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As Beth and Larry Schneider 
prepare to bring The Good Feet 
Store back to Visalia after a more 
than 5-year hiatus, the prodigal 
store serves as a reminder of what 
happened in 2008 and where we’ve 
come since then. 

The intersection between large 
and small businesses in the mar-
ketplace can be hard to illustrate 
better than when the closing of a 
grocery store at Caldwell Avenue 

and Mooney Boulevard in Visalia 
caused a chain reaction that even-
tually emptied an entire shopping 
center. The number of people vis-
iting the southwest corner where a 
Dick’s Sporting Goods now stands 
dropped significantly when Food 4 
Less left the area.

“That shopping center went bel-
ly-up,” said Larry, who is president 
of the Central Valley Good Feet lo-
cations. “The people that owned 

Even before the Great Reces-
sion, the restaurant industry 
was shifting away 
from fine dining to 
casual and fast-ca-
sual restaurants.

“People were 
looking for value, 
and the value came 
in fast casual,” 
said Greg Varta-
nian, who co-owns 
with his father and 
brother, The Vin-
tage Press, South-
ern Pacific Depot 
and Jack & Charlie’s 
in Visalia.

But while the 
economic collapse 
fueled that trend, 
Greg Vartanian’s 
three fine-dining 
restaurants not 
only survived that period, but 
also have seen improved busi-

ness since, as more people than 
ever are dining out.

This despite increased com-
petition from casual and fast ca-

sual restaurants, the 
latter serving food 
normally found in 
sit-down restau-
rants, but custom-
ers have to order or 
pick up their meals 
at a counter.

“You didn’t see 
that 20 years ago,” 
and they were start-
ing to emerge be-
fore the start of the 
Great Recession, 
which was a good 
time for the res-
taurant industry, as 
people had more 
disposable income 
and could afford 
to dine out before 

the economy turned, Vartanian 

Of all the moments that marked 
the start of the Great Recession 
in 2008, the demise of Lehman 
Brothers stands as a true water-
shed. 

The Sept. 15, 2008 bankruptcy 
filing by the financial services firm 
remains the largest bankruptcy 
in U.S. history, with $639 billion 
in assets and $613 billion in debt. 
The Dow Jones Industrial Average 
nosedived by 500 points that day, 
the largest decline since after the 
9/11 attacks.

In the aftermath, the Central 
Valley economy felt the pain. Fres-
no County’s unemployment rate 
hit a high of 18.3 percent in January 
2011, compared to 7.2 percent in 
July of this year. Family retail giant 
Gottschalks filed for bankruptcy in 
March 2009, closing a few months 
after. The California Department 
of Financial Institutions shut-
tered Merced-based County Bank, 
which had assets of about $1.7 bil-
lion and 39 branches throughout 
the Central Valley.

And in Fresno, Kings, Madera 
and Tulare counties, an untold 
number of small businesses also 
closed their doors. Each busi-
ness failure represented a dream 
dashed, and many of their stories 
will never be told.

On this 10th anniversary of the 
start of the Great Recession, The 
Business Journal is telling the story 
of just a few of the businesses that 
did survive, and even thrive to-
day. These entrepreneurs share 
their struggle and offer advice on 
how to weather the next inevitable 
downturn in the economy, even 
as the U.S. surpasses the longest 
jobs growth streak in history at 92 
months in June.

With an eye toward the future, 
The Business Journal also tells the 
story of local “kidpreneurs,” young 
people who were just born or start-
ing kindergarten as the economy 
began its slow nosedive. They rep-
resent a new generation of entre-
preneurs who fuse optimism, cre-
ativity and can-do attitude, giving 
hope that the American spirit of 
enterprise will never die even as 
the economy ebbs and flows.
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Looking back, 
moving forward

Vintage Press: Fine dining 
fighting harder for customers

PHOTO BY DAVID CASTELLON | Restaurateur and chef Greg Vartanian sits in a booth at the Southern Pacific 
Depot, one of three fine-dining restaurants in Visalia owned by him, his brother and his father. The restaurant 
is a former Southern Pacific Railroad depot built in 1916.

The Good Feet Store: Be 
lean, stay nimble

PHOTO BY EDWARD SMITH | Beth and Larry Schneider plan to open a new store in October in Visalia, where they 
closed a previous location after the recession gutted the shopping center where they were located.

Taking your 
wife out for 
a pleasant 

evening will 
not go out 

of style.

— Greg Vartanian
Restaurateur & Chef
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Not that there would ever be a good 
time for a real estate crash, but it came 
at a particularly bad time for Fresno Ag 
Hardware.

