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Serial entrepreneur. Family man. Member
of the Silent Generation.
Hank DeShazer’s story is the stuff of
“How I did it” business books. Raised in
rural Oklahoma during the 1940s and
’50s, DeShazer went on to become a highly
successful businessman.
Hank has traveled the globe with the rich
and famous and stayed in the homes of
Saudi Arabian royalty.
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He and his children have grown a small
local business into a national brand and
developed sales and franchising models
that are still in use today.
All of those things are part of Hank’s
legacy, a legacy that he wants to share with
his grandchildren and the generations
that follow.
It’s his hope that the personal and business
recollections in this book will transform
him from another branch on the DeShazer
family tree to a real person. Someone his
grandchildren and great-grandchildren can
get to know and learn from.
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In the early 1980s, I realized that if I wanted to fulfill my career

ambitions, I’d have to make some changes.
I’m not saying that I didn’t appreciate the opportunities Shell
had provided up to then. It was just that I had my eyes on something more. More responsibility and more money. Significantly
more. And if I stayed at Shell, those goals would never come within
my grasp.
My big ambitions required big risk—I was thinking about
moving away from the safety net of my corporate career and running
a company of my own. If I could make the company a success, the
financial benefits could be tremendous. Of course, I also understood
that if the company failed, the losses could be sizeable, too. The fact
was I wanted to control my life.
As long as you work for someone else, no matter how you
perform, they control your future and how much money you make.
Your time is not your own, and you have to do everything someone
else’s way. As long as I worked at Shell, someone would always have
a say in my pay, my time, and my future. I didn’t like that.
The potential for gain and control was too great to pass up.
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My decision to try entrepreneurship was influenced by my experiences watching a close friend reap the benefits of business ownership.
Bob Brooks and I met through my son Mike. Mike was a
teenager by that point, and he was dating Bob’s daughter. Sandy
and I clicked with the girl’s parents immediately. We all lived in
Norchester, and before long it seemed like we were together all
of the time. Bob was an extremely successful CPA who’d started
building wealth by buying, growing, and selling businesses. It was
a lot like flipping houses, but it involved greater investments of time
and resources—and potentially bigger pay-offs. Bob must have been
good at it because he was making tons of money. I was with him
when he deposited the money he’d received from selling one of his
businesses. It was $1.2 million dollars. That got my attention.
If Bob could make that kind of money, there was no reason I
couldn’t do the same. After some thought, I decided to ease into
entrepreneurship slowly: I would leave Shell, buy one local business,
and focus on growing it into a thriving operation.
Owning my own business would resolve all of the issues I had
working for Shell. I was incredibly excited…and scared to death.

Foundation for Success

My entry into entrepreneurship was an exercise in patience. I wanted
a business that I could learn and run without great difficulty, one
with potential to take root under my leadership and thrive. Finding
that took some time. I began my search in 1981, with the help of a
broker recommended by Bob. There were moments of frustration.
On more than one occasion, I found what I thought was a good fit,
only to see the business bought out from under me.
But in 1983, things started looking up. Bob’s broker found a
small, family-owned company: Atlas Foundation Repair. It was

Wish My Grandfather Told Me This Stuff

79

F
OO

PR
The listing for Atlas.

just what I was looking for. First, foundation repair is fairly simple,
so buying the company would not require an investment in heavy,
complicated equipment.
The company had fewer than 30 employees, meaning salary and
benefits would be manageable. The staff included three supervisors
responsible for about six to eight workers each. They handled the
repairs. There was also an office manager and two salesmen. The
supervisors knew how to do the foundation repairs, and the sales
staff knew how to get business. Perfect.
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Atlas’ financials from Spring 1983.

