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A $70 million candle empire
fires up Maryland manufacturing




How Mei Xu built 2 $70 million candle empire
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oW L qOUN ff A
living in post-Richard Nivon era China, Me'r"Xu did not intend to become the
head of a privately held Amencan candle empire worth roughly $70 million. Yet

today she is the president of Chesapeake Bay Candle, one of the most popular
tandle brands in the country, and her wares fill the shelves of mega retailers
like Target, Kohl's and Bed Bath & Beyond, She even worked with First Lady
Michelie Obama to design a candie for The White House in 2009

Though the trajectory of her business and [ife story has seen interesting twists
and turns, Xu remains consistent in her global outlook, her Jove of great design

and her passionate drive,
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" BEGINNINGS

Xu grow up Hangrhou, China, south of Shanghai, in the laze 705 and early "80s,
a time of refoem thae followed Nixon's “opening” of the country. As China grappled
with its new global idenrity. iz rushed to develop English-speaking diplomats, At age
12, Mei Xu (who pronounces her aame “May She”) was sent to a boarding school
fioe six years, where she participated in an English language and culture immersion
program taught by Canadian, American, Australian and Berish instrucrors. She went
on to the Beyjing Foreign Studies University where her sociology professor, who was
visiting froen Daremouth College, recognized ber superd English skills and connected
her with x job 24 & translator for the China office of The World Bank. She ultimasely
did project management for them while attending university.

“1 really liked that globul community, working with people in differenr regions,
communicating ideas and technologies,” she recalls. A career in insernstional com-
munications seemed imminent until her graduation year, 1989, when the protests
erupted in Tienanmen Square,

“Anyone who graduated thar year had
no choicex. The government assigned them
to work in facrories, warchouses, in the
countryside. so they could ger 4 second edu-
canion,” she remembers. “I was sent to work
in a northern city called Dalian to work in a
warchouse.”

“| always feel you use the best
talent or the best resources
to get your job done.”
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Xu's boyfriend David Wang (who would become her husband) was in Beljing
Her family was in the south. The highlight of her day was checking off the arrival of
delivery trucks on a dipboard. After one month, she ressgned

“Ar that time in China, that was almest suicadal,” she states, She would never
again work in the government or in diplomstic circles, Her best option was to pursus
2 desire she'd always harbored, which was to go to the United Seares. It took over 2
vear 1o beg, borrow and buy her way out of China, but in 1991 she arrived in Mary-
land, where she studied joarnalism ar the stare university. She picked the area on pur-
pose as she wanted 1o be dose 1o Washington, DC, and its international community.

Xu didn't plan 10 practice prine or broadcast journalism ~ her passion was always
for mass communications on an internansonal stage. Unfortunaeely, placss like The
Woeld Bank and IMF wene in hiring freezes, and the pablic relations agencies in the
regaon were mave abour political public affairy, “It's bard 10 find a job when you are
not a U.S. citizen, when you don's have a green cand, when you are just on a student
visa,” the LUl

Luckily, somecone vaw the advantage of her combinarion of language and commu-
nications prowess. The US.China Business Council helped her 1o a position with
the U.S, China Industrial Exchange in New Yok Ciry. At this point, she and Wang
were murried (they wed before leaving China). Once again, Xu was displaced from
loved ones, commuting beeween Manharzan and Washington, DC, where Wang was
wotking ay an engineer

“They put me in & hotel on 72ndd Strees and Broadway, which is very close to
Bloomingdale's,” she recalls, “That's where the danger starts. 1d do a dot of window
shopping after my work finished.”

Perusang the bigh-end store, she nored the disparity berween the clean lines and
modermnity of emerging fashion designers like Donns Karan and Calvin Kicin and the
outdated, mundane Aorals thar dominated the bome décor department. 1 cantin-
ally ralked to my hushand abous this and said, ‘T don't undenstand ~ if people dress
cermain ways, why wouldn't their home look certain ways to reflect their taste?™ she
says, "My husband said, "You've ralked about chis 4 lor. Why don't we stare o business
in the home area?™

THE SCENT OF SUCCESS

Five things you didn't know about Me: Xy,
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1T UP

Never ones to do somerthing
halfway, both Xu and Wang quit their
jobs in che spring of 1994 w devore

their time 1o a business thar was yet

to be identified. The couple contacred
old fiends in China who had pardayed
their international ssudies degrees

into foreign trade. They sent the pair
slk Howers, dolls, all sores of fashion
irems. And 2 small glowing globe of a
candle,