A lease dispute over the store at East 
Gettysburg and North Blackstone av-
enues in 2008 prompted a costly move 
a mile-and-a-half east to the business’ 
current location at North First and Get-

tysburg.
Up until then, “Business was great. It 

was definitely a boom time. We had a lot 
of people working on their houses, and 
we were seeing just a huge increase in 
sales from the housing market on fire,” 
said Ian Williams, the store manager 
and grandson of John Rosetta, who in 
1952 bought the hardware store now 

Good Feet | from 1

Fresno Ag | 10
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Veterans’ 
Pension Program

(559) 412-2299  |  1425 E. Nees Ave.  |  Fresno, CA 93720  |  cedarbrookfresno.com

Cedarbrook, VA Program Ad_Business Journal, 4.875 x 6.5”, 

•  Veteran must have served at least
90 days of active duty with at least 
one day served during a time  
of conflict.

•  Veteran must show limited net
worth. (Assets do not include  
your personal residence, car).

•  Financial need - in general, there
must be less income yearly than 
the cost of care provided.

•  Services - Veteran must receive
assistance from others in order
to live a quality life.
- Medication Management
- Hygiene and Incontinence Care
- Assistance with Ambulation
- Diabetic Care
- Bathing & Dressing
- Meal-Time Reminders
- Dementia Diagnosis

Eligibility Requirements:

#107206749

The Program:  

The VA designed this program to help Veterans and their surviving spouses 
receive the financial support necessary to ensure their continuing care 
in a senior living setting. The pension provides benefits to Veterans and 
their surviving spouses. The pension with the additional benefit of Aid 
and Attendance can provide up to $1,830.00 for a veteran, $1,176.00 per 
month to a surviving spouse, $2,170.00 to a married veteran, or 
$2,846.00 per month to a veteran couple. (New 2018 Rates)

Are you a Veteran or Surviving Spouse? 

LOCAL PARTNERS.
LIMITLESS  POTENTIAL.

M A K I N G  G R E AT  T H I N G S  H A P P E N .
255 East River Park Circle, Suite 180, Fresno, CA 93720

559-438-2002 • www.premiervalleybank.com

At Premier Valley Bank, our local roots allow us to understand your needs 
and challenges. With an array of enhanced products, such as treasury 
management and higher lending limits, we deliver the  highest level of 

personalized service and solutions when you need it and where you want it.

Kristi Egle, 
V.P. Treasury Management Officer
Premier Valley Bank

Brent Wilson & Genesis Wilson, 
Owners

Dutch Bros.

Katie Miller, 
V.P. Commercial Lending Officer
Premier Valley Bank

the shopping center ended up having to 
sell it. They didn’t have the upkeep. There 
were a lot of spider webs all over. It was 
brutal.”

The Schneiders purchased a Good Feet 
Store franchise after Larry had been one 
of their customers and experienced a real 
change in his life from the product. 

The Good Feet Store 
works with people to 
develop orthotics, which 
are shoe inserts custom 
designed to relieve foot 
and spinal pain.

“Good Feet was an in-
novator in taking some-
thing typically gotten 
from a doctor’s office 
more mainstream,” said 
Beth, who is the human 
resources manager and 
also the national spokes-
person for the compa-
ny. Customers include 
warehouse, restaurant 
and hospital workers. 
The orthotics fit any 
footwear. 

Along with a lost an-
chor tenant, the prob-
lem in 2008 was that 
customers began ignoring the pain and 
prioritizing other purchases.

“It’s a personal item you buy for yourself 
so there’s discretionary income that needs 
to be available,” Beth said. “When people 
are distracted spending money on other 
things, they’re going to put their own 
needs aside first.”

They began feeling the crunch in 2008, 
but the Schneiders really felt it in 2012. 
They looked at every number.

“One thing the recession helped was to 
cut out a lot of the fat we had,” Larry said. 
“We trimmed down everywhere. The way 
we were purchasing, obviously the num-
ber of employees we had.”

Of the 15 people they had working at 
that time, they lost four people and closed 
both their Bakersfield and Visalia stores.

But now, the Schneiders hope the new 
store in Visalia, set to open in October, will 

eliminate the commute 
for South Valley custom-
ers. Additionally, with 
the influx of warehouse 
jobs, including Amazon, 
Ulta in the Fresno area 
and UPS in Visalia, the 
number of people need-
ing arch support will 
bring feet into the store.

The Schneiders now 
look ahead to what may 
be coming, having sur-
vived both the Great Re-
cession and an econom-
ic downturn following 
9/11, which happened 
a couple months after 
they opened their first 
store at Shaw and Maroa 
avenues in Fresno.

“You can’t plan for it, 
but you can be prepared 

for it,” said Beth. “The crystal ball doesn’t 
always work so well. But to be able to be 
nimble enough to react is really what’s im-
portant. As a small business, it’s easy to do 
that, but the big guys, the anchor tenants 
all went “poof’ because they’re big cor-
porate bureaucracies to some degree and 
they can’t react as quickly.”

