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Matt Wagner:
Welcome to the Main Street Business Inside Podcast. I'm your host, Matt Wagner, Chief Program Officer at Main Street America, a nonprofit leading a collaborative movement dedicated to strengthening communities through place-based economic development and community preservation.
Each week, join me as I travel the country and take a deep dive into the personal journeys of downtown and neighborhood entrepreneurs. The stories that far too often go unnoticed and unheard. Whether you're a small business owner who wants to learn from your peers or community leader looking to better support your local business base, Main Street Business Insights is here to provide you with the tools, strategies, and personal stories to help you and all of your Main Street businesses thrive. So subscribe now and tune in every Wednesday to get inspired by the individuals driving our communities forward.
Welcome everyone to episode 10 of season two of the Main Street Business Inside podcast. Today's podcast finds me in Fremont Nebraska, chatting with Glen Ellis, founder and CEO of Sycamore Education. Now, if you caught the end of last week's episode with Shoalwater Seafood, you might be wondering what happened to what was supposed to be this week's episode about the art and science of understanding local markets? Well, long story short, I was in Fremont Nebraska this past week with my Main Street America colleagues, Joy and Gustavo, along with Andy Stoll, of the Kauffman Foundation as we kicked off phase two of our E3, our Equitable Entrepreneurial Ecosystem work, involving 30 communities in nine states in Puerto Rico.
During our tour, we walked into this great coffee shop, Milady Coffee House. Note, it was 70 degrees the week before I got there, but I show up and of course there's an ice event, it was freezing out and I badly needed coffee. Thankfully, Laney, the local Main Street Director, had added this stop purposefully and so we could meet Glen to tell us more about the business and this beautifully restored building.
He proceeded with a story that really shared his vision and drive to center entrepreneurship as the primary driver of the building with a focus for local creatives, interactions with student entrepreneurs from the local Midland University, a second floor dedicated to micro businesses and his software company, even a podcast recording room, which we were able to do the podcast in.
And a third floor for future apartments is you can imagine, given our E3 work there, I simply couldn't pass up this opportunity to learn more about Glen's journey to building a global software company in small town, Main Street, Nebraska. And then leverage it to mentor and curate a space for other local talent to start their own businesses. And the kicker of it all, get this, he doesn't even drink coffee. So I hope you'll enjoy this very impromptu, totally on the fly podcast recording with Glen and we'll see you on the other side.
Glen, thanks so much for joining me. This is a totally impromptu thing.
Glen Ellis:
It is.
Matt Wagner:
I was in town visiting to do some work as part of our entrepreneurial ecosystem work, and I got a chance to meet you just actually a few hours ago. So this truly is impromptu, and I was really struck by your story and especially your commitment to leveraging your own entrepreneurial story and support of small businesses and the startup community here in Fremont through a variety of business endeavors.
And we'll get into that, of course. So in fact, now we're recording this podcast actually in a room you've created specifically for podcasts. So it's amazing that I've come to this small town in Nebraska, found you, and we also have a room to record in, so it couldn't be any better. As I've described, we always get started with a chat about your personal journey, and so I want to give you an opportunity to talk a little bit about how did you get to this point?
Glen Ellis:
Sure. Well, it all started, I did not take the traditional view through college. I had two years of associate degree at a community college, got a hardware job getting out of school, working for Xerox, but knew I did not want to get my hands dirty all the time. So I taught myself about a code program back then. Easy, not easy, but it came natural for me and I got my first programming job here in Omaha, working for a defense company.
And from there, it just was something that came very natural for me to find problems and solve them via software. So over the years I worked for Union Pacific, First Data, Yellow Freight, Sprint, just a wide range of companies writing software for these guys in multiple different ways. But I did that for about 15, 20 years and was actually getting very tired of the corporate world and not getting very fulfilled, even though I was a senior software analyst and had the top of the world, I just wasn't finding fulfillment there.
And so I started volunteering at my kids' private school, a small Christian school, and finding out that they needed... they had some problems they had to get resolved. And so I started writing the school management system and back then it was called Kiddos, but we changed the name-
Matt Wagner:
Love the name.
Glen Ellis:
You can't sell Kiddos to a high school, but we changed the name to Sycamore Education, but I started writing it for one school and it ended up being 2, 3, 4 schools. And I got to the point where I was working and supporting 30 some schools on my own with support and servers, and I was just doing it all with the help of my wife. And I got to the point where it's like, "I can't do this. What am I supposed to do?" I was kind of struggling with that whole "God, tell me what am I supposed to do here?"