Plus, Atlas Foundation Repair already had a reputation for
quality work. The owner had built up a nice little business since
he launched it in the late 1970s. His decision to sell wasn’t business-related; it was personal. He wanted to move his family out of
Houston. The man, a Vietnam War veteran, was concerned about
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the increased drug use among teens in Houston, and he was intent
on getting his kids out of the city as soon as possible.
To me, Atlas looked like the business I’d been waiting for. I
was confident that I could take what the founder started and grow
the company.
The owner, however, wasn’t so sure, and he told me so when I
came to see his operation. “You’re a corporate type; you can’t run
this business.”
That didn’t faze me much—the owner didn’t know me. I found
it a bit more disheartening when Bob told me the same thing. “This
is foundation repair, you’re digging holes in the dirt under houses
with Mexicans,” Bob said. “You can’t run this business.”
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My initial purchase offer for Atlas, handwritten.
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I don’t know, maybe the votes of no confidence shifted my
stubborn side into high gear. I dug in my heels and made the owner
an offer. In the end, the owner agreed to sell me Atlas for $240,000.
He could have insisted on more—the company was doing about $1
million in business a year (a net profit of about $150,000 to $250,000).
On the other hand, businesses like Atlas are hard to sell because
they’re often totally dependent on the owner’s knowledge and experience. And this means that, in most cases, if you take away that
owner, the business fails. But Atlas was different. The owner was
knowledgeable, of course, but he had made sure that everyone else at
the company was knowledgeable, too. He had hired the best salesmen
in the industry and two really great, experienced, hard-working
repair guys. I knew the business could survive without him.
Another factor that probably helped the sale was the weather. I
was negotiating to buy Atlas in August 1983, which was the month
when Hurricane Alicia slammed the Galveston-Houston area. The
Category 3 hurricane brought 37 inches of rain to the area, killed
21 people, and caused more than $2 billion in damage. It also put
a serious dent in the Gulf Coast area’s foundation repair business.
Houston’s gumbo-like soil swells when it’s wet, which masks signs
that a foundation needs work, like settling. In many ways, the situation was a “perfect storm.” Atlas’ owner was originally asking for
$750,000 with terms (meaning he was willing to finance the sale
himself to facilitate a purchase). That was not a bad price at four to
five times earnings, but weighing on him was the very real possibility that the hurricane would interfere with sales during what should
have been a busy season. In addition to the worst possible weather
conditions, the owner wasn’t confident that I, a buyer who knew
nothing about his business and had no previous business experience,
would go through with the purchase. He was motived to get out.
I offered him a third of what he was asking in cash, and he took
it. This was probably a good decision on his part. It was going to be
a tough couple of years for Atlas.
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Page 1 from an early Atlas purchase agreement.

84

Wish My Grandfather Told Me This Stuff

F
OO

PR
This was my final purchase offer for Atlas, for about a third
of the original selling price, which the owner ultimately accepted.

The owner’s concerns about the wet weather interfering with
business were justified—for the short term. After the soil started
to dry, people who’d had foundation problems before Alicia started
requesting repairs. We also heard from people whose foundations were
damaged as a result of hurricane-related flooding and soil movement.
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Before the Plunge

I understood from the beginning that quitting my job—a management position with one of the largest, most stable companies on
the globe—could have major ramifications for my family. Adding
to the enormity of the decision was the fact that Mike was about
to graduate from high school and head to college. If I couldn’t
make the business work, chances were we wouldn’t have funds for
Mike’s education.
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This photo of Sandy and me was taken about five months before I purchased Atlas.
Her decision to support my career change will always mean a lot to me.

Sandy and I decided to take a weeklong vacation in Jamaica to
talk about the plunge I was considering. I still remember sitting on
our hotel balcony, looking at Sandy, and telling her I wanted to do
it. She never hesitated; she was behind me 100 percent. To this day,
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thinking about her response fills me with respect and gratitude. I
wouldn’t describe Sandy as a “whatever Hank says goes” kind of
wife. She had her own opinions and wasn’t shy about voicing them.
Now I was telling her that I wanted to do something that must have
sounded crazy. My parents certainly thought it was. So did Sandy’s
mom and dad. Most wives would have asked, What the hell are you
thinking? Sandy never did that. She was totally supportive from the
word “Go.”
I think Sandy wanted a better future for our family, just like
I did. And she understood that getting to that future came with
some risk.
With her blessing, I moved forward with our plans.
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Another Bob

So I had my wife’s support, a promising company to buy, and a
seller who’d agreed to my offer. But none of it would have mattered
without the capital I needed to make my purchase. Looking back
at that time, and the way things came together, makes me a little
philosophical. Sometimes things happen in your life, and you aren’t
sure if they’re luck, destiny, or something else. I think the two Bobs
who came into my life are among those things. First, there was my
friend, Bob Brooks, who provided the inspiration, encouragement,
and guidance I needed to become a business owner. And then there
was his friend, Bob Ullom, who made my new dream possible.
Bob Ullom, also a Norchester resident, happened to be president
of Charter Bank (later purchased by Bank of America), where Bob
Brooks was a board member. Before long, I considered Bob Ullom
a friend, too.
When the time came to buy Atlas Foundation Repair, I had
about $70,000 to contribute, money I’d withdrawn from my Shell
Provident Fund, Shell’s saving program for U.S. employees. The
remaining money for my purchase came from a Charter Bank loan,
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made possible by Bob Brooks and Bob Ullom. To this day, I’m
grateful to them because without them I could not have moved
forward with the purchase.
I’m also grateful that everything lined up when it did. I bought
my first business in 1983 at age 42. Later that decade, oil prices
dropped, and Houston’s economy went into free fall. If I’d waited
much longer to buy my business, or if I didn’t have the help and
guidance of the two Bobs, I don’t think it ever would have happened.
My experience buying Atlas was a valuable life lesson: Timing
is everything.

