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 Sting 'n' Linger salsa 
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Aug. 3, 2006 12:00 AM

WHO: Ken Smith. 

WHEN ESTABLISHED: 1992.

While working as an America West flight attendant, Smith began taking his homemade salsa to work. "I remember one of the other attendants, a girl named Kerry Peterson, tasted it. She really liked it and asked if she could buy a jar. So I sold the first jar in 1992." Within a month, Smith said he was making and hauling 80 quarts of homemade salsa a week to the airport to sell to co-workers. 


WHAT: Ten kinds of salsa, habanera and jalapeño hot sauces and nine flavored cooking oils.

WHERE: Sting 'n' Linger salsas are sold at Sunflower Markets; AJ's Fine Foods; some Henry's Markets; Bed, Bath & Beyond; Guadalupe Farmer's Market; the farmers market in Mesa; and Superstition Ranch Markets in Mesa. Elsewhere, you can buy them at King's Supermarkets and City Markets in the Denver area, Quality Foods in Washington state and online at StingnLinger.com 

HOW MUCH: He started out with a $1,000 loan from a friend.

HOW MANY: Four, including a bookkeeper and an accountant. Smith's wife, Joni, and their daughters also help out.

WHY IT'S CALLED THAT: "You know, I was working on a recipe, and it just came to me in a flash, because that's what it does in your mouth. It kinda stings, and the sting stays awhile." A friend drew the company's signature bees, which show up as mascots at trade and food shows and make special guest appearances.

BRIGHT IDEA: "Sting 'n' Linger. It's easy to remember, people like saying it, and it helps them remember the jar."

NOT SUCH A GOOD IDEA: "I thought I'd be able to market a fresh salsa. Originally, this was a refrigerated product. But it's unrealistic to mass-produce a fresh salsa. The hardest thing I had to do was figure out how to keep the crunch and color."

BIGGEST CHALLENGE: "Cash flow. It's such a balance to grow larger, and just fast enough that you don't go broke in the process." 

WHY HE DOES THIS: "As a small-business owner, I can bring my kids in when I want or need to; I have full control. You can do anything you want, but you don't because it is a real business and you do what you need to make it work. It's all up to me."

WHAT HE WISHES HE HAD KNOWN BEFORE HE STARTED THIS BUSINESS: "I think maybe I would have gone for an SBA (Small Business Administration) loan or even a bank loan. This has been a struggle every step of the way. So growing has been slow, and I'm a very careful, cautious person anyhow."

THE NEXT BIG THING: Smith has just invested in some new equipment: larger kettles. "I've been very conservative in equipment," he said. "Part of it is because this is a specialty, gourmet-quality salsa. I'm only going to do small batches, hand-stirred."

LONG-TERM: "I'd like to add two more hot sauces, and I have a pasta sauce formulated and ready to go. I just haven't had time to put it into production." Smith is committed to his small-batch process, because it yields a different quality salsa than a flash-cooked, hard-stirred product. He uses fresh produce, to the point of selecting and dicing his own peppers.

"In terms of production, we're akin to a grass shack and a dirt floor," he said. "It's a hand-done, rather labor-intensive process. But ideally, I'd love to have five or even 10 acres with my own building, so that we could establish a real production facility with multiple products."

EXIT STRATEGY: "Die trying? No, seriously, I'm not far enough along." Smith still has his "day job" with US Airways (formerlyAmerica West), only now he's on permanent evening assignment at the club at Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport.

BOTTOM LINE: To begin, Smith took his recipe to a couple who did co-packing. They helped him stabilize the recipe for shelf life ("But no preservatives. We use lemon juice and vinegar, and a pressure-packed jar.") and produced 35 cases for him, or just under 500 jars. Smith piled the jars into his Honda hatchback and took them to local farm markets, all the while thinking "Ohmigod. I will never sell all this stuff." Today, he co-packs for nearly a dozen other producers (including AJ's and Sprout's house labels), and produces more than 2,000 cases of his own product a month. His salsas sell online for $5 for a 16 ounce jar or only $2 for a 4-oz. jar. 

But why does he do it? "We thrive on pain and suffering, looking for a little victory and hoping for a better day," Smith ventured.

"No? Well, it's definitely not the money. But you never know what might happen. And we're bigger today than we were yesterday."

