






“I’M LOOKING AT A CORNFIELD right now. I
can look out both windows and see cornfields,” says Jeff Tax-
dahl, president of Thread Logic Inc., when reached by phone.
The nine-year-old, $1.2-million company sells apparel with
embroidered logos to businesses nationwide from rented
space in Scott County, near Jordan.

When he presented his story along with three other finalists
at the Upsize Business Builder Awards judging session in
December, he says he felt like the odd man out. Their compa-
nies, Spyglass Creative, Morsekode and The Jon Charles
Salon, were in Loring Park, Uptown and another Minneapolis
address, locations he described as hip, with businesses he saw
as sophisticated.

But Taxdahl’s humble location and solid business plan
impressed the judges the most. He is the 2010 Upsize Business
Builder of the Year, selected for his smart move to e-com-

merce after two years in business, his skillful execution that
led to 20 percent average growth in each of the past four years,
and his advice that other small-business owners can use to
expand. His story and the stories of the three other finalist
companies follow.

Upsize: Describe your company as it stands today.
Jeff Taxdahl: We provide logo-decorated apparel, primari-

ly selling and distributing online. We finished 2010 at $1.2 mil-
lion. Over the last four years we averaged about 20 percent per
year growth; 2009 to 2010 was about 8 percent. Including
myself there’s nine of us; we run one production shift. If we
grow how we think we will this year, we might add a second
shift, probably a partial one—it depends on our commitment
to our turnaround times and the stress level we can handle. I
have three people who do production and run machines; I
have two customer service people; I have a production man-
ager; a bookkeeper; and an art person. Being the chief market-
ing guru, managing the website and e-commerce falls under
my umbrella. I have a relationship with an outside company
that handles the technical side of e-commerce.

Upsize: You started Thread Logic after a career setback.
What happened?

Taxdahl: I was hired as a corporate communications man-
ager for a technology company in Edina. The first day on the
job the board fired the CEO that hired me. That was a shock.
In fact, the vice president of sales was my direct boss and she
came to my office at 2 o’clock the first day. I hadn’t even found
the pencil sharpener or the bathroom yet! And she said, come
with me. She introduced me to the board. She said, here’s what
we’ve done, now how do we communicate this? That was
interesting! Consequently, they went through a re-organiza-
tion, and four months after I was one of 40 people let go. That
had never happened to me before. It was quite a shock. But
looking back it was the best thing that could have happened to
me. Up until recently I’ve had the letter letting me go hanging
in my office, and lately I’ve been tempted to write a thank you
letter to that vice president.

Upsize: Why Thread Logic? What made you choose that
business?

Taxdahl: We started Thread Logic from zero. In some of
the jobs I had, I’d been buying some of this apparel with logos.
It was something I felt was a good fit for my skill set. For a
number of years I worked for a small community bank in Sav-
age, and I had people I knew who I could get started with right
away as customers. It has a low barrier to entry, too. I started
with $50,000, buying a machine, buying a computer. I took a
loan against a life insurance policy; I had some money that was
a personal gift; and I had some savings. This was in January
2002. I had gotten laid off a year before that.

Upsize: What kind of machines?
Taxdahl: Commercial/industrial embroidery machines: it’s

a big honking sewing machine. You can get a basic single-head
machine for $12,000, all the way up to $100,000 and more. I
spent $25,000 on my first machine.

Upsize: What does it take to succeed in your industry?
Taxdahl: When I was looking at the industry, I talked to

people that were in it and asked them what it takes to be suc-
cessful. I asked the question to a guy who was selling the

22 AS SEEN IN UPSIZE MINNESOTA, DEC 2010 • JAN 2011 • reprinted with permission, all rights reserved www.upsizemag.com

2010
awards

[ABOUT THE CONTEST]
The Upsize Business Builder Awards, presented by Winthrop &

Weinstine, is an annual contest to recognize the best business-
building ideas among Minnesota-based companies with fewer than
100 employees. This fall four finalists, one in each of four categories,
were selected by Upsize staff from nominations for the impact of
their best practice on company performance, and the value of the
best practice in helping other business owners. The Jon Charles
Salon, Morsekode, Spyglass Creative and Thread Logic Inc. are the
finalists. All finalists receive coverage in the magazine, and the
Upsize Business Builder of the Year gets cover treatment.