Light Years Away from My Comfort Zone
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While I disagreed with the concerns that Atlas’ original owner
raised about me running a foundation repair business, he was right
about one thing. I knew nothing about foundation repair. In my
favor, however, was a good education and plenty of management
experience. My education and experience helped me manage 113
female keypunch operators after I took on my first management job
with Shell. At Atlas, they helped me build an effective, motivated
team of people. And in the end, businesses are just people working
together for the benefit of the company. Once I had that in place
at Atlas, it wasn’t a problem at all to learn about foundation repair.
Of course, it’s easy to speak with such assurance in hindsight.
I was a total wreck in those early weeks as an entrepreneur. The
confidence and excitement I’d felt when I decided to buy my own
business utterly abandoned me after the deal was done. On my first
day with Atlas, I walked into the office and stared out the window.
My stomach was churning, and I was asking myself, What the hell
have you done? During lunch at Luby’s that day, I didn’t feel much
better. I brought a tray of food to my table, but I couldn’t eat a bite.
I think one of the smartest things I did that day at Atlas was
to lay it on the line with my employees. I introduced myself with a
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short speech. The gist of it was, “Guys, look what I’ve gotten myself
into. If you don’t support me, we’re not going to make it. I want to
make this business bigger and better—for you and for me. But I’ll
need your help to do it.”
I’ve made versions of that speech a jillion times over the years,
both at Shell and at my businesses. They work because they make
employees feel important, and it reminds them that they’re key to a
company’s success. It also helps to be transparent and relatable, as
opposed to pretending you know it all.

Making My Mark

F
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It wasn’t just my management experience that helped me succeed
with Atlas. My background in computer technology proved highly
valuable as well. Back in the early 1980s, large corporations were
investing in computers, but it was practically unheard of for small,
family-owned businesses to use them. I decided to make Atlas an
exception to that rule.
After buying Atlas in October 1983, I bought a computer and
put every business process I could think of on it, from scheduling
repairs to accounting for our sales efforts. Once we got it up and
running, the technology improved internal communication and
made us much more efficient.
I also captured all of the jobs Atlas had completed between
1977 and 1983 and created a list for our salespeople. That allowed
them to tell prospective clients about all of the nearby projects
we’d completed as they presented repair bids. I still use this sales
approach today.
Up to then, when a salesman sat in a home with a potential
customer, they might have remembered a job the company did down
the street and brought it up in conversation. What I did made it
possible to document every single job we did in the area. A salesman
could go in the house and throw the printout on the kitchen table
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and say, “Look, we did all of that. Here are the addresses. Here are
the names.” We used to include our customers’ phone numbers,
too, but some people didn’t want their numbers given out, so we
started blocking them out. The documentation still is effective,
though. Think about it: If someone needs foundation repair, they’re
looking at spending $5,000 to $20,000. It’s nice to be able to talk to
a neighbor who kind of had the same experience you had. It’s nice
to hear that someone you know spent the same kind of money you’re
about to pay and was happy with the work.
I can’t tell you with certainty that I was the very first guy to
document neighborhood projects like that. In fact, I probably
wasn’t. But I did come up with the idea on my own—I didn’t learn
it from anyone.
That wasn’t the only way computers improved things: We
created bids by computer, too. It made Atlas look considerably more
polished than our competitors, who were still jotting bids on the
backs of business cards in those days.
Also that year, I began advertising Atlas like crazy in print and
on local TV and radio stations.
If you lived in Houston during the mid-1980s, you probably
heard Atlas’ name. I remember the philosophy of successful Houston
businessman Mattress Mack (Jim McIngvale): “Early to bed and
early to rise; work like hell and advertise.” That strategy worked for
him and worked for me—and it still does for both of us today.
I also made it a priority from the beginning to show customers
they could trust us. I was the first in Houston to establish lifetime
warranties. Foundation repairs are serious investments. It means a
lot to customers to know that if their home foundation settles at any
point, we can make adjustments.
My practices were successful, but growing Atlas took time.
Between buying Atlas, investing in computers, and advertising,
money stayed tight through 1983. My employees were less than
thrilled with me that Christmas because I couldn’t give them bonuses.
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Here are a few examples of the creative advertising we used at Atlas.
Above are images incorporating the Leaning Tower of Pisa in Italy,
including a shot with Sandy and me.

