Interview of Salim Abdus-Salaam, President and Founder of Heaven-Scent Fragrances

The following interview took place
in the Heaven Scent Fragrances of-
fice during November 2001. It re-
flects the driving force behind this
company that evolved as a result of
necessity, determination, creativity
and faith.

Q: How did you start? Describe
your_beginning.

| was working for the city
of Newark with a Federa Pro-
gram that Newark was the spon-
sor of. | was an administrative
employee, actually a city em-
ployee. When the program was
cut, | was laid off. | had afamily,
we had just had a child, and at the
time my second occupation was
as aprofessional musician. | tried
to make if just off the music for a
while, and it didn’t work out be-
cause it just so happened in 1979-
83 it was the disco era. | wasn't
getting as much work because |
was a jazz musician. All the Jazz
clubs were closing, and the ones
that were trying to stay open were
converting to disco clubs because
disco was the big thing. Some
musicians felt they just had to be-
come disco musicians. Then the
disco live music got replaced by
the DJ' s playing the music. Disco
doesn’'t require live musicians,
some people like the records bet-
ter. Basicaly | got forced out of
the music business because of
disco. Then| tried to work a cou-
ple of summer jobs, summer pro-
gram jobs that | could get through
connections | had through city
people that | knew. But that was
just so frustrating because they
didn’'t pay much and they also
were degrading type of jobs.
Nobody respected you for your
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education or what you could do, it
was mainly just a political job,
and you were there, just a lackey
type of job. After | did that one
summer | said | wasn’t doing that
type of job anymore. Someone
offered me something else similar
to that and | turned it down. |
didn't know what | was going to
do, | was on unemployment, | was
trying to play music, and | was
looking for something because all
of this was coming to an end; un-
employment, playing music. Then
in 1982 | signed up to substitute
teach and | was placed a
Westside High School in Newark.
| was given a class to take over
because the teacher was ill, after
having an operation. | taught his
class up until January of 1993. |
did well with the class and they
even wanted me to apply to be
full time because | had a college
degree. | didn't want to teach but
my family needed money, so |
said that | would just stay as a
substitute on per diem. After |
became per diem they weren't
calling me that much. | would get
a call here and there from differ-
ent schools, it was different. It
was a little better actually when |
was going in every day for that
one teacher. | had a good situa-
tion compared to when | went per
diem. So now | was redly des
perate. | got to the point where |
was going to have to move out of
my apartment, it was putting a
stress on my marriage, my wife
was pretty much ready to bail out
on me, and we had just had an-
other baby. We would have had
to move in with my parents, | had
even discussed it with them. And

they said “fine”. They didn’t like
that; they didn’'t really want us to
move in with them. They were
really not happy about it either.
Everybody was looking at me like
| was a failure. Implying “You
can't take care of your own fam-
ily.” Then | started hanging out
with a friend of mine who was in
the same type or similar business
that | am in now in Elizabeth NJ.
His name was Abdul-Bashir; we
went to high school together. He
was kind of like the guy who cre-
ated the template for this. He
didn't know what he had at the
time, he was selling oils as de-
signer fragrances, and thiswas his
idea. He had approached a com-
pany that could make this. Before
that all that was available was
Egyptian Musk, Frankincense and
Mir, Somali Rose, Genitor Naim,
Ferdose; all these fragrances that
were considered quote unquote;
Muslim Fragrances. These were
sold in oil. And he found out that
all these oils that were being sold,
were actually used to scent per-
fumes. They were put in a per-
fume base solution and this was
the scent, even the Somali Rose
and Egyptian Musk. They were
being sold in this form but they
were actually  manufacturing
products to put in the perfume
solutions. And oversess, in other
countries they were actually mak-
ing perfumes with these fra
grances. Because Muslims, ac-
cording to Islam are not supposed
to use alcohal, internally, you can
put it on your externa part, but
it's better if you don’'t haveto. So
because perfume had alcohol init,
it was preferable to use the oils.
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And so this is how this thing
started, even overseas, it was sold
like this too.

Q: What did hecut it with?
Well he didn’t cut them.
He didn’'t have to cut them. Ac-
tualy the perfumes are cut fra-
grances. When you buy perfume
and cologne that has been cut.
When you take the oil that we sdll
and put in a perfume solution, or
cologne solution or toilet water
solution, and each solution, for
example what makes perfume
more expensive is because it has
the highest concentration of fra-
grance per solution. Cologne has
a little less, toilet water has the
least; and there are different
grades even of perfumes, and so
it's alot to that. You start to find
out these things when you get in
this business So what he did, he
bought those things, he started
selling them and revolutionized
the market, by introducing people
to oil versions of the brand name
designer scents. One more thing,
he was the first person to sell oils
that | know of to sell ailsin roll-
on bottles. He found a warehouse
full of these bottles and nobody
was buying them. They were
origindly for some kind of lip
gloss or cosmetic, but they
weren’t being sold in any kind of
volume. This guy had a ware-
house full of them and he started
losing money on them. Over a
period of about 3 years my friend
ended up purchasing the entire
stock at about 20 cases at a time.
He revolutionized the market with
that, roll-on applicators. Before
that there were other types of bot-
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tles — the most desired bottle had
awand, as used overseas and you
rub the oil on with the wand. So
he came up with the roll-on which
actualy helped to bring the fra
grances to the everyday person. It
took it out of the ethnic, Muslim
communities and brought it to
everyone because they had heard
of these names.

