When the address on the business card says VENDING TABLE, 125th and Lenox Avenue In Front of Starbucks you might not immediately think “Website.”  But that changes quickly once you start talking with Abdul Macon, founder of Mustaqeem’s Essentials.

It all begins for Mustaqeem with customer service.  A man walks up to him inside Starbucks at 8:30 PM, half an hour after he has closed up the table where he and his employees have been at work since before 7 AM.  They exchange warm greetings, and the other fellow asks if Mustaqeem can sell him some batteries.  “Excuse me a moment,” he says to the interviewer; the two men go outside and transact their small business.  “There is a store open a couple doors down, and he could buy the same batteries for the same price there,” Mustaqeem says.  “But he wants to buy from me.”

Customer service is what distinguishes his table from the others that dot the central blocks of 125th Street and sell mostly the same type of merchandise -- shea butter, other lotions and ointments, incense.  It’s why Mustaqeem grosses in the six figures in annual sales, employs two other people to staff the table while he purchases merchandise, and is about to enable tourists from overseas and devoted New York customers to buy from him on-line.  “One evening during a snowstorm, a customer who now lives in Westchester chased me down the street after hours – I had to find a scaffold to unpack under so I could make the sale!” relates Mustaqeem. 

From his pocket, Mustaqeem produces a sheet which records every transaction in a day at his stand.  Item, amount spent, age and ethnicity of the customer -- for each sale of a few dollars.  “I train my employees to gather the same kind of information,” says Mustaqeem.  “I tell them to say ‘Thank you.’  And to be friendly, to open up conversations with people who pass by.  ‘Hello’ is a selling technique.”

Unlike other street vendors, Mustaqeem labels his lotions, indicating their origin and quality -- as a sign of respect for his customers.  “They ask about why an item is cheaper at someone else’s table, and I invite them to compare.”
Mustaqueem started his business in October 2002, with a $100 loan and only the vaguest knowledge of shea butter, which he bought with a friend and stored in a closet.  Yet it wasn’t his first foray into business.  He had previously been involved in real estate and was close to taking on a used car dealership down South when business and life were interrupted by a difficult divorce.  Choosing “sanity over money”, Mustaqeem left his marriage with only $100.

But he brought literally a lifetime of experience, including a business degree to go with his “first degree--from the streets.”  As a six-year-old, Mustaqeem would get up early to collect bottles and cash them in.  His friends would get up later and see him sitting around eating candy from the profits -- they wanted it too, so he organized his friends into teams to collect and cash in.

Mustaqeem first learned of Project Enterprise in 2002 during a seminar at Lehman College.  “The next day I was there,” he says.  “PE is different from other microlenders,” he says, in a number of ways -- by rooting credit in social standing, by its focus on training and networking, and most of all “because you need as an entrepreneur to be around like-minded people.”  Family and friends, he says, can talk you out of what you are doing; at PE an entrepeneur sees the common struggles, the “highs and lows, which inspire you and help you with your own experiences.”  Because of all that, “we’re protective of PE”!

Mustaqeem attended Project Enterprise meetings for two years before getting his first loan.  “I wasn’t ready until then -- I needed more information about my market.”  Indeed, information is the other key to Mustaqeem’s business.  He researches his competition; he knows that West African vendors, for example, aim for a smaller profit since they send their earnings back home where the dollar stretches farther.  (He developed a relationship with the recently-opened Nubian Heritage “superstore”, even advising a manager there on strategy!)

Mustaqeem’s first loan from PE for $1500 enabled him to purchase a much larger inventory of shea butter and soaps –the high-cost but high-margin items that would enable him to jumpstart the process of turning profit into capital for business expansion.  His next loan, for $3000, will enable him to purchase accounting software and a van he can use to transport his goods between storage and his selling place on 125th Street.  

Mustaqeem’s PE group recently decided to exchange expertise within the group on a monthly basis.  Each member offers his or her own service to another group member for a couple of hours – math skills, organization, on-line research, and the like.


In the near term, Mustaqueem sees marketing as the key to his growth.  His new presence on the Web enables him to serve his large clientele who aren’t in the city but who met him when they lived here or as tourists from Africa.  He plans to put up a few thousand flyers, and hold a sale on some of his more popular items, to build his customer base.  “For every ten people I encounter, if one or two become regular customers and spend $10 a week for one month, I’ll have paid for the flyers.”  He’s toying with ideas like membership and bulk sales.
There may come a day when as Harlem’s more corporate development mushrooms, the city will decide to thin out the street vendors.  The real future for his business, then, would be both on-line and as a whosesale distributor for the other sellers in the neighborhood, be they street vendors or storefronts.  Mustaqeem plans to use his knowledge of the customers, the other vendors, and the distributors of oils and butters to establish a more firm role for himself in the market.

If and when that happens, he’d like to keep the tables at 125th and Lenox --scaled down, as a “marketing tool” on a busy corner, a portal for Mustaqeemsessentials.com, doing business around the country and the world.