The people that 
owned the shopping 

center ended up 
having to sell it. 

They didn’t have the 
upkeep. There were 
a lot of spider webs 

all over. It was 
brutal.

— Larry Schneider
Owner, Good Feet

Fresno Ag Hardware: 
Tools for survival

PHOTO BY DAVID CASTELLON | Ian Williams is manager of Fresno Ag Hardware. Founded in 1876, the retailer moved into its current 
location at the start of the Great Recession.

David Castellon - STAFF WRITER
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said.
Once the Valley started to experi-

ence the effects, “Fine dining was feel-
ing the squeeze, because people were 
still going out, but they kind of traded 
down a little bit.”

As for how his three Visalia restau-
rants survived, Vartanian said, “I think 
in the community we live in, we are 
very relevant to people,” in part be-
cause as there are few other “white 
tablecloth” restaurants in the region.

Still, he added, there is more com-
petition, as “We compete for the same 
food dollar that goes to the fast-casual 
segment.”

During the recession, the Vartanian 
family began offering inexpensive en-
trees, alongside the more expensive 
ones to draw diners on budgets.

The family also advertised more, but 
not in a regular fashion. Instead, they 

started participating in charitable and 
community events, offering food for 
people to sample and attracting new 
customers.

Vartanian said he learned from the 
recession that fine dining always has 
a place, as “Taking your wife out for 
a pleasant evening will not go out of 
style.”

He also better learned the value of 
listening to customers to find out what 
works and what doesn’t.

But restaurateurs don’t need feed-
back via Yelp reviews, said Vartanian, 
who urged customers to ask to speak to 
managers and owners to praise or dis-
close problems with meals.

“Don’t go to social media. Keep the 
humanity,” he said. “Anonymously, like 
on Yelp, it’s hard to do anything about 
it.”

Vintage | from 1
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Does Coleman & Horowitt represent 
family businesses?
 
Yes, we do!
 
The attorneys at Coleman & Horowitt regularly advise and 
counsel family business owners with succession planning, 
wealth transfer and preservation through buy-sell agreements, 
limited liability companies, family limited partnerships, 
trusts, gifting, and other estate planning tactics.  

499 W. Shaw Avenue, Suite 116, Fresno, CA 93704 
Contact | (559) 248-4820 • www.ch-law.com

Fresno    |    Los Angeles    |    Bakersfield    |    Visalia    |    Sacramento
Representing Businesses and Their Owners

Member FDIC

1-800-922-8742 | TriCountiesBank.com

For more information about  
Business Banking Solutions contact:

David Allumbaugh 
Commercial Regional VP
205 E. Riverpark Circle, Ste 190
Fresno, CA  93720
(559) 436-3782

Tri Counties Bank 
Commercial Lending

Our unique brand of Service With Solutions® provides a breadth of financial 
services, business knowledge and personalized problem solving. It’s a “come 
to you” style of full-service relationship banking built to last for years.

Professional/Medical
• Line of Credit, Commercial Real 

Estate Loan, Treasury Services, 
Merchant Services and Business 
Operating Accounts, as well as 
Personal Banking including Home 
Loans

• Recent Financing: $1.4 million

NMLS #458732

Innovation Commercial 
Flooring: From the ground up

Frank Lopez – STAFF WRITER

PHOTO BY FRANK LOPEZ | Tight spending and other austerity 
measures — even temporarily laying off a family member — were 
keys to survival for Innovation Commercial Flooring, said co-
owner Vickie Goudreau.

In tough times, it’s important for 
business owners to try and keep their 
feet on the ground, or for Innovation 
Commercial Flooring, keep their feet 
to the floor.

Founded in the midst of the Great Re-
cession, Innovation Commercial Floor-
ing, a premium commercial flooring 
company based in Fresno, took a steady 
approach to not only survive the reces-
sion, but also thrive in its wake. 

Innovation Commercial Flooring 
opened in 2009, providing unique 
floor plans for commercial properties, 
schools, medical offices, and govern-
ment buildings all over the Central Val-
ley. In the ten years since the economic 
meltdown, it has not only become a 
successful business that takes care of its 
employees, but one that also serves the 
community. 

In 2002, Vickie Goudreau, president 
of Innovation Commercial Flooring, 
and her husband, co-owner Wayne 
Goudreau, were working as business 
partners with FloorTech, a flooring 
company with locations throughout 
California that was looking to expand 
to the Central Valley and wanted the 
Goudreaus to move here to run the first 

store in the area.
 By 2009 FloorTech was looking to get 

out of the business and the Goudreaus 
bought them out. In February of that 

Innovation | 10
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In 2008, Paul Halajian Architects, Inc. 
hadn’t yet opened for business. But Paul 
was working in his field as an architect 
during the onset of the recession at an-
other architectural firm in Fresno.