And it became clear to me, maybe not to my wife, but clear to me that I was supposed to go down this path. That we were supposed to take this small startup that we were doing, and that was going to be my full-time job. And so struggled for two years with the decision, finally made it at the age of 38 with five children, left my corporate job, all the benefits that went with it. And at some point in time in the past, we had lived in Fremont. We love Fremont because it's a small town, but at that time when we started it, we were living in Kansas City, that's my hometown. And we decided, "You know what? We just need to go to a safe place that we can just live cheap but still have a good life."
And so we decided to move back to Fremont. So in 2004, quit my corporate job, moved to Fremont and started the journey of creating Sycamore. At that time, we had about 30, 35 customers, not nearly enough to support my family, but it was a jump of faith. It was a jump of excitement, but it just took us a while to get our feet on the ground. Those are the scary times. You don't like to talk to too many people about it because they don't understand it, unless they're an entrepreneur.
But we were charging groceries, trying to figure out how to make ends meet, trying to figure out how to pay for Christmas with our kids. It was a real struggle. And so once we got over that hump and we said, "We're going to make it here, I think we're going to make it." When things started getting better, we started hiring employees. And that's when it occurred to me that, "Man, what we just went through was a storm, but there's a lot of people that want to go through that storm and are scared."
And I said, "So I really want to help other people through that storm." And so my desire is not only keeping my company going, but also giving back to what we went through and doing it better than we did. We bootstrapped that thing and it was scary. And I know we probably didn't need to, and we can get into this a little later, but we were pulled to the bigger markets.
Companies kept talking to us and it's like, "What are you doing in Fremont? You need to down here to Lincoln. You need to get here to Omaha." And something in me just said, "I like Fremont. We can do it here." And so that's where we bought a building. We bought-
Matt Wagner:
Wasn't there a movie, We bought a farm?
Glen Ellis:
We Bought a Farm. We bought a building at 30,000 square foot, 140 year old building. And it's like, "Okay, this is a place for Sycamore to land, but it's also a place for us to try to help entrepreneurs." And so me and my wife started working through the process and it's like, "I've got to attract the free thinkers, the entrepreneurs to come, because they're not going to come on their own."
And so we started doing investigating in Omaha and Lincoln and all other towns. I came up with, "We got to have a coffee shop."
Matt Wagner:
That became your employee recruitment program.
Glen Ellis:
It did. I don't even drink coffee. I don't like it, but my wife does and my daughter does. And so we thought at first we were just going to have a coffee shop come in and we would rent to them. But we later realized that this was going to be our coffee shop and we were going to run it. And that was almost seven years ago. And it's been a true blessing to the community. It has done exactly what I wanted it to do, bring together the free thinkers, the open mindness, come here for discussion.
And so we are the place, if you're ever going to go through Fremont, we're the place you need to stop. It's definitely an attraction, but it's also a place where people can come feel comfortable, come with ideas. And so that was what the whole second floor was about is once they come and we start working with people, they need a place and I always call it percolating up to the second floor.
Matt Wagner:
Very smart play on words. I like that. Go ahead.
Glen Ellis:
So the second floor is filled with vintage 1920 office space, and we've got them broken up into very affordable spaces for entrepreneurs. I started ours in our garage in Kansas City, and then I went to a bedroom and it's like, "Man, if you could just have a little bit better environment, a little bit better garden essentially to be planted in, and then make it cheap so that they can have a really long runway." And so that was my desire here on the second floor.
And we just opened the second floor up about six months ago. And so we've got some entrepreneurs already here, some people doing their side gigs here, and I think you give us another year, and I think we're really going to start affecting a lot of people. So that gets us where we're at right now.
Matt Wagner:
It's a great vibe and it's great coffee because what I'm drinking right now. There's a lot to unpack here because there's a lot of complexity to the vision that you've crafted. I want to start with the coffee business, given that we're on a main street, there's a lot of coffee houses, and I think cafes and coffee houses in general over the years have been thought of as these third spaces, places outside of work, outside of home, but not necessarily programmed in a certain way.
And as you've talked about your particular coffee business and cultivating free thinkers and creatives, it seems in many respects that what you're trying to do, whether you would call it this or not, Glen, but in my world is you're creating almost like a micro community. And I wonder how you respond and how you think about that?
Glen Ellis:
It does come across differently than most. I look at it as the first floor coffee shop is the place where we can get started. We can get people together, whether it's working out business deals or whether it's working out ideas. And then from there we can get started and move up to the second floor and really organize things. But yeah, it's a little bit different philosophy, I think, than most people use.
