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I am a bad engineer.

Nathan Seidle



Quick Background
• Stop me any time
• 2004 Univ. Colorado @ Boulder
• BS in Electrical Engineering
• Rower on CU club team
• RA in dorms
• Worked 2002 
Olympics
• Twenty Eight
• Oklahoma
• No other family 
business experience



Problem
• 2002 - Building prototype – blew up
• Cheapest source was Bulgaria

Problems:
• Website was iffy
• No online checkout
• Fax to Bulgaria?!
• CC info to Bulgaria?!
• Shipping was $$
• Wait 2-3 weeks



More Problems
Makes sense: Import to US and ship out
But US Distributors were also very bad
• No easy checkout – I want to spend my money!
• Bad pictures
• No shipping costs

Got to be a better way!
• Cleaner
• Easier to checkout
• Big, crisp pictures
• Stock supporting items

There was opportunity!
Spark Fun was born...



Initial Business Problems
• EE != Business Background

• What's a 'mark up'?

• How much do I charge?

• Needed to limit my risk with an exit strategy

•Blew out shoulder with 
concussion – 2002

•Business plan was written in 
lodge at Copper

•The 'business plan' applied for 
4 months



Starting Your Own…

1) Purchase Stock
2) Obtain Federal Tax ID (aka EIN)
3) Obtain State Sales Tax License (CR 100)

4) Get speeding ticket

5) Roll out website

6) Test checkout – PayPal

7) Make live

8) Cross fingers

9) Open a business banking 
account

10) Apply for city tax account



Funding

Initial $2500 in good old credit card debt
4 months later $4000 'student' loan
Family purchased 3 'shares' at $250 each
Each share now worth $50,000

SFE Funding

Raising Capital
Raised in Rounds?

All different types:

Venture Capital
Angel Investors
Equipment Loans
Government Financing
Etc.



Initial Stock
Olimex was main line of products
• Bought 1 of every item

Purchased peripheral items
• ICs
• Cables
• Power supplies

Purchased office goods
• Scale
• Shelf
• Tape gun
• Dead bolt
• Website



Spark Fun Early Days
• 1st order came through in 7 
hours

• 3rd order was from France

• 5th order was for qty 3 of one 
item

• Dumpster diving in Eng Center

• 100% PayPal for 3 months

• Applied for 'Merchant Account'

• We/Us/I'll talk to Shipping



A Tale of 20,000 Orders

� Original/Old site:
● 10,000 orders
● 3 years
● No inventory control

� Clean/New site:
● 10,000 orders in 9 months
● Real-time order data
● Data-mining

� ROI = 10 days





InterWeb



Culture

• How did we find such great people?

• Friends, acquaintances, Craigslist

• Created rules as if it was a place I 
wanted to work

• A what policy?



Timeline



Outside

•Stop worrying and plug it in.

•If it sparks, unplug it.

•If it smokes, turn it off.

•If it heats up, check it, and plug it back in.

•Don’t be afraid of trying something new. That’s when your 
having the most fun.



It’s how you use it...



Questions?