There, he had plenty of work and 
clients, according to Carolyn Halajian, 
Paul’s wife, who worked at the same 
firm doing human resources work.

But by 2009, Paul and his wife had 
determined to make it on their own, 
despite the troubles that had still not 
subsided.

“We felt very strong-
ly that we weren’t sup-
posed to stay where we 
were,” Carolyn said. 
In 2010, Paul Halajian 
Architects, Inc. was 
founded.

“We knew that we 
were supposed to do 
this on our own,” she 
said. “It was a faith 
thing. We believed that 
even difficult things 
are oftentimes a real 
gift or an opportunity 
to learn.”

Jobs were sparse, 
and Paul was bidding 
on every job that arose. 

He was allowed to 
take a small num-
ber of clients with 
him from his previ-
ous firm. One of those 
clients was Fresno State. During his 
time at the previous firm, he estab-
lished a reputation that gave him an 
edge in the bidding process against 
larger, more established businesses. 
“Fresno State was instrumental in al-
lowing us to launch and stay viable dur-

MILESTONES

AWARDS
Annual Agricultural

LUNCHEON

For more information, please 
visit www.FresnoChamber.com 
or call 559.495.4800.

The Fresno Chamber 
of Commerce
in collaboration with
Baker Peterson Franklin
present the 

Wednesday, November 7, 2018
Check-in: 11:30 - Noon

Program: Noon to 1:30 p.m. 

The Fresno Convention Center
848 M St, 

Fresno, CA 93721

Paul Halajian Architects: 
Make a name and a reputation

Edward Smith – STAFF WRITER

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED | From left, Paul Halajian and Shaunt Yemenjian pour over blueprints. Founded in 2010, Paul Halajian Architects, 
Inc. has 11 employees and six licensed architects.

ing those rough years,” Paul said.
For the first six months, their children 

had to share a room so Paul could use a 
table in the spare bedroom, which, ac-
cording to Carolyn, allowed them to bid 
on contracts without a large overhead.

It wasn’t long before another archi-
tectural company had downsized and 
room opened up for Halajian. Even as 
competitors, they offered him space at 
a discounted rate.

“That gave us enough capacity to 
slowly bring on staff and service the 
projects we had,” Paul said.

By 2015, Paul said 
he noticed things had 
started to change and 
they were able to be 
more selective and 
not go after every job. 
With their own of-
fice, they now have 11 
employees and six li-
censed architects.

Looking forward to 
the next cycle, Caro-
lyn offers three pieces 
of advice — first, to 
save money, second, 
to stay lean and finally, 
to make a name and a 
reputation.

“Find a way to set 
yourself apart so when 
those storms come, 
you’re the person 
people think of to go 
to. Whether that’s be-
cause of how you treat 

them, or your skill or your integrity or 
your costs or whatever, keep it in mind 
because they’re going to turn to people 
they trust.”

Find a way to set 
yourself apart 
so when those 
storms come, 

you’re the person 
people think of 

to go to.
— Carolyn Halajian

Co-Owner, Paul Halajian 
Architects

Edward Smith | Writer can be reached at 490-3448 or e-mail 
edward@thebusinessjournal.com
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more than 140 years old.
The move involved renovating a former 

grocery store. 
“That hurt us quite 

a bit, because it cost us 
quite a bit,” Williams re-
counted. “We had the 
inventory, but it was still 
pretty much a startup 
operation, and it came at 
the worst time — 2008,” 
with the housing market 
crashing in the midst of 
the relocation efforts.

“I would say it caught 
us by surprise, because 
we were doing so many 
things at the same time.”

Sales of hardware 
goods slumped, leaving 
FAH operating in the red 
for four years.

Though finances nev-
er dipped to the point 
where the business was 
at risk of insolvency, “We 
had to scramble to sur-
vive,” Williams said.

Actions to stem the losses in-
cluded tapping into reserve funds 
and identifying best-selling items 
and buying them in greater num-
bers to get discounts while also 
working with vendors to extend 
the time to pay for those items, 
which helped, Williams said.

Some family members were 
bought out of their shares, reduc-
ing the number of executives in 
the company and their salaries, 
while some employee hours were 
cut as were a few jobs, the latter of which 
came as a last resort, he said. 

Things turned around in 2013, with 
sales of electrical, plumbing and other 
hardware finally inching up, but the real 
driver was a jump in sales of gardening 
goods, as the movement for people raising 

their own fruits and veg-
etables to save money 
took on new vigor near 
the end of the recession.