Matt Wagner:
Yeah. It's far-reaching because in many ways you're both programming it and you've built opportunities to migrate to your very point in a hierarchical fashion, being the building itself from one place to the next that once you cultivate the idea, now I've got a space if you want to go and you've got a built-in network in many ways, and mentorship because there's other folks working out here.
Glen Ellis:
There is.
Matt Wagner:
Given that your base business is built along the software business, Sycamore Education, you could virtually be anywhere. And you hit behind this a little bit where people thought, "Well, I had to be in Omaha," or "I had to be in Lincoln to be successful." How might you push back on that scenario a little bit?
Glen Ellis:
Well, we came to Fremont a small town because we liked the small town feel. We did get a lot of pull into the Lincoln and Omaha market, but we were just stubborn. We just like, "You know what? We can do this here in Fremont." And a lot of people were like, "Well, you're not going to find the employees." And we use the philosophy that we can build our own employees. We can take resources that are here raw and form them into something we did.
And so my son was very instrumental in building our programming team some 10 years ago because he was going to become a teacher and then decided not to and joined our company, but he still had that teaching mentality. So he was able to bring other people into our company and teach them the coding that we needed in order to make our company successful.
Matt Wagner:
I think that's really important, especially for smaller or rural communities. There is ingrained human capital and talent in our communities, but it may need to be where we're taking some of those skills and shifting or repositioning them. There's a lot of talk in rural America around remote work and bringing in talent and skill sets, but the long and short of it and what you've proven in a software company is that there is ingrained human capital everywhere, and in small towns.
Glen Ellis:
In the traditional high school graduating, a lot of them are agricultural based here in Fremont, but we're looking for the nerds, the geeks, and there's some in every school. And those are the guys that we've pulled out and have ran them through computer code camp and that kind of stuff, and found the ones that really do have that ability to learn how to code, and then coding is getting easier and more adapted. And so that was what we were looking for and we definitely could find it just about anywhere we went.
Matt Wagner:
It's obvious and that in some ways you're building a new industry and a foundation here for years to come because inevitably, and you're an entrepreneur yourself, that some of your staff might come up with a concept and then start something else.
Glen Ellis:
I actually encourage that all the way down to the coffee shop, if there's somebody that that's got an idea and wants to run with it. I've heard somebody, one of the big guys say this before, "I want to be the first one to write a check to finance that."
Matt Wagner:
Exactly. And I'm sure that's very gratifying for someone like yourself that's an entrepreneur itself. So as I mentioned to you earlier, and Andy Stoll was here with me, we're here as part of a Kauffman Foundation supported initiative about how do we create stronger support systems for entrepreneurs in an equitable way in rural communities. And given your work in supporting the local university, talk to me a little bit about how you see perhaps unique barriers in small towns that we might not see anywhere else.
Glen Ellis:
Well, I feel pretty lucky. We have Millen University here in Fremont, and I think that's 1500 kids that come in and out of the city every year. And so I've made some really good connections, networked there with their business, with their coding. And so I'm always talking to students over there encouraging them to, "Sometimes it's better to be the bigger fish in a small pond than it is a small fish in a big pond."
And so I'm always giving that talk, just trying to encourage them to maybe set some roots here in Fremont it'd be easier to get something going, a little bit longer runway, a little bit easier economic situation to get going. And so that's philosophy is I just think the small town has a little... it's a little added bonus when you're trying to start something.
Matt Wagner:
It's perhaps easier to break into the system.
Glen Ellis:
It is.
Matt Wagner:
That every big city or whatever seems to have, you're going to be part of some network. As you think about high-tech, there's often these misconceptions about small towns. And you've obviously worked for major corporations from around the world. These are global, international companies. How would you respond in terms of maybe misconceptions? What would those misconceptions be about small towns?
Glen Ellis:
I heard this from an individual that said, "Fremont we're nothing but a brats and beer community." And I just shook my head at that and it's like, "There's so much more here than that." And I think it is that mentality that has kept the small community doubt a little bit. There's so many flowers here, it's a weird way of putting it, but there's just so much potential here in every high school you go to. There's kids that are coming out of there and every college, there's kids coming out of there. They just need to be mentored, helped, encouraged, and I think that's where the next solutions are going to come from. And you just have to have that mentality when you're looking at it.