But I was keeping the business afloat. And in February 1984, we
landed a huge job: foundation repair for an apartment complex.
In the 1980s, the foundation repair process called for drilling
concrete piers under the foundation, then raising the building
and supporting it on those piers. This apartment job required 400
pilings at $200 apiece: a total of $80,000. That job kept Atlas on
its feet.
Our sales and marketing efforts continued to bring in work

Wish My Grandfather Told Me This Stuff

91

PR

during 1984. By the end of that year, I paid off the money I’d
borrowed to buy Atlas and even managed to give my employees
a Christmas bonus. I remember breathing a sigh of relief. We had
made it.
But the 1980s would continue to be a rough decade for our city.
Things came to a head in 1986, when the price of oil plummeted
to $8 a barrel. For an oil and gas town like Houston, the drop was
devastating. The city lost more than 225,000 jobs. People stopped
paying their mortgages. More than 200,000 homes were abandoned.
But Atlas prospered.
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The Houston Post featured me in an article about increased demand for foundation
repairs during a particularly dry period in the Gulf Coast area.

I think our improved sales and marketing processes played a
large role in Atlas’ successes during that period. External factors
played a part as well. Houston experienced a drought in the mid1980s, and large volumes of homeowners were noticing cracks and
other signs of foundation damage.
One of our more interesting prospective projects in those early
years was a nice house near southwest Houston. The owner was a
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local superintendent of schools. And, we quickly discovered, he was
a hoarder.
My salesman called me after visiting the property. “Hank, you
gotta come look. This house is terrible!”
It was, too. When you opened the front door, this guy’s stuff was
piled up about four feet. There were balls of rubber bands and string
and things that could only be described as junk. It was incredible
and just plain crazy.
It turned out that the couple who’d been living in the house
had died, and their children wanted to sell it. They just needed the
foundation repaired.
I ended up making an offer to buy the house. Because it was
loaded with so much stuff and needed foundation repair, I was able
to score a $100,000 house for about $32,000. I’m not sure why the
family didn’t want to claim any of the stuff in the house. I turned
around and sold the things in there for about $30,000. I’m talking
gold teeth, guns, college graduation certificates, fine china—there
was some really nice stuff hidden away in there.
After cleaning the property and repairing the foundation for
about $3,000, I sold the house for about $80,000. Between the sell
of the house and the items inside of it, I made a profit of about
$75,000 in a few months. I still have some of the items we found in
that house—including the gold teeth. Why I kept the gold teeth is
beyond me. One of my philosophies is, “Everything is for sale.” But
maybe those teeth are the exception to the rule.
That house purchase worked out so well that buying and selling
houses with foundation problems became a regular practice for us.
In most cases, I targeted houses that people had been forced to turn
over to the bank. If one had a foundation problem, I’d buy it for
next-to-nothing, make the foundation repair, do a bit of remodeling, and resell the house for a nice profit. Before long, Sandy
got involved. She loved restoring the broken homes and making a
good profit.
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I’m a naturally trusting person; I always look for the best in people
until they prove to me they are not trustworthy. Several times in my
life this trust has cost me dearly.
One of those instances occurred on a corner very near the
original Atlas Foundation Repair location, which was in a not-sogood area of Houston along Old Spanish Trail. A young black man
had set up some televisions for sale. He had a couple televisions out
of the boxes so you could see them. Then he had some that were
new and still in the box. I, being the gullible and trusting soul I
am, had to stop and see if this was a deal: I’m always looking for
deals. Of course, I thought the TVs were stolen, but that was not my
problem. The man was asking $200 for the TV. I have always been a
good negotiator and was very proud when I got him down to $100. I
figured he needed to get what he could before a police officer started
asking questions. So I paid him cash, put the TV box in the back
of the truck, and headed to the office to brag about my good deal.
I went into my office and commenced opening the box. That’s
when I noticed the box had been opened before.
And inside the box? Rocks.
Of course everybody heard about it, and I went from a skilled
negotiator with a great deal to a loser. Everybody got a good laugh
at my expense.
You know who will never let me forget this? The same person
who made me put this story in the book: my son, Michael Shawn.
You know, though, I still will die trusting people until they
prove me wrong.