In December their CEOs presented their stories before a panel of
judges, in a private session hosted at Winthrop & Weinstine down-
town Minneapolis offices. Judges were Terri Banaszewski, vice
president with Park Midway Bank in St. Paul; Karen Bertulli, attor-
ney with Winthrop & Weinstine; Wes Bergstrom, president and
publisher of Upsize Minnesota in Minneapolis; and Beth Ewen, edi-
tor and co-founder of Upsize Minnesota. The judges named Thread
Logic as the 2010 Upsize Business Builder of the Year, recognizing
its solid approach to sustainable growth. Nominations for next
year’s contest open in the fall.



machines. He said, I can tell anyone how to run the machines;
the hard part is sales and marketing and running the business.
Eight years later I think that statement is absolutely true, not
just for my business but any business.

Upsize: You described your location as in the middle of
nowhere, in Scott County.

Taxdahl: I’m looking at a cornfield right now. I can look out
both windows and see cornfields. We don’t have a retail busi-
ness so I don’t need a retail location. This location is four miles
from my home. It’s less expensive.

We’ve been here 15 years, my family. We have 10 acres. The
10 acres are nice. My wife has animals, a few sheep and hors-
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Judges for the Upsize Business Builder Awards consider the four finalists’ stories. From left: Terri Banaszewski, Park Midway Bank; Wes
Bergstrom, Upsize Minnesota; Karen Bertulli, Winthrop & Weinstine; Beth Ewen, Upsize. Previous pages: Jeff Taxdahl, foreground, Thread
Logic Inc., and Mark Morse, Morsekode, with scenes from Thread Logic’s operations in Scott County.



es. My wife grew up on a farm, and when
we were making this decision, we want-
ed to be in the country, but we wanted to
be close enough to go to a Twins game or
to the Ordway without taking a flight.

Upsize: How do you win against your
competitors?

Taxdahl: One of the important les-
sons I learned in a previous job is, it’s
about relationships. We started with that
kind of model in mind. We wanted to
develop relationships with our cus-
tomers that are long-term. That’s how I
started, and that was the network of peo-
ple I knew. When we started all of my
business was south metro; that was where
we marketed. And that is the norm in the
industry. And as a matter of fact a lot of
the people in the industry have the
storefront on main street. We did that for
two years, and I started to think about
how do I scale up. Traditionally in this
business you expand by adding sales
people and I wasn’t interested in doing
that, partially because I’m a control guy,
and partially because it’s very common
in this industry that salespeople jump
from company to company and take
their book of business with them.

It was my brother that suggested the
Internet. I remember the first time he
brought it up, I said no I won’t do that.
My perception was it was all price-driv-
en, you had to be the low-price leader,
and it was all transaction-driven, and I
like to build relationships. I was trying to
do my due diligence and I called an edi-
tor of one of the trade magazines, and
when I asked him the question if anyone
else in the business has this model, he
was blank. I thought there was a reason
no one else is doing an Internet model,
either because it doesn’t work or nobody
has taken the leap yet. Lands’ End was
doing it at the time. That’s the only name
I can think of.

We didn’t launch the site until the
summer of 2005. It took me a year to
build the site. We make a custom prod-
uct. It’s a complicated transaction. I had
to figure out how can I make this as easy
as possible for people to do business with
us. At that time too I might have had one
production employee, and maybe one
other part-time office person. I’m sell-
ing, I’m writing checks, I’m doing it all.
That’s part of the reason why it took me
so long.
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‘Stimulus’ package lifts
Jon Charles Salon’s
newly clipped patrons

JON CHARLES sees many of the Twin
Cities’ movers and shakers from a confes-
sional vantage point: in the chair at the Jon
Charles Salon, originally in Minneapolis and
now with an additional location in Wayzata.

“I get to see the top people at Target,
Best Buy, Cargill,” says Charles, whose
company was one of four finalists for the
Upsize Business Builder Awards, for best
practices in communications and market-
ing. As the 2008 financial collapse grew
into the Great Recession, the talk turned
negative.

“I kept hearing a lot of smart people hav-
ing really hard times financially,” Charles
says. Charles had already created an origi-
nal service to attract customers called the
Blow Dry Boot Camp. That has attracted
dozens and dozens of people, mostly
women, who like to get together with co-
workers and others to learn how to create
some big-hair magic.