“We drove to our first crade show
in a tenred minivan,” she recalls, The
event was 2 small, regional show in
Narth Carolina for mom-and-pop

shops where Xu and Wang put their
bay, “We gor $90,000

In additen 1o Chesapeahe Bay Candle, X

flems on ¢

otders worth of business, and the ma
jority were for char candle,” smays Xue
Juse like that, Xu and Wang were

owns Bhissliving Home, @ home decor line
manulactursd out of the candle company’s
former Chana plant

i business, but Xu Identified a snag
in the business model right away. “People bought thar candle 25 a gift,” she says, “1
wanted a product that carried itself year round.”

Xa wanted a fragrance candle, but fine fragrances and colors wese not 10 be

found in China. They were, however, in New Jersey at the Englewood offices of
French Calor & Fragrance Co., Inc, Owner Peter French can sl recall char inicial
visit when Xu came o his business wich Richaed Zhu, an old friend and Xu's fin
employee, (He's still wath the company today.)

"I spent an afternoon explaining, and we went 10 the lab and made some things
and | showed hee how to use the fragrances and put the wick in and color them. She
and Richard sat these all afternoon.” French recalls, Despite their enthusiasm, “1
aever imagined ['d scen them again,” says French with a laugh

In Facx, Xu returned to ber home near Annapolis and, in one of those stories thar
becomes entrepeencutial lore, made her fine candle using o Campbell’s Soup can = a
mold

Once again, she sought resources in

China, but there was no manufacturing

ople dress certain

. establishment for fragranced candies, Instead,
why wouldn't their :
ome look

gflect their taste?

her sister and brother-in-law quit their jobs

certain ways o
y" built a factory in Xu's hometown,
French explains thar both calor and

{risk-raking obviously runs in the family) and

fragrance are arcas of niche expertise thas
requite 3 Jot of technical know-how to gee righe. Xu never serimped on qualicy,
even if it meant creating a business model thar most people Jooked at askance, She
used fragrance and color sourced from French (and eventually other suppliers) and
shipped them 10 China where they were added to the candles ar her aister’s facrory,
The final product was sent back o America.

"People look at me like I'm crazy... Maybe | was naive,” says Xu. “but | always
feel you use the best talent or the best resources to get your job done.”

Wang exercised his engineering muscles by taking on the role of strategic planner
for the business, which the couple named Chesapeake Bay Candle in honor of the
beautiful body of water that surrounded their home. The business began under sricy
financial controds and has remained true to thar philasophy ever since

“We have a very proud history of being seif-refiant,” says Xu, nocng that all their
facrories, including rwo in Vietnam and one in Glen Barnie, MD, have been self-
financed, Not being leveraged allows the company to be less susceprible to market
whims and to keep a better rein on profic margin

“We're also harsh in evaluaring
whom we choose 10 woek with,” she continues, *We'll make sure they are credic-wor-
thy; we insure all our receivables. Or they pay us in advance, There are very strong
financial disciplines thac have been applicd from day one.”
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It’s hard to imagite now, when scented candles are ubiquitous, but in the early
90s when Xu started her company, the majority of candles on the marker were the
jar stybe that focused almoat eotirely on scent. Xu wanted ber candles 1o be about
hame décor, abour a lifestyle. She wanred people 1o buy her candles a1 2 reasanahle
enough price point that they could use a new one in cach sexson 1o updase the home,
the way some might change up throw pillows. Although she focused on groundbreak
ing coloes and unique fragrance painngs like vanilla lavender and cilantro lime, she
stumbled into what became ooe of her trademarks.

“Everyone was looking foe something groundbeeaking, [We were successful] for

the color story, for the fragrance pairing, bur mostly because of the texture,” she says

WAXING PHILANTHROPIC
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"My advice is don’t always
look at [Asia] just from 2
sourcing point of view, but
long term as a market.”

