
C
harles Houser remem-
bers distinctly the phone
call that would, as it
turned out, change his
life.

He was driving home
from Raleigh, where he was on the
verge of taking a job in1997, when his
brother, Shaler, called with an idea:
starting a business of their own.

“We literally talked about it almost
the whole way back,” said Charles, 40.

He happily turned down the Ra-
leigh job and embarked on a venture
with his brother, starting the firm that
wouldeventuallybecomethesuccess-
ful telecom company Nuvox Commu-
nications.

More than 15 years later, the pair
are in business together again with
Green Cloud Technologies, a compa-
ny that is making early waves, raising
nearly $10 million in capital in its first
two years.

“Gluttons for punishment,” the
brothers said in unison when asked
why they’ve built their lives and ca-
reers aroundserial entrepreneurship.

“It’s just what we want to do be-
cause we’re stupid,” said Shaler
“Shay” Houser, with a laugh.

Sitting next to each other at a con-
ference table in the NEXT Innovation
Center, the pair are something like an
old married couple, attuned to each
other’s habits and idiosyncrasies.

Shay, trim with sharp features, a
shaggy mop of hair and his hard-
earned Citadel ring a weighty fixture
on his right hand, seems ready to
burst with energy from the moment
he sits down.

Green Cloud Technologies is the second joint business venture for Shay Houser, left, and brother Charles Houser. More than 15
years ago, the siblings started the firm that would eventually become Nuvox Communications. PATRICK COLLARD/STAFFPATRICK COLLARD/STAFFPA

It takes a good idea to do it once. The
Houser brothers say it takes a little bit of
insanity to try it again and again.

ByBy Amy Clarke BurnsAmy Clarke Burns
Staff writer
aburns@greenvilleonline.com
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T his coming week, June 17
to 21, America observes
National Small Business

Week.
Coincidentally, 25 years ago

this week I decided to start my
own small business. This
makes it a very good time to
reflect on the ways small busi-
ness has changed these past
two decades.

The arc of my small-busi-
ness career is similar to that of
many small-business owners.

Like many entrepreneurs, I
sort of stumbled into self-em-

ployment. I wasn’t necessarily
planning on starting a busi-
ness.

I had been working at a job
that had become stifling but I
didn’t know what I wanted to
do next. So I kept muddling on.

Then, suddenly, my mother
died.

I realized I shouldn’t waste
time.

So I quit. I sublet my home
and traveled for six months,
finally living in London. When
I returned home, my answer-
ing machine had messages —
we still had answering ma-
chines then — from people
asking me to do some projects

for them. Though I never went
to work for any of those call-
ers, they put an idea in my
head: Why not see if I could be
my own boss?

In July 1986 I got my first
client. The rest, as they say, is
history. But the course was not
that easy.

I eventually started a couple
of other companies — selling
one, closing one and building
another.

I received angel financing
— seed money from a well-off
individual interested in my

company’s potential — and got
corporate clients. I hired, I
fired. But all along I’ve fo-
cused my attention on small
businesses and entrepreneur-
ship.

So what has changed for
small businesses in 25 years?

» Lower start-up costs.
Starting a simple small busi-
ness is less expensive. When I
launched my home-based con-
sulting business, it cost thou-
sands of dollars.

Entrepreneurship has changed a lot in 25 years

Rhonda Abrams..........................................................

Columnist

See CHANGE, Page 2E
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Charles, the younger
brother by three years,
with a round face and
shorter hair he has a habit
of running his fingers
through when he talks,
rocks back gently in his
chair and lets his brother
largely steer the conver-
sation.

They finish each oth-
er’s sentences and echo
each other’s thoughts,
even when they’re not in
the same room.

Their dad, Charlie
Houser, set the family on
its course toward entre-
preneurship when he
started a telecom compa-
ny in the early 1980s. He
was first his sons’ boss,
when they came to work
for the second of his tele-
com firms, Corporate
Telemanagement Group,
after their respective col-
lege years and has since
servedaspartner, adviser
and investor in their inde-
pendent ventures.

“It’s incredibly grati-
fying,” the elder Houser
said. “It’s so much fun to
see them strike out on
their own and do their
thing. And they don’t do it
exactly the way I would
normally do it, but that
doesn’t matter. They’re
charting their own
course.”

Following their
hearts

AfterCharlesandShay
built, grewandeventually
left behind their first tele-
com business, it would be
several years before
they’d partner again to
form Green Cloud.

When asked why they
decided to start another
company, Charles an-
swered, “Well, what else
are you going to do?” with
an incredulous tone that
might have suggested he
had been asked to jump
off a cliff or go swimming
with alligators.

“I don’t want to work
for a big company. Peri-
od,” said Shay, 44. “We

didn’t learn at big compa-
nies. We didn’t work for
Johnson & Johnson or
something. We worked at
small companies that
grew very fast and (that)
was moderately con-
trolled chaos.”

Both Charles and Shay
have found themselves in
massive corporate cul-
tures, whether of their
own making or not, and
both said it’s not really for
them.

“As you become one of
5,000 employees, no mat-
terwhat youdoeveryday,
your impact on the cus-
tomer, your impact onval-
ue creation becomes less
and less and less,” Shay
said.

