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Inspect. Treat. Restore. Protect.
We take the Bite Out of Termites

info@franztermite.com  •  www.FranzTermite.com  •  (650) 493-0445

Trusted Termite Damage Restoration & Repair Experts!

Structural Pest Control Board License/Registration # PR 938
Contractor State License Board License # 629345

Call our experienced inspectors today!

Our team is back at it &
following Covid-19 Protocols!

 Family-Owned
& Operated
for nearly
50 years!

www.gormaninteriors.com  |  cindy@gormaninteriors.com  |  408-623-5262

Designing Spaces Unique to 
Each Clients Dreams and Goals

www.opesadvisors.com | 750 University Ave, Suite 275 | Los Gatos, CA 95032

Call me today to schedule a complimentary evaluation.

Opes Advisors, A Division of Flagstar Bank | Member FDIC | Equal Housing Lender Programs for qualified borrowers. Subject to credit approval. Underwriting terms and conditions apply. Some restrictions may apply.

Bryan Russell
Branch Manager | Sr. Mortgage Advisor
NMLS 229012

408.357.7812
408.655.5835 mobile
brussell@opesadvisors.com

Help when you make the most important financial decisions of your life.

Closing Big Loans Fast.
Your buyers need every advantage 
in today's competitive market.
Our Jumbo Mortgage Programs are that advantage.

Specialized to focus and complex borrowers.
2019 Top 1% Mortgage Originators In America as published in Mortgage Executive Magazine.
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CHENFrom the Street Skate to Real Estate Sales: Continuing to Take the Leap of Faith

By Zach Cohen
Photos By Brandon Busa

Rewind to the early 90s: an era of post-grunge and punk music, the raw, edgy upswing of the street skate-boarding mecca of San Francisco. 

As a native San Franciscan teenager growing up in the Bay Area, Phil Chen was already making waves in the skateboarding world. He was not only a competitive skateboarder, but was nationally ranked, and one of the top sponsored amateurs in the nation. He skated alongside legends such as Tom-my Guerrero and Christian Hosoi.

“I was fresh off a second place finish in a national contest and probably a year from turning pro when I was 15,” Phil recalls. “I would come home from school, do my homework, and then have to practice to live up to my sponsors’ expectations.”

Despite his love for skateboarding and the massive success he had achieved, the obligations became too much for a 15-year old that was just coming into his own. Phil admits -- it started to feel like a job. Sponsors and commitments overtook his love for the sport. 

“When I got my driver’s license and girlfriends, it became harder to skate. 

phil
“This is the key: if you want to be 
good at something, you have to 
eat, sleep, and dream it.”
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S This section has been created to give you easier access when searching for a trusted real es-

tate affiliate. Take a minute to familiarize yourself with the businesses sponsoring your maga-

zine. These local businesses are proud to partner with you and make this magazine possible. 

Please support these businesses and thank them for supporting the REALTOR® community!

APPRAISALS - 

RESIDENTIAL

Solid Impressions 

Appraisals

Eddie Davis

(408) 823-0625

SolidImpressions.com

CLEANING SERVICES – 

COMMERCIAL

S&R Janitorial

Sonia Romero

(650) 400-8335

srjanitorialservices.com

COMMERCIAL REAL 

ESTATE SPECIALIST

Compass Commercial

Real Estate

Jonathan G. Hanhan

(510) 375-7575

ENVIRONMENTAL 

CONSULTANT

Environmental Consulting 

Services

Stan Shelly

(408) 218-7651

environconsultsrv.com

HARD MONEY LENDER

Triumph Capital Partners

Joe Lima

(408) 460-9054

HEALTH AND MEDICAL

In-Health Clinic

Jennifer Walker

(408) 356-0273

in-HC.com

INSURANCE

Goosehead Insurance 

Agency

Justin Turner

(951) 965-4651

INTERIOR DESIGN

Gorman Interiors

Cindy Gorman

(408) 623-5262

GormanInteriors.com

LANDSCAPE DESIGN

Better Landscape

Steve Ashley

(408) 841-9485

BetterLandscape.com

LEAD GENERATION 

MARKETING

Baoss Digital

Bao Le

(408) 605-8923

BaossDigital.com

MARKETING

Aerial Canvas

Brendan Hsu

(650) 850-2431

AerialCanvas.com

MOLD REMEDIATION

Mold Remedies

Richard Wolf

(415) 719-8909

MoldRemedies.com

MORTGAGE

Guaranteed Rate

Nicole Santizo

(408) 499-1270

GuaranteedRate.com/

loan-expert/Nicole

Opes Advisors

Bryan Russell

(408) 655-5835

OpesAdvisors.com/

about-us/our-team/

bryan-russell/

Summit Funding, Inc.