Q: Was that here just on the
East Coast?

It started right here in NJ.
Now | don't know of any other
place that was doing it, because
he was the first person | ever
heard of and he was getting busi-
ness from coast to coast. At one
tome he was making tremendous
money.

Q: Was hedoing mail order?

He was doing mail order
but it wasn't sophisticated. Be-
cause he is not really a technical
guy, His catalogue was hand writ-
ten. He paid somebody with
excellent handwriting to write it
out for him. Then he sent them a
Xerox copy of aprice list with all
the names and prices, that's how
unsophisticated it was. But still
and all he was making a lot of
money. There were other compa-
nies that predated him that were
selling the more traditional oils,
and he immediately jumped ahead
of these companies because peo-
ple were trying to get his product
or the bottles from all over the
country. Sometimes he was just
selling cases of bottles. He would
go to the warehouse and get 20
cases just to ship bottles.

He encouraged me. He
said look, | can show you how to
get out of your financia difficulty
if youlistentome. | said OK I'm
listening. He said “do you have
any money to invest?” | said “I
have 40 dollars.” That's what |
started my whole business with
$40. He said "Give me the $40
and I'll set you up. So he sat
down and he picked out $40
worth of oils that he felt were
really hot a selection of about 7-8
ounces. Then he gave me some
incense, not in the bundles like |
have it now, that was really one of
my ideas, | wont say | innovated
it, but 1 took that bundle concept
to the next level. Nobody was
selling incense in bundles like we
do now. They were only sdlling it
in the packs of 20 sticks. He gave
me a couple dozen of those, then
he gave me some miscellaneous
things like bottles that he had
poured for people, then they
wanted bigger bottles. And be-
cause | was a friend of his he just
gave me some stuff to take with
me. Then he told me what to do
and sent me out. So | went out
and | made afew dollars like $15-
$20 a day for alittle while and he
said “Well you are not making
enough money” So he went out
with me and he showed me how
to expose people to the products.
Let the oils be seen at al times,
don’'t walk down the street with it
in a box, because that's what |
was doing, he would hold it in a
way that it was in display, even
when we were walking. People
would stop us on the street. Here
was a guy who was making about
$10,000 aweek in his store but he
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took the time because | was a
friend to show me how he started
his business from the ground up.
Within a ¥ hour with him | had
made about $35 and | hadn't
made that much all day every day
on my own. So from there on |
was on my own, but | got it, | got
the idea. | went out, persevered
trying to make some money.
Now when | started my business
the crazy thing about it was, |
started like | told you. | went all
the way up to the first of the year
teaching this guys class, when |
came back in January | went per
diem, | was starving to death, |
was on the verge of moving back
to my parents house and | had
given my last $40 to my friend in
a desperate move, because | knew
$40 wasn't going to save me He
gave me back about $65 worth of
product for $40, sent me out and
within 2 weeks | had made
enough money to pay my rent,
pay my back rent and put food on
the table. Everyday | would go
back and restock. Asfar as| was
concerned | had found my answer
temporarily because that’'s all |
really wanted to do, | wasn't
really trying to make anything , |
just wanted to pay my bills and
put food on the table. That wasit.
| didn't want to have to move, |
just wanted to hold on. At this
point | didn't really see a lot of
potential in making a lot of
money. | just saw away to main-
tain.

| had started in February,
there was considered at that time
no business. Christmas was over,
New Years was over. And to the
vendors that were still around,
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that were just passing through,
nobody was out there but me. |
had the whole downtown to my-
self because they were al on va
cation. They had made al ther
money for the year and | was like
a big joke standing out there. But
it wasn't a joke to me because
what they considered small time
money, | needed that money to
feed my family. So | stayed out
there. It was freezing, | didn't
have the proper cloths to go out
there but | had to be out there. So
by the time they started showing
up in March, | had actually estab-
lished myself alittle bit. | had had
no competition. | was out there
freezing and starving for a whole
month, but | did have some base
clientele now. Because there
were some people who were pa
tronizing me even if it was in
small amounts. So when the ven-
dors came back on the street | was
able to still prevall against the
competition that showed up, plus
| had a unique product. So what |
did, al the big guys pushed me
off the main avenues so | went
around the corner by the Magid
on Branford Place and setup for a
while. And | built up areally big
business over there. | got to the
point that | was making about
$300 per day and | wasn't even
on Market Street. Then the ven-
dors started coming around there
to see what | was doing because
they had heard about me selling
al this stuff. Now the advantage
of me being around the corner on
Branford place and not where the
main activity was that nobody
knew about my merchandise, no-
body knew about the roll-on bot-

