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Meet three women small 
business entrepreneurs 
who have turned their 
creativity into money-
making endeavors.
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Q Left, Amy 
Brown is an artist 
that creates large 
plush fruits and 
vegetable pillows 
called Jumbo 
Jibbles, which she 
sells on Etsy.

Q Far left, Brown 
also has been 
selling masks 
during the 
pandemic.
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Nina Kulick designs maps and illustra-
tions that adorn tea towels, pillows and 
notecards. Amy Brown makes huge, 
playful plush fruit and vegetable pillows 
by sewing bright, fanciful face masks. 
And Denise Twum knits chunky yarn 
into warm, textured scarves.

These aren’t just hobbies for the three 
Silicon Valley women. They’re mon-
ey-making endeavors that they started as 
side businesses on Etsy, an online mar-
ketplace for makers.

Kulick, Brown and Twum are local 
examples of a growing national trend 
among women business owners — the 
rise of the part-time entrepreneur, or as 
they’re now called, “sidepreneurs.” As a 
maker myself — I create quilts, for stress 
relief and as gifts — I was curious how 
these people took their creations and 
made them into businesses.

According to the 2019 State of Wom-
en-Owned Businesses Report, between 
2014 and 2019, the growth of wom-
en sidepreneurs was nearly double the 
overall growth of women entrepreneurs 
— 39% versus 21%, respectively. 

Sidepreneurs start their side gigs for 
additional income, to test a business 
idea, or to put a creative outlet to work. 

Here, these pillows, scarves and face 
masks are among the 72 million items 
Etsy currently lists.

SILICON VALLEY

AMY BROWN

W atch the third episode of 
HBO’s “Veep” during season 
seven, and you’ll spot actor 

Tony Hale toting around a four-foot long 
carrot in a scene where presidential can-
didate Selina Meyer (Julia Louis-Dreyfus) 
drums up support at an Iowa carnival.
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R Nina Kulick 
poses for a 
portrait at 
Gooseberry 
Designs in Los 
Gatos.
 
P Denise 
Twum models 
one of her 
hand-knitted 
chunky scaves.

That huge puffy vegetable is a cre-
ation of Amy Brown, who has sold her 
large, plush avocados, blueberries and 
strawberries on Etsy for a dozen years.

Brown, a former exhibits administra-
tor at Children’s Discovery Museum of 
San Jose, got her start selling the unique 
plush items when a friend asked her to 
make a giant asparagus pillow to use as 
a prop in a photo booth at the friend’s 
wedding.

“When I moved to California about 
nine years ago, it was during the reces-
sion, so I was having a little bit of a dif-
ficult time finding the work that I was 
used to. In the meantime, I was coming 
up with lots of fun ideas and I figured 
well, why not get on Etsy and see if this 
can work? It just snowballed from there 
until it became basically my full-time 
thing,” Brown said.

More recently, Brown has turned her 
love of color, design and fabric to mak-
ing face masks — so much so, that since 
late April, she estimates 45% of her sales 
are face coverings. 

New York City-based Etsy has seen a 
similar surge in face mask sales, report-
ing during its quarterly earnings call last 
week that face masks have made up 
14% of all sales during Q2. More than 
100,000 Etsy sellers — 110,000 — sold 29 
million face masks worth $346 million 
in its second quarter.

For Brown, “I’ve made almost 600 
masks between my donations, non-Et-
sy sales and Etsy sales,” she said. “While 
it’s not what I thought I’d be doing with 
my 2020, making masks has been really 
rewarding and positive.”

But she’s still known for her squishy, 
four-foot long, $105 carrot pillow. “That’s 
my most famous, best-selling item that 
most people know me for. It’s been on 
‘The Tonight Show’ with Jimmy Fallon. 
It’s been on an episode of ‘Veep’ on HBO. 
It’s my best, best thing that everybody 
loves.”

Through the years Jumbo Jibbles 
has been on Etsy, Brown has worked to 
tweak her search engine optimization 
language and had early breaks when 
Etsy spread word about her plush vege-
tables through its own emails.  