Karen Bartholomew

(925) 443-2000

SummitFunding.net/s

ites/kbartholomew

Valente Mortgage Team

Shane Valente

(214) 507-5792

ShaneValente.com

MOVERS

Ace Relocation Systems Inc

Pete Pfeilsticker

(408) 309-9456

AceRelocation.com

PHOTOGRAPHY

Fotos by T

Teresa Trobble

2828 S. Bascom Ave

San Jose, CA 95124

(408) 316-1613

Fotosbyt.com/life-i

n-your-brand

PROPERTY MANAGEMENT

Presidential Property 

Management

John Adams

(408) 442-7690

PresidentialPM.com

STAGING & HOME DESIGN

Ambiance Design & Staging

Ira Rajput

(510) 579-0071

AmbianceStaging.com

Encore Staging Services

Vanessa Nielsen

(408) 800-1566

EncoreStagingServices.com

Stage This! Stage That!

Laurie Piazza

(408) 930-1986

StageThis.net

TERMITE & PEST 

CONTROL

Franz Termite

Michael Judas

(650) 493-0445

FranzTermite.com

Western Way Termite 

Services

Chris Tiopan

(408) 837-7734

WesternWayServices.com

VIRTUAL STAGING/SOCIAL 

MEDIA MARKETING

Tiller Studio

Natalie Tiller

3383 Payne Ave

San Jose, CA 95117

(432) 638-2315

www.roomelixir.com

You WILL Make More Money:
Staged homes sell for a minimum of 
11% above the asking price and spend 
far less
time on the market when compared to 
un-staged homes.

Your House WILL Sell Faster:
The longer a property stays in the
market, the lower the price it will attract.

You WILL Receive A Positive
Return on Your Investment:
1-3% investment on home staging
yields an 8 – 10% return.

Your Online Photos WILL Stand Out:
90% of potential home buyers start their 
property search on the internet. Staged 
homes increase visibility and potential 
buyers.

Whoever
said looks
don’t count?

Laurie M. Piazza
lpiazza@stagethis.net      (408) 930-1986

www.stagethis.net

Visit our website to schedule
your Free Consultation!Stage



8 • September 2020 Silicon Valley Real Producers • 9@realproducers realproducersmag.com

NOISE PROBLEM

preventing the purchase or sale of a Residential, 
Commercial, or Industrial property?

Do you or one of your clients have a

I F  S O ,  L E T ’ S  D I S C U S S  H O W

WE CAN HELP YOU
SOLVE THE PROBLEM.

ENVIRONMENTAL
CO N S U LT I N G  S E RV I C E S

Stan Shelly
408.257.1045  |  info@environconsultserv.com

www.environconsultserv.com

40+ years of professional noise mitigation experience

FULL SERVICE 
TERMITE CONTROL
& DAMAGE REPAIR

WesternWayServices.com
408-837-7734

SOIL TREATMENTS
LOCAL SPOT TREATMENT OPTIONS
FUMIGATIONS & REPAIRS

Family Owned & Operated

GIVING YOUR CLIENTS CONFIDENCE
IN THEIR NEW PROPERTY

“FREE” LIMITED
INSPECTIONS AND

COMPETITIVE BIDS!

Experiencedin VA loansand refinance inspections.

Teresa Nora Trobbe,
Photographer

Mitch Felix, 
Founder & Publisher

Amy Felix,
Editor

S I L I C O N  VA L L E Y
M E E T  T H E

R E A L  P R O D U C E R S  T E A M

Nick Ingrisani,
Writer

Kasey 
Schefflin-Emrich, 

Writer

Dave Danielson, 
Writer

Zach Cohen, 
Head Writer

Nicole Wright, 
Ad Strategist
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PHIL
CHEN

Were you, your 
broker or the 

team featured 
in an issue of 

Real Producers?

