[Music Fade-In]

Octavia: Hi, I'm Octavia, and you're listening to Merchant Stories from Shopify Fulfillment Network. This is where we dive into the compelling journeys of Shopify merchants who use Shopify Fulfillment Network to ship orders to their customers. Fulfillment doesn't have to be frustrating if your house has become your warehouse and you're spending hours packing orders, it's time for a trusted, fully integrated fulfillment partner to store, pick, pack, and ship your orders for you. With Shopify fulfillment network, your inventory, orders, fulfillment and shipping information is all in one place using the SFN app, a solution built by Shopify, which integrates seamlessly into your admin. If you're business sells within the US and Canada, has a small product catalog of non-perishable or regulated items, and is growing in order volume, visit shopify.com/fulfillment today to learn more about how you can apply online to join SFN.

[Music Fade-Out]
[Ambience and Music Fade-In]

Octavia: Imagine walking through the narrow aisles of a vintage bookstore in Paris. Beyond the sounds of floorboards creaking beneath your feet, what's the other sense you experienced most vividly? The smell. Today, we're chatting with Tom and Roxie, the founders of Minneapolis based Frostbeard Studio, a company that magically captured the classic nostalgic scent of old books in a soy-based hand-poured candle. I can't think of a better way to relax and unwind than by curling up with a good book, or better yet by first lighting a candle that smells like that book. So grab a cozy cup of coffee, light a candle, and take a listen to our chat with the founders of Frostbeard Studio. Hey guys, thanks so much for being here with us today.

Roxie: Yeah, you bet.

Tom: Thanks for having us.

Octavia: Listen, we're so excited to dig into your story and to hear all the ups and downs that come with being a small business, the challenges that you've navigated through. I think the best place for us to start would be right at the very beginning, what inspired you to start a company like Frostbeard Studio?

Roxie: Well, I had always been a DIY crafter and at the time, I was making pottery and selling at local craft fairs and in stores. And so I knew it was something that I wanted to do was be an entrepreneur. And the candles sort of happened by accident. I personally wanted a candle that smelled like a library, and I couldn't find one anywhere. I, you know, did all the research and there just wasn't anything out there like it. So since I had known how to make candles, I just decided I'm gonna do it myself. I'm a huge book nerd. And I wanted to surround myself by things that I love. Our house is full of books, and what is cozy to me is that idea the, the wooden shelves, the old paper, the you know, I added coffee scent to quite a few of my candles because I love coffee so much and you know, maybe some of the leather bindings.

Roxie: And to me, that is what is home. That's what's cozy. I was like, why not have that around me all the time? I went ahead and made a few. I was in a big book club at the time and I asked other people, "Hey, do you guys want one? What do you think it would smell like?" So it turned out a lot of other people were interested in the same thing. So my mom encouraged me to keep making them and selling them at the craft fairs along with my pottery and it just sort of spiraled from there.

Octavia: Amazing. Now, I do wanna talk, you know, dive more into the, the logistics of how you guys even made all of this happen. You know, I love the idea of the nostalgia, the, you know, creative inspiration behind the company. And before we dive into more of the nitty gritty and really get into the nuts and bolts of the business itself, why Frostbeard? What is the inspiration and story behind the name?



Tom: Yeah, well, it's actually based off a specific friend of ours who bikes to work every single day and in the winter, his beard is huge and it gets covered in frost. He's got all these amazing photos. He's like, "I got to work" and it's just, you know, like an inch of frost off the end of his beard.

Octavia: (laughs) Wow.

Tom: And he's a really cool person. And he is part of our book club, wanted something that was kind of evocative of Minnesota and something kind of silly and fun. And we were brainstorming like things with the, like [inaudible], and you know like, oh, that's not very unique. And then we settled on this and kind of fits our, our vibe. And we went with it. The logo was just a really quick drawing that I did and Roxie scanned it and put it on the internet and said, "Okay, (laughs) that's, that's our logo. That's our official logo."

Octavia: I love it. So it's so personal to you guys. This is actually a person that you know? I was thinking, is this some sort of pirate reference, (laughs) like reference to a storybook?