Matt Wagner:
This may be an odd question. But given that Main Street America, obviously we work in downtowns and neighborhood commercial districts all across the US. And a major foundational point to our work is the recognition that the building stock in many of our communities has value to it. And you're in this magnificent downtown building that probably was not magnificent when you bought it. Can you describe a little bit about what you're thinking is how do you feel the building supports your vision for these business enterprises?
Glen Ellis:
The space is so important. I can't say that enough. We were so blessed to be able to get this building. It was neglected and just essentially abandoned, not much going on here. I was glad we got it when we could. But the buildings, because as you can see in any of these downtowns, these small... they're being torn down. Back in the seventies and eighties, that was the thing, tear down buildings and make parking lots.
And now I wish we had all those buildings back and we would figure out parking later. So the building, I believe is... it's even on my coat here, the building means so much to what we're doing here. We couldn't do it without the space.
Matt Wagner:
Is it the architecture, is it the brand of old versus future? How does that work within your thinking?
Glen Ellis:
That helps. We could easily go get a building on the strip mall or the city wanted me to move out to their technology park, and it's just like, "That's not us. That's not us. We need to be downtown. We need to be in an old brick building." And so with the help of my wife and my daughter designing, we've taken something extremely old. We've not made it look brand new. That wasn't our goal. We wanted to make it look comfortable.
And so you've got the old, anywhere you look in this building, you can see the old, but you can also feel very comfortable in here not knowing that it's not perfect. That was something I always told my construction workers here, "I'm not looking for perfection. This is 140 year old building. Let's make sure the character remains."
Matt Wagner:
And we will make sure we post some pictures of the building. I think there's a real interesting sense and a supportive line that creative spaces help, especially in the technology world where innovation and creative thinking is so critical to how the business operates. Let's go to a little bit more introspective. As you think about your business overall, what are some of the key challenges that you face as a small business owner, as we think about software in general and the fast pace of technology?
Glen Ellis:
Well, that's always a scary thing in the back of my mind. I never thought that our software company would be going this strong after 20 years. It's code that I started writing back in 1999. There's some that's still in production, but we've been through three or four revisions. We've had a lot of new updates. And so I think just like our coffee shop and my daughter always says, "Dad, we've got to keep it current. We got to keep the coffee shop current." We've been doing that with our software. We've got to keep it current. We're making changes. We're always updating. We're always making sure that it is.
And so it's something that you... I think the saying is you can't rest on your laurels. You've always got to be looking for the next thing to make it. So as my engineers up here are coming up with the next version of our software, my daughter and my wife are trying to figure out how to redo the coffee shop a little bit and what can we add to the menu to make it different. So I think as an entrepreneur, you've always got to be looking, you've always got to be willing to pivot, make small changes here, make small changes there.
Matt Wagner:
Yeah. I think it's fascinating that you've started so many different typologies of businesses, software, coffee was obviously the food and hospitality industry, you're a property owner as well. You're starting apartments, you've got office. And maybe it's a family component to it, but how do you keep innovating when you have different typologies of business at work?
Glen Ellis:
I think the word that will help describe all of that is you said it earlier, building community. Not only in the city of Fremont and not only in the downtown, but also just in our building. We're starting to bring in people. And it was hard for my wife because the building had been vacant for so long and it was just ours. But now we're bringing in people and renting and the people in the coffee shop, they're always in her coffee shop. It's like, "No, it's a community." So building community at many different levels helps me visualize the things that we're doing.
Matt Wagner:
Is that almost like, and I don't want to put words into your mouth Glen, but as you're speaking, to me, it's like you're almost like open sourcing the innovation because there's all these thoughts percolating because you've created this community, which then is inspiring you to do other things.
Glen Ellis:
It is.
Matt Wagner:
Its fascinating, absolutely fascinating. As you look ahead in your vision going forward, where do you see some of the growth opportunities?
Glen Ellis:
Let me think about this a little bit. Sometimes when we're doing this, I get bogged down in a lot of the day-to-day, and that is not pleasing to me. I'm the innovator, I want to create stuff and then I want to pass it on to somebody else to maintain.
Matt Wagner:
Yeah, the day-to-day stuff.
Glen Ellis:
The day-to-day stuff. And right now I've done that successfully at the coffee shop, the company, the Sycamore, but the building is still the day-to-day needs my attention, someday that won't. So you always just have to grind it out sometimes and day-to-day get better and better and put stuff in.
So just like the building, this is probably the most automated building in the whole city of Fremont. I can unlock doors, I can turn lights on because I don't want to have to be here, so if I do it remotely or do it-
Matt Wagner:
Smart.
