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Tony Trapp didn’t realize until he 
was almost finished with college 
that growing up on a farm near 
Columbus, Wisconsin, interacting 
primarily with people who earned 
their living through skilled trades, 
would ultimately influence his 
choice of career path. 

Trapp majored in computer sci-
ence and electrical engineering 
at UW-Madison, but in his ju-
nior year of college, as he was 
completing an internship at IBM 
in Rochester, Minnesota, Trapp 
could no longer ignore the fact 
that programming was not the 
right fit for his interests. “It was 
sucking my soul,” says Trapp.  “I 
had been working through high 
school and college with a very 
narrow focus and discovered it 
wasn’t the right career path for 
me, but I didn’t know what to 
do, and then my student loan 
bills started kicking in. I decided 
to hit pause and take time off to 
figure things out.”

To fill his time and support 
himself, Trapp landed a job at 
the Canterbury Inn in Madison, 
which at the time was a cof-
fee shop, bookseller, and bed & 
breakfast. “I checked people in, 
helped prepare meals, served 
breakfast in the morning and 
wine and cheese later in the 
evening, and handled house-
keeping and maintenance,” says 
Trapp. 

The Inn’s bookkeeper, Virginia 
Evangelist, was impressed with 
Trapp’s maintenance skills and 
encouraged him to consider be-
coming a licensed contractor. 
Trapp soon began working as 
a handyman, relying on organ-
ic referrals to keep his business 
going.  “I had great customers 
who kept coming back. I tried to 
keep the customer experience 
and quality work at the fore-
front of my focus.”

Local Madison referrals kept 

From Independent Handyman to Full-Service Remodeling Company

Trapp busy, and he felt he’d 
made the right choice.

“I liked creating, building, and 
maintaining things and mak-
ing people’s lives better,” Trapp 
says. “It felt more rewarding 
than spreadsheets and coding 
for me, personally.” Trapp’s per-
sonal costs were low, but unfor-
tunately, so were his earnings. 
“I had a Toyota Corolla sedan, 
an efficiency apartment, and a 
cordless drill, and I worked to 
buy tools and books,” he says. 
“I was teaching myself how to 
do projects, and if a client asked 
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To learn more about this 
success story, visit

sbdc.wisc.edu/about-us/
success-stories/ 

The UW-Madison Small 
Business Development 
Center supports busi-
nesses in Dane, Sauk, 

and Columbia Counties. 

“[SBDC leadership courses] are a great opportunity for more 
formal management training. For folks who have the craft but not 
management skills, it’s a great way to boost their skills,” says Trapp. 
“I learned the hard way, and earlier courses would have helped me.”
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if I could do something, I’d 
tell them I could figure it out. 
I severely underpriced my-
self, taking in under $10,000-
$12,000 in my first two years.” 

After about seven years of 
running his business, Trapp 
was working 70-100-hour 
weeks and hadn’t taken a va-
cation in years. He had hired 
some employees to help with 
projects but hadn’t yet figured 
out how to delegate proj-
ects effectively. He decided 
there had to be a better way 
to move forward and grow 
his business, and an online 
search led him to the Wiscon-
sin Small Business Develop-
ment Center at the University 
of Wisconsin – Madison. 

After his first coach, Jack 
Reiners, retired, Trapp started 
working with current SBDC di-
rector Michelle Somes-Booher. 

Somes-Booher helped Trapp 
create a plan for working 
more sustainable hours and 
taking two weeks completely 
off every year and extending 
similar benefits to his employ-
ees. “My early employees had 
very limited benefits, and now 
we have paid time off, paid 
holidays, company vehicles, 
annual company events, end 

of year profit sharing and a 
401(k),” says Trapp. “All that 
builds a culture that values 
and rewards employees.”

Trapp has been working with 
SBDC for about ten years now 
and has also sent his employ-
ees to the SBDC’s leadership 
and management courses, 
which Trapp says is “a great 
opportunity for more formal 
management training.” “For 
folks who have the craft but 
not management skills, it’s a 
great way to boost their skills,” 
says Trapp. “I learned the hard 
way, and earlier courses would 
have helped me.”

Trapp and Somes-Booher 
meet regularly. “Having that 
structured, almost month-
ly, meeting is very helpful in 
planning for growth,” says 
Trapp. “We’re doing the work, 
and SBDC is providing the 
plan and tools for us to ex-
ecute growth. I’ve gained 
countless knowledge from 
them, like internal surveys and 
benchmarking, which are su-
per helpful. They have access 
to software tools that would 
be out of our price range.”

Trapp has leveraged SBDC ex-
pertise in every aspect of his 
business, from management, 

culture, and training to financ-
es, office space, and market-
ing. “Michelle has helped me 
identify what I can afford to 
do, such as offering employee 
benefits, renting new office 
space, and paying for adver-
tising,” he says. “You don’t 
know what you don’t know 
until someone gives you a tip 
on where to go for credit, or 
how to manage cash flow.”
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