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CafePress.com has built a big business enabling people to quickly print opinions and art on T-shirts, mugs and other merchandise. The online marketplace, based in Foster City, Calif., allows people to create, buy and sell custom gear. 

Now, the 7-year-old business, which has a presence in Louisville, is about to get bigger. 

CEO and co-founder Fred Durham intends to hike head count to 100 from 80 at the Foster City headquarters. 

And the company's Louisville factory in Jefferson Riverport International will grow to 315 from 165 workers by year's end, according to Marc Cowlin, public relations manager for CafePress. 

Durham said the company has been profitable since 2001 -- increasing profits roughly 75 percent year over year since then -- and expects more than $50 million in revenue this year. 

Backed by Sequoia Capital, CafePress is one of a handful of so-called self-expression specialists emerging in this era of user-driven content. 

Palo Alto, Calif.-based Zazzle.com (backed by John Doerr of Kleiner Perkins) and Germany's Spreadshirt.com are among the more successful of the ventures. Each has annual revenue into eight figures and will turn a profit this year. 

What makes each of them unusual, though, is not the fact that users can customize postage stamps, hats and other gear -- that ability has long existed -- but rather the marketplace it has created, turning creative types into entrepreneurs. 

New marketplace 

"We have half a dozen (customizers) making six-figure incomes and lots and lots making in the five digits," said Durham, noting the top earner on his site did $1 million in revenue last year. "The fun part is seeing how quickly something goes from hitting public awareness to a design appearing on our site. It takes minutes." 

From Mel Gibson's drunk-driving episode to Vice President Dick Cheney's hunting casualties, designs with snarky commentary pack CafePress shops. Bizarre products include T-shirts featuring abstract art of the anthrax virus and the beauty of pygmy goats, postage stamps with "Froggy Love" emblazoned across them, and light-switch covers decorated with tae kwon do kicks. 

Most items are original designs. But CafePress also has deals with owners of mainstream images, such as Snoopy, and recently forged a partnership with New Line Cinema to allow its "shopkeepers" to use words and images from the movie, "Snakes On A Plane." 

How does CafePress make money? The revenue split on gear goes something like this: CafePress charges a shopkeeper $13 for a custom T-shirt -- $5 or so to make and ship the shirt, $4 for CafePress and $4 for New Line Cinema or another group that owns rights to the image. 

The shopkeeper sells the shirt for $17 and pockets the $4 profit. 

Long road to success 

Durham didn't always have full pockets, however. He and co-founder Maheesh Jain founded three companies before striking on the current model for CafePress. The pair sold Teleport, a telephony firm, for $4 million in 1994 and used the cash to bankroll a venture to digitize on-demand printing. 

When that failed, they launched an enterprise helping entrepreneurs sell online. When that failed, too, Durham had some time to think and ultimately had what he calls his "Reese's Peanut Butter Cup moment" -- when two good ideas, like chocolate and peanut butter, come together. 

"I thought, 'What if I put my on-demand printing technology into my crazy entrepreneur mix and empower people to make and then sell their own products?' " 

CafePress was born. 

Now 35 million products strong, the offerings range from obvious to bizarre. 

"We deal in the weird. We live and swim in it," said Durham. "Americans will not run out of opinions any time soon. When they see one opinion, they think of their own." 



CafePress.com 

Business: Allows anyone to create, buy or sell customized merchandise, ranging from T-shirts to postage stamps 

Headquarters: Foster City, Calif. 

Louisville facility: 6901A Riverport Drive 

Founders: Fred Durham, Maheesh Jain 

Top local officer: Bob Marino, vice president of operations 

Founded: 1999 

2006 revenue: More than $50 million projected 

Web: www.cafepress.com