Family Life

As you can imagine, running your own business can be all-consuming. I worked occasional late nights during my management years with
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Shell, but that didn’t begin to compare to the time commitment that
Atlas demanded. I was a very hands-on leader, and that meant I was
on the job almost all of the time. I would arrive at work by five in the
morning because that allowed me to get some work done and be ready
to deal with salesmen, operations, and office staff later in the day.
My work paid off. Over time, I made a very nice life for my
family. But there was a trade-off: I wasn’t able to spend as much
time with Sandy, Mike, Rob, and Susan. The coaching I had done
came to a stop. But that didn’t mean I stopped taking an interest in
my kids or what they were doing.
My ever-athletic son, Mike, began playing ice hockey as an
8-year-old. He tried it at the invitation of a long-time friend he knew
from Little League baseball. As soon as Mike stepped on the ice, he
started skating. It was evident that it came naturally to him. He was
very competitive and very good. He was intent on standing out, too.
While his teammates wore black skates, Mike often wore white ones.
Eventually, he found himself playing in Canada, where hockey
is a huge part of the national culture. We had to laugh at his experience in Toronto: He scored during his first three times down the
ice, and that was it. He didn’t touch the puck again because the
Canadians were so much better. But Mike should be proud of what
he accomplished. He played so well that when he was 15 years old,
he made it to the final cut for the Junior Olympics hockey team. Not
bad for a kid from Houston with white hockey skates.
Susan, meanwhile, remained ornery. When she was 11 or 12, she
crawled out a window to visit a friend. Sandy and I remember this a
bit differently. I could have sworn I was the one who realized Susan
snuck out, but Sandy says she was the one who caught her. Sandy
is probably right; she usually is. In any case, we made it abundantly
clear that sneaking out of the house was unacceptable. And that’s
what matters. As far as I know, it was a lesson learned, and it didn’t
happen again. I suspect we only caught our kids doing half of what
they did, and that is probably a good thing.
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Mike was a natural when it came to hockey.
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A DeShazer family portrait.

Rob was a terrific kid who got great grades in school. He played
sports, but that wasn’t really his passion. I think of him as my steady
rock. I awoke one morning to Sandy totally distraught. She told
me, “Rob did not come home last night.” You see, Sandy had a
rule: When the kids came home at night, they had to come into
her bedroom and kiss her goodnight—no matter what! Rob had
not followed the rule. A little later, Rob came walking down the
stairs from his bedroom. Sandy started questioning him as to why
he didn’t kiss her goodnight. Rob said, “Mom, I was home and in
bed before you were.”
To this day I’m grateful for Sandy and her impact on our family.
Long after the kids were grown, Susan threw a party to celebrate
the fact I’d achieved 20 years in business. I made a speech that
evening and told the guests about my kids and how proud I was of
them. The kids got their aggressiveness from me, I said, and they got
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their morals from their mother. My speech got a great laugh, but I’m
not sure what kind of message it sends to my kids and grandchildren
and great-grandchildren.
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My speech during the 20-year anniversary celebration for Atlas.
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As hard as I worked to grow Atlas, I didn’t make the company a
success on my own. If it weren’t for some of the people working for
me, especially during my early years there, I’m not sure we would
have made it.
One of those people was Mary Janak, the office manager. It
didn’t take me long to realize I had to have her on my side. She
ran that company with an iron hand. I needed her to keep things
running smoothly, especially while my employees were making up
their minds about me, their brand new boss. Fortunately, Mary gave
me her full support. Not only that, her kids were pretty much raised:
Her daughter Jeanie was married, and another daughter was in her
last year of high school and soon would be heading to college. So,
Mary had time to take me under her wing. I learned a lot from
her, and it meant the world to me that she was working behind the
scenes to make sure I wouldn’t fail.
Her support meant even more, in light of the fact that I’d been
told that my failure was inevitable. I told you about some of those
instances, but there was another. The man I bought Atlas from,
the Vietnam War veteran, wasn’t the only owner. He had a silent
partner, and when I bought the business, I had a note to the partner
for about $90,000. It could have been much worse. The partner
accepted pennies on the dollar ($20,000) from me for his share of
the company, maybe because he thought I wouldn’t make it and
took pity on me. I actually found a hand-written note about me on
a business document from him. It said something to the effect that I
was never going to make it. I have to admit I convinced him $20,000
was better than nothing, and I probably was not going to make it. I
have been told many times I am a pretty good negotiator.
And, as it turned out, I had what it takes to be a
successful entrepreneur.
I got Atlas through Houston’s economic downturn, and now I
was poised to grow the company.
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Houston business publication,
dba, included me in a feature
about O&G execs who went into
business for themselves.