In fact, 2013 was the 
third top sales year in 
FAH’s history, and busi-
ness has improved since 
then with the economic 
upturn to the point that 
2017 was its best year 
ever.

These days, “We are 
better organized,” with 
more checks and bal-
ances on making busi-
ness decisions and op-
erating smarter post re-
cession, which includes 
setting aside money in a 
“rainy-day” fund in case 
the economy turns sour 
again, Williams said.

year, Innovation Commercial Flooring 
was born. 

“The buyout process took maybe a year 
for it to finish, and I don’t think that any-
one saw the recession coming during the 
talks for the buyout. We had a sense that 
this was not the best time to open up a 
business,” Goudreau said.

The Goudreaus were building Innova-
tion Commercial Flooring from scratch, 
with no history with banks, vendors or a 
certified public accountant, but they did 
have an existing clientele from the peo-
ple they had serviced when working with 
FloorTech.

Goudreau said that they’ve had an in-
crease in profits since the business opened 
every year except for 2011, when they saw 
a dip in sales. In 2011 and 2012, Goudreau 
had to lay off employees, including their 
own daughter, for a few weeks just to stay 
in business. The company had to “keep 
their nose to the grindstone” and be very 
conservative with spending. 

Since Innovation Commercial 
Flooring’s biggest clients are schools 
and local governments, and since 
both sectors didn’t have much funds, 
the company wasn’t getting much 
work at the time. 

Even though the business was increas-
ing in sales every year except 2011, Gou-
dreau said that it wasn’t until 2016 that 
sales became more firm and it was evident 
the market was getting better, especially 
with schools and government having 
more money to spend and private busi-
nesses were investing in their properties. 

During peak construction months, 
Innovation Commercial Flooring em-
ploys about 20 people, but for most of 
the year, a 12-person crew is enough to 
meet demands. 

Goudreau said that business own-
ers should always listen to their bank-
ers and financial managers and utilize 
programs from organizations such as 
the Small Business Administration for 
help, and build a community through 
their business. 

“Business has never been better and 
it’s probably never been more chal-
lenging. With success comes chal-
lenges. We’re here to grow the Valley 
with a good business that pays good 
wages. It’s not just about our dreams. 
It’s about the dreams of our employ-
ees, their lives, and what they want to 
do with the money that they make.”

the LIST

Minority-Owned Businesses
In the Central San Joaquin Valley - ranked by number of full time employees, if tied by number of part time employees.

2018
2017

Name of company
Address Phone

2017 Gross
Revenues

Full-time
employees

Part-time
employees Minority group Primary business

Year founded locally
Location of

headquarters Top local executive(s)

1
(1)

Ruiz Food Products, Inc.
501 S Alta Ave.
Dinuba, CA 93618

591-5510 WND 1,650 WND Hispanic Manufacturer of frozen prepared
foods

1964
Dinuba Kim Ruiz Beck, chairman

2
(2)

AmeriGuard Security Services,
Inc.
5470 W. Spruce Ave., Ste. 102
Fresno, CA 93722

271-5984 WND 740 40 Hispanic

Private security, patrol services,
burglar alarms and security
camera installations, access

control, armed alarm response

2000
Fresno

Lawrence Garcia, President/
CEO

3
(3)

Richard Heath & Associates, Inc.
590 W. Locust Ave., Ste. 103
Fresno, CA 93650

447-7000 WND 240 WND African-
American Energy solutions 1979

Fresno Cynthia Bruno, CEO

4
(4)

La Tapatia Tortilleria, Inc.
104 E. Belmont Ave.
Fresno, CA 93701

441-1030 WND 149 6 Hispanic Mexican food manufacturing,
tortillas and chips

1969
Fresno Helen Hansen, president/CEO

5
(5)

Falcon Private Security, Inc.
130 W. Shaw Ave. Ste. 105
Clovis, CA 93612

226-1990 $4 mil. 96 6 WND Security guard and patrol services 2004
Fresno Michael B. Safwat, CEO

6
(6)

Selma Pallet Inc.
1651 Pacific St.
Selma, CA 93662

896-7171 WND 80 0 Hispanic Pallet manufacturing and repair 1980
Selma

Lupe Romero, president, Vera
Romero, Lynette Wilson, Louis

Wilson

7
(12)

JP Marketing
7589 N. Wilson Ave., Ste. 103
Fresno, CA 93711

438-2180 $8 mil. 33 1 Hispanic Advertising agency 1994
Fresno Jane Olvera Quebe, president

8
(11)

MBTechnology
188 S. Teilman Ave
Fresno, CA 93706

800-621-9281 WND 32 WND
African-

American,
Asian

Roofing manufacturer 1983
Fresno Steve Tejeda, controller

9
(8)

Que Pasa Mexican Cafe
1549 Hillman St.
Tulare, CA 93274

684-0600 WND 30 25 WND Restaurant 2001
Bakersfield Baldo V. Cisneros, owner

10
(13)

Valley Lahvosh Baking Co., Inc.
502 M St.
Fresno, CA 93721

485-2700 WND 27 WND
Armenian,
women-
owned

Bakery 1922
Fresno

Agnes Saghatelian, president/
owner

Key: WND-Would Not Disclose. NR-Not Ranked. If you would like your company featured on one or more of our lists, please contact
edward@thebusinessjournal.com
All data has been provided by representatives of the businesses listed and Business Journal research. Not all sources surveyed responded to inquiries.