Roxie: At the time it's like in retrospect, now that we're pretty much exclusively the candles, we would maybe have gone with something more literary or candle related.

Tom: It's too late now.

Roxie: It's too late. (laugh)

Tom: Too late.

Octavia: That's amazing. So I wanna talk a little bit more about kind of the business itself. You were in markets and you were selling a lot like in person at farmer's markets and different craft markets, what would you say then ultimately motivated you to, to consider selling online as opposed to those different mediums?

Tom: The thing that motivated us the most is that we wanted to make a living for ourselves. At that time, you know, I was between jobs essentially and not making enough to really make a career out of it. But we knew that if we really focused on it, we could potentially support ourselves as creative people and be our own bosses. And so once we really buckled down and tried to figure out, like, how are we going to do this, how are we going to ship, you know, basically make a name for ourselves or a brand that sort of thing, once we really started trying, we felt that it was working. It was the holiday season of 2013, where things just blew up. We got featured on BuzzFeed and then we were suddenly like supporting ourselves. The thing after that was all right, we gotta, you know, figure out how to do all these other businessy things, you know, finances, taxes, you know, kind of seat of our pants, problem solving.

Octavia: Yeah, I love that. And as you're navigating this new online world, so to speak, what ultimately made you choose Shopify as that e-commerce platform?

Tom: I think the main thing we were looking for was a way to have control over our, our brand. You know, have a website of our own instead of just being on a marketplace, like Etsy or Amazon, some way to have people like, remember the name of our business. And, you know, I shop on Etsy all the time, but I can't remember the name of all the different artisans on there that I've bought stuff from. So we really wanted a way for people to identify us in our business and remember us. And so I did some, you know, quick research and I found like some of the other competitors. All these articles saying like, "They're all very good. Just try one." I was like, well, Shopify is like the coolest one to me. You know, there's just a lot of excitement about the new platform and being able to like build this online presence that I didn't know that we could do. So it was immediately very fun and very rewarding.
Octavia: I love it. How about you, Roxie, how did you feel as you know, you guys are working on this new Shopify store and launching the store, what was the sentiment that you were feeling at the time?

Roxie: Very excited, because I felt like that took us to the next level and made us more "professional" is the word we keep using. But Tom had mentioned that we were not business trained people, we had never taken a business class, and then all of a sudden now, you know, we're learning customer service and all these things. And Tom and I just happened to fall into these categories perfectly. And it's sort of what made our business succeed, is we had this great product that everybody loved, but there's so much more to it than that. It was great when we opened the Shopify store because I maybe wouldn't have, I would've been like, oh, we're okay, you know, on this marketplace or whatever, because we already have this big fan base. And I was honestly sort of worried that people maybe wouldn't follow us over to our new shop.

Roxie: But we've sort of come to this agreement where it's like, we trust each other when somebody is like, you know, I think we should do this. It'll be good for the business. We say, yes. You know, people are going to be able to go on there and look at their orders, and we can have exclusive items, and we can have all these different apps that cater to what we want. Um, and so I think it was, it was the obvious choice that I didn't necessarily see at the time, but...

Octavia: Absolutely. Wow, you guys are inspiring me!

Tom: Oh, shucks. (laughs)

Octavia: You know, I love that you guys talked about, you know, having that home base essentially is what your Shopify store is for your business, as opposed to being, you know, on a marketplace where there's other brands kind of competing for the attention, um, of your customers. And as you guys kind of started your Shopify store, how were you navigating that influx of customers that were coming in, and how were you getting products to customers before you got a, a shipping partner, 3PL onboard?

