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Valley woman makes millions from homemade gifts

Phoenix-based Adorable Originals markets T-shirts, dolls

Patricia Bathurst
Special for the ABG
Jul. 12, 2007 12:00 AM 

Melanie Corpstein needed a clever, smart, stylish birthday gift for a young niece. The problem? She didn't have money to buy anything.

So Corpstein did what she had grown up doing: She figured out how to make something - something nice - from almost nothing.

That was 18 years ago. Corpstein has since turned that homemade birthday gift into a $5.5 million company. 


The 49-year-old is the founder and CEO of Adorable Originals, based in Phoenix. 

At the time, she knew three things: She could draw, her niece had a best friend and that "something that comes from the heart is truly special." 

With several pots of fabric paint and a pack of children's T-shirts from Target that cost $1.99, she did a charming drawing of her niece with her best friend. 

Underneath she wrote "Kristen and Bonnie - Best friends!" and added a little lace to dress it up.

The shirts were a hit. In fact, the name of Corpstein's company is drawn directly from the other mothers' responses of "Oh! They're adorable!" 

Corpstein left her niece's birthday party with requests for another half-dozen shirts. 

"Then someone suggested I could sell them at children's boutiques. I took them to eight different stores, and they all ordered them," she says. 

Within three years, she trademarked the best-selling shirt captions ("I'm the big brother!" and "I'm the big sister!") and took the shirts to a children's specialty show in Dallas. 

She had orders for more than 2,500 in less than two days.

"I had no idea how I would do it," she says. "I knew I could screen print the shirts but wanted to keep the handmade feel with the bows and ribbons we use."

She hired a woman from a hobby shop to help. The order also led to a line of credit with a T-shirt supplier, which kept her in business. 

"That's when I realized two things," she says. "Good credit is really important. And this business is what I am going to do.

"I had sort of thought, until then, my husband would get this great job, and I'd stay home. But I knew I had all the skills - in sales, in creativity, in persistence - to make this work."

Today, Corpstein has two warehouses and 13 employees. This year, she introduced Adorable Girls, a collection of six yarn-haired, huggable dolls with clothes and accessories. 

Corpstein's "rags to riches" story will even be included in a book called Mom's Who Make a Million.

"I think we're ready to grow more," Corpstein says. "Hearing 'Oh! It's adorable!' still keeps me inspired." 

