From launching just one PRODUCT
to raising one MILLION dollars, four
entrepreneurs tell us the milestone they set
their mind on – and HOW they got there.
WORDS MELANIE DIMMITT
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rom the moment
we crack our first
smile, milestones
define our most
significant triumphs.
For entrepreneurs –
whose journeys develop
in a decidedly less predictable fashion than
those of infants – milestones are shining
beacons of hope upon which to focus on,
tether dreams to, and drive at full speed
towards. We asked four business founders
to share the goal they set themselves when
they started – and how they achieved it.
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GOAL: $1 MILLION
SEED ROUND

Ellen Huerta, former Google analyst and CEO of Mend
MEND IS A SELF-CARE APP
DESIGNED TO HELP PEOPLE
GET THROUGH HEARTBREAK.
In 2016, I self-funded Mend, and was
the sole developer for a long time while
I tested out different versions and began
to find traction. That bootstrapping, lean
start-up mentality took me far, but at a
certain point I needed to bring on a team
around me, and I knew that would call
for institutional funding.
Our first major milestone was closing
our US$1 million seed round – it was
particularly special because I closed
the round alongside Jessica Alba,
who was my mentor on Planet of the
Apps [Apple’s first original series, in

which aspiring app developers pitch
to a panel of celebrities].
Our biggest obstacle is quite often
ourselves, and it was really important
to get out of my head to raise our first
US$1 million. I was a first-time founder
with no connections to deep pockets,
and very little knowledge of the venture
capital world, so I spent months simply
educating myself on how it all worked
through books, blogs and videos on
YouTube to gain more confidence to
have those conversations.
I have always stayed very closely
connected to ‘Menders’ [our users],
and their feedback is crucial. It allowed
us to build a product that people loved

and were willing to pay for. That traction
impressed investors and definitely helped
us to close the round faster.
When I closed the funding round,
seven months after launching the beta
version of Mend, I celebrated, but I also
felt like it was just the beginning.
Right now, we’re focused on providing
the best possible support to Menders
who are heartbroken. Our next funding
milestone is raising our series-A so that
we can continue to innovate, make key
hires and reach a broader audience.
BEST ADVICE: It’s not about the
path, it’s about the next step. If you’re
feeling overwhelmed, break it down.

GOAL: 400 SALES
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Robbie Ball, co-founder and director of Uncle Jack
UNCLE JACK IS A UNISEX
WATCH COMPANY THAT GREW
FAST AND IS TURNING OVER
UPWARDS OF AU$1.4 MILLION.
When we first started three years ago,
as 19- and 20-year-olds at the time, we
had invested a relatively large portion
of our money into getting the business
running. We knew that if we sold our
first order of 400 watches, we’d get
our money back. So, in many ways,
that was our first goal. We were very
short-sighted at the beginning, as we
had no real expectations… but that
quickly changed.
When our first order of watches

arrived at the doorstep of my parents’
house I opened the boxes one by one
and quickly discovered that there was
something wrong with the strap – on all
of them. It was different to the original
samples we had designed. I immediately
panicked. I felt like I had let everyone
down. However, we had no option but
to launch anyway despite my hesitations.
It turns out not one single customer
noticed (and we haven’t changed the
product since).
We’d planned to sell 400 watches
over a whole year. Turns out we grossly
underestimated our ability, selling out
of our first order of watches in 15 days.

After a quick pat on the back, we got
back to work. We had to turn this into
something even bigger – and we have.
Above my desk there’s a handwritten
note from myself saying, ‘Look left and
right’. Often we can get caught up in the
daily grind, but we don’t look [around]
to see what other opportunities there are.
BEST ADVICE: Get inspired and try
different strategies to reach your next
exciting milestone.
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GOAL: PRODUCE
ONE PRODUCT

Zach Wigal, founder of the Gamers Outreach Foundation
THIS NON-PROFIT FOUNDATION
PROVIDES TECHNOLOGY TO
HELP CHILDREN COPE WITH
TREATMENT AT U.S. HOSPITALS.
I’d certainly attribute an aura of magic
to the first ever GO Kart, [a portable,
medical-grade video game kiosk that
can be easily rolled into wards], that
we constructed. Building a tangible
product is difficult and, to a newcomer,
the process for getting started can be
nebulous. Our initial challenge was
figuring out how to create a solution
for hospitals that was of medical quality,
low volume, accessible and secure.
We started as a bunch of high school

students who enjoyed hosting video
game tournaments for charity. [During
development], our team was actively
involved with our local hospital. We
solicited feedback, and learnt as much
as we could from the people who were
working directly with patients daily.
This type of learning can be a major
indicator of whether or not a product
will be of use to its intended audience.
Our first unit repurposed an existing
medical product. I don’t think we ever
felt our goal was out of reach. We were
a very determined group of youngsters.
That’s the great thing about working on

something you love: passion is blinding,
and naivety is often an ally of innovation.
Our first GO Kart was built in 2009,
two years after the formation of Gamers
Outreach. We were ecstatic to deliver
something to our hospital that we knew
would be of use to patients. Creating
a product that’s of service to others has
been one of the most fulfilling things
I’ve been a part of.
BEST ADVICE: Commit yourself
to the joy you have for your work, and
maintain faith that your persistence will
lead to your envisioned result.

GOAL: $300K
TO PAY SALARIES

Mark Kuhn, co-founder and CEO of Oat Foundry
OAT FOUNDRY IS AN AGENCY
OF ENGINEERS WHO DESIGN
AND BUILD ‘COOL STUFF’.
In our first year, Oat Foundry’s founders
went without salaries to buy critical
machinery and tools that would allow
the company and its client-base to keep
growing. We develop everything from
split-flap displays to a cold-brew plant
for brands and companies.
A large first milestone Oat Foundry
set was [hitting US$300k in revenue]
to be able to pay nominal salaries while
continuing to maintain the growth
trajectory of the business.
The first month we were able to do
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that was just after our first birthday,
in August, 2014. It’s still one of my
proudest achievements.
When Oat Foundry came up with this
goal we were generating revenue, but
we knew that if it wasn’t enough to pay
employees, contractors and ourselves it
would only be a matter of time before
we seriously faltered or failed.
The biggest obstacle in achieving this
goal was ourselves – our own courage to
ask for what we thought we were worth
and deserved.
One of the most meaningful moves
we made in the direction of our first
milestone was solidifying a reliable
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board of advisers – mentors to fill in
skill gaps. They were the ones who
encouraged us to create a separate
sales position, and kicked our butts
to continually sell, sell, sell!
Operating in a vacuum is dangerous.
It’s important to prototype early and
often – this is particularly true of any
assumptions and ideas.
Our next milestone is the successful
launch of a product that generates US$1
million-plus in profit. We’re on our way.
BEST ADVICE: Surround yourself
with smart people who will kick
your butt.