“That was actually by sccident. You were supposed 1o put a chemical in to blend the
fragrance oil and color togeeher with the wae. ™ Xu forgor this step and prodisced a
candle warh 3 lovely, snowtlake

xure. Chesapeake Bay Candle now has over 150
TEXLUICS 1N 1y VI"'("'II”(

A cald call in 1995 goe her in front of the store that began it all —~ Bloomingdale's
A company representative adoced the candles” vibrant colors. Nordszrom and Bed
Bath & §

was looking ar §5 million in revenue. The

cyord followed suir, Business was doubling every vear, and the o

P

RECsL wias yet to come

Xu has always subscribed to the theory that all people should have equal access 1o
great design. She wanted her candles in department stores bur didn’t wane to spend a
lot of ime chasing down every independently owned store in the fragmented market

[nstead, she looked st Tanger, already affectionately know as Targhey for its low-cost

degance. It took a bot of patience and cold calling, but Xa and her sales rep finally
got a meeting in Apal 1996,

*[The bayer] could nor sit down... sh

gor up and smelled the candles righr
away, and chars wasally u very good sgn,” she sayy
Xat had hoped thay if the meeting went well, her candles would go to a few test
Xat had hoped tha if of s t well, b il M go to a few t

markets, perhaps 100 of Targee's then 800 stoces nationwide. "She said, "No, I'm go

ing 1o pat it in all 800 sores,"” Xis recalls. “My sales person was speechless
This was Apeil, Targer wanted the merchandise by the end of the year. Xu was

doing $5 million in wales. Target would add an additional $3 million. Twenty 40-foot

cantainers made the delivery, and the candies were in stores by Dec. 26, It was the

first cime fashion-forward, strikingly coloeed, fragranced pillar cancdles were available
to & mass markec
For two woeks, Xu heard noching. Finally,
the buyer culled
She said, "Mei, we're in lny_unullu. and
I thought, "Oh oo, the candle dida't sell,™ sav

Xuw “le wurns out, it was selfing throe times
more than the forecase.”

I the midst of the Chiness New Year, Xu
needed to rump ap production o meet Targer's
consumes demand. In less chan two months, she expanded her manufacturing cun-
pus in China. This experience would prove (lluminating years later when she grew
her business domestically.

“Thar year, we shipped over $8 million worth of producs,” she remembers

Xu knew she couldnt give Tasget the same thing she was giving other bourtigue
stores, She opted 1o go private label, a decision abe nught rethink today. “We should
hsave had another secondary brand,” she says now, “but that was just something you
learn along the way. Branding was not something | learned in school. Particularly in

China ... no one really talks abour brand. Ics all the same.”

What she did know was thar the scope of clients like Targer required that Xu up
her sales groups. Whole teams are dedicated to these majoe accounts. Yer playing with
the big boys did knock some of the kids out of the andbox

“As we expanded ro resaifers sich as Kohl's and Targer, we noticed thar by nanure,
o

swexducts, and

Cotmumets goung 1o the ;Il;h <nd .!cr sont stores wanted exclusi

)

F
we were e offe those to them,” says Xu, commenting on the end of relation

ships with reailers like Nordstrom
Bur with a new domestic-based manufacruring facility thar openad in June of this

year, Xu will luinch an exclusive home Fragrance collection that will pl‘!l"\ll.!l:_\' b

the boutique retailers back 1o her fold.

UNDER FIRE

Chesapeake Bay Candle has a successful, albein slighdy cumbersonse, relationship
with it business modd of sourcing materials from the best suppliers and sending
them overseas for production to ity manufacruring facilities in China and Vietmam
Several factory inspired the company 1o open 3 ULS,-based, highly sutomated facility
in Glen Bamie, MD.

Despire ber serident standards, Xu concedes thar, “"Made in Asia’ has a kind ol

stigma attached to it.” The cost of doing business in Asia hax risen sgnificandy in

the laxt five years, One reason Xu expanded into Vietnam wis an onsroas new candle
imporr dary levied in China

Maore importantly, the economic recession threw into stark relief the weaknesses
of ha
once did, which is fine if

Stares now curry a fraction of the inventory they

ing an claborate supply chai

e sales forecasts hit their targess. Bur my pumpkin spice
candles sedl our in advance of Thanksgiving, With an overseas operation, the time w
Jely 2011
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ger move seocked could be three months
"Having & manutacruring facificy here
will get the response time down 10 two
weeks,” Nu explains

