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With a little paternal push,
Mike Martin is helping
lead a new generation of
rent-to-own dealers

AN APROFILE BY KRISTEN CARD

IT WAS DECEMBER 31, 2002, and Mike Martin
was spending the final hours of the year with his
dad, Tom, and their attorney, Dave Crockett. The
Martins needed to mail the paperwork for their
Aaron’s Sales and Lease Ownership franchise by
midnight; the company’s franchising terms were
set to change January 1, 2003.

“So we spent New Year’s Eve, the three of us,
hammering through the details of the deal,” says
Mike. “We wanted to get that 2002 postmark.”

While he didn’t spend the evening with Guy
Lombardo and Dom Perignon, it was likely one
of Mike’s—and his dad’s—most memorable New
Year’s. The trio got the deal done, that postmark
secured. And the Martin men—one a semi-re-
tired industrial tool supply mogul, the other a
former record-label-exec-turned-IT-consultant—
were en route to not only a new year, but also a
new joint adventure in rent-to-own.

Mike Martin fand
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ike Martin, born and brought up
in Kansas, was a high-energy, high-
maintenance kid. Gregarious, pre-
cocious and rambunctious, Mike
recalls his growing-up years as full
of “wanting to be an athlete, chasing
girls and more calls from the prin-
cipal’s office than anyone really wanted.” So it’s difficult to
discern whether the almost puritanical work ethic Tom and
Nancy Martin instilled in their elder son stemmed from their
Midwestern roots or their desire for a productive diversion.
Whichever, it took. By the time he was 10, Mike was spending
his summers throwing and mowing—two paper routes and

“Martin is of Hungarian descent,” says
Mike. “So at one point, we went to Hungary
to explore some family business opportuni-
ties and they worked out better for him than
for me. They offered him more money than he
could possibly consider turning down, so he
moved back to Hungary.”

Left without a partner to run the business
while he finished his law degree, Mike ne-
gotiated a deal with Epitaph Records, one of
the world’s largest independent labels, to buy
Schmo—which by 1995 boasted a stable of al-
most 100 bands. Mike finalized the sale and
returned to his legal studies only to join Epi-
taph as an employee after receiving his degree,
but not for long.

18 yards every week.

“During law school, I got involved in some

“I was raised with an incredible work ethic,” says Mike.
“You finish what you start and you believe in the Ameri-
can Dream, which is if you work hard, then you’ll have
the opportunity for success. If youre willing to combine
your God-given gifts and natural talents with a superior
work ethic, then from my perspective, it’s
pretty tough not to succeed. I understand
that not everybody starts out on an equal
footing and opportunity isn’t the same for
everybody. But there is opportunity for ev-
eryone in this country, and if you're will-
ing to work hard and do the right thing, it’s
almost impossible not to find yourself suc-
cessful at the end of the road.”

Mike’s road led him westward, to col-
lege at the University of Colorado at Boul-
der, where—true to his busy boyhood—he
earned a dual bachelor’s degree in English
and history while minoring in business and
philosophy and working at a record store. It
was at the record store where Mike unwittingly met his first
business partner, a classically conservatory trained fellow
music enthusiast and kindred entrepreneurial spirit named
Martin Wachter. Together, the two Martins, along with a
couple of willing local bands, decided to launch their own
record label and in 1991, Schmo Records was born.

But unlike thousands of startup labels before and af-
ter, Schmo made it beyond infancy. Two years and a few
dozen signed bands later, Mike and Wachter realized their
success was triggering a recurring problem: several thou-
sand dollars a month in legal fees. Mike’s so-called ‘simple’
solution? To become a lawyer himself (“I've always just
thrown myself completely into whatever happens to be in
front of me at the time,” he confesses).

So Mike began classes at the University of Colorado
School of Law with the intention of eventually better man-
aging his and Wachter’s business. But about two-thirds of
the way through to Mike’s ].D., Wachter tossed a whale of
a wrench into the works.

Internet technology stuff and made some good
contacts,” says Mike. After deciding that his
long-term future was not in either the music business or
in Los Angeles, he had an opportunity to help out a friend
back in Denver with some legal and business advice who was
launching a Web site design and hosting company, Brat Pack
Ltd. In the course of helping several friends and acquain-

“I understand that not everybody starts
out equally and opportunity isn’t the same
for everybody. But there is opportunity for
everyone in this country—and if you're willing
to work hard and do the right thing, it’'s almost
impossible not to find yourself successful.”

tances with the launch of some dot.com ventures—always
looking more for a piece of the pie [ownership and options]
rather than a regular job or security—Mike became involved
in a New York start up called Cyberaction that looked very
promising as the company was well funded.

“At Cyberaction, I was involved in the negotiation of
exclusive contracts with Major League Baseball, the PGA
and Xena, Warrior Princess, at Universal to create digital
Internet trading cards to be bought, sold and traded on-
line. These were really formative experiences for me as it
allowed me to see firsthand differing management styles,
to deal directly with venture capital groups and solicit
funding, as well as begin to find my creative vision,” says
Mike. This was also an exciting time in business with all
the capital running amok with anything that had a “.com”
attached to the name.