Glen Ellis:
... that kind of stuff. So just making little changes like that helps to let me let go of this sooner.
Matt Wagner:
I think that's an important learning lesson for a lot of businesses is that a lot of the inspiration and what keeps you going is the ability to have some of that free thinking, to be innovative, to think about growth. But at the same time, you have to balance that with what are the systems I can put in place that will allow me that? That's the hard work.
Glen Ellis:
That is the hard work. And that's where we're at right now is I'm putting systems in place in the building that will allow me to back out, just like I did for Sycamore, just like the coffee shop. And it takes a while sometimes building more physical than software is going to take us different solutions to automate, but it's definitely possible.
Matt Wagner:
I want to close out with one of the things that struck me about your story and what I appreciate so much is the work that you're doing with the university and serving as both a mentor, but also technical assistance and education for university students that may be thinking about entrepreneurship. Because certainly we are under, in many ways what would be characterized as, the biggest generational shift in businesses with baby boomers retiring at like 10,000 baby boomers per day over the next few years. And I wonder what advice would you leave for them as we leave the podcast that you would give to someone that's just starting out?
Glen Ellis:
Well, I've heard a lot that all the good ideas are taken and everything. I keep telling people, "There are plenty of opportunities all around us. It's finding the one that's your passion." And I'm not saying going after your passion, but I'm just saying you've got to find a solution and then work with that solution. And the couple of things, I always try to leave with people, you got to be persistent. Because if you quit, it's the next guy's going to quit too. So just persistent. Just be there every day and then be okay with small steps. I hate to say baby steps, but be okay with that. Every day wake up and say, "How can I push my company just a little bit further and be with that?"
And that's what happened here in the building, what happened with my company. I just was persistent and I just woke up every morning thinking, "What can I do to push the line further?" Those are the things that I mentioned to the students when I'm talking to them.
And then so much time the fear takes over and they've got to learn to control it because there's good fear and then there's fear that doesn't belong there, and they need to let it go and go after it. And just putting stuff into perspective, what happens if you fail? You get up and you start over. So the fear of failing, I would encourage you to fail, figure out how to fail and fail good, fail often, and then figure out how to recover.
Matt Wagner:
It's so interesting that all the advice really is not so much the technical or "Let's talk about financial capital," whatever. Really it's the mental game and I think you really positioned that well.
Glen Ellis:
It is. Because everything else can be taken care of. The accounting, the financing, it's really mentally bringing yourself to the game.
Matt Wagner:
Glen, I can't express my appreciation for taking the time this afternoon and again, what was a totally impromptu, but I'm so glad we got to sit down together and thanks for sharing your story.
Glen Ellis:
I appreciate it. If anyone's in Fremont, stop on by.
Matt Wagner:
Have some great coffee.
Glen Ellis:
Yeah.
Matt Wagner:
Thanks, Glen.
Glen Ellis:
Thank you very much.
Matt Wagner:
So there you have it. I hope you enjoyed the conversation with Glen Ellis from Sycamore Education in downtown Fremont Nebraska. Glen, so personifies what I've experienced in talking with so many Main Street entrepreneurs and small businesses in really two fundamental ways.
First, they seem to have a higher purpose for their work and business. Some may call it giving back or paying it forward, but whatever you define it as they see an opportunity to invest their time and often resources in helping others looking to accomplish their lifelong dreams through entrepreneurship.
And secondly, many of their businesses have this brand identity that is somewhat synonymous with a place they've restored, which pays respect to the building character, but is now positioned in a way that renews and even enhances present and future uses and functions. I'm so fortunate in this work to be able to meet so many wonderful and innovative individuals like Glen, making a difference in their communities.
So as always, if you're a business owner, and likewise to my place professional colleagues out there, I hope this episode has provided plenty of new insights, solutions, and inspiration. And as consumers, please continue to support your local small businesses and tell their stories. They're so important to our local and national economies, and most importantly, they promote and provide quality of living to the places we all call home.
Now, that's going to do it for this week's episode. Remember to check out our growing library of podcast recordings and other related films on our Main Street America YouTube channel. Thanks for listening. As always, please rate and review us and be sure to subscribe and tell your friends, family, neighbors, and colleagues so you can all catch the next episode, when this time I promise I'll be talking about the art and science of understanding local markets.
We'll be focusing in on the ins and outs of analyzing community markets for Main Streets, as well as small businesses in which that understanding it is as much art as it is science. Don't miss it. We'll see you then and thanks for all the support.
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