PROFITING FROM PANE
Freehold college senior wins award for starting window-washing business
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FREEHOLD, N.J. - Fred Hodge Jr. was inspired a couple of years ago when someone didn't show up for work.

His mother had arranged to get the windows washed professionally in their Freehold home. She was going to pay $300 for the service. But the window washer never appeared.

"I thought to myself, "This guy didn't show up and he had that much money waiting for him? You've got to be kidding me.' "Hodge recalled.

But it was no joke. And it led Hodge, with the help of his parents, to start Clearview Window Washing, a business that takes in about $40,000 to $45,000 in revenue annually, a number Hodge expects to climb to about $75,000 next year, when he has even more time to dedicate to the job.

You see, Hodge is still a 21-year-old college student.

Hodge recently won an award recognizing his youthful entrepreneurial spirit, a spirit that moved one of his professors at Rowan University, Mark Weaver, to suggest he apply for the award in the first place.

"He's willing to learn from the bottom up," Weaver said of Hodge. "He's just a good guy. 'I've got a college degree and I should be the boss' is not the attitude to have, and he doesn't have that."

One of his customers, Toby Rofsky of Freehold, was similarly impressed with Hodge's professionalism.

She had been a customer of another window washer who was ill and getting out of the business and recommended Hodge. When Hodge knocked on the door, "I was taken aback (by his youth)," Rofsky said. "I wasn't sure he could do the job. But I was pleasantly surprised."

Hodge started thinking of running his own business as a teenager.

"I was very keen on owning my own business," Hodge said. "I liked the fact that you're your own boss. I really liked that you could decide your own income based on how hard you're willing to work."

He worked in the sub shop at the Wegmans supermarket in Manalapan and later as a waiter at Lamberti's Cucina restaurant, also in Manalapan. Additionally, he took part in a culinary program at Freehold High School, where he graduated in 2002.

All this led Hodge to assume his future lay in the food industry. Then came the fateful day two years ago when the window washer didn't show up.

His father, Fred Hodge Sr., a business analyst for Credit Suisse First Boston in Manhattan, had been encouraging his son's entrepreneurial streak, and he was struck by the same thought that there might be a future in window washing.

He started doing research, and found an untapped market for window washing, particularly for homeowners. The startup costs were low and limited to basic equipment - ladders, squeegees and some other simple tools.

"I thought it would be a good way to see if he liked being an entrepreneur without spending $70,000," Hodge Sr. said.

All in all, the Hodges spent about $20,000, between the equipment and the truck, to get Fred Jr. started. They also bought about 700 accounts of an existing window-washing business, New Day Window Cleaning, that was closing because the owner was ill, Hodge said.

His prices range from $6 to $11 a window, depending on the style of window. The average home winds up costing about $200, Hodge said, though some have been as low as $100 while others have run as high as $900. He usually has at least a couple of additional workers, and hires as many as five or six for the day for big jobs.

All the while, Hodge has continued to pursue his studies. He got an associate's degree from Brookdale Community College in Middletown, then transferred to Rowan in Glassboro, where he is majoring in entrepreneurship and expects to graduate next spring.

"I have my cell phone going constantly," Hodge said. "My cell phone bills are $300 or $400 a month."

His industriousness impressed his professor, Weaver, who holds the Rohrer Chair for Entrepreneurial studies at Rowan.

"The number of young people who are willing to go out and get their hands dirty to get a business started is not that high," Weaver said.

Weaver suggested Hodge apply for a new award presented by Moorestown-based Miles Technologies to recognize young entrepreneurs.

The award was created by the company's founder, Chris Miles, who himself started his information-technology business eight years ago at the age of 26.

Under the rules, the award could only go to a company in southern New Jersey with sales of more than $75,000 in 2003, so Hodge would not have qualified. But Miles was so impressed with Hodge, along with a 16-year-old Cherry Hill student who created a special magnet for picking up stray items in the bottom of a purse, that he gave them awards as "Emerging Young Entrepreneurs of Southern New Jersey." (The main award went to a Washington Township business that sells used office furniture.)

There are times when the pressures of finishing his degree and running his business pile on. But he won't consider dropping out of school. "I really think in this day and age you need a degree," Hodge said. "You never know what's going to happen in 10 years."

