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ForEwoORD

E veryone starts out small. The global corporations of today
were once local family businesses or simply a thought in the
mind of an innovative businessman. But that's where everything
starts: in the mind. Add creativity and some business savvy and
no goal is too far out or too far-fetched—success is not utopia.
This is what I will show you in this book.

I want to show you how to succeed in taking your great idea
from the realm of the mind into a life that’s real. Of course, that is
not always easy. There will be obstacles along the way. As multifac-
eted as the world is today, so are the problems that you can expect
to encounter on your way to the top. Financial deficits, personal
loss, criticism and accusations from friends and business partners.
There is nothing in the world that hasn’t already taken place along
the path towards success as an entrepreneur.

But these obstacles are not insurmountable hurdles. There are
always solutions. You just have to recognize them. You can view
the challenges as problems or you can see them as opportunities,
as a chance to develop yourself and your project. This is the true
spirit of entrepreneurship.

How this can work for you and your situation is crystallized in
the following six chapters. I have had to deal with setbacks and dis-
appointments, myself—both professionally and personally. I took
on this fight and made the best of my life. What you are about to
read in this book is based on my own life experience. Experiences
that I am happy to pass on to you to help you master your own per-
sonal way to success. Because I am convinced that you can achieve
greatness with a single, great idea.
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From the initial idea, to setting up your own company, and to
dealing with the success, this book is a guide to achieving your
career independence. A career that can sometimes be a balancing
act—between doubt and success, between motivation and stag-
nation. But I'm not going to focus on abstract concepts. I'll leave
the hypothesizing to others. I'm a practical man and that’s how
I've written this book. In touch with reality and based on real life.
This is an invitation for you to take everything you need from my
examples and personal anecdotes and create a world-wide impe-
rium from your own great idea. In this spirit, I wish you an excit-
ing and productive read.



I.

“You MUST BURN FOR IT
TO BE ABLE TO IGNITE
THE FIRE IN OTHERS.”

F rom visionary to millionaire—it sounds unbelievable. But
vision is at the beginning of every successful career. A dream
and a plan of how to create your life. Like a captain guiding his
ship to its port through both quiet and volatile waters. With his
sights set to the stars in the sky and his intuition as a compass.
When I first gazed into the future I saw only an endless expanse.
But even in this great vastness, the first benchmarks came into
focus that would later become the cornerstones of my career. My
“stars” were as different as they were authentic. Dr. Martin Luther
King inspired me with his famous statement, “I have a dream,”
with its unbridled rhetorical power and his revolutionary drive for
a better world for his people. He dared to talk openly about things
that others hadn’t allowed themselves to think. He put himself at
the vanguard of a movement and stayed true to his dream up to
the bitter end. Full of conviction, he fought for what he believed.
He set tremendous societal forces in motion, becoming immor-
talized in the hearts of many. Like virtually no other, he is an
enduring example of how far one can go when one is in it with
heart and soul.

He put his mark on a country that I enjoy touring, today.
In spite of all the criticism that you hear in the current Trump
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atmosphere, I am a big fan of the American way. The country lives
the spirit of freedom and independence. I have always enjoyed
being in the USA and exploring its far corners and meeting new
people. My second big idol is also an American. Elvis Presley, the
“King of Rock’'n’Roll,” with his unbelievably incredible voice. He
showed me how dreams can come true with passion and a power-
ful presence. The conditions that he grew up in were anything but
easy, and his childhood not anywhere close to what you’d call care-
free. His twin brother died during birth and his parents worked
on a farm and in a factory with very modest means. And though
there was not much money for recreational activities, the family
made the best of the little they had for young Elvis. He grew up in
the small town of Tupelo in Mississippi. The technical advances
of the time had not yet reached this area of the world. Almost no
one in Tupelo owned a radio, let alone a television.

Instead the Presley house was the epicenter of entertainment
in the neighborhood. As creative as they were, there was sure to be
a good time at the Presley’s with their gospel choir. With little Elvis
in the middle of it all, his sonorous voice soon became the main
attraction in the little town, and later in all of the United States.