Hard times called for a new idea, and the
Jon Charles Salon Stimulus Package was
born in February 2009. “Whatever percent-
age you lost in the stock market, you got
that percentage off” a salon service, up to
50 percent of the total bill, Charles says.
“Everything was negative that you were
hearing, and I thought, how can we turn this
around?”

Customers loved it. Although Charles
says he didn’t require proof of their losses,
people brought it in anyway, adding details
of their financial woes to the personal tell-

all that is the standard in any good salon.
The media loved it, too. “We were on

every ABC affiliate, the AP, MSNBC, CBS,”
Charles says, adding several more
acronyms for a variety of big-name outlets.
“And I’m sitting in my salon on a Tuesday
and I get a call from Oprah. They covered it
in the magazine!”

The salon gained 700 new clients in two
months, and Charles says he was able to
retain 88 percent of those new clients, well
above the industry average of 33 percent.
He used the money to fund his second
salon, in Wayzata. He counts 500 clients a
week in the Uptown Minneapolis location,
and 350 a week in Wayzata, he says.

Both businesses have zero debt, he says,
a key point for him after his involvement
with past debt-heavy ventures that failed.
“The best thing that can happen to a busi-
ness owner is failure. I learned a lot about
what not to do,” he says.

Charles says ideas like the boot camp
and the stimulus package add to his brand,
which already uses risqué tag lines, distinc-
tive graphic design and an ongoing public
relations campaign to stand out. Revenue
rose to $975,000 in 2009, up from
$780,000 two years before. “We’re grow-
ing by leaps and bounds because of sys-
tems, systems, systems,” he says, adding
that he will now explore franchising his
company.

He believes in continuing to try fresh
ideas. “You can’t stop in these times,”
Charles says. “You can’t stop in any times.”

Jon Charles, The Jon Charles Salon:
612.724.2444; 952.767.9977;
maxwell@comcast.net;
www.joncharlessalon.net

“You can’t stop in these times. You can’t stop in any times,” says Jon Charles, foreground,
owner of The Jon Charles Salon, and an Upsize Business Builder Awards finalist.



It was the fall of 2005 that I figured
out, this isn’t a build it and they will
come proposition. You have to drive traf-
fic. We started that in fall of 2005. 2006
our revenue was 117 percent higher than
2005.

Upsize: Wow.
Taxdahl: Yeah, that’s what I said! My

webmaster was pushing me in this direc-
tion as well. I very much had this atti-
tude of, I’m going to try this, I’m going to
put my toe in the water. It didn’t take me
very long to figure out the water is warm
and the pool is deep. Seeing some orders
and seeing some success, I got cocky
about it. I thought, if you’re in this indus-
try and you’re not doing this, you’re an
idiot. I’ve completely changed that.
Because what I’ve figured out is, it takes
a marketing skill set to make it work.

Marketing, it touches everything. It
touches how you build the website. I drive
most of the traffic to our website through
Google pay per click advertising. It’s mar-
keting 101: it’s knowing who your cus-
tomer is; it’s knowing what makes you dif-
ferent and then communicating that.
We’ve stayed very focused on what we do.
A lot of embroidery shops in the United
States will take whatever work walks in
the door. We target specifically compa-
nies. I’m not necessarily interested in the
PTA or the sports uniforms for the local
school. I think that’s one of the reasons for
success, to know when to turn away busi-
ness if it’s not what you do well.

Upsize: Where are your customers?
Taxdahl: Approximately 10 percent of

our orders are shipped here within the
state, so 90 percent leave the state. We
send 13 percent to California. Our top
five states are New York, Florida, Texas,
Illinois and California.

Upsize: Describe a turning point for
your company, when things began to go
much better than before. What hap-
pened? How did you make that happen?

Taxdahl: The obvious one is going to
the Internet model. But there’s another
one. So you know what pay per click
advertising is. You go and search on
Google, and there’s a box that says spon-
sored ads. Those people pay to be there,
so you click on one of those links and the
company pays Google or Bing or Yahoo.
I was managing that myself as a small
business owner. I started to think, I’m a
guy selling shirts and I don’t know how

to do this. I came across a company here
in Scott County who had been managing
pay per click for others, and I hired
them. I got five to six months into the
relationship and I wasn’t sure it was
working for me. I fired them, and I
thought I’m going to find a bigger com-
pany that knows how to do this. I found
one in downtown St. Paul, and I went in
there and said I want two things. I want
you to help migrate my account from
Yahoo to Google, and I want you to be
strategic. Again we were five to six

months in to the relationship and I began
asking some questions.