If anly everything related ro the

faciliny were so expeditious. 1f you want w
get Xu fieed up, get her on the topic of the
legal and buresucratic hurdles pne must leap
to manufacture in the U.S, It took well oves
a year and many sethacks o get o the grand

opening,

"They throw a pile of codes this high

in fronr of us and say, figure these out and

mutke sure you comply 10 all of them.” the

says, ~lr wok theee months 1o figure every-
lI‘I!lLﬁ out, put the nf;*:!:n woark lng_:vhn

turn it over to the county and they say, "This

ood, bur here's

anocher 10 pages of mare
improvement you need to make
“This is really the difference where [ can

see we are disadv, :lugc-ﬁ now in this coun

try,” she continues. “It's mare proficable o
k
than o actually invest and make things

We're talking about bringing manufacrunng
jobss, but are we really read

o's mistakes

making profins on other peoy

Xu doesn’t suggest thar worker safety be

n-||.|\1nnlnrd —and in fact, the new facil

will be mostly automated. Her overseas op
crations have never had one fire in 15 years
of producrion, Whas she wan 1o see is a
mare welcoming environment for manulbac-
tuting businesses, Xu, who has two young
children of her own, would like to hust
school groups ar the Glen Burnie facilicy

o X‘ll\llll'l“:? 4 Dew Fl"‘vf'l ADOn lf’"hl,h <

engineening, dexgn and pr".‘lnlmn

SPARK

The ching thar keeps Xu mocivared and

4
)
f

.‘l.lrp) i travel. She's never Jost her passion

for international relations, and she says

thar if she kn't gearing on a plane for some

great destinanon, someth ng 5 wrong with

her. Her candle collect

ms are '.I!ﬂr"[\l '“
vasits to shops oo the Left Bank in Paris and
boutiques in London a5 well 2s global trends
m fashion and are

When the import duty pushed Xus U.S
candle production out of Chisa in 2000,

she was concerned abour the face of her

many employees there. She came up with
o new business concepr, Blissliving Home
which brought together ber love of home
décor, textiles and fashion and gave hera
meuns of employing the Chinese workforce.
Blissliving Home 3 a separate business
tfrom Cheapeike Bay Candle thar produces
bedding and home accemaries themed on a
global destinanion. Together with Chess-
peake Bay Candle, Xu's companics brought
in $85 million in global revenue in 2010
The new company alvo allows Xu and ber
team to spread their creative wings, which

were somewhar dipped by the specific neads




of their large diensts. The home goods ap
peal to boutlque retadlers (Bloomingdale’s is
back as a customer) and are sold online and
through a catalogue,

“We're not selling thamn to the stores
thar we're selling candles 1o, bur we are
having a good tme,” says Xu. In addinon
10 a new candle collection, Xu is launching
the Blissliving Home fragrance collectson
to reach a new marker of smaller boutiques
andd has a bath and body collectson in the
works for independent stores and spas

While doing business in China may be
gerring more expensive, Xu is capitalizing
on the upside of Asia’s growing middle class
She has bouriques opening in China and
is determining the best products o sefl in
that market. "It is a huge marker for food,
for luxury consumer produces, electroni
“HIAJULKS,' \Ih{ L";‘Lllni . h’\ !J‘,LC o
smart CEOw is don't always look ar {Aszs)
pust from a sourcing posnt of view, but Jong
rerm a8 a markes

THE FLAMES

There Is 2 photograph in Xu's office of
her — petste, fashionable and arrractive
with Hillary Clincon. As her business has

Xu has been able o shify

sustained success

her focus back where it began, on inter-
'

national relanions. She's worked with the
LS, Seate Deparrment on initiatives suich

as the Partnership for Global Development
and the Diplomarts, Leaders and the Next
Generation of Women Leadets project.
She's founded (and mostly funded) the Mei
,\'u (’L‘l'ur]l ['.\Lli]"g&' E'(lﬁl[ld.l('l‘li, w I'lLlY
establishes cultural and Ilnguugc mer
2on opportunities similar w what she had
as child,

If there s 2 word thar Xu uses wirh
alacrity, ir’s passion. “We're pasionate, we
are determined, we deliver qualiny and ser
vice, we invest in a tulented team, we care
about giving back to our community, we
celebrute success,” she says. This is 2 woman
who doesnt do things by halves, whether
it’s leaving a country, leading a company or
launching a philanthropic program. Make
no mustake, imide ths diminutive, well-

manicured facade is a powerhouse, 0ED

Known for their signature snomfiake
texture, Chesapeake Bay Candles now
come in hundreds of scents, oxors and
Textures
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