After learning a bit more about technology and the dis-
parate technical skills and creative ideas that were flour-
ishing at this time, it became more apparent to him that it



The Paducah crew: Ashley Hardin, Kent Turner, Drew Hasty,
Aaron Asbell and Mike Martin. Not pictured are Todd Blume,
Brian Smith, John Meredith and Zach Lowe.

was a lack of operational skill and fundamental business
knowledge that so many of these young companies were
missing. This was then the inspiration for launching He-
lion Consulting Group with two partners in 1998. Mike
brought the big picture vision and the intestinal fortitude
to move things forward with legal and business experi-
ence, his partners brought the people skills, industry con-
tacts and technical expertise.

This venture, though totally different from his prior
business, was also successful, and helped Mike realize a
common thread.

“There’s something about knowing youre the person
who’s providing jobs for people,” says Mike. “It’s the small
business aspect of what makes America tick and what

makes America great and I love being a part of
that. My mother raised us to give back: with time,
money, energy, creative vision--wherever your
natural talents might lay. There’s a reward and a
sense of duty in being a small-business owner that
this is something I can do and contribute to the
community—provide opportunities for people to
explore for themselves what is good about them.”

UL

eanwhile, Mike’s father, Tom Martin, had sold
the industrial tool supply company he had
spent almost 40 years building from scratch
into a multi-million-dollar business and was
hunting around for other investment opportunities.
“Dad came across the Aaron’s deal and kept telling me
he wanted me to look at it,” says Mike. “I put some money
behind the Aaron’s deal, but I was busy readying Helion
for sale the next year [2003]. Dad kept pushing me to look
at it. Finally, I went to my mother and said, essentially,
‘T've put my money behind this and I can’t really afford to
do much else’ And she said, ‘He’s not interested in your
money, he doesn’t need money, Mike. He wants to be in
business with you before he seriously retires.” And a little
light bulb went on above my head.”
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he father and son formed Tame LLC in 2002

with the expectation of franchising with Aaron’s.

Once the franchising deal was done, the pair’s

territory covered southeastern Missouri, south-
ern Illinois and western Kentucky. Helion Consulting
sold as expected and, in 2003, the Martins got down to
business in rent-to-own.

“We opened up our first store in February 2004 in Cape
Girardeau, Missouri,” Mike says. “We opened in Paducah,
Kentucky, in 2005, and stores in Madisonville, Kentucky;,
and Sikeston, Missouri, both in 2006. We purposely
didn’t open a store last year, due to the slumping real es-
tate market. But now, we're moving forward and are hop-
ing to open three new stores this year: Hopkinsville and
Mayfield, Kentucky, and Marion, Illinois.”

Once all seven stores are up and running, the Martins’
area development agreement with Aar-
on’s will be maxed out. Mike’s not sure
where they’ll go from there.

“There’s not a great opportunity for
geographically contiguous growth for
us within the Aaron’s system,” he says.

“We’re pretty much hemmed in on all
sides. If we do choose to continue to
pursue something within this industry
and with Aaron’s, then it will need to be
somewhere else in the country—which
is a definite possibility. We might do
another tier of Aaron’s stores in anoth-
er part of the country or we might try
something new and different.”

But Mike’s not too worried about the
long haul; he’s having too much fun with the shorter-term
challenges and rewards of growing a new business.

“For me, the fun is building it from the ground up and
watching it mature,” he says. “There is so much excitement in
opening new stores and hiring new people. We currently have
37 employees, having started with five, and taking this bigger
and better and approaching close to 100 employees is still the
most exciting thing for me. And, of course, having the oppor-
tunity to do something business-wise with your father, when
youre both mature and successful in your own right... How
many folks get a chance to do something like that?”

Though rent-to-own was originally Tom’s brainchild,
it's Mike who oversees the business’ day-to-day opera-
tions—a complementary relationship that has proven to
be ideal.

“I have an innate business sense, but he’s the people
person,” says Mike. “I'm more the operational, vision-
ary, big-picture type; he’s all about the networking, the
sit-down-and-take-care-of-folks type. He’s been the best
resource in the world from the managing people perspec-
tive. When I watch the patience, kindness and consider-
ation he takes with each and every person he works with
throughout the day, that’s probably the greatest lesson I
could learn from him.

“Because at the end of the day, we can talk about being
a retail experience, but we're really a people business,” he

Top: Mike with his father, Tom. Above:
Jessica and Mike hiking on vacation. Left:
Mike and Jessica taking a suggestion from
sculptured art in Santa Fe, New Mexico.

says. “We're in the business of making dreams come true
for people at the middle to lower end of the socioeconomic
spectrum. If they’re willing to work hard and fulfill their
end of the bargain, then they deserve the opportunity to
have a nice sofa rather than a hand-me-down or a new
computer for their son or daughter. I feel terrifically hon-
ored to be able to create these opportunities for people.”

Mike claims there’s no real secret to their franchise
success—they keep their stores clean, they merchandise
their showrooms well, they stay positive with their asso-
ciates and treat customers with the utmost respect. And
they like what they do, too.

“If you get into rent-to-own and you're not having fun,
then find something else to do,” he says. “Because you're
never going to be successful at something you don’t have
a passion or desire for.”

But the real ingredient for success, according to Mike,
is as plain as the marquee out in front: it reads Aaron’s.

“We really believe passionately in the Aaron’s system,”
he says. “We pursue retail sales because the Aaron’s model
is: “‘We can beat any price, retail or total cost of owner-
ship, and you can own anything in 12 months.” We’re con-
stantly trying to market ourselves to the customers who
are trying to attain ownership in the shortest possible









