Start Me Up
Meet the entrepreneurs who took their idea on road trips to success
Article Published in Charleston Magazine

We all know them: the big talkers, the dreamers, the ones who plug themselves as idea people, with only aplomb to show for it. And then there are those who take an idea, sometimes a very simple idea, and run with it, all the way to Wall Street. These are the ones who make us shake our head and groan, “Why didn’t I think of that!” But as our featured enterprisers demonstrate, success takes more than a brilliant thought; it takes dreams and determination, persistence and a patent. These savvy Charleston, S.C.-based entrepreneurs, inspired by a simple “ah-ha” moment, have successfully launched a product, a business and, perhaps most importantly, a lifestyle. With innovative spirit, they’ve charted their own courses and netted the personal profits that come with bucking the big corporate system. They flex their creative muscles, enjoy the luxury of flex hours and endure the risk of flex profits. Get to know our intrepid entrepreneurs – a startup with staying power.

Tom Davis, Jay Waddell and Carrie Agnew

The Skamper-Ramp

Giving pool-bound critters a swimmingly good chance
Possums, in general, are not cute. And wet, drowned possums floating in your backyard pool are really not attractive at all. Unless you happen to be an inventor, drawn to the challenge of keeping critters from a soggy demise (and pool owners from an unpleasant fishing experience). Mount Pleasant advertising executive Tom Davis was so enticed. Tired of emptying skimmer baskets full of frogs, marsh rats and other animals that had unwittingly taken the plunge, Davis began to experiment with ways to give these creatures a leg up and out of the pool. He realized such a device would also help keep pets safe, and that pet owners, who lavish their furry pals with more than $5 billion worth of goods and services each year, would be willing to pay for this peace of mind. After two years of tinkering with the design, the Skamper-Ramp was born.

Davis approached Jay Waddell, a consultant in plastics manufacturing, for advice on materials and mass-producing his pet-rescue prototype. “I realized this was a great little idea and that it could be manufactured, and I was sold. Next thing I know, I’m a partner in the project,” says Waddell, whose wife, Ginna, now runs Skamper- Ramp’s day-to-day operations. Davis and Waddell launched Skamper Industries in 2003 and first began floating the idea, so to speak, at pool and spa trade shows. Skamper-Ramp was heralded as the “most innovative product” at three of the trade shows and earned a spot on Pool and Spa magazine’s Top 50 New Products list. Like a cat hightailing it out of water, Skamper-Ramp was off and running.

The ramp is basically a white board with holes, and the straightforward design is part of its appeal, according to Carrie Agnew, who became a partner and joined as marketing director in 2005. It’s the K.I.S.S. principle in action, “Keep it simple, stupid,” Agnew explains. “People see it and say, ‘Why didn’t I think of that?,’ but like the paper clip, its simplicity is deceiving. It took a lot of work to keep it so basic.”

The bright white color means animals can see it, day or night; durable polypropylene makes it resistant to chlorine and sun damage; and drilled holes, strategically placed after much trial and error, give animals a foothold. The ramp is easily installed and uniquely effective. “Pool owners who used to find a dead something-or-other a couple of times a week report finding nothing floating or clogging their skimmers,” says Waddell. Even snakes can slither up the ramp.

With more than 70 percent of households owning pets and more than 12 million pools in American backyards, the Skamper-Ramp market is still wide open. Pet safety is the second fastest-growing segment of an industry that has seen 15-percent growth in the last year. Skamper Industries’ sales doubled in the same period, and media attention ranging from Good Morning America to Ferret magazine continues to boost interest. While profit projections are healthy, the thank-you notes and phone calls from elated customers whose dogs and cats scampered to safety are equally rewarding, says Agnew. “This is a happy thing to be part of” – especially if you’re a wet possum or tired puppy.