tles. There were some merchants
out there selling oils and incense
but all they had was Somali Rose,
Egyptian Musk, Fardous, Naim
and Noor. They just had that kind
of stuff. And they didn’t have roll
on bottles. So these guys started
sending spies around the corner.
Because people starting asking
them “Are you the guy with the
Lauren” are you the guy with
Oscar De Laurenta?” “Do you
have White Linen?” “Do you
have this or that?” And the ven-
dors sad well they don’'t make
that and the guy said “there’s a
guy right around the corner sell-
ing it like that”.

So | started getting all of
their business, until these guys
started coming around to see what
| was doing. They had pushed me
out; they didn't want me over
there with them. Now they were
really wondering what was going
on. By then | was making alot of
money and they started sending
the police on me, because | didn’t
have alicense, | didn’t know what
| was doing. Then | readlized why
al the vendors stayed together
and weren't on some isolated
street, that was protection for each
other. If you didn’t have a license
they would say "Here comes the
police” so you knew to get the
heck out of there. After getting
dogged by the police a couple of
times | decided to go by the main
area with the rest of the vendors.
So | did that. Now in order for me
to do that, everybody had a spot
that they claimed to work in. So
there was only one area that was
left for me. There was a garbage
can that was very filthy and actu-
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aly it was dtarting to become
warm weather by the time | built
up this business. When you went
by the garbage can al that stuff
was fermenting and smelling bad.
Nobody wanted to get near that
garbage can. But that was the
only place | had. So | went and |
setup right next to the garbage
can. And they used to laugh at
me again saying “He's got the
spot by the garbage can. Ha, Ha,
Ha” Sowhat | did in selling oils
and incense | would put incense
al around this garbage and light it
up and the smell in whole area
would be wiped out. People
would see that and they started
buying incense like crazy saying
“If your incense is that good;
enough wipe out that smell from
the garbage can than | want it.”
Now at this time | was
getting it from my friend in Eliza-
beth, NJ. And | was getting to the
point that | was buying incense
from him so frequently he
couldn't keep up the supply. |
was now pushing his limits of
supplying me and he was making
alot of money from me. If | was
making $300 a day | would take
my whole $300 down there and
spend it with him. | would keep
re-investing, re-investing, | barely
ate lunch. | barely did anything
other than work. Actualy he was
my only supplier and | got to a
point that | actually was starting
to give him some competition
with his own product, even
though | was spending al my
money with him. So he started
not having some of the things I
needed. He wasn't aways in
stock like he used to be. So |
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started looking for other suppli-
ers. In the process of looking for
other suppliers | began to see
what poor grade product was out
there. My suppliers realy had
good quality. That was another
reason why | was doing well. So
| started buying from these select
suppliers but soon got to the point
that my requirements started even
chalenging their capabilities.
They were big manufacturers who
were not Muslims. When they
saw you starting to move up they
felt threatened by that. Most of
the suppliers at that time who
dominated the fragrance business
were Italian..

When the first Christmas
holiday came it was like a big
blizzard, like -10 below zero the
whole month and a lot of the ven-
dors were dropping out. They
couldn't take it. So | took my
money, and went into some of
these army navy stores asking
“What did they wear in the Arc-
tic?” | wanted the most thermal
insulated stuff they had. Some-
times | would buy a pair of boots
for $200 and they weren't really
that good. | wouldn’t let that stop
me. Sometimes | would go buy
another pair because | was mak-
ing money at thistime. So if | had
to invest $200 every day to stay
warm | would do it. | finally got
the kind of coat | wanted the kind
of undergarments | wanted, so
when it got to be 10 degrees on
Christmas Eve | was out there
making more than $1,000 on
Christmas Eve. By the time New
years was over | had $5000 in
cash saved in $100 bills sitting on
my dresser. Then | took that