Research: Edward Smith

Original Publication Date: September 14,
2018
E-mail: edward@thebusinessjournal.com
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We had a 
sense that 

this was not 
the best time 
to open up a 

business
— Vickie Goudreau

Owner, Innovation Commercial 
Flooring

We 
had to 

scramble 
to 

survive.
— Ian Williams

Store Manager, Fresno Ag
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What started as an 8-year-old’s desire to 
earn money for college, a house and a dog 
has turned into an online business with 
growing popularity, a seat at the Fresno 
Food Expo, and even a guest spot on televi-
sion with Rachel Ray.

“So I was at my home thinking I could 
get out of my apartment for a change,” said 
Jalen’s Bakery CEO Jalen Bailey. “And I also 
wanted a golden retriever, so I had to work 
a lot harder to do that. And to get both of 

those, I thought I’d just do the thing that I 
love the most, which is baking.”

Two years later, Jalen’s Bakery is gaining 
a reputation for its quality — especially 
its signature chocolate chip cookies. And 
when Jalen isn’t doing homework, the 
kidpreneur is working from home as well 
as a commercial kitchen. According to 
Jalen, he takes an average of 50 orders a 
year, getting help from his mother and best 
friend, A.J. Anderson, for the big orders (20 
dozen cookies) and 
catering jobs.
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For one junior at Central High 
School, her clothing customizing 
business has turned into a hit with 

her peers — and it’s already taken her 
across the country.

“Aniya’s always been creative,” 
said Charmaine, 
Aniya Hoggatt’s 
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PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | The award-winning Kreative Mindz Customs is the brainchild of Aniya Hoggatt, 
a 15-year-old student at Central High School in Fresno.

PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | Jalen Bailey and best friend A.J. Anderson pose with some oatmeal cookies. 
Jalen started his business in 2016 in order to save up for a house and a golden retriever. Now, he has an 
online course for other young entrepreneurs.
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Calling Danay Ferguson a “book-
worm” might be putting it lightly. 
She’s been reading since she was about 
2 years old, and has said she can get 
through three books a day if time 
permits. 

“She’s been caught reading the 
phonebook,” said Dwayne Ferguson, 
Reading Heart’s CEO and Danay ’s 
father. “As long as it’s something she 
can read.”

It was at age 7 that Danay got the idea 
to open a bookstore, with the full sup-
port of her parents. However, upon 
realizing there were many her age that 
couldn’t afford books, she altered her 
direction. Instead of selling books, she 
resolved herself to give them away. In 
February 2015, Reading Heart was of-
ficially born. 

Aimed at providing books to chil-
dren in underserved areas and hos-
pitals, Reading Heart has collected 
700,000 books for their cause and has 
distributed 250,000. The organization 
is also in partnership with the Fresno 
Police Department,  with officers 
distributing Reading Heart books to 
children they encounter on patrol. 

These books are typically accumu-
lated through donations, or are pur-
chased with funding to the organiza-
tion. Their efforts have included book 
drives at local schools, with parties 
going to the ones that donate the most. 
Last year, Fresno Unified School Dis-
trict was able to collect 39,092 books 
over a period of 10 days. 

In regards to leading a nonprofit, 
Danay, 12, said that her youth creates 
a different experience from what most 
in her position would encounter with 
its own advantages and disadvantages.

“The bad part of it is people expect 
you to be more childish, and because 
I’m short, people expect me to be a 
different age than I am,” Danay said. 
“And then the other part of it is I can 
surprise people when I’m not childish. 
And when I tell them my real age — I’m 
still short.”

But Danay is not the only person her 
age in Reading Heart. According to the 
Fergusons, the organization is kid-run 
with eight youth board executives. 
They are responsible for their own 
meetings, which include a secretary to 
take minutes and a treasurer to handle 
f i n a n c e s . 
Meanwhile, 

Kidpreneurs:  Reading 
Heart, the kid-founded, 
kid-run nonprofit

Reading Heart | 17
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mother. “And she’s always talked 
about owning her own business.”