Tom: I'm happy to talk about it. Day in the life, back when we were shipping things ourselves. So right from the beginning, when we were in Roxie's mom's house, we had like one room for making candles and one room for shipping. It just kind of grew from there and got a little more professional each iteration. So we went to our apartment and then we went to an art studio in Minneapolis and we hired our first employee to be, basically be our fulfillment person. And so I was making candles and she was putting things in boxes, but every time the studio is like half production, half shipping. So it'd be like boxes of wax and fragrance oils on one side and then boxes of finished candles and like shipping supplies on the other. And we're always like kind of juggling things. They're all these, we call them just like bottlenecks everywhere. So we'd constantly be juggling things, shipping and production issues. So, it became pretty unsustainable by the time we were in our building where we are now in South Minneapolis. (laughs) We would, especially run into trouble during the holidays where we'd have to hire on extra people, train them in, and we'd have maybe four or five shippers every day, including me and Roxie, sometimes more. You know, there's issues with like shipping itself, like, oh, this is going to a country where the addresses are really long and it doesn't like that. The labels won't print. And I'm like, okay, I have to look at the address in Mexico and make sure that gonna get to the customer without, you know, breaking the software. And so it's hard to teach that sort of thing to your employees. It was such a headache that we weren't getting anything done with production or, you know, coming up with new ideas. So, we realized that it couldn't keep going this way forever. We want to stay small. We want to, you know, basically like have our lives too besides work. (laughs) And so we decided that we needed to find a way to outsource fulfillment to someone else eventually, that was like a long-term goal, you know, sitting on the back burner for many years there.
Octavia: Roxie, you know, Tom touched on this, like, as you guys are like, okay, we're in our mom's house, one room is for pouring candles, one's for, you know, shipping those candles, and you know, you guys are probably surrounded by boxes I can imagine and tripping over things. (laughs) You know, what did you know about 3PLs and fulfillment partners and any of that? Was that even something that was on your radar?

Roxie: As our business grew, we were approached by different companies, you know, just cold calls and stuff like that. But to me, I don't know why, but it's, as a handmade business, you think that you have to do everything yourself. That's what I did when I started, but it's hard to let go of control. And thinking about shipping and having the fulfillment center it's... That is the one obvious thing that it was like, okay, this is literally half of our business is the shipping, and what do I want to focus on is the making. Focus on production, I want to maintain, you know, quality control, as best as I can, I want to keep creating and making new scents and put all my time and effort into that. So, you know, that's why, when we did finally make the decision to switch to fulfillment, you know that I was onboard.

Octavia: Yeah. And I love that, 'cause you guys are both creative forces, right? And you are the founders of this company. And so to have the opportunity for you guys to be able to focus on that and focus on your team and focus on the customer experience is such a gift because now you guys can grow and expand your business.

Tom: That's true. It's given us a lot of our, our time back in particular is the main takeaway we've gotten with SFN I would say.

Octavia: What has been the experience for Frostbeard now that you know, you guys have a trusted fulfillment partner in SFN, and how has that kind of changed the way that you operate within your business now?

Tom: Yeah, it came along at the exact right time. I remember it was during Shopify Unite and I was just checking and be like, what's new with Shopify this year. And I was like, Oh, Fulfillment Center, I wanna learn more about this. I think right around when COVID was happening and our business got shut down for the stay at home order in Minnesota, we recognized that we needed this Fulfillment Center. We made it happen. The main difference now is that we don't have to worry about our business, you know, losing money if we happen to have to shut down for, you know, if someone were... Whenever one of our employees got sick and we couldn't produce candles for, you know, a couple of weeks, if we had to shut down, we could do it. We wouldn't go broke. That's huge.

Octavia: Yeah.

Tom: And then similarly, during the holidays, we can kind of plan ahead now, we don't have to look at the shelves and say, how many bookstore candles do we have, we can just make bookstore candles, send them to the warehouse, and then they'll actually all, they'll sell, they'll all ship out. That's such a difference. Once we had our baby and then the holiday has happened, it was night and day difference. We were at home with our baby, we weren't at the studio crammed in with 12 people around one table, all folding boxes. And I'm very happy about that.

Octavia: Getting that family gathered around the holiday table to ship boxes, (laughs) as opposed to having dinner, right?

Tom: You joke, but that's a family activity.

Roxie: We did recruit my mom every Black Friday to come in and Cyber Monday, she was there, ready, ready to help.

Octavia: Gotta love moms and grandmas for just stepping in when needed, right? (laughs)

Roxie: Exactly.

Octavia: So, I mean, you alluded to this a little bit, Tom, earlier as you were talking, but what was it that kind of sparked your interest and made you want to choose Shopify Fulfillment Network as opposed to another third party logistics, uh, partner?