“It definitely took a long time to get to 
the point where I am. So anybody that’s 
like, ‘Oh, I’m going to quit my day job 
and start doing this right now,’ I always 
have to caution them. ‘Oh no. Oh no. 
There’s a lot of work to do because the 
Internet is big.”

After a sluggish 
start to Etsy’s 
second quarter, 
business on the 
online marketplace 
for independent 
sellers has picked 
up, thanks to a 
surge in reusable 
face mask sales. 
So far, 29 million 
face masks have 
been sold on the 
site. Here’s a look at 
sellers and buyers 
on Etsy. 

The majority of Etsy 

sellers are women 

Active Etsy 

sellers BY THE  
NUMBERS

STAN OLSZEWSKI FOR THE SILICON VALLEY BUSINESS JOURNAL

PHOTO BY NKADU PHOTOGRAPHY SARAH ARNOLD

O Tea towels line one wall of 
Gooseberry Designs in Los Gatos.

P One of Twum’s knitted scarves.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6

SOURCE: E
TS

YMost Etsy sellers are a business of one person

Company: Jumbo Jibbles, San Jose
What: Large, plush pillows in the 
shapes of fruits and vegetables, as 
well as fabric face masks
History: On Etsy since 2008
Total Etsy sales: 3,324

 R AMY BROWN
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illustrated map-themed home décor of 
$65 etched bamboo cutting boards, $50 
pillows and $18 tea towels.

By March, when the pandemic hit, “I 
thought, what did we just do? But we’ve 
decided to make the most of it and just 
really be positive. We’re taking it slow. 
As the weeks are passing, we’re noticing 
that people come in or at least are call-
ing us and saying, ‘We don’t feel comfort-
able coming in yet. Instead, can we order 
online and pick up at your door curbside?’

“It takes every iteration of whatever 
you can do to keep your business going 
right now.”

The trained neuroscientist started 
designing whimsical illustra-

tions of places around the 
world when she became 

a mother.
“I got started 

because of that little 
girl that’s inside,” 
Kulick said outside 
her Los Gatos shop, 
waving toward her 

daughter Maya, now 
14. “A couple of my 

friends asked me to 
do their wedding invita-

tion and they wanted me to 

draw a map of Seattle.
“I made a little story out of the map, and 

they loved it so much that they showed 
everybody before the wedding. And then 
I got lots of other people asking about it. 
… I enjoyed it so much, I never did go back 
to my job.

“It’s just taken off year after year, so 
we’ve been fortunate,” she said.

Her business partner is her mother, 
Arati Godbole, who laser etches bamboo 
cutting boards and coasters with Kulick’s 
designs. The business also employs her 
cousin, Mrunal Karkhanis, who handles 
the business backend; daughter Maya; 
and two other part-time employees.

Gooseberry Designs has been Kulick’s 
full-time job since 2013, and she still has 
an Etsy shop, which lists 710 of her items. 

A t a time when thousands of retail 
stores are closing across the 
country because of Covid-19, 

Nina Kulick dove right in and opened 
a 1,650-square-foot shop in Los 
Gatos.

Even with an established 
Etsy shop, “it’s still nerve 
wracking,” Kulick said. 
Gooseberry Designs 
used to rent a small 
working studio in 
Los Gatos, but the 
business outgrew 
the 750-square-
foot space after two 
years. By January of 
this year, Kulick found 
Gooseberry’s current 
location to showcase her 
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5

NINA KULICK

Active Etsy 

buyers

SOURCE: ETSY

1 2 3

Each of these Silicon 
Valley makers sell their 
creations on Etsy, an online 
marketplace for crafters 
and creaters.

WHERE TO  
FIND THEM
Q

1

2

3

www.etsy.com/shop/
GooseberryDesigns

www.etsy.com/shop/
jumbojibbles

www.etsy.com/shop/
NiseyKnits

Company: Gooseberry Designs,  
Los Gatos
What: Home décor and stationery
History: On Etsy since 2009
Total Etsy sales: 3,888
Where: Also has a storefront at  
51 University Ave., Los Gatos

 R NINA KULICK

“Etsy has been my first stepping point into 
retail,” she said. 