Shay said he got his
first taste of entrepre-
neurship during his col-
lege years at The Citadel,
where he and longtime
best friendRussellPowell
started buying and re-
selling T-shirts.

“We didn’t pay sales
tax. We found out you
were supposed to do that,
so we had to shut that
business down,” he said
with a laugh.

During his senior year,
Shay, an avowed music
lover, threw a concert in
Charleston, shelling out
$3,500 to have rock band
Widespread Panic play.
When he collected
$20,000 at the gate, he
knew he was on to some-
thing.

“Those had an impact
on me to go, ‘I want to be
in a business that I can
have an impact versus a
big company. I want to
create and help get it go-
ing,’” he said.

Charles, who worked
for a few years at tech gi-
ant Synnex after leaving
Nuvox, said getting back
to entrepreneurship just
felt natural.

“Onceyoustart andget
in the habit of being in-
volved in startups, it’s
very, very hard to have a
job,” he said. “Once it gets
to a point, your mind im-
mediately works on doing
something else.”

Laying their path

Green Cloud, which
got its official start in
May 2011, provides virtu-
al server, disaster recov-
ery and other Cloud ser-
vices for primarily small-
to mid-sized businesses.

In the 18 months since
the company’s products
became available, its
sales network has extend-
ed to 12 markets through
the Southeast, reaching
nearly 200 customers.
Green Cloud has raised
nearly $10 million in in-
vestment funding,
enough, Charles said, to
keep them going while
they grow to the point of
being profitable.

“We spend a lot ofmon-
ey on infrastructure. And
that first customer, we’re
still losing money. The
second customer, we lose
money. The100th custom-
er, we’re still (losingmon-
ey).Fivehundredcustom-
ers? We probably start
making money. And then
after that, itmakes a lot of
money,” said Shay.

Shay said there’s a
monthly revenue goal in
mind that, when they
reach it, will be the tip-
ping point of profitability
for the company. They ex-
pect to get there a year
from now.

The brothers said that
despite the inherent chal-
lenges of starting and
building a business, they
believe they’ve charted a
path to success.

“There’s always a little
bit of doubt that creeps in
your mind,” Charles said.
“I have felt more positive
about what we’re doing
here than any other time
in my life and any other
business that I’ve ever
owned.”

Alongside Charles and
Shay at Green Cloud are
two other co-founders
who also were part of the
core teamatNuvox:Keith
Coker and Eric Hester.

“All of us having done
it before, we go in know-

ing it’s going to be crazy
and we accept that,” Shay
said. “You’re going to
have challenges every
day, some can be over-
whelming at times. In
early-stage companies,
the highs are really high,
the lows are really low.”

That’s hard-earned
knowledge that has come
since their days as young
entrepreneurs, starting a
telecom company called
State Communications in
1997, not long after their
father’s company, CTG,
was sold to LCI Interna-
tional.

Looking back, Charles
and Shay admitted to be-
ing rather naïve at the
outset.

“The success of CTG
was fresh in everybody’s
mind, so looking back on
it we were probably
fooled into thinking you
could just do it again,”
Charles said.

“I think we were prob-
ably a little too stupid to
be scared enough,” added
Shay.

State Communica-
tions, which changed its
name to TriVergent Com-
munications, grew quick-
ly, occasionally leaving
the young entrepreneurs
— only in their 20s at the
time — bewildered.

“We went from zero to
100 employees like that,”
said Shay, snapping his
fingers. “We didn’t know
how scared we should
be.”

TriVergent merged
with St. Louis-based Ga-
briel Communications in
2000 and changed its
name once again to Nu-
vox.

From then on were
some difficult years,
Charles said, as the tele-
com industry went
through a turbulent time
with previously generous
investors pulling their
support.

“It came too easy and
went away real fast,” he

said. “Riding through that
roller coaster, it was
tough emotionally. It
bloodied our nose. You
saw how quickly it could
turn.”

Nuvox was one of the
survivors of a hard-hit in-
dustry that saw a slew of
bankruptcies and
emerged to join forces
with New South Commu-
nications in 2004.

Despite thehard times,
Charles said it was a good
experience, teaching
some real-life lessons. If
things had kept going the
way they were, the Hous-
ers might have come
away thinking business
was easy.

“I think that’s what
brought us back down to
it,” he said. “It’s not easy
to start a companyandget
it to the point where it’s
valuable to someone. It
takes a lot of work. It’s
risk and it’s luck.”

Charles stayed on with
the company until 2008
when he went to work for
Synnex. Shay left Nuvox
and bought a subsidiary
of the company that be-
came UCI Communica-
tions, which he sold in
2008.

“At that point we knew
weweregoing todo some-
thing else together. It was
just finding what the
niche was,” Shay said.

Making their mark
Nuvox, which was sold

to Windstream in 2009,
taught thebrothers sever-
al lessons, they said.

“Nuvox was a phenom-
enal company. It created
over 1,000 jobs in Green-
ville. From a personal fi-
nancial standpoint, it was
a debacle for Charles and
I.…Afterall theworkand
effort of starting that
company, we didn’t make
any money,” Shay said.