$5000 and | went looking for a
store. | looked and looked while
discovering that all the stores
downtown the rent was about
$5000 per month. So | couldn’t
afford that. So | started looking
for an aternative. So | said what
I’m going to have to do is get an
office. I'll get an office and I'll
try to setup some wholesale busi-
ness through my office. Let me
just get an office where | can have
a telephone, and place to do busi-
ness off of the street. Cause | was
still setup on the street. And |
wound up in an office over the
movie theater. Now | had all of
this space (which is just about as
much space as | have now) and it
was on 2 levels, upstairs and
downstairs. That place had not
been rented in about 9 or 10
years. They were desperate to
rent it. Nobody wanted it. It was
useless space over a movie thea
ter. The movie theater was till
open when | moved in there. The
rent was $400 a month for all of
that space, but it was off the
ground floor. So | had to think
about it. Because | didn’'t know
what | would do, because | just
wanted alittle office. So | decided
to take it partly because | had ac-
cumulated all this merchandise in
my apartment, and my wife was
going crazy. The whole living
room looked like a warehouse.
So | rented the place and brought
al of that stuff down there and
just left it there for about the first
month or 2 just to store it. Even-
tually | got a phone put in, | setup
alittle officeand | still had all this
space. One day a guy came to me
while street vending and asked
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did | need any showcases. | said
OK and | bought the showcase
and just stored them upstars.
Then | found some displays peo-
ple threw out and | said let me set
thisup in here. And | set it up like
a little showroom. Then | said
well nobody knows that | have a
showroom. So | hired a guy to
stay up there and | started steering
business to him from off the
street. | started telling my street
customers that | have a store.
Then | created alittle flyer to give
to people. And a lot of people
thought it was a joke until they
went up there and saw that | had it
setup really nice. | was so hungry
to have a store that | created a
store out of nothing. People used
to say “well you'll never get peo-
ple to come up there”. And at first
| thought they were right but
again there was nobody compet-
ing with what | was doing. And |
wasn't yet doing wholesaling, |
was doing retailing. Then on the
bad weather days | would go
stand up under an awning or
something with my flyers and
people would say “your not work-
ing today?’” and | would say “ No,
its raining but you can go to my
store.” And | started building a
few regular customers.

| got to the point where |
had to start to learn to make my
own incense. Because as | said
earlier my friend couldn’t supply
me fast enough, | was out of in-
cense to often.  So | started go-
ing to other places to get incense
made. | was going al over the
place, until finally | was doing so
much running around, one day |
said look, | have to learn how to
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make this stuff. So | found
somewhere to buy a case of raw
incense punks (I probably paid to
much) | bought some incense oils,
and other stuff that | thought |
needed and | got a guy that |
knew, knew how to do it. And I
had it all laid out and | brought
him up there and | said show me
how to do it. He told me how to
do it and said al right you are
tricking me right? But he still
showed me how to do it. And
from there | started making my
own incense from that day. | just
started developing my own tech-
nique realy. Because once | saw
what he was doing | improved
upon it. Everything people show
me | try to find a better more effi-
cient way. And so that's what |
was doing with him.

So | started making in-
cense but | was only making it for
me. At that point | wasn't trying
to make it for wholesale. | was
just trying to make it to cover my
needed cases a week. Until one
day a brother came to me who
was the first one to ask to buy in-
cense from me wholesale. “You
gotta sell me a case.” | sad “I
realy don't want to do that.” He
said "Well how much would you
charge me?' He took a $100 out
shoved it in my hand and said "I'll
be back tomorrow!" Have me a
case of incense! So | made him a
case and he was very happy. My
incense was starting to build a
reputation. |1 had learned how to
do it well and | was doing well
with it. Hewanted in oniit.

Then people started coming for
wholesale incense. Then “Do you
sell oils? Do you sell bottles? So

| had to start stocking more of
everything because now | was
overstocked on everything.

Q: Wereyou putting your label
on it at thetime?

Yes Absolutely. Actually
| was making labels. | did a little
hand written label with some
black electrical tape and a gold
ink pen. It looked nice but it was
still makeshift. Then | found out
where to get labels made later.
Things happened in a progression
like that. | went through severa
different stages like that until |
found a company where | could
get labels made. Because | had
some money to develop this stuff.
| had to learn everything on my
own. People didn’t offer solutions
to me right away | went to print-
ers and tried to get stuff made and
it wasn’t the right quality. Back
then regular printers were not
specialized in making labels. Now
days they are, but then they were
like stationary printers. Now you
can go to a printer because com-
puters have given more ability to
the average person.

| now began to see the ad-
vantage of selling wholesale.
Whatever | wasn't selling to my
retail customers | should just sell
it off wholesale and get my
money back and reinvest it again
in places that | might need it more
That became my modus operandi.
Now | sell my incense with my
name, so that resellers had to buy
mine, somebody else’s, or make
their own. | don’t supply people
to make it anymore. If | was go-
ing to do that, | would just go into
that business, selling supplies.
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But since | make incense and it
has become such a big item, |
don’t see the point in selling sup-
plies to anybody. That’s how | got
out of selling supplies. | tried
selling alot of different things.

Q: So that’s basically how you
got going?

