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Sewing Up Success

By Mark Richard Moz
udy Shepard was trained as o me-

c¢hanical éngineer, and his wife,

Sharon, wns a data processor. But

Rudy has taken Sharon's hobly—
sewing—to & kvel that would be the envy
of any small-businee oarer. Sales for
Stitch, their Greenaboro, N.C., company,
reached $250,000 last year and are ex-
pocted o surpass £300,000 this year.

Rudy Shepard's path from designing
valves used in orvogpenics (as a $40,000-a-
year employie al ah engineening firm) to
runming a sucorsaful alterations and em-
broidery businss wiet charted by his wif's
avocution and his desire to be his own boss.
Sharon says she was in seventh grade

whén a woman making chanch ushers” uni-
forms told her: *Sharon, if you want 1o
learn how, | will teach you.” With the
weoman’s help, Sharon made her own uni-
form. “That's where it started.” she says.
Her father bought her her first sewing ma-
chine when she was 14,

manufacturer in Harrisburg, Pa.), and
ATET. It also doss work for many smaller |

oustomers such as schools and chube,

Rudy gradusted from the Universaty of
North Carcling at Charlotte in 1955 and
worked in that city for five years; Sharon
was a data-processing emplayee for a
Charktie bank. In 1990 he acoepled a job
in the Greerabore arca. They moved there
and bought a house. Sharon left the job
market to have a baby and then returmed
to work for another bank.

Becouse Rudy was making more moniry
than Sharon, it didn't make financial
serse for him to quit and punue his entre-
prencunial deeam, be says while fascing a
mouniain of work on his desk ot the front
of the couple’s notsy shop, They concluded
that hﬁw}wmld make such a move,
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they would have to find something for
Sharon that would increase her inooms,
That scenething was a seaall alterntions
shop that the couple bought in late 1981
for $30,000, with financing belp from the
former owner and a bank loan. Sharon
quit the bank and ran the which
they named Soft Stitch—while v con-
timsed working at the engincening firm.
Within six months, the owner of a dry-
cheaning business that was one of Soft

e+

With 3 Wirivng o/feradiona and embroidery Business, Rudy and
Sharon Shepand are realizing maleriol paia

Statch’s customers told the Shepands aboot
his plans to open a dry-cleaning shop in
nearby Burlingten, where Rudy worked,
Would they be inlerested in opening an al-
terations shop at the now site? They ac-
cephed the offer, and the proximity of the
second shop to his job allowed Rudy 1o
manage the new operation while still
maintaining his fall-time

During their finst twe yoars in business,
the Shepards received a number of re-
quests for monograms—work they had w
farm out for lack of equipment. Rudy fig-

Soft Stitch

ured that if be owned his own embeoadery
machine, he could teach himself to do

ford. But neardy a year later, in late 1993,
they bought a machine, with financing by
the manudscturer.

Rudy learmed to moncgram ard embees-
der, and he filled orders at night. He
bought i pickoup track and took his embe-
dery machine on the road, vissting weskend
events such as fishing tournaments and
foothall games. He offered on-site embro-

 and took orders.
Vith business increasing, the firm ac-
quired o sovond machine in 1994 and, the
following vear, a
larper pickop and a
12:-by-6-foot en-
closed trailer to ae.
commodate more
equipment. With
Rudy's responsituh-
ties growing. the
Shepards sold the
Burlington shop,
and in 1906 he loft
the engineering

o t peo-
o and keeps three
embroidery ma-
chines humming.
Sharon runs the al-
teralions

and Rudy esti-
mates that the two
sides of the busi-
nese—alterations
and embrosdery —generate oqual portions
of the firm's incomse. He hopes to move the
embroidery operation to an industrial
park and mcrease the number of ma-
chines.

Asked if be missea being an engineer,
Rudy says he dots miss having a regular
income. Although he's co-owner of a thriv-
ing business, he says: "T'm always worried
about a steady paycheck. | think maybe it
should stay that way, If | stop worrying
about it, udlﬂuplmhn: thm-l.llufl
spdden W1l stop coming.”
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