Want a copy of your article or 
full magazines that you were 
featured in?  
REPRINTS

What the heck is a reprint? A reprint is a four-page or eight-page, 
magazine-quality grade paper with your full article and photos 
and you on the COVER of the publication.

WHY DO I NEED THOSE?

• These reprints are a professional marketing tool that can help 
brand you, your team and/ or your business.

• Use on listing appointments
• Send out to friends and family
• Send to clients with your holiday greetings
• Brokers, use when farming your favorite neighborhood

WHAT IF I CHANGED COMPANIES OR NEED SOMETHING CORRECTED ON 

MY ARTICLE?

No worries! We can make any changes needed. We send you a 
proof, you approve it and they are sent to you via FedEx.

WHO CAN BUY THESE?

The REALTOR® that was featured, the Broker or family. Anyone 
that wants to promote you.

HOW DO I ORDER?

Email Mitch.Felix@RealProducersmag.com.

print me more!
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I eventually dropped off, while my 
friends became professionals. In their 
Thrasher Magazine interviews they 
would say things like, ‘I used to skate 
with Phil Chen, but he quit.’ I will 
never forget that.”

“I remember I took a few years off 
and when I was in college, I regretted 
not turning pro,” Phil admits candidly. 
“I told my parents, ‘I’m going to regret 
this my whole life. I’m going to quit 
school and go pro.’ But I never did it. 
And I am going to regret it my whole 
life. I was too young to enjoy or see 
what the potential would be.”

Despite the sense of loss from a 
skateboarding career that never was, 
Phil’s path has led him to great things: 
first, a career in fitness, and now, a 
blossoming real estate business. He 
still takes lessons from his early years 
on a skateboard with him every day.

With the nature of a skateboarder, 
Phil remains willing to take chances 
when the time is ripe. “I’m constant-
ly rolling the dice and taking risks 
and chances. That’s my nature. I’m 
not conservative work-wise. I’m al-
ways going to take the leap of faith,” 
he explains.

“The lessons I learned from skate-
boarding -- it was determination. 
Living, sleeping, breathing what you 
do, it becomes natural and instinctive. 
In a little way, I got a taste of what 
being an elite athlete was like. I could 
go to sleep, dream a trick, and do it 
the next day. I tell my kids now, try to 
be the best at whatever you do.”

In college, Phil delved into another 
physical pursuit: fitness. He studied 
exercise science with a minor in 
holistic health and Chinese medicine. 
He’d go on to attend graduate school 
for physical therapy and aspired to 
open an east-west clinic for peak per-
formance, combining his knowledge 
of Chinese medicine with his under-
standing of western techniques. 

“But before I did that, I cashed out my 
credit cards to open my own gyms, 
and that’s where I got the most train-
ing for real estate.”

In the fitness world, Phil learned the 
service business. It was a natural 
segway to shift from personal fitness 
training to luxury real estate. “It’s the 
same thing,” Phil explains. “Fitness is 
an art backed by science. Real estate is 
an art backed by quantitative analysis.”

During his years as a gym owner in 
the San Francisco financial district, 
Phil was also able to (unknowingly) 
begin to build his real estate client 
database. Phil’s private personal 
training studios catered to Fortune 
500 CEO’s, bankers, brokers, lawyers, 
and other affluent clientele. 

“I was just in my gym, working and 
hanging out,” Phil says, tellingly. 
Eventually, some of Phil’s clients 
became his business partners. “They 
would buy real estate, and I would 
manage it. I had no money back then. 
That’s how I got my feet wet.” 

By 2006, Phil realized it was time to 
make a choice. With one foot in the 
fitness world and the other in the real 
estate world, his attention was divid-
ed. As he admits, “I was half-assing 
[real estate].” 

“I had to choose. I took the leap of 
faith and got into real estate full time 
in ‘06.”