Like Elvis, I also grew up in modest circumstances. Born in
Stuttgart, Germany, in 1963, I had to bid farewell to my father
at the age of three, when he decided to return to his hometown
in Greece. Although I had my mother and grandmother at my
side, I had to learn to stand on my own two feet at an early age.
This difficult family situation meant it was not an easy time for
me. In these days of patchwork families and open marital part-
nerships, it’s hard to believe how different family life was in a
West German province in the 1960’s. Patterned wallpaper, fur-
niture that one could only find in a retro shop, today, and rigid
definitions of how a “good” family behaved—this all character-
ized the time. In the 1960’s, a single mother was not at all com-
mon practice. On the contrary, they were regarded quite critically.
Their lifestyle was constantly standing trial. Over and over again
I sensed the skepticism that my family was greeted with. As lit-
tle as I was, I could sense the looks of the neighbors and noticed
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their questions: Where is the husband? Why did he leave his wife?
How can a mother take care of her son alone and also go to work
without neglecting him? The West Germany of the 1960’s, that
I got to know, was characterized by a conservative family image
in which the father was supposed to take on the entire responsi-
bility for the family. Only, in this case, my father had run for the
hills. If I learned anything from that time, it was that one should
never allow oneself to depend on the opinions of others. Regard-
less of how stifling or oppressive the majority opinion might be,
or how massive the social peer pressures are: you have to stay true
to yourself. Who would have believed that the little boy from the
small town Weil, the child of an immigrant without a father figure,
would someday be running a company worth millions? No one!
And yet I managed to accomplish this against all odds. Because I
went my own way—I ignored the advice and the reproach of oth-
ers. And this path lead me to become the successful entrepreneur
that I am, today.

There were plenty of obstacles and hurdles along the way—
personally and professionally, from a very early age. I had to learn
quickly to be completely self-reliant. The classical family model
with the father as the “provider” and the mother as “carer,” as
was usual in those days, didn’t exist at our home. My mother and
my grandmother worked in a nearby factory to make ends meet.
They saved every penny, and didn’t waste a dime. The work on the
assembly line didn’t allow for much time to look after me, so they
sent me to a daycare center in a small, sedate little town nearby.
Every weekday we took the first train at 5:30am. While most other
kids were still slumbering, deep in their dreams, [ was all ready to
step out the door. And I was full of energy. I wanted to go out and
discover the world and gather more experience. This was a curios-
ity that still leads me to new shores, today.

This curiosity would find a new source of nourishment when I
started school at the age of six. I expected a lot from school, wanted
to learn new things. But it was an uphill battle. It all started when
I realized after a few days of school that I couldn’t read the letters
of the alphabet correctly on the blackboard. They blurred into an
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illegible white mass against a green backdrop. From then on and
after a short visit to an optician it became clear: I needed glasses.
But I didn’t get the usual glasses. No, I had to wear huge, chunky,
black, thick-rimmed glasses. They made me shrink in comparison.
And before I knew it, I was the class “four-eyes.” It started when
I was on the way to school. The other kids would start taunting
“four-eyes, four-eyes!” No one wanted to play with me. Once, when
I asked a kid in my class if he wanted to play, he said, “First learn
to look where you're going.” The taunting carried on in the play-
ground and in the classroom. At first, the teacher tried to defend
me from the tormenting. But as soon as she turned her back on
the class, or wasn’t nearby, they carried on with the “four-eyes,
four-eyes!” Kids can be so cruel.

My situation in school was not that enviable. One might say:
“At least the boy could gather strength from within the bosom of
the family.” And to a certain extent that was true. At the same time,
however, there were problems waiting for me at home that I had
to come to terms with very early on.

Even as a young boy I noticed that there was something funny
about my mother and grandmother. One day they would be in
ecstatic high-spirits, without any apparent reason, at least that I
could see. The next day they would be worn out, lying in bed, tired
and “hungover.” On those days, it was impossible to even get them
to get up. At first, I could think of no explanation for their mood
swings. I was just too young for these things. But later I under-
stood that it was because of the alcohol. But why did they start to
drink excessively, in the first place?

Both my mother and my grandmother had their burdens to
bear. Experiences that they could never really process and come
to terms with. During the Second World War my grandmother
had had an affair. Her husband left her at the end of the war. My
mother had also been left—Dby my father, from whom I have not
heard a word, not even today. These experiences left their marks.
They had to suppress what had happened to them. And they found
consolation in alcohol. I remember going to get beer for them, and
that they drank without reserve twice a month.
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Once I came home to find my mother on the floor. She lay
there unmoving, murmuring unintelligibly to herself. Blood was
running down her head. I felt the panic rise. What had happened?
I began to feel mortal fear. Fear that my mother would die. I called
for help but my voice died away, unheard. I continued to call out:
“Help, help, my mother...!” I began to shout and just before I
thought my voice would choke from hoarseness, I heard a knock at
the door. I ran to the door and opened it. Our neighbor was stand-
ing there. I looked up into his shocked face: “What’s going on?” I
showed him my mother. He reacted immediately and it didn’t take
long before the ambulance sirens could be heard. My mother was
brought to the hospital. I worried, prayed, hoped that everything
would turn out okay. And I was lucky. My mother survived. But
I had been scarred by this event. I found it hard to concentrate at
school. T was always worried that something could be happening
at home and my mother was having problems. This uncertainty
wore me down, diverted my attention. And as soon as I managed
to turn my focus back to the school material, I would again become
aware of the taunting, the comments and insults of my school
mates. It was horrible!