That's how | got going.
Then | met a brother named
Mustafaa, who told me | needed
to get a computer. He looked at
my operation and said | can help
you get this thing into the national
market. | listened to him. And he
couldn’'t believe | listened to eve-
rything he said. He wasn't used to
that. (Laughter)

Q: Now some gquick guestions
on_your background? What
high school did you go to?

Weequahic High school,
graduated in 1970.

Q: College?

Rutgers University, ma
jored in psychology, minored in
music performance, graduated
classof 1974

Q: What _instruments do_you
play?

| play the Acoustic Bass
and the Electric Bass. Some of
the musicians | have played with
include Frank Foster, very briefly
with Winton Marcellus, Howard
McGee, Andy Bey, Carter Jeffer-
son, Richard Wynes, Jackie
Bayard, Al Hibler and many oth-
ers.
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Q: Your market is primarily
African American and Muslim?
How isyour market composed?

| would say 50% of my
market is Muslim, and 75% of my
market is African American and
Muslim, a combination. Then
there’'s 25% of my market that is
White American, Latino, and
Asian.

Q: That’sinternet business?
Most of my non-Black
customers and some white are
walk in retaill customers. Y ester-
day a military white woman from
the air force walked in and every-
body stopped talking. We were
talking about cars, no, motorcy-
cles, it was guy tak. So we
stopped talking. She thought we
stopped talking because she was
military and we were Muslim, she
walked in a Muslim store, and she
thought it was funny. She said
“You shouldn’t stop talking.” But
we were just talking about
motorcycles and guys that we
know that have been in accidents
with broken legs and stuff like
that. We get customers like that.
| have some regular white cus-
tomers from when | was on the
street. White customers that really
supported me to this day.

0Q: What_are some of the trials
and tribulations you have been
through?

At the very peak of my
business in 1992, when | was
making more money than | ever
made Right in the midst of that,
during the month of Ramadan,
there was a fire in the building
where we had the store. The

building was destroyed on the
rooftop. It wasn't my store but
there was a lot of smoke damage
and water damage. From that
point on | wasin areal struggle to
survive to keep my business go-
ing. The city tried to condemn
the building. They shut the water
off. Then the electricity was shut
off. And we still had business to
do. So | rented an office down
the street over the Magjid, and put
my secretary in there and some-
body to take orders, and we
toughed it out in the store because
we had everything we needed to
make the incense, dip the incense
and wait on the customers. | went
and got butane lanterns and port-
able heaters to try to keep the
business going. | was in a strug-
gle with the city, in lega battles
with everybody. My lawyer was
trying to help me keep the city
from closing the building, while
the landlord was trying to get the
property condemned so he could
get his insurance settlement. That
struggle lasted from 1992, | relo-
cated in 1995, and it took me
close to 1999 to recover from
that. When | finally recovered the
market had changed. It was a dif-
ferent market, other competitors
had come aong, some of the
competitors had been former em-
ployees of mine, trying to use my
concepts against me. So | had to
reinvent Heaven-Scent a little bit.
That's when | decided to use my
passion for computers - I'm
known to a lot of people as the
gadget guy — people who work for
me aways laugh and say how |
love gadgets —And you just hap-
pened to be the guy who got me
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hooked on this type of stuff
(laughter). | didn’t like it aways,
some guy named Mustafaa
walked in here talking about |
need a computer. The rest is his-
tory.

So | sat down and starting
developing marketing materials
with the computer. Developing
things that would help me stream-
line my operation because |
couldn't afford the amount of
employees to do things that | was
doing before. The goa was to
automate myself as much as pos-
sible with computers. Then | sat
down and read everything | could
about e-commerce. Contemplat-
ing how | could have a e
commerce website. That started in
1997. | had not fully recovered
yet. | was looking at the possibil-
ity of getting out of business, |
was still struggling, deep in debt,
didn’t know how | was going to
pay it off. So | researched until |
found a website designer that |
wanted to deal with. 1 read a
thing once about the cats that host
websites are the digital landlords.
And the landlords of the future
are the website hosts. Thisis very
true because if you have a pres-
ence on the net that’s almost like
a physical presence somewhere.
And if they are hosting you they
are your landlords, they charge
you rent to host your website. |
opened a merchant’s account
allowing me to process credit
cardsthat | didn't even have at the
time. And | was in the e
commerce business. | financed
my website with my credit card. |
didn’t have any money. | was
trying to get a smal business
loan, which would have taken too
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have taken too long. So | sad
well, this is it . This is my last
shot. I'm gonna go out on my
shield. I’'m gonna take my credit
card, I'm adready in debt, I'm
gonna just blow it up and what-
ever happens, happens. And for-
tunately for me things worked out
OK. When we findly put the
website on the net, accessible to
al search engines, etc., | got an
order the second day. | got an
order from a Sister in Chicago
named Sariyah Faheem, who had
been ordering from me in the
past. Order # 1 was Sariyah
Faheem. | didn’t tell her about it,
she found it. The first month |
was on the internet | must have
done about 20 orders. It's been
uphill ever since. This is what
helped pull me out of the dol-
drums. I’ve been on the road to
recovery ever since.