In 2006, Phil experienced success, 
but the downturn of 2007 through 
2009 would make him think twice 
about his decision to dive into real 
estate. “I thought, what am I doing? 
Those were rough years.” But instead 
of getting discouraged, Phil doubled 
down on his commitment. 

“I am an eternal optimist… I always 
think the sky is blue and it will work 
out. There are often times of high 
stress, but for the most part, I always 

feel Everything’s Gonna Be Alright 
(Quoting the Bob Marley song).”

Phil opened his own boutique broker-
age, Sybarite, without ever working 
for a larger brokerage, using the 
knowledge he accrued mainly on his 
own through his family’s investments, 
observation, intuition, and experience. 
By 2010, he put himself on the map 

as a top real estate agent in the highly 
competitive area of Hillsborough.

Coming to Compass from Sybarite, 
which he operated and ran for the 
better part of a decade, has given Phil 
a unique perspective on the state of 
the local real estate market. “Com-
pass is a unique speeding freight train 
right now,” Phil comments. 

“I’m fortunate to have had three careers 
that I was passionate about, became 
really good at and made into careers.”

Regardless of the brokerage where he 
hangs his license, Phil knows his rep-
utation is what carries him to success. 
“People trust me. Reputation is so 
important over any deal or commis-
sion. That’s the reason am usually one 

of the first choices amongst so many 
talented agents in the Bay Area.”

Phil stays motivated by staying 
humble and continually striving to 
improve in all aspects of his work. 

“I’m still hungry, so watch out.”

www.realproducersmag.com • 15

CHEN
From the Street Skate to Real Estate Sales: Continuing to Take the Leap of Faith

By Zach Cohen

Photos By Brandon Busa

Rewind to the early 90s: an era of 
post-grunge and punk music, the raw, 
edgy upswing of the street skate-
boarding mecca of San Francisco. 

As a native San Franciscan teenager 
growing up in the Bay Area, Phil Chen 
was already making waves in the 
skateboarding world. He was not only 
a competitive skateboarder, but was 
nationally ranked, and one of the top 
sponsored amateurs in the nation. He 
skated alongside legends such as Tom-
my Guerrero and Christian Hosoi.

“I was fresh off a second place finish 
in a national contest and probably 
a year from turning pro when I was 
15,” Phil recalls. “I would come home 
from school, do my homework, and 
then have to practice to live up to my 
sponsors’ expectations.”

Despite his love for skateboarding 
and the massive success he had 
achieved, the obligations became too 
much for a 15-year old that was just 
coming into his own. Phil admits -- it 
started to feel like a job. Sponsors 
and commitments overtook his love 
for the sport. 

“When I got my driver’s license and 
girlfriends, it became harder to skate. 

phil
“This is the key: if you want to be 
good at something, you have to 
eat, sleep, and dream it.”

cover story

I felt like I had to make a change. But when I went 
for a run that day it hurt. My whole body hurt. My 
lungs couldn’t give me what I needed. I gave up and 
walked the rest of the way. But I kept walking. And 
I’ve been walking ever since.

What else changed?

I got tired of hearing myself complain.

My wife and I have a weekly family meeting. It’s a 
time for us to talk. Relate.

We created structure…financial, health, spiritual, 
family…run through the topics of our lives, and 
every week, when we speak about health, I had the 
same story.

“I don’t feel good.”

I spoke about how I wanted to do more to improve 
my health. And didn’t do anything. But over time I got 
tired of knowing I could do better and stopped talking 
about it like I was a victim of my circumstances.

However, I was still stuck…I couldn’t seem to get 
any momentum to move through that process from 
talking about it to getting into action.

Then…I realized that my One Thing needed to be 
done first thing. I needed to wake up and work out. 
So I did.

Being a dad…that started February 5. I don’t have 
the words to describe the complexity of the aware-
ness of legacy and mortality all wrapped up into 
one Lil Bundle of Potential.

I really like walking and I’m optimistic I can keep 
up with my daughter when she starts running.

KEEPING IT LIGHT

My wife and I joke that the name of my gym would be 

“Suffer and Starvation.”

A mixture of walking up to 10 miles a day while taking 

my calls and intermittent fasting has helped me lose 

20 pounds. I’m pretty excited about it.

