribune
and other media outlets made a big thing of
the money 1 owed in back raxes for Jukebox,
and my financial duress became very public.
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That publicity made the rask of raising money for
Rainforest literally impossible.”

In @ moment of self-effacing candor, Schussler
admits there were some nights he practically cried
as he looked n the marror while asking himself
if he wiv as crazy as people thoughi. Then he
would respond with a resounding “Yes!™ and
then immediacely start laughing. There were also
some times he says when he would go through the
paper looking at employment ads and wondering
whether he could—or should—work for someonc
else again, but thar feeling also didn’c lase long.

T realized I was an entrepreneur, 1'd cheer
myself up and then ultimately get reenergized by
that process. When the gas or electricicy in your
home gers curned off for the fifth or sixch rime,

and pcople scream at yon because you owe them

to present it in a three-dimensional way that
would be as close as possible to what the actual
restaurant might be like. I put every ounce of my
body, sonl and bank account into this idea. And
when 1 would cake people through and show
this place off they would get all excited and
wide-eyed and then say, ‘greac idea, call us when
vou're open.” Investors wouldn’t give me the nme
of day. And every uame that happened it gave me
more motivauon.”

As has been well chronicled, Lyle Berman and
“Famous Dave™ Anderson and others did eventu-
ally invest i Schussler and his Rainforest concept
angd 45 properues m three contnents were built
over a period of seven years.

“Tt was an amazing run. | designed every one
of them, helped participate in the building of

"When the gas or electricity in your home gets tumed
off for the fifth or sixth time, and people scream at
you because you owe them money, that’'s a hard
thing to live with unless you're really committed.”

—Steve Schussler, CEQ Schussler Creafive

morney, that's a hard thing to live with unless
you're really commicied. And at times [ should
have probably been comnutied. Buc I've found
over the vears that when you share that enthusiasm
with others amazing things can happen. 1 beljeve
enthusiasm and passion are two of the engines of
success. And both of those are contagious.™

Schussler says try relling people for example,
thac you are building a tropical rain forest in
your home, complete with 40 tropical birds,
200-year-old tortoises, a baby baboon in
diapers, a dozen or so 300-gallon fish tanks,
35-foor waterfalls and your own ‘retail store,’
and then watch their reaction.

“Most entrepreneurs don'c have working, full-
size prototypes as they're simply too expensive,™
says Schussler rather pointedly. “Instead, they
use illustrations and diagrams and arcchitecr's
renderings. Bui T thought my idea and concept
for Rainforest was so off the charts chat 1 had

every one of them, went o the grand openings of
every one of them and they were all nearly 20,000
square feec. We went public with only one store
open and had lots of firsts.™ {See sidebar)

Sold for $85 million m November of 2000 io
Landry’s Restaurants, Schussler <aid at one poine
he had seller’s remorse.

“Our stock peaked at $45/shore and then
it went all the way down to $3.50/share, and 1
thonghr it was tremendously undervalued. Thac's
all because of same stores sales figures. Some of
our stores weren't increasing their year over year
snles numbers because they were ar capaciey! Wall
Street should have looked at us dilferently and
chey didn't. T was so upser ) formed a group that
incloded shopping center developers Herb and
Mel Simon, Planet Hollywood owner Robert Carl
and Florida timseshare billionaire David Siegel to
buy back shares of Rainforesc Caté. We didn’t
move fast enough however and the company was



Chillin” for the holidays
in the Polar Ultra Lounge

Kept at a constant 24 degrees. this is one cocl

concept where even the furniture and "glassware”
is actually made of ice, Customers will be issued o
parka, gloves and hat when they enter to imbibe

cool cocktails ond hot chocolaote specialty drinks.

eventually sold to Landry’s. From that poimc on |
realized T had much more 10 give and decided 1o
form Schussler Creanive, [nc.™

Schussler and his team ook the nexti three
years putting togerher an amazing array of arrac-
vons—including vestaurant and retail  concepi
prototypes—in a pair of 5,000-square-toot Golden
Valley industrial office park warehouses, spending
three to five million dollars a year on R & D in the
process. Though he has a small but energetic group
of talented employees, it would seem as it Schussler
Creative nught run into the same problem Rainforest
did. How do you grow year over year with only one
Steve Shussler overseeing everything?

“By only taking AAA projeces with the best
parters in the most premium locations. You can't
afford failure because that can bring all the other
projects down. One of the things we are looking at
doing however is moncazing things thac currently
don’t produce revenue,” Schussler continues more

specifically. “For example, we're thinking abouc

selling business plans, books, speeches and other
things online to take advantage of all the publiciry
we get. You have to weigh new opportunities
against time and resources, because you need to
expand and conserve at the same fime.”

To say that Schussler 1s writing the book on
entrepreneunism wouldn’t be coo much of a stretch,
although it’s probably hyperbole 1o say ic will be
the book. At any rate, he has a deal with Scerling
Pubhshing for an entrepreneur’s book full of
funny stories interewined wich educational lessons
and best pracrices. He says 1t should be done in
February or March.

“That will be exaimg because it can funcrion
as a collateral or leave-behind piece as 1 go out
and give speeches at colleges and universitics and
to business leaders. That will be my next career. If
I ever feel like I am done creating, which in some
respecis [ hope 1s never, [ want to impart my experi-
ence and perspecrives and passion and enthusiasm
O emerging entrepreneurs.”

And if he could leave the entreprencur in all of us
one last parting piece of advice, what would it be?

“Always remember how vnigue you are in this
world. It's impossible o find anyone else just ke
you. Your life, the lessons leamed along the way and
the sum total of your experiences are what mold you
and form you. That can’c be replicated. So embrace
that uniqueness and never give up, never take no or
say no, always pursne your dreams and always give
back to athers and the communiry.” MB

Schussler Creative, Inc.
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