Tom: I think the main reason is that overall I'm just very impressed by Shopify's platform. Things tend to just work. Technical problems are solvable. There's like really good, you know, help resources for when things go wrong. And I noticed that a lot of the other areas services relied on, you know, like Google Drive and spreadsheets and kind of weird software to connect everything. And having the Shopify name on it, I felt very confident because I know that they wanted to do it right, they weren't going to slack on this. I had just a good feeling about it.

Octavia: Yeah. I love that. You know, we talked earlier, we were joking about the holidays, but I mean, the holidays is no joke for a small business, a growing business like yourself. How has having a fulfillment partner like Shopify Fulfillment Network helped you guys as you're working through those peak seasons?

Tom: It's made things a lot simpler.

Roxie: You know, as a small retail business, the holidays are your busiest time of year by far. And this year we were like, okay, why don't we... Let's start making stuff in summer and ship it ahead. So it really helped us kind of spread out that busy season. But it was just such a relief not to have, you know, those four to six weeks or whatever, be super stressful so that we were able to, you know, be at home with our newborn and give our employees the time off as well.

Octavia: Yeah. How have things changed for your business now that you have SFN onboard and you know, what are you kind of excited about and working towards and hoping to accomplish as your business continues to grow?

Tom: I think the main thing we really wanna do is to just focus on our products, focus on making a really good scents every single month and then eventually get into more like design type stuff. 'Cause we're also designers and drawers, you know, we're artists and craftspeople, so we want to get back to some of our other skills and our other passions.

Octavia: How about you Roxie, what are you excited about for Frostbeard and what does the future look like for your business?

Roxie: Not having to worry about shipping has been, you know, such a load off such a, you know, nice thing to have to not worry about anymore. But before anytime that we would add something to our shop, it would become this whole, you know, this whole puzzle of how do we ship this now, like now what is the postage, what box do we put it in? But now we could do a limited release item and with no problem. So we have, you know, possibilities where we didn't before. And so now we can kind of get those creative juices rolling and think, you know, what, what do we want to make?

Octavia: And tapping into that nostalgia, like we talked about and just that cozy feeling that comes with, you know, Frostbeard candle. I love it. What would be your advice to small business owners, similar to yourself that are trying to wrap their head around how they're going to grow their business or how they're gonna manage the growth of their business? And that might be on the fence when it comes to bringing on a fulfillment partner, such as Shopify Fulfillment Network, what would be your advice for those people?

Tom: That's a really good question. And I think it kind of comes down to your emotions about like fear of, you know, trying something new. And when you're starting a business, it's scary. You want to succeed and the fear of failure is real. But I think you have to ask like, is it gonna ruin you to try something? Is it like prohibitively expensive? If it's not just try it and maybe it'll work, you know, trial and error is how we've gotten where we are.

Octavia: How about you, Roxie, do you have anything to say to, you know, your fellow entrepreneurs and small business owners?

Roxie: Through our business growing, it's been, it's been a lot of risks, but mostly it's just taking that step. Like you have to try something, you know, make it well and that's sort of always been my advice to people. Just being honest and, you know, asking for support. I would say also like we've gotten a lot of support from friends and family throughout the years and we have a small team that is just absolutely amazing and we couldn't do it without them. So it's about finding, you know, the ways that you can get help and maybe that's a fulfillment network and letting your business, if not grow at least, you know, thrive. We're super lucky to be able to even have the question of like, what's next.

[Music Fade-In]

Octavia: Well, we are lucky to have had this opportunity to speak with you guys. This has been an absolute joy. Tom and Roxie of Frostbeard. Thank you guys so much.

Roxie: Yeah, thanks a lot.

Tom: Thank you.

Octavia: What an amazing merchant story. I feel so inspired by Tom, Roxie and their whole team. Just like Frostbeard, you too can join Shopify Fulfillment Network to pick, pack, and ship your orders for you so that you can focus on growing your business. You can learn more and apply online to join SFN at shopify.com/fulfillment. Until next time, I'm Octavia from Shopify Fulfillment Network. Bye.

[Music Fade-Out]