It all started when I got the scale out again. I had put 

it away because I didn’t like its attitude. Every time I 

asked it a question, I didn’t like the answer, and so I 

put it away.

Then one day, I took it out, and the number that came 

up was one that I hadn’t expected.

That got me.

Written by Mitch Felix
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The Winding Road 
to Success

“[The revolution] was life-changing for them. They 
came to San Francisco, and then I was born...Their 
rhetoric to me was, ‘We got you this far; you’ve 
gotta take the baton and keep running.’ I didn’t take 
it for granted,” Nestor explains.

HEADING NORTH

From an early age, Nestor always knew that he 
wanted to create a life of freedom and abundance. 
And since before he can remember, he understood 
he could get that from real estate. His initial dream 
was simply to own real estate.

“After college, I worked in education — after school 
programming. I wanted excitement. I wanted an 
adventure. And I also wanted to buy land. I got 
enamored with land and living on a ranch.”

So Nestor saved up some money and bought himself 
land in Northern California. He had a friend that 
was getting into land deals at the time and became 
curious about the possibility of selling real estate. 
So, at 23, Nestor took on the role of Project Manag-
er for a small development company that he started 
with two friends. 

“We would purchase land and we would kind of get 
entitlements on it — bulldoze, clear cut timber, put 
in a building pad, punch in a well, and resell that 
property in rural California. That’s how I got my 
start in real estate,” Nestor explains.

During his time investing in land, Nestor acquired 
a small vineyard in the wine-growing region of 
Spain known as the Ribeira Sacra. “It started off as 
a joking conversation, a dream, then my business 

star on the rise

THE WINDING ROAD TO SUCCESS

“Who is at 23 thinking about buying a ranch?”

Nestor Icaza was this person; at only 23 years old, he 
left his life-long home in San Mateo County for Trin-
ity County in Northern California with the dreams of 
owning land and building a business for himself.

“I was always younger than all my peers. Everyone 
was a year older than me growing up, but I was still 
more mature,” Nestor reflects. “What attracted me to 
that lifestyle was the freedom. The American dream.”

Nestor’s parents left their home in Nicaragua only 
a year before he was born. Caught in the midst of a 
political revolution, they headed for California with 
the hopes of creating a better life for their family.

Photos by Anita Barcsa

Written by Zach Cohen 

Icaza
Nestor
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partners and I were 
buying plane tickets and 
flying out to Spain with 
as much cash as they 
would let us take on the 
plane for the downpay-
ment. It’s a small vine-
yard, but we produce 
about 800 bottles a year 
and only sell it directly 
online,” Nestor smiles. 

Despite his success, af-
ter four years of whole-
saling land, Nestor 
needed a change.

“Our lives got way  
too intertwined. My 
partners and I were 
friends, business part-
ners, roommates, and it 
was too much on  
the relationship.”

COMING HOME

It was an obvious 
choice for Nestor to 
return home to San 
Mateo County. When 
he arrived back on 
the Peninsula, he was 
already licensed in real 
estate, but he had initial 
resistance to becoming 
a real estate agent.

“I thought, ‘There are 
way too many agents. 
It’s commission-based.’ 
I didn’t want to do it at 
first. But I was talking 
to a friend of mine, and 
I was like, ‘What should 
I do?’ He said, ‘What do 

you mean, what should you do? Go sell real estate.’ 
He was right,” Nestor recalls with a telling smile. In 
the end, it was a natural transition.

Nestor has taken the skills he learned in his time 
in Trinity County and combined it with his natural 
ability to communicate, his calming disposition, and 
his newfound proficiency for sales to swiftly build a 
stable real estate business. In 2017, he was recog-
nized as Rookie of the Year. In 2018, he was part of 
the Diamond Society (top 11% of agents internation-
ally at Coldwell Banker). And in 2019, he became 
the Chair of the Young Professionals Network of 
the San Mateo County Association of REALTORS®.

AN OPTIMISTIC OUTLOOK

During his time in Northern California, one of the 
houses that Nestor was invested in burned down. 
It was a challenging time, but it taught him a lot 
about perseverance and maintaining a calm state of 
mind — two attributes that serve him well in real 
estate sales today.