These two passions have resulted 
in the creation of Aniya’s venture, 
Kreative Mindz Custom, which does 
custom designs and logos for shoes 
and clothes. This includes her own 
shirt and sandal designs. 

Aniya built Kreative Mindz while 
she was part of the Young Entrepre-
neurs Academy (YEA!) for Fresno 
State. Run through the Lyles Cen-
ter for innovation and Entrepre-
neurship, the YEA! program lasts 
throughout the course of a year, at 
which point students will pitch their 
business ideas and compete with oth-
er students. 

Central is one of five high schools 
to have YEA! programs with Fresno 
State, along with Bullard, McLane, 
Roosevelt and Reedley Middle Col-
lege.

Earlier this year, her business 
placed first in the Regional YEA! com-
petition, resulting in a $500 prize 
and a trip to Rochester, New York to 
take part in the Saunders National 
Competition in May. Shannon Sill, 
program coordinator for the Lyles 
Center, said that she was impressed 
with the artwork that Aniya did, 
along with the presentation made to 
the judges. 

“I think if she continues pursuing 
her passion for business, she can take 
it to the next level,” Sill said. “She has 
the obstacle of being in high school, 
to which she can’t devote 100 percent 
of her time to her company, but when 
she graduates, she can.”

Meanwhile, Kreative Mindz is con-
tinuing to be in high demand among 
Aniya’s classmates as well as others. 
In a given week, she said that she gets 
orders to customize five shirts and a 
pair of sandals. And while she has to 
balance school, Aniya said that be-
ing in business at age 15 doesn’t come 
without its benefits. 

“I would have to say the support 
system,” she said about the biggest 
advantage. “Because you have a lot 
of friends that really want to support 
you. And I’ve had a lot of support 
from teachers as well.”

When she starts college, Aniya said 
that she expects business to slow 
down somewhat as she makes adjust-
ments. Nonetheless, she still has high 
hopes for Kreative Mindz, and in-
tends to see it reach its full potential.

“If you have that goal — that 
dream— first you’ve got to believe in 
it, then after that, just put in the ef-
fort to achieve it, and you can do it.”

Though there is a challenge of balancing 
school with work, Jalen stated that there 
are advantages that come with age. 

“I can learn a lot quicker,” Jalen said. “I 
don’t really have to process 
anything a little bit slower, 
because when I’m older, I’m 
going to have a lot of things on 
my time. But right now, I have 
enough room and enough 
space for new knowledge.”

Now, Jalen is on a mission 
to share that knowledge with 
others. He’s been giving baking 
lessons to other kids at their 
homes and at the kitchen where he does 
his work. 

He also started the Plan Big Dreams 
Online Business Academy earlier this 
month. Created with help from his 
mother, Sharhonda Mahan, the five-week 
course is designed to help other aspiring 
kidpreneurs through all the steps of open-

ing their own business. 
“We get a lot of questions from parents 

who want their kids to start businesses — 
that they don’t know how,” Mahan said. 
“So what he ended up doing was some-

thing online.”
And while Jalen is still saving 

up, he remains determined 
to make his goals become a 
reality. According to him, no 
aspirations are too big. 

“Work hard to achieve your 
dreams, and even though tri-
als may be tough, please don’t 
listen to other people that you 
can’t achieve your dreams,” 

Jalen said. “Because one day, if you do 
achieve your dreams, you could prove 
them wrong, but if you just listen to them, 
then you’re not going to get anywhere.”
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It can be a tough job to stay in busi-
ness when your business is to find jobs 
for other people. 

For Denham Resources, an execu-
tive recruiting, staffing, and human 
resources consulting firm in Fresno 
that was founded in 
1970, the Great Reces-
sion hit the business, 
along with its whole 
industry,  at  a  level 
never seen, even dur-
ing previous recession 
periods. 

“ We’d seen down-
turns before — about 
every 10 years there’s 
a  d o w n t u r n ,”  s a i d 
Kathy Bray, owner of 
Denham Resources. “I 
never saw such a pre-
cipitous drop in all the 
years that we’d been in 
business.” 

Though Bray and 
her son Joe Denham, 
vice president of the 
company, said that 
they had heard rum-
blings of recession, 
they didn’t expect it to 
be as severe as it was. 
In fact, 2007 had been their best year 
for business. 

Usually, during strong economic pe-
riods, Bray said that direct hires go up 
and temp hiring goes down, and during 
a downturn, temp hiring goes up, and 
direct hiring goes down. However, after 
the global meltdown, hiring for both 
was down across the industry.

Denham said he would speak to em-
ployers to try to find his clients work, 
and that employers would laugh and 
say that they were laying people off. 

Denham Resources has always prided 

itself on its dedication to customer 
service and professionalism, and didn’t 
change its methods after the recession 
hit. 