| read another article by a
young Pekistani or Indian
Brother, who said throughout his-
tory there has always been an age.
The Iron Age, Bronze Age, Stone
Age, etc. And in each age what-
ever group of people grasped that
technology  first,  dominated
throughout that age. When it got
to the industrial age, that's what
put Westerners over the Muslims,
because the Muslims did not
grasp the industria age fast
enough. Then came the techno-
logical age, and now we arein the
information age. And every time
a new age comes, a different peo-
ple have achance. Sometimes the
same people continue to domi-
nate, but sometimes other people
have a chance to enter in. The
author said this information age is

the Muslims chance to dominate.
This is one of the first things I
read before | decided to go e
commerce. | realy embraced that
idea, that this was the time for me
to do it now. The Muslims had to
get involved in this now and this
was our chance for economic up-
liftment. To realy get to that
level where we had a foundation,
a economic base, that this was our
chance. We are going to come up
now against all these big industri-
alist’s that have aready been es-
tablished. That's an  uphill

Q: What are the benefits of
your product to the people?
What is good about oils, incense
and the other itemsyou carry?

It depends on your pur-
pose. If you're selling it, the pur-
pose is it's a strong brand name,
that’s been built up over 16, 17
years now. We are one of thefirst.
Even my friend that was making
al the money. He never had the
presence in the market that | have.
| built a legacy of quality based
on a standard that he actually set.
| saw how that benefited me in a
small arena on the street. Even
the people that were trying to
desperately compete with me with
these other fragrances. Even when
they found a supplier, their sup-
pliers weren't good. They were
buying al these cheap things that
weren't really good because they
didn’t realy know what to get,
they didn't have a standard to
base the quality on. These were
new products. My standard of
guality beat my competition every
time.
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Q: What is it that makes it
quality?

The fragrances that | sell
are made by the best Perfumeo-
ligist, which is a type of chemists
that deal with the fragrances.
They use the best ingredients.
There are myths about the ingre-
dients. Some people think that
only natural ingredients are best.
That's not necessarily the case.
There are synthetic ingredients
that will give you a much better
end product. Synthetic doesn’'t
aways mean harsh chemicals. |If
you do everything al natural then
you get into the area of what they
cal “Essentia Qils’. That's why
they cost so much more than these
perfume body ails.

Q: What is the benefit_of in-
cense?

Incense provides a psy-
chological and a gpiritua en-
hancement to a person’'s life. |
was told by a brother when | first
got into this business about fra-
grance in genera; he said that
every scent that exists attaches
itself to some emotion. When
you come in contact with a scent,
some emotion is stimulated. It
brings up a memory, a feeling, a
passion, something. And people
select the fragrances that they say
they like based on what that
brings up in the psyche or sub-
conscious. Whatever they con-
nected to that somewhere along
the line in life. He pointed out to
me, Sheik Hesham Jabber (and
his 2 sons) who actually pretty
much sat me by his knee and
taught me this business. Hesham
taught me that incense was not a
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necessity of life in the sense of
food, clothing or shelter. But
watch how the people react when
they want the product. They will
say things like, | need my incense,
| need my oils. Because its one of
the psychological and emotional
necessities. Fragrance is a com-
forting thing. It's something that
enhances your life. It enhances
the quality of the life in a very
simple and cost efficient way.
And once people discover it they
have to have it. That's why al
this aroma therapy is becoming
very popular now. Because fra
grance is therapeutic. It does en-
hance you life in a therapeutic,
emotiona way it's a simple thing
that can enhance and give pleas-
ure to your life. And you can
share it with people. It's part of
the Sunnah of the Muslims. Mus-
lims have aways known this.
That's why you go to the Magjid
and if a brother puts on some fra-
grance you' re supposed to share it
with a Brother. One of the Sun-
nah’'s of the Prophet was that he
used fragrance. So thisis athing
that is part of Islam, but it is aso
part of the Human beings psycho-
logical makeup to like good and
pleasant smells. Even the Hadith
talks about the pleasant smells in
paradise, there would be bad
smells in (jainum) Hell. The
smell is avery significant creation
that Allah made. Quran and
Hadith talk about the fragrance of
paradise.

Hesham taught me that
business itself is a Sunnah of the
Prophet. To be self employed is
the best occupation. The Prophet
even recommended that... Be-

cause now you are accountable
directly to Allah for your suste-
nance, and that was his Sunnah.
He said aways look at business as
being your right. It isaright and a
blessing that Allah gave you that
you have a choice to do business.
It is a Sunnah that Allah will al-
ways give an extra blessing and
an extra help to the person who
makes the sacrifice to do busi-
ness. Especialy for a fair busi-
ness for the benefit of other peo-
ple and to enhance the good deeds
for the Muslims and enhance Is-
lam. Thisis a Sunnah and some-
thing you are doing for His pleas-
ure.