It was during that process when I had
a revelation. I thought, nobody knows
my business as well as I do. And I figured
out this was a marketing problem, not a
technology problem. When people think
of the Internet they think it’s about tech-
nology.

I discovered there’s a reason they call
it Internet marketing. I decided to bring
it back in-house. I spent four to five
months on a learning curve. I read
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everything. I went to a conference in
Chicago, to learn how to more effective-
ly market in a pay per click world.

For example, the company in St. Paul
told me to market on 20 keywords. I had
been advertising on 200 keywords. When
I got out of that situation I go to this con-
ference, and within the fist 20 minutes
they said, successful pay per click adver-
tisers are on 500 keywords. Now I’m
advertising on about 1,400 keywords.

So that was a key turning point for me.
I’m just a bald white guy over 40, I don’t
know everything. But I do know that in
this case, it’s a marketing problem, not a
technology problem. And marketing is
what I know how to do.

Upsize: What about the flip side, a
time when things went very badly. What
did you do to recover? What did you
learn from that experience?

Taxdahl: There’s never been a time
when I could define that things went
badly. Certainly there’s been a time
when I’ve made errors in judgment. One
of those times was when we expanded
and added an embroidery machine,
which had multi-heads. I had it in my
mind if I’m adding a machine I need to
add a person. It took me a year to figure
out that I didn’t need to. I was a little
top-heavy on the production side, so I
had to let the person go.

I absolutely learn from my mistakes.
One of the other reasons we’ve been suc-
cessful is my wife is my business partner,
Wenda. She’s the majority owner. Where
I think it works is I’m more of a get it
done guy, and she more says let’s think
about it, let’s analyze. She pulls back.
There’s a good balance between us.

Upsize: If you wrote a motto or slogan
about your philosophy as a business
owner, what would it be?

Taxdahl: Being a business owner is a
lifestyle; it’s not a job. My wife comes
from a farming background, and being a
farmer is a lifestyle. You work seven days
a week. Being a business owner is much
the same way. Even though you’re not
sitting at your computer, you’re always
thinking about it. Some people thrive in
that environment, and some people
can’t. That’s probably why some fail.

Upsize: What’s the most important
business lesson you would like to share
with other entrepreneurs?

Taxdahl: A lot of people who are sit-
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Morsekode bets on
Brand Motion to gain
online video business

MARK MORSE started his advertising
agency Morsekode in 2002. But the
most important date for the company is
April 23, 2005. “That’s when YouTube
was born,” says Morse, whose company
is a finalist for the Upsize Business
Builder Awards, in the technology and
innovation category.

The service that allows anyone to post
a video online would lead to a complete
re-do at Morsekode. Morse and his team
created Brand Motion as a distinct
department in the 17-person company,
with more than $2.5 million in annual
revenue, to ride the trend that has more
and more companies marketing via
online video.

Morse can cite statistics documenting
the trend from top research firms. He
can use an example of how a med-tech
sales rep can get a doctor’s attention
much more easily with a video-loaded
iPad than with a static set of PowerPoint
slides or a folder of printed brochures.

But his favorite statistic might be this:
Morsekode grew about 40 percent in
2010 from 2009, and about 20 percent
the year before, after launching Brand
Motion and betting on online video in
2008. He says Morsekode’s client roster
has grown by 50 percent in 2010. A full
third of his company’s revenue came from
the department last year. “Digital market-
ing is on the radar of every marketer, and
video is at the forefront,” he says.

Many of Morsekode’s founding
employees are musicians, and Morse
says they try to use the idea of composi-
tion and music as a metaphor for their
company’s growth. “What do songs do?
They tell stories. They allow the listeners
to mirror a reflection of themselves,” he
says. “We believe that brands, if built
properly, can do the same thing.”

As the company grows, Morse tries to
keep the focus on those original princi-
ples, something that can be difficult
when client rosters and to-do lists keep
growing, not to mention when media and
marketing trends come and go. The
unspoken question for Morsekode is
whether today’s online video trend will
become tomorrow’s dated medium, and
if so how they’ll adapt.

“You keep hearing people say, I have
so much to get done. I challenge my staff
to have a list about what we have to stop
doing,” Morse says. “We have to stay
true to our inherent DNA of creativity.”