“We stayed the same and we stuck to 
our guns, and to our personal business 
ethics,” Denham said. “That helped us 
maintain the great reputation that we 

had before the down-
turn and through the 
downturn,  while  a 
lot of people might 
have been scrambling 
and doing interesting 
things to make it by.”

Bray and Denham 
s a i d  D e n h a m  R e -
sources is the only lo-
cal staffing company to 
survive the recession. 
Though they barely 
had enough business to 
survive through 2009, 
every year since has 
seen a slow but steady 
increase. 

It wasn’t until 2017 
t h a t  t h e  b u s i n e s s 
returned to its pre-
recession levels, and 
that year turned out 
to be the best one in 
Denham Resources’ 
history. 

Bray said that Denham Resources 
survived because they stuck to their 
business ethics, and had a loyal group 
of employees, and she advises any busi-
ness owner to hang on to their workers.

“Try to keep your people. They are 
what help you get through it,” she 
said. “I think the thing that could help 
you the most is to keep your people, 
especially in an industry that is people 
oriented.”

Frank Lopez | Writer can be reached at:
490-3465 or e-mail  frank@thebusinessjournal.com

Denham Resources: 
Upholding a proven 
reputation

the adults occasionally step in to offer 
their experience. 

“So we’re just trying to give them 
mentorship, but it’s theirs,” Dwayne 
said. “Sometimes they make great de-
cisions, sometimes they make young 
decisions, but either or, it’s a decision 
they make as a whole, so we just guide 
them through it.”

Over time, Danay hopes to see her 
organization grow with her, while 
she offers her own two cents to those 
her age that aspire to start their own 
enterprise. 

“My advice is to not give up and to 
pursue what you want to,” she said. 
“There may be difficult times, but no 
matter what, always keep going.”

“Try to keep 
your people. 

They are 
what help 

you get 
through it.”

— Kathy Bray
Denham Resources

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED | Kathy Bray and Joe Denham of Denham Resources said sticking to the fundamentals of 
their business helped them survive the Great Recession.

business equipment purchases. The 
federal government allows businesses 
to write-off losses for major capital 
investments like tractors, manufacturing 
equipment or office furniture. Before, 
the IRS distributed those deductions 
right away.

For businesses, the benefit is in the 
timing. “I can write-off 100 percent 
of the depreciated value immediately 
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  a m o u n t  b e i n g 
apportioned over five years,” said 
Holtermann. 

Getting into that desired bracket 
to take advantage of the savings takes 
strategizing. Jay Anderson, owner of 
Fitness Peak in Chowchilla, said that 
even for small gyms, they can spend 
$200,000 on equipment alone. This 
year, the tax law spurred him to invest 
in new gym equipment.

“Fitness equipment is expensive,” 
Anderson said. “Instead of buying two 
or three items, we can buy five or six.”

For Anderson, a commercial treadmill 
can range anywhere from $6,000 to 
$8,000.

“We still have to pay out of pocket on 
the equipment, but we can write off 
a little bit more,” said Anderson. This 
allows him to own his equipment rather 
than lease it, meaning he doesn’t have 
to pay the interest. And by better taking 
care of it, he can extend the life.

“It gives me the cash now to operate 
and maybe invest in other ways to 
fund certain things,” Holtermann said. 
Sometimes it’s a good idea to buy the 
equipment now instead of January if a 

business’ profitability has put them in 
a higher bracket. In other cases, it may 
have been better to have the deduction 
spread out over the five years. It takes 
strategizing. 

“Is that the best cash flow income to 
you?” Holtermann said.

Building purchases don’t qualify for 
the new bonus depreciation law, but 
renovations for things like new carpets 
do qualify. 

For Charles McMurray Co., a Fresno 
cabinet and door distributor expanding 
into Sacramento, depreciation will 
allow them to expense and accelerate 
the depreciation in those structures, 
according to Charlie McMurray, CEO 
of the company. Truck and equipment 
purchases can be deducted quicker, 
but what excited McMurray was the 
new remodel for his office he was able 
to expense. 

“People enjoy working in a positive, 
upbeat environment, part of that 
includes the facility,” said McMurray.

In terms of how much businesses are 
paying, Holtermann doesn’t expect that 
business owners should be worse than 
they were before, but they won’t be as 
good as they could be. Getting tax breaks 
could often require investments, and 
businesses can often end up spending 
more money just to save a couple 
dollars. 

As Holtermann said, “It’s always that 
battle, how much do I need to spend to 
get good advice versus the savings on 
the other end?”
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CONTRIBUTED | Danay Ferguson, front right, started the nonprofit Reading Heart to provide books to those 
in need. So far, they have 700,000 books in storage and have donated 250,000 to children in hospitals 
and in underserved areas. 
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