Q: What do you feel isyour role
and responsibility is as a busi-
ness person and a Muslim busi-
ness person?

The roles are similar, a-
though there is a difference. The
Muslim aspect transcends the Af-
rican American dimension be-
cause it gets into following the
practices of Isam. The Addab
that we are supposed to have.
And in both cases, in business,
whoever you are, but especialy if
you're Musim and African
American, you become an
ambassador. You dea with
people and you represent
something as a ambassador. In a
business position dealing with all
kinds of people, you become an
ambassador for Islam.  People
will judge Islam based on how
you do business. | found that to
be the case. And they will aso
judge African Americans and
what their qualifications are to do
business by how you do business.
If you're an incompetent
businessman, they will consider
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consider African-Americans to be
incompetent. And they will judge
people unfairly as a group based
on what you do. So in both cases
it is very important, even though
it is actually a part of the Sunnah
to do whatever you do, do it ex-
cellent. | recall reading, more
than once, talks by Imam Warith
Deen Mohammed about why
Muslims should strive to do
things, in whatever wak of life,
whatever they do, to be as excel-
lent as possible. This is the same
advice that Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) gave to all of us. He said
when you do something you are
to do it to the best of your ability.
| believe that. The other respon-
sibility is to give something back.
| mean literally financially and
time wise back, so that the Mus-
lims and the community at large,
whatever community you are in,
can benefit. Our community, the
African American community, of
which | am an African American
and grew up in this community,
have been in Newark most of my
life, in the Essex county Newark
area al of my life. And | know
the needs in the Newark, New
Jersey metropolitan, Philadelphia,
Connecticut area, and other places
I’ve been; the African-American
is the one struggling the most to
develop the concepts of business.
When we did have it in the past
was we sort of circumvented our-
selves by jumping ahead into the
industrial revolution, trying to get
jobs in the North, everybody
knows that story. And we left
behind a little tradition because it
hadn’'t developed enough. If we
had continued to develop it we
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might have been on a different
level now, but we sort of stunted
our growth, based on our eco-
nomic needs we had at the time,
to try to get finances for our fami-
lies at the time. There are numer-
ous examples of African-
Americans that established busi-
nesses that have become prosper-
ous from an old Southern base
from the old segregated south,
and maintained that business, de-
veloped it through more than one
generation, now it's a successful
business to this day. | was think-
ing about the African-American
woman, | think her name was
May Johnson that developed
those beauty care products. She
was a har dresser, and became
the first black female millionaire.
| always think about her as a per-
fect example. There are other
people too. The Johnson Publica-
tions aso started during the times
of segregation trying to publish
their magazines and they stayed
with it. But we lost that. That's
something we are actually trying
to reclam as a people. We aban-
doned that for something we
thought was better. Now a lot of
us are rediscovering it. That's
one reason | like the wholesale
business. Because it puts mein a
position to help other people get
into business. And those that
need it and want it you can men-
tor to them and give them some
guidance on how to go. | have
always tried to do that. And even
alot of the employees | have, | try
to employ alot of young brothers.
And over the years | have em-
ployed so many young brothers,
they have gone on to do other

things, even if they didn’t stay in
business it helped to develop their
character to see somebody inde-
pendent. Even though | was the
owner of the business and they
were working for me, they took
pride in the fact that this was a
free enterprise, independent op-
eration. And it was run by some
people from the community doing
business and they became very
competent they got an opportunity
to do things that they had not
been given in other places, such
as representing my company on
the telephone. They have taken
orders from al over the world.
Negotiating with people on my
behalf. When they would travel
or were on vacation visiting peo-
ple, they saw that they actually
ran into people that knew my
company and they were
representative of that. And so
over the years it has been a very
positive experience. The brothers
developed a lot of self confidence
and self esteem by being involved
with Heaven Scent. | now see
some of these brothers out here in
my day to day activities and it's
amazing to see how far some of
them have gone. Some have gone
on to college, medical school,
some are professionals, some
have other types of businesses,
they al have families, and they al
are very stable. | can't think of
anybody that worked here that did
not become a very stable contrib-
uting member of the community.
| think some of them were teeter-
ing on the edge, before | took
them in, but it seems like that got
them on the right course. | take a
lot of pridein that. And that’s one




Interview of Salim Abdus-Salaam, President and Founder of Heaven-Scent Fragrances

of my responsibilities. It's just
arbitrary. | felt obligated to do it.
We have a need for this. When
we had the Islamic school they
used to take field trips. They used
to bring the kids to my store.
This would happen year after
year. | was one of the places they
used to come. And when they
would come | would show them
the whole operation. | would
show them how to dip their own
bundle of incense. And | let them
rap it and take it home. | would
give them al a small bottle of oil
as a gift, and who knows some of
these kids are doing great things
today. It was just very positive.
The school always looked very
positively on how | handled that
in an effort to make it very special
for the kids.

