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For people in
the business of
doing business

Top Apple retailer started from the ground up

Saw u;tapped
computer market
in early 1980s

By MicHAEL Davis
OF THE HOUSTON POST STAFF

When Sam Ryu was laid off
after 13 years as a chemical en-
gineer in 1983, he took a bad situ-
ation and achieved far more than
he ever would have had he kept
his day job.

Facing little or no prospect of
landing a job where he could use
his skills and earn a salary simi-
lar to what he had known, Ryu
decided to go into business for
himself. The result was a small
computer business named Com-
putize Inc,

Eleven years later, the busi-
ness is still around but it’s not so
small anymore. Now it has 250
employees and outlets in Hous-
ton, Chicago, Dallas, San Anto-
nio, Austin and Tyler. The com-
pany is a leading retailer of
Apple Computer products in
Houston,

Annual revenue has risen from
$100,000 in 1983 to $91 million
last year, up from $73 million in
1992.

His wife, Yumi, joined the
company in 1985 after the com-
pany she was working for moved
its offices to New Jersey. She
now oversees much of the finan-
cial end of the business.

Ryu, who holds a doctorate de-
gree in chemical engineering,
laughs when asked ahout his
choice of career change. “It is
not something I did voluntarily,”
he said.

He initially thought he might
start a paint-mixing business but
changed his mind when he real-
ized it had little growth potential.

His decision to get into com-
puters, which he admits he knew
nothing about — “We didn’t even
own one then,” Yumi said —
came after a visit in 1983 to his
homeland of Korea for Sam’s fa-
ther’s funeral. What he didn’t see
there caught his eye.

“There were no computers,”
he said. He realized that a vast
untapped market for personal
computers was about to blossom
and decided this was his future.

The Ryus are using their suc-
cess to promote a better under-
standing of Korean culture in
Houston — home to about 20,000
Koreans. Computize is the major
underwriter for The Asia Soci-
ety’s year-long Festival of Ko-
rea, a series of cultural, educa-
tional and business events that
started last fall.

It’s not merely happenstance
that the couple wants to share its
success in a celebration of their

A,

Sam Ryu and his wife, Yumi, have taken Computize from a
small computer company into a business with 250 employ-

ethnic heritage. In the early
days, Computize’s first custom-
ers were largely from Houston’s
Korean community. Often, Sam
said, people would postpone a
computer purchase until he could
provide the hardware they want-
ed.

Despite a loyal customer bhase,
getting the business off the
ground was a struggle. No banks
would loan him any seed money.
Yumi was still bringing in a pay-
check so Sam spent his savings
and the severance money he re-
ceived when he was laid off to
start the business.

“I had no track record or back-
ground in computers,” he said.

He also had no large manufac-
turer who wanted to use his new
store as an outlet. He approached
Apple, Compag, IBM and others,
all of whom turned him down as
an authorized dealer prospect.

His first break came when he
convinced the Houston region
Hewlett Packard representative
to name him an authorized deal-
er even though he didn’t yet have
a store in which to sell HP prod-
ucts.

Instead, Ryu took in the blue-
prints for his planned 1,900-
square-foot store near Memorial
City. He laid out the plans before
the HP representative and talked
his way into becoming an autho-
rized dealer.

On Oct. 10, 1983, the store
opened its doors. Then in Janu-
ary, Sam hired a woman who had

experience selling into educa-
tional markets. It proved to be a
turning point. He once again ap-
proached Apple and this time he
convinced the company he was
carving a valuable niche for
Computize in the ethnic and edu-
cation markets.

His timing could not have been
better. Apple decided to take him
on as one of their dealers the
same month Apple unveiled its
groundbreaking Macintosh line
of computers and began to ex-'
pand rapidly.

Despite early success, Sam
kept a keen eye on the bottom
line. In those days a dumpster
cost about $60 a month. Rather
than lease a dumpster, he took
the day’s trash home every day
in his station wagon. The boxes
began to stack up in the Ryus’
back yard and he eventually used
some in his vegetable garden.

A few years later, while work-
ing in his garden, he came upon
some of the boxes that had since
decomposed and turned into
mulch. “I thought, ‘We've come a
long way.’”

Ron Usselman, regional credit
manager with ITT Commercial
Finance Corp., who has worked
with the Ryus since 1985, said
their success is simply the result
of hard work.

“They have always retained
profits and put them back into
their business,” he said.

When ITT first established a
credit line for the company in

When Sam Ryu was left without a job, the
entrepreneurial bug bit and he launched a
business in an industry he knew little
about. But Ryu's gamble has paid off

handsomely. Computize Inc. started as a
small computer company in 1983. His wife,
Yumi Ryu, joined the firm two years later.
Now, Computize, a leading retailer of Ap-
ple Computer products, has 250 employ-
ees and outlets in Houston, Chicago, Dal-
las, San Antonio, Austin and Tyler.
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ees and outlets in several Texas cities. The company is a
leading retailer of Apple Computer products in Houston.

1983, it was set at $50,000. Today
that line is $20 million.

“I have no other example of
that kind of growth in this re-
gion,” Usselman said. “I have
some that come close, but Com-
putize’s growth is the most phe-
nomenal I have seen.”

Their relationsihp with Apple
grew over the years helped
largely by their sales into vari-
ous school distriets in the area,
including Houston Independent
School District, Spring Branch
ISD, Deer Park ISD, Alief ISD
and Fort Bend ISD.

Once Computize signed a con-
tract with a school district, Apple
would sell directly to the district
and Computize would take a
commission from each sale. Un-
der such an arrangement, Com-
putize increased its sales but had
fewer receivables to carry on its
books as well as less inventory.

While the company has made
efforts to establish long-term re-
lationships with large copora-
tions, it's ethnic and educational
markets remain its core busi-
ness.

“Our strategy is to strive to be
No. 1 in the Korean and educa-
tional markets,” Ryu said. “We
can be profitable on a relatively
small margin so we are able to
price more aggressively.”

The company has branched out
and has opened two new divisions
in addition to its Computize
stores. It now also has a mail
order business and a networking
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division.

“We are expecting strong
growth from the mail order busi-
ness in the next few years,” Sam
said. “The new divisions will be
tied to us but they will also be a
separate profit base.”

When asked whether they have
contemplated becoming a public
company, the Ryus say they are
somewhat wary of growing too
fast. Going public, they say,
would bring them a lot of head-
aches when they are not in need
of the cash infusion a stock offer-
ing would generate.

“It is important for us to have
people we trust working for us,”
they said. “Except for about
three people, everyone in man-
agement started at the bottom
working for the company.”

Computize=

Founded: In 1983 by Seh
“Sam" Ryu after he was laid off
from his job as a chemical engi-
neer. His wife Yumi joined the
business in 1985.
Finances: Annual revenue has
risen from $100,000 in 1983 to
$73 million in 1992 to $91 mil-
lion last year.
Success Tip: “ltis important for
us to have people we trust
working for us. Except for about
three people, everyone in
management started at the bot-
tom working for the company.”
Seh “Sam” Ryu, founder




