High Tech
Entrepreneurs

Titans of Tec

By Pam Baker

:chnically speaking, the cutting edge ain’t cutting it

anymore. Ask any stock broker or analyst. The stock

market is no longer enamored with promises of sales
at the end of a mouse or by glitzy gizmo fads. As interest
wanes, the number of high-tech 1POs is evaporating as fast as
a drop of water in a pool of sand.

But the market for high-tech goods and services is a long
way from being dried up. On the contrary, the billions pock-
eted by investors and CEOs at the height of Wall Street’s
high-tech frenzy likely will amount to only a drop in that gal-
vanized digital bucket of the future.

“There are 70 million to 80 million Internet users in the
U.S. today, and another 70-80 million in the rest of the
world,” says Sanjoy Malik, founder and CEO of Atlanta-
based Air2Web. “Plus, there are 500 million cell phone users
worldwide.” And that doesn't count all the pager,
Handspring, Palm Pilot and other wireless technology users
around the globe. Simply put, it’s one of the largest markets
ever known, and it’s only beginning to grow,

So how do vou tell a windfall from a washout? Here four
Georgian entrepreneurs discuss how they pan gold from a
seca of ideas, and do so repeatedly. They are in an elite
group — the Titans of Tech.

‘The Grand Cld Man’

Mention Ben Dyer’s name in Atlanta high-tech circles
and the kudos start rolling in. “Legend” is a vastly over-
worked word, but Dyer comes close to being one in the world
of Peach State technology.

A lifelong entrepreneur, Dyer has spent the last 25 years
turning high-tech ideas into old-fashioned cash. Today
Dver’s company
Internet development firm that builds online businesses for
start-ups and established businesses alike.

His story has many twists and turns, and in a sense, it
could be a tale of Atlanta technology in miniature. The key
to success? “Be flexible enough to recognize opportunity,”
says Dyer, also an active venture capitalist.

But what exactly does Dyer look for?

“There's no one thing,” he says. “And we don’t look for
ideas based on sector or technology. What we think today is
the right investment may be totally different this time next
week because of what we may have read, the deals we've seen
and the changes we've witnessed.”

Dyer started in the usual way, graduating from Georgia

Intellimedia Commerce — is a leading
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Tech and nabbing a posi-
tion at AT&T. But Dyer
quickly flew the corpo-
rate coup, landing a job
as president of a hard-
ware chain — the ham-
mers-and-nails kind — at
the ripe old age of 23.

“The average age of
emplovees seemed like
70, and I'was 23, laughs
Dyer, founder and CEO
of Intellimedia
Commerce. “Today I'm
51 years old, and the
average employee age is
probably 25."

After his stint with
the hardware firm, Ben
hooked a gig as consult-
ant to some fellow Tech
graduates who  had
opened a  store in
Buckhead called the
Computer System
Center. The year was
1975 and personal com-
puters (PCs) had only recently made their debut. As class-
rooms go, it couldn’t have been much better.

“We got to meet all the legendary characters from the early
davs of computers, people like Ed Robertson, Bill Gates and
Paul Allen,” recalls: Dyer. “Gates and Allen were working on
their Microsoft Basic at the time, and we were all engaged in
trving to invent an industry — the PC industry.”

Ideas on how to birth that baby, and make themselves mil-
lionaires in the process, were as numerous as the players.
Eventually, the Computer System Center group broke into
two factions. One wanted to open more retail stores, the other
wanted to write generic software products for PC users

Dyer went the way of the software writers.

“When the Altair Computer Company sold, it lost its claim
to exclusive rights to Microsoft Basic.” says Dyer. “That meant
that as long as you wrote in Basic. you could sell software o
anyone with any brand of computer.”

Thus, in 1977 the shnnkwrap software industry was born, and
Dyer was leading the pack with Peachtree Software. The brand
became a household name in basic accounting software packages.

A mere two years later, IBM officials came to Dyer and
revealed their intentions to build the IBM PC, and they wanted
Peachtree Software accounting programs for their new product,

“We called it The KGB Project,” laughs Dyer. Work pro-
ceeded under a cloud of secrecy, in special rooms with special
locks, hu-.j. paper shredders and an army of 1BM folks making
sure the secret was kept.

Management Science America (MSA), now considered
one of the grandfathers of Atlanta’s technology sector, got
wind that something was up at Peachtree.

Ben Dyer: an ideas-to-cash veteran
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