I’ve had alot of involvement with
the correctional facilities with
Muslims. In some cases, not
most, some did a lot to structure
their own situations, but in a few
cases | was able to help them get
their situation structured at the
prison, so that they could receive
items that they needed, Islamic
items, so they could do sales, alot
of the sales went for charities and
fundraisers inside and outside the
institution. And | have received
letters over the years of thank you
and appreciation. That was an-
other responsibility that kind of
found me. My contact with the
correctional system really became
solidified through the fact that |
advertised in the Muslim Journal.

Q: What would be your advice
to other Muslim business people
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as to _the importance of adver-
tising?

| have advertised in the
Muslim Journal since 1986, and |
immediately saw results. The
Muslim Journa is the main print
publication that | advertise in to
this day and that | always adver-
tise in. | have never had one more
effective for my business than the
Muslim Journal and besides al
the Muslims that it reaches from
one end of the coast to the other
and Canada, the Caribbean places
where people have told me that
they became aware of my busi-
ness through the Muslim Journal.
And the inmate population that it
reaches, a lot of non Muslims
have contacted me based on them
seeing my ad in the Muslim Jour-
nal. And not all of them were Af-
rican American either. | don't
know if a Mudim showed them
the paper or if they were regular
subscribers, but they pointed out
to me that they had seen our ad in
the Muslim Journal. Even from
non Muslims who were not Afri-
can American. You can't stereo-
type its readership. Yes it's the
Muslim Journal. Yes it transmits
information to Muslims about
Muslims and Muslim activities.
Especidlly a lot of activities that
come out of the work of Imam W.
Deen Mohammed. But a lot of
other communities and other
things too.

Q: What about Military pur-
chases?

All the military purchases
| used to get were through the
Muslim Journal. Now | get more
from the Internet, because the

internet is heavily utilized by the
military, even on a personal level.
This is how they stay in contact
with their family and friends.
Most of the military people that |
do business with, and a lot of
them are Muslim, but some of
them are not Muslim, send me
articles about what’s going on in
the military after | develop arela
tionship with them.

Q: How has the computer
changed your business and your
ability to do business?

Based on everything | said
now, that’s the key to everything.
If you're doing business now and
you don’t have computer technol-
ogy intimately involved in a ma-
jor way in your business than
your businessisin the Stone Age.
That's the bottom line. Only be-
cause | just don't have the re-
sources yet, is why I’m not more

involved and integrated using
computers. Computers are the ul-
timate tool — for everything.

Business and personal. The
amount of knowledge available to
be accessed, and things that can
be made available about 1slam on
the net istruly unbelievable. You
can learn everything you want
about Islam, you can contact
scholars, take courses, learn to
recite the Quran. | just regret that
| don’'t have the kind of time just
to spend just on that. But in re-
gards to business there is no way
a person can be separated today
from business and computer tech-
nology. And specifically internet,
but not just internet. That's top
technology. It saves you so much
money and makes you so much

10




Interview of Salim Abdus-Salaam, President and Founder of Heaven-Scent Fragrances

more efficient. It gives you the
ability to do so much more in
house that you don’'t have to turn
over to other people. If you just
develop a little time to develop
the skills. And you can redly
personalize the vision of your
business. You can conceive al of
your own advertising in the way
that you perceive it within your
vison. Nobody can do these
things better than you can once
you develop the skills. Now you
may need some training to know
what you should put in an ad or
how to present something. But if
you can pull al those things to-
gether and bring it out through
your vision, you will get the best
result because nobody will have
the vision you have. | have seen
people who really wanted to do,
to give me some tremendous im-
pact, and they did an excellent
job. But once | took over from
there. And infused my own per-
sonal vision, once | had learned
what they had given me and go
further with it, | aways got a bet-
ter result. Because nobody can do
better with your own vision of
your business than you can.
There is a concept in al of this
that | have, and | try to bring it
out in every piece of literature,
etc. The only way others can
touch my concept is through the
things that | put out. They all
build into this imagery, this con-
cept of how | perceive Heaven
Scent as a company and its rela
tionship to the people who inter-
act with it, customers and service
people etc. Heaven Scent is about
the future, that’s for sure.

By Mustafaa Abdul-Baatin

The interviewer, Mustafaa Abdul-
Baatin is aindependent business con-
sultant. He can be reached at
aatinasoc@aol.com or
973-509-7777.
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