But as bad as it was, inside myself as well—I rose to the chal-
lenge and learned to concentrate on the positive things in life. I
recognized the sheer infiniteness of opportunities that life has in
store for us. Although, as a young boy I did not own much from a
materialistic point of view, I cherished a real treasure from within.
With my imagination and a great passion, I felt a huge desire to
change the world, one step at a time, and not give up until I had ful-
filled my dreams, like my idols in the USA. You don’t need a huge
fortune for that. All you need to do is believe in yourself and be cou-
rageous even in the face of setbacks. The path from the bottom to
the top is not a utopian idea. It is also not a one-way street with no
oncoming traffic. Sometimes it felt like having to scale a mountain-
side the size of the Alps, sometimes a dense jungle of prohibitive
rules and regulations. But those times pass, and they are a relief.

When my mother met the man who later became my step-
father, more stability returned to our lives. Like me, he also had

13



THINK Big

a migrant background. He fled his home in the Czech Repub-
lic to come to West Germany. Like so many others, he was look-
ing for a better livelihood and more freedom. He didn’t move to
Germany alone. He came with his parents and three brothers.
All were extremely hardworking, keeping their own businesses
going. My stepfather was a painter and was always busy with work.
He profited from the economic growth in Germany at the time.
Baden-Wiirttemberg was a boom federal state then, with build-
ing and renovations going on all over the place. While it didn’t
bestow a luxurious income on us, it was a secure one, neverthe-
less. In keeping with the new family circumstances, we also moved
into a new place. My stepfather bought a new house in Gerlingen
together with his brother, not far from our old house. Every Sun-
day we went out on excursions together to check out the surround-
ings. We explored the region, enjoying the nature together. The
wide fields, the beautiful green treetops, the light along the foot-
paths—those are all happy memories from my childhood. How
often such splendor and beauty is contained in such seemingly
simple things! I almost couldn’t believe it.

In school things started to go better as well. I was still being
tormented, my glasses still looked like thick window panes which
made my appearance suffer. But things finally began to get better,
because I found a very good friend by the name of Wolfgang. And
that made a lot of things easier. He was the only one in my class
who didn’t care how I looked. I still remember how he came to me
during recess, without reserve or aversion. We would exchange a
few words, start to play and with each day that passed together,
we noticed that we were becoming really good friends. The mean
laughter of the others didn’t interest me anymore. I had a friend
at my side. Someone who accepted me as I was. Someone who
was really important to me. The others were only trying to make
themselves seem more important by going after the “supposed”
little guy. But I was no longer alone. As important as it is to find
strength from within yourself to go your own way: no man is an
island. You need companions, supporters, business partners to
work with together to achieve your goals. I came to this realization
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in grade school and still carry it with me today and have done
throughout my entire career.

Wolfgang believed in me and my abilities. And I also began to
recognize some of my talents. At the age of 15, and with a huge
portion of self-confidence, I impersonated Elvis at a show at my
favorite disco. Wolfgang was the one who gave me this chance. He
had thrown my name into a raffle draw. And when my name was
pulled out, there was no holding me back. I wanted to show every-
one what I was made of. I let it all hang out, wild and irreverent. I
was determined to express my newly won self-confidence, replac-
ing the fear and doubt that had dictated my actions in the past, with
bravery and optimism. Looking back, this experience opened doors
to unexpected possibilities for me. An explosion that unleashed
powers in me that I had previously only guessed at. Their initial
surprise gone, my friends cheered me on ecstatically at the front
of the stage. This feeling created a flood of inspiration for me. By
doing something that I completely believed in, I won my friend’s
enthusiasm. I was perhaps not the most talented singer. I was
miles away from being any serious competition for the “King of
Rock’n’Roll.” But I had given my all in that performance. Without
any doubt and without false modesty. Considering all the energy
we put into thinking about what other people think, sometimes
the best way to get ahead is to just get out there and do it. Sure,
my friends could have booed me from the stage and woke me up
to the hard realities in life, if I hadn’t been so convincing. But not
even trying, is not an option. If you're not living your life because
of too many “coulds,” “woulds” and “should haves,” you're miss-
ing out on the best opportunities life has to offer. You'll be left to
look back at how other people went their way through life. But just
looking on in the back row of the audience will not help you reach
your goals in the long run. The “American Dream” is alive and well
in anyone who recognizes their own potential.

With the right conviction, you can convince others—that
became clear to me on that fateful evening. The best thing was
that not only I had fun, the others were also in a good mood after
this surprise performance: a true win-win situation.
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