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Independence, MO —

Ennovation Center provides kitchen space to grow business
Hippie Chow now retails in more than 25 stores
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Just one day  before her 29th birthday , Valerie Jennings received an early  present.

Her all-natural granola product, Hippie Chow, had landed a shelf spot in y et another retailer: Nature¶s Pantry  at 19019 E.
28th St. South in Independence. Nature¶s Pantry  now joins about 25 other retailers that carry  the less-than-a-y ear-old
Hippie Chow, but this one is especially  important.

While Jennings lives in Lenexa, Kan., the Independence Regional Ennovation Center has allowed her entrepreneurial drive
to flourish, all while adding new job growth numbers to Independence¶s employ ment base. Since December, the Ennovation
Center – located out of the rehabilitated Independence Regional Health Center in western Independence – has prov ided
kitchen space for Jennings¶ business.

Hippie Chow got its official start in summer 2010, but Jennings¶ motivation to begin her own business started more than a
decade ago.

–––

From an early  age, Jennings said, she was interested in “doing her own thing.” At 16, she and a couple of friends started a
business painting houses in the summer.

But her entrepreneurial spirit took several detours along the way . As a freshman at Missouri State University , Jennings
majored for one semester in psy chology  before switching to finance. She had asked herself what kind of jobs she could land
post-college with such a degree. “I could be a banker,” Jennings reassured herself.

So, in 2003, she graduated summa cum laude with a major in finance and a minor in economics. Jennings then applied and
was accepted to law school at Washington University  in St. Louis.

She lasted about one month, Jennings said, laughing.

She had grown up in the small town of Holden, Mo., and she attributes her law school dropout to the competitive nature at
Washington University  in St. Louis and the culture shock of liv ing in a major city .

Jennings relocated to the Kansas City  area, landing a job in Overland Park, Kan., at Midland Loan Serv ices. Jennings said she
still clung to her desire of starting a business, though those feelings were “more muted because I was hav ing a reasonable
degree of success in a corporate environment, climbing the ladder, getting promotions and raises.

“It felt pretty  comfortable, but at the same time, I was alway s sort of looking for the idea that would allow me to be an
entrepreneur.”

Jennings had several of such ideas until one finally  left its mark in 2009.

As “the food person” in her household, Jennings does the grocery  shopping and cooking for herself and her boy friend,
Independence native and Truman High School graduate Joe Parrish. By  mid-2009, Jennings had taken an interest in what
ingredients went into their food, and after rev iewing the ingredients of her boy friend¶s afternoon snack at work, she said she
wasn¶t too impressed.  

Instead, she created an all-natural granola snack. Friends, co-workers and family  members caught on, and Jennings¶
boy friend suggested she sell the product.

The timing wasn¶t quite right, though. In her professional career, Jennings was involved in a major bankruptcy  transaction.
She worked long hours and frequently  traveled. Phone calls came at all hours of the day  – sometimes as late as 10 p.m. – and
Jennings had to answer.

The work was steady  and busy  enough, but Jennings said she still questioned whether she would be satisfied long-term.

Then came the tipping point, Jennings said. She day dreamed about what she could call her granola product, if she actually
went through with selling it.

Hippie Chow.

The name fit. According to Jennings¶ Internet research, no one else had thought of the concept, play ing off of the snack

name Puppy  Chow and the fact that granola is often connected with “hippie” ty pes.
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