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Don’t release any product unless you know for sure it’s as good as you can get it to be.
‘ . ' ‘_ —1John Earle
BRARRAER R R ER X, BUAREHE.
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ohn Earle is the Founder and Owner

of John Cupcakes, a clothing brand.

In 2001, Earle dropped out of music
college after just two weeks. On a lark, he
made a T-shirt with an image of a cupcake
atop a pair of cross bones, which then
became the iconic symbols of his clothing
line. The Johnny Cupcakes line included
shirts, shorts, sweaters, jewelry,
undergarments, belts and pins. Earle
hoped to expand Johnny Cupcakes
by adding a shoe line and watches.
In 2007 sales hit $2.29 million and
Earle—who said the business became
profitable in 2006—expected revenue
to jump to $3.75 million the next year.
John Earle was named one of the
Best Young Entrepreneurs of U.S. by
Business Week in 2008.
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hen John Earle was a
kid, he knew he didn’t

want to have a boss. “I

used to want to be the guy on Police
Academy who did sound effects all
the time,” Johnny says. True to his
inner prankster (ZFHEKHMA), he

started coming up with ways to work
for himself.

“You have to spend money to
make money”. As early as junior
high, Johnny was purchasing pranks
wholesale and packaging them with
his trademark ingenuity. When this
almost got him expelled—itching
powder sent an allergic classmate to
the ER (Emergency Room)—Johnny
switched his business to candy and
outsold the school store.

After graduating from high
school in 2000 John Earle went to
college just for a few weeks. After he
dropped out of college he started a pin
business making random designs and
selling them at hardcore shows and
shops. Johnny even had a small group
of kids that would buy pins from

him wholesale and sell them at their

schools. He had a database of shops

that sold his pins. In addition to the
pins, Johnny worked once or twice a
week at a silk screening shop, as well
at Newbury Comics. Almost every
day when he went to work, John was

given a different completely random
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nicknames—*“Johnny Appleseed”,

“Johnny Coffeecakes”, “Johnny
Cupcakes”, “Johnny Pancakes”, etc.
While working at the silk screening
shop, John made T-shirts for the
metal hardcore band he used to be in.
He decided to make a few shirts that
said “Johnny Cupcakes” on them for
the fun of it.

The first thing you notice upon

entering Johnny Cupcakes is that it -

actually smells like cupcakes. But peer
into a bakery case full of cupcake-
and-crossbones sweatshirts, open a
refrigerator stuffed with “make love
not cupcakes” tees (T-shirts), search
the downtown Boston store, from
1,000-pound dough (4 HH) machine

to vintage (& & H)) stove, and such
cakes are nowhere to be found.

“Evil, evil, evil,” said one
potential buyer, lured in by a frosting
craving and finding‘only cotton. But
a few grumpy (M41&FEREY) sweet-
teeth notwithstanding, eighty percent
of hungry customers end up leaving
with something to wear. And even
if designer clothing—or “unique,
limited, wearable art”—isn’t your
cup of tea, if you live in Boston you
either know who Johnny is or think
you do. His name is just that catchy,
his clothes are just that fun, and his
word-of-mouth advertising scheme is
just that ingenious.

“It’s impossible to look in the
store and see that it’s not a bakery,”
said Johnny—age: 24, real name:
John Earle—who started the company
when he was nineteen and described

its rocketing rise as something of a

fluke (£ TN).
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earing his Johnny Cupcakes

T-shirt to work caused an
interest among colleagues
and customers. They wanted one as
well. While at work, he would get
a lot of compliments, questions,
smiles and requests for his T-shirt.
He ordered a dozen Johnny Cupcakes
shirts and sold out of them the day he
took them off the press. One person
would tell ten people, and ten people
would tell 100 people. So many
people would come into Newbury
Comics, asking John for Johnny
Cupcakes shirts. A few times a day,
nearly every day—Johnny would
have to pretend to go to the bathroom
so he could sneak out and sell gear
out of the trunk of his 1989 Toyota
Camry.

John started brainstorming and
sketching up so many different ideas
and designs. He began making fun
of pop culture by replacing
familiar icons with cupcakes.
Some of his original customers
were in bands and toured as
well. They would wear cupcake
gear across the globe, in photo
shoots and in their music videos.
That built up a lot of national
and international curiosity

and familiarity with Johnny

Cupcakes. John was singing in a band
called “On Broken Wings” while
working part time in Boston’s Newbury
Comics and a silkscreen store. This
band finally got signed to a record label
in 2001 and they began to tour full
time. John would bring T-shirts on tour
and sell them out of his suitcase.

John was packing his suitcase
with 98% cupcake T-shirts and selling
them at a lot of the shows, from the
back of their band’s van. Some shows
he would even sell more Johnny
Cupcakes T-shirts than the band did
with their merchandising. Through
word of mouth, his customers knew
who John was and what he did. They
would search for him at every show.
A strong Johnny Cupcakes following
developed in just about every state.
John calls it a cupcake cult following.
Kids would collect every shirt in every

color available.
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n his first trade show in Las
Vegas and he had to prepare for
it all by himself, which is his first

stop as a burgeoning entrepreneur.
“I was really hesitant to do (the first
trade show) because it cost a lot of -
money,” said Johnny, who ended up
shelling out big bucks for a booth
and attracting the attention of stores
in Japan, Italy, and Australia. But
as his database grew, he realized
widespread selling might be initially
lucrative (57 oI & #J) but eventually
unrewarding.“As much as I wanted
my shirts to be seen all over the
world, I decided it would be best if
I made the products harder to get by
keeping them in a few cute stores.”

At first, he ordered chef outfits
for his friends and himself to wear.
In addition to that—he threw together
a catalog with his photographer and
good friend, Dave Green. When he
flew off to Las Vegas, he met a lot
of great people and learned a lot of
things. John ended up getting in some
shops in Japan, Italy, London, Canada
and in some other U.S. locations. He
was excited to have something he
created and worked hard on, to be
seen all over the world.

However, during the last day

of the trade show John saw a lot of