Mark Morse, Morsekode:
952.853.8555; mark@morsekode.com;
www.morsekode.com

“We have to stay true to our inherent DNA of creativity,” says Mark Morse, founder of
Morsekode and a finalist for the Upsize Business Builder Awards.



ting in their cubicle, dreaming about
owning their own company one day, are
fixated on the new mousetrap. How can
I create the next Facebook? How can I
create the next iPad? I learned this from
the community bank where I worked,
from the president. His perspective was,
he drew a circle on a paper and said this
is all the banking market in the metro
and then he drew a line and said if I can
gain this much market share I can be
incredibly rich.

This is an incredibly unsexy industry
and it’s been around for a long time and
it’s very stable but I’ve been able to come
in and pull some market share in my
direction. You don’t always have to look
for the new and greatest thing. You can
get into established industries and create
a good business for yourself.

Upsize: You sound just like Warren
Buffett!

Taxdahl: [laughs] I’m much more
micro than Warren Buffett.

Upsize: Everyone is more micro than
Warren Buffett.

Taxdahl: Except for Bill Gates.
Upsize: What’s one thing you wish

‘they’ would have told you, about being
an entrepreneur?

Taxdahl: I never worked harder in my
life. I get 40 hours in by about Wednes-
day or Thursday. But also it’s incredibly
rewarding. When you start something
from scratch and build a viable company,
you’re employing people in your com-
munity and there’s a satisfaction in that.

When it’s your own deal, when you
own it, your motivation completely
changes.

When I started the company my wife
had a real job, and she was very much
asking, what if it fails? I said failure is not
an option. You do whatever you can,
sometimes to the detriment of others.
Tom Petters and Denny Hecker, for
instance. Your motivation completely
changes when you’re responsible for it.
That’s probably something I didn’t com-
pletely understand until I experienced it.

Jeff Taxdahl, Thread Logic Inc.:
952.224.9575; jeff@thread-logic.com;
www.thread-logic.com
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Fancy digs help
Spyglass party—
and seal deals

SPYGLASS CREATIVE was hosting a hot
ticket in the waning days of December: a
holiday party for clients, employees and
friends, promising flowing drinks, festive
crowds and parading giant statues. (You’ll
have to go to the next party to see what
that last bit means.)

Such bashes are regular events at the
Minneapolis advertising agency, which
posted $12 million in capitalized billings in
2009, according to CEO Molly Rice. With
offices located off Loring Park, near the
Basilica and downtown, Spyglass doesn’t
have to hunt for reasons to party.

The purpose, of course, is to introduce
people to the firm, and show them an
open, flowing work space that Rice believes
is a central element to her 10-year-old
firm’s success. There are no doors, even on
the conference room, to reflect a “no
boundaries” philosophy, says their entry for
the Upsize Business Builder Awards. Spy-
glass is a finalist, in the people and work-
place category.

“The space has helped us to build our
business,” Rice says. “It’s a place where
people want to work. It’s a gallery for cre-
ative thought. It invites a massive amount
of collaboration.”

Rice says clients often comment on the
space, and the philosophy that it showcas-
es, as the tipping point in their decision to
hire Spyglass. She believes it also attracts
employees who like the 18-foot ceilings
and open floor plan, and encourages them

to join in impromptu creative reviews or to
give input on campaigns, regardless of their
job title.

One final bonus for those who hate the
usual corporate routine: “We have a 15-
minute standup meeting every Monday,
and that’s it,” Rice says.

Of course, the company is more than its
space. Spyglass has focused its efforts on
growth-oriented companies trying to
attract venture capital, in particular, and
has found success with a fixed-price pack-
age of services, from $50,000 to
$100,000, that will “deliver the whole
story.”

Rice encourages other business owners
to think about their space, and rework it to
enhance collaboration. She’ll urge clients
with bland, broken-up spaces to break
down the walls. Or she’ll just throw anoth-
er party, and invite them to see for them-
selves.

“Nothing in our space is expensive,”
Rice says. “It doesn’t take a lot of money.
But you really can do more with less.”

Molly Rice, Spyglass Creative:
612.486.5959;
mrice@spyglasscreative.com;
www.spyglasscreative.com

“The space has helped us to build our business,” says Molly Rice, CEO of Spyglass Cre-
ative and an Upsize Business Builder Awards finalist.