“We walked away go-
ing, ‘Damn, we can’t let
that happen again. The
next company we start,
we’ve got to maintain to-
tal control.’”

One of the things they
most wanted to control —
and one of the appeals of
working together — is
their shared vision for

what they want and how
they want to get there.
And it’s not from inside a
corner office with a view.

All the partners took
significant pay cuts to
come on board with
Green Cloud, Shay said.

Co-founder and CTO
Coker said the reason he
was willing to do it was
for the kind of work envi-
ronment he can’t get any-
where else.

“A big asset for me is
being able to enjoy com-
ing towork every day,” he
said. “Someof the funnest
times of the business are
actually at the beginning
stages.”

Plus, he said, there’s a
pretty big carrot at the
end. “If you can build
something successful,
then you more than make
up for the pay differential
during the period you’re
working.”

“Noneofus aredoing it
for a paycheck,” said
Shay. “We’re doing it for
long-term value creation.
We’re going to build
something very big.”

Though their business
cards read CEO and exec-
utive vice president of
salesandmarketing,Shay
andCharles said titles are
meaningless inside the
fourwalls ofGreenCloud.

“We’re all truly part-
ners in the business. The
titles are for the outside
world. The titles internal-
ly mean nothing,” Shay
said. “We’ve got long-
termgoals that have noth-
ing to do with short-term
ego needs.”

Local business leader
Leighton Cubbage, who
was their father Charlie’s
partner in CTG and an ad-
viser and investor in Nu-
vox, said the younger
Housers’ seemingly hum-
ble approach might just
be the key to their suc-
cess.

“The ego thing is not
there,” he said. “It’s good
to compete with people
who get fired up about
their titles and how big
their office is. With that
type of attitude the Hous-
ers have, you can beat big
giant balance sheets that
have bad leadership.”

Shay, left, and Charles Houser say big corporate cultures have never suited them and they created their own businesses so they could have an impact. PATRICK COLLARD/STAFF
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‘GOOD BIT OF LUCK’
Green Cloud CEO and co-founder Shay Houser talks about
some of his favorite memories and why he loves what he does
in a video at greenvilleonline.com.

Desktop publishing
was just starting, so I
needed a graphic design-
er and printing company
to get stationery. My first
computer cost about
$2,500 and software was
hundreds more.

Today I could launch
that same business for a
few-hundred dollars: a
basic computer, an In-
ternet connection, and a
few simple cloud-based
applications —many of
them free.
» Entrepreneur fever.

Back then, the smartest
business school gradu-

ates hoped to work for
big corporations or pres-
tigious management-
consulting firms.

Now, the best and
brightest want to start
their own companies.
» Accessible financ-

ing. Yes, I know raising
money for a new compa-
ny now is tough, but it
used to be even tougher.

Before angel inves-
tors, only a handful of
venture capitalists in-
vested pools of money.
Small Business Admini-
stration loans were only
for larger, established
small businesses.
» Diverse types of

business. In 1986 when
people said “small busi-
ness,” they meant a dry
cleaner or corner gro-

cery store.
Today when someone

talks about a start-up or
entrepreneur, that per-
son is just as likely to
picture a couple of geeks
launching a smartphone
app.
» Corporate accep-

tance. Previously small
businesses were the un-
wanted stepchildren.

They fell between the
cracks of enterprise
customers and consum-
ers. Corporations today
have entire divisions just
to reach and serve small
companies.

That sounds pretty
rosy, but many changes
brought big challenges
for smaller companies:
» The Internet. Today,

every company is a tech

company.
Even the smallest

companies need up-to-
date technology and must
know how to use it — for
operations, marketing,
sales, communication,
collaboration. Not only
can you work from virtu-
ally anywhere, but your
employees, contractors,
clients can work with you
remotely.
» Speed. Previously,

sending something over-
night was fast.

Now everything is
instantaneous. This
means that you must
respond to customers
faster and have less time
to get things right.

And the rate of change
is faster, too, meaning
you must be a more agile

company.
» Global competi-

tion. Even the smallest
company in the smallest
community can have
customers, suppliers and
competitors around the
world.

And the competition is
far tougher.
» China.Now, even

the smallest companies
face competition from
China or do business with
the Chinese.

My sister sells ad-
vertising specialty items,
and she’s based in a small
Oregon town.

She never imagined
that she would be in daily
contact with Chinese
suppliers. And she faces
daily competition from
Chinese suppliers, too.

Of course, many
things have stayed the
same: The creativity,
ingenuity and drive of
entrepreneurs still ener-
gizes our economy, cre-
ating new products and
services, enhancing our
lives.

And more than ever, I
still love small-business
owners.

■ Rhonda Abrams is presi-
dent of The Planning Shop
and publisher of books for
entrepreneurs. Her most
recent book is “Entrepreneur-
ship: A Real-World Ap-
proach.” Register for Rhon-
da’s free newsletter at Plan-
ningShop.com. Twitter:
@RhondaAbrams. Facebook:
facebook.com/RhondaA-
bramsSmallBusiness.
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