Etsy charges sellers 20 cents per listing 
in an Etsy shop. Then, if the item sells, Etsy 
charges an additional 5% transaction fee 
on the selling price, including the ship-
ping cost that the seller sets. Etsy has oth-
er charges if the seller accepts payments 
through Etsy Payments.

“Etsy is still really instrumental for us,” 
Kulick said, adding her advice for some-
one wanting to start a similar business. 
“If you have something you’re passionate 
about and that you love to do, that real-
ly comes out in what you make. … Etsy is 
such a great venue. … You will find your 
people.

“There’s always something that’s going 
to stop you from doing what you want, but 
you just have to jump in and do it.”

Mrunal 
Karkhanis

Arati  
Godbole
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B y day, Denise Twum works as 
a support process manager for 
SmugMug, based in Mountain 

View. In her spare time, now that she has 
two sons, one 10 years old and the other 
five months old, she knits colorful nub-
by scarves and hats.

The endeavor is part creative outlet 
and part supplemental income, with the 
balance of those two varying through the 
years.

She learned to knit when she was a 
student at Amherst College and honed 
her skills during her travels as a Watson 
Fellow, in India, Trinidad, Uganda and 
South Africa. “As you can imagine, lots of 
plane travel time, train travel time, bus-
es, and so I kept knitting and I got much 
better,” she said.

“My friends would ask me to knit for 
them. One of the ladies I made a baby 
blanket for said, ‘You should open an 
Etsy account.’”

Twum finally took that step when her 

DENISE TWUM

first son was born in 2010. 
Now her best sellers are chunky infin-

ity scarves. “I sold, I think, over 50 of 
those. I’ve stopped counting,” Twum 
said. “They’re just so soft and squishy. 
You feel like there’s someone hugging 
you when you wear that.” Nisey Knits 
scarves run from $35 to $68 apiece, and 
beanies cost $25.

In the past couple of years, her Etsy 
shop has been more of a creative outlet 
than a source of supplemental income. 
She looks forward to knitting more often 
once her littlest one is older. “I miss it so 
much. I go look at my yarn and I dream 
of knitting again,” she said.

In her day job, she gathers informa-

tion from different SmugMug depart-
ments to solve customers’ issues. Creat-
ing for Nisey Knits offers a nice balance 
at the end of the day. “When I take a ball 
of yarn, I’m not trying to solve a problem. 
I’m just creating.”

If someone is interested in turning 
their hobby-based creations into a side 
business, Twum has some advice. 

“If you really want to make a go at this, 
write down what your goals are for the 
business. My husband kept pushing me 
to finally admit that this is not supposed 
to be a super money-making endeavor 
for me, because if it is, then I’m abso-
lutely failing, right? I’m not spending 
enough time investing in it.”

Then experiment with your products 
and selling approaches. 

“Document what you did that worked. 
Keep it in your side pocket. If you try some-
thing that didn’t work, document it and 
document what didn’t work about it, and 
later on, maybe technology changes and 
then you can retry that thing again with 
more resources in your back pocket.”

SOURCE: 2019 STATE OF WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES REPORT, AMERICAN EXPRESS

FEMALE ENTREPRENEURS

13 
MILLION

9.4 
MILLION

$1.9
TRILLION

WOMEN-OWNED  
BUSINESSES

WORKERS EMPLOYED BY  
WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES

REVENUE BY  
WOMEN-OWNED BUSINESSES

Across the country, women-owned businesses make up 42 percent of all businesses. The number of businesses owned by women has 
grown by 21 percent from 2014 to 2019.

Company: Nisey Knits, Los Altos
What: Handmade knitwear
History: On Etsy since 2010
Total Etsy sales: 334

 R DENISE TWUM

L A T I N O 
BUSINESS LEADERSHIP 

A W A R D S
Silicon Valley Business Journal
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