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Entrepreneur of the Year Driven by Success

Had Martin Hensley been content to spend his days lakeside with fishing pole in hand, he could have been the one that got away. Fortunately for Omaha and for the world of electronic commerce, retirement did not agree with him.

Hensley, the founder and CEO of what is now Artios, was honored recently as the Omaha Chamber of Commerce’s first ever Entrepreneur of the year.  Artios, formerly ECOM Worldwide, is a conduit between companies, providing the service that makes electronic commerce possible.

 
“Anything that was historically done on paper can now be done computer to computer. We exchange those business transactions. We will read anyone’s data. We will take anyone’s telecommunications, and we will deal with anyone’s security requirements. We translate it here, transform it, and offer it right back out to their trading community exactly the way they need it. Neither party buys software; neither party has to change the way they do business. The cost is virtually zero to set it up, “ said Hensley. 

Hensley said the idea came to him in the early 90’s. He was doing consulting work for friends and associates in the local business community when, he said, he started to see a common problem. 

“People were trying to move transactions electronically, and they were spending a lot of money and incredible time and incredible pain. I knew there had to be a better way.” 

ECOM Worldwide was born in 1995.

Following the road that led Hensley from high school graduate to ECOM CEO makes for an interesting journey. At the age of 17, as his friends were heading off to college, Hensley entered the workforce, computer programming for Mutual of Omaha. He would later put that expertise to work for a small company called Applied Communications. 

“There were eight or nine employees on the staff when I joined. We grew the company to 1,500 people with offices in five countries.”

As the Chief Financial Officer of Applied Communications, Hensley took the company public in 1983. At the age of 30, he retired. 

That lasted six weeks.

Anxious for another challenge, Hensley said he bought a half-ownership in a mainframe service bureau called Computime. He converted it into a software company, built it up and sold all the right to US West. He retired again. 

It was then that Hensley decided to go after his college degree. Not only did he have the time; he also had two sons.

“I told them at the time they had to go to college, and I wasn’t setting a very good example because I hadn’t gone.”

Hensley earned his degree in the accelerated program at Bellevue University in one year’s time.

At the age of 40 and twice retired, he was now a college graduate. 

In 1995, Hensley began developing ECOM Worldwide. The building phase, as he called it, lasted through 1997. 

“We had to put all the blocks together. We had to train some people. It was going from idea stage to application stage.” 

He termed 1998 the “proof of concept stage.” In 1999, ECOM started selling its services to Fortune 1000 companies. So far, the year 2000 has been a period of explosive growth. 

“In December of 1998, we had 17 people on staff. By January 2000, there were 45. Now, we have 116 people on board. You’re looking at a 130-150% per quarter growth rate. But, the most exciting part is what we’ve tracked on our sales.”

At a recent luncheon, it was announced that the company had sold more in 11 days, than it had sold in the previous four and a half years.

“I look back over the years I spent at Applied Communications (which is now TSAI). At the time, I thought there was nothing that could ever exceed that experience. This is 100 times better.  No, this is 1000 times better. It’s a bigger market. It’s moving faster. It’s more dynamic. It’s more technical. There’s just so much more here. I don’t know how you can be anything but excited. That’s part of the fun of what’s going on here.  Everybody is excited.”

Just weeks ago, the company underwent another dramatic set of changes – a name change and an address change. 

“ECOM is a great name. I made it up in 1995 when the Internet didn’t even work yet, and E-commerce was not something being written about. But, the name has become so generic. There were 406 companies on the last search that used some version of ECOM in their name.” 

Concerned his marketing dollars were benefiting the other 405 ECOM’s, Hensley decided it was time to create a new identity.  

“We went through so many names. We hired professionals – nothing. We hired a law firm – nothing. So, we challenged our employees.” 

Two of Hensley’s employees came up with the winning name – Artios, a Greek word meaning perfectly suited or a perfectly fitted. Hensley said it was used by the harbormasters in ancient Greece. They would make sure all of the ships were packed correctly and everything fit perfectly. Then, they would declare the ship "artios." 

“We exchange business transactions for customers who can’t normally talk to each other. One computer system speaks one language; the other speaks another. They don’t fit. When it goes through our system we are in essence the universal translator that makes it fit perfectly into the next step.” 

Hensley said the new name has been well received in the marketplace.


Artios recently moved its offices from 114th and Blondo to 137th and FNB Parkway, the new First National Bank Business Plaza. Hensley said the new space allows what will be much needed room to grow. He is not shy about making bold predictions about the future.

“We will triple the size of this company again yet this year. We will sustain 400-500% per year growth for the next four or five years. I believe we will buy three to seven companies over the next three years. I know for a fact we’ll have offices in at least three other countries in the next three years.”

Hensley admits his vision is constrained in one respect. 

“We are people driven. To keep up with demand, I have to keep adding the best of the best of the best,” said Hensley.

But, he rejects the notion that technical talent exists only on the coasts. 

“There are better people working in the Midwest than anywhere else in this country. They work harder, and they are more diligent at their job. All of that super-technology that’s created in California, I can buy that. I’d rather have good people working for me.” 

For the company to continue to grow, Hensley said it’s going to take more than top-notch employees. He said tools are being developed that will allow him to do ten times as much work with the same number of people. 

“That is a good ‘Phase One.’ Now, in ‘Phase Two,’ I want you to double that. In ‘Phase Three,’ I expect it to drive the need for labor to zero. I’ll never get there, but strive, get me close.” 

Artios is a privately held company, and that’s the way Hensley prefers it. 

“Once you go public, you are driven by forces other than serving your customers and developing your best company. It’s quarterly reporting. It’s analyst expectations. It’s doing things in the public eye. Instead, we’re able to make the right decisions at this early stage in our company. We’re making decisions about grabbing market share and mind share. Sometimes that’s not profit oriented. Wall Street is purely profit oriented.  They want to see someone who’s going to own the world. Well, I’m going to, but it’s just going to take a little longer.”

It’s that attitude and sense of ambition that Hensley tries to instill in his employees and encourage in future entrepreneurs. 

“If you can dream it, you can do it. If you fail to try to dream it, you have no chance whatsoever of accomplishing it. If someone thinks they have the ability to be an entrepreneur and create something meaningful, dare to dream it. You might be wrong. People think that’s failure, but that’s not failure. Failure comes with those who don’t try.”

As for the rewards, Hensley said he is having more fun right now than he’s ever had in his entire life.


Nominees for Entrepreneur of the Year were judged on personal involvement in a start-up or turn-around of a successful business, by risking personal capital, or without capital; development of a breakthrough product or service using an innovative approach; the discover and development of a large customer base; and the creation of opportunities for him/herself and others. Members of the Entrepreneur of the Year selection committee were comprised of representatives from the Chamber and selected business people. 

Additional information about Artios can be found at www.artios.com.


Caption for picture: Entrepreneur of the Year, Martin Hensley,  formed ECOM Worldwide (now Artios) after coming out of his second retirement. He said he’s having more fun now than he’s ever had in his entire life. 