“You’d think I wouldn’t want to invest in real estate 
anymore after having a house burn down. But it 
showed me that you can literally have a house burn 
down and come out of it okay. If that can happen, 
anything else is a surmountable issue.”

It’s this optimistic nature that leaves Nestor with 
a bright future in real estate. As he continues to 
grow his business, he seeks to continue to tap 
into this sense of optimism, while simultaneously 
remaining humble.

“I feel like I have a lot of work to do,” Nestor ex-
plains. “First of all, I feel like I’m late to the party. 
There were a lot of good years to this market that 
I missed. And there’s a lot of really good young 
businessmen in this area. So I’m here, surround-
ing myself by top producers…I’m going to osmosis 
myself into success and supplement that with hard 
work and attitude.”

You’d think I wouldn’t want to invest in 

real estate anymore after having a house 

burn down. But it showed me that you 

can literally have a house burn down and 

come out of it okay. If that can happen, 

anything else is a surmountable issue.”
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Difficulty managing cleanings
for all your listings?

We can take care of that for you!

Call today to schedule your appointment

650-400-8335
www.srjanitorialservice.com

Janitorial Services

&RS
PROFESSIONAL CLEANING SERVICES

Commercial | Residential

WE MAKE LIFE

BETTER

WWW.BETTERLANDSCAPE.COM
(408) 841-9485 - LICENSE 851514

S A M  M A T E O  C O U N T Y

C O N N E C T I N G .  E L E V A T I N G .  I N S P I R I N G . 

ON YOUR PHONE

DOWNLOAD OUR MOBILE APP

GET EVERY ISSUE

Its a badge of honor to hold the print version of San Mateo Real Producers magazine in your hands. 
If you want all our issues wherever you go, download our mobile app and take them with you. Search 

Digapub wherever you download apps and choose California - San Mateo Real Producers. There 
you can see our upcoming events and share articles on Facebook.

app
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SOLID
IMPRESSIONS

APPRAISALS OFFERED FOR:
Refinance, Estate Planning, Date of Death, 
Trust, Foreclosure,  Bankruptcy, Short Sale, 
Divorce Property Appraiser

 

Certified Residential Appraiser
specializing in high-value and

luxury properties

NEED AN APPRAISAL FAST? GIVE US A CALL!
408-937-1029 | appraisals@solidimpressions.com

www.solidimpressions.com

MOLD REMEDIES
Bay Area’s Premiere Environmental

Inspection & Mold Removal Company

(800) 460-9535
www.moldremedies.com

info@moldremedies.com

CSLB #827821 and Certified by the IICRC and IAQA

O V E R  2 0  Y E A R S  O F  E X P E R I E N C E !

Call us to resolve your mold issue!

WHEN MOLD
JEOPARDIZES YOUR SALE...
WHEN MOLD
JEOPARDIZES YOUR SALE...

W E ’ R E  H E R E  T O  H E L P
CATHY JACKSON

Stories of Resilience
“Time management is essential, and mindset 
and attitude are how you stay in the game.”

For Cathy Jackson, 2008 was more than 
than a time of recession. It was a time of 
profound personal loss and readjustment.

“My little brother had just died, and he 
was my closest best friend,” Cathy says. “I 
took care of him while he was dying and I 
stopped working for six months.”

Despite the break, Cathy’s business 
stayed afloat with the help of her business 
partner. As she mourned her loss, she 
developed new strategies for how to be in 
business and in the world.

“I used to be sorry for days about lost 
deals or problems or drama. I stopped al-
lowing that into my life, and instead, I cut 
my sadness about anything to 45 minutes. 

Once I learned that, I cut it down to 30,” 
Cathy explains. “I learned the saying, 
‘Water off a duck’s back.’ Move on 
and get the next one.”

Cathy also developed a steady routine 
during this time. She would plan out 
the following day the night before and 
remained driven and organized.

“Memories of my brother and his 
successors drove me to work smart-
er and harder and have more kind-
ness,” Cathy says. “I would keep in 
touch with past clients. I also started 
reading books and did a lot of meditat-
ing. I just called it my quiet time at that 

point. I decided I wanted to be more 
like him. He was my best friend.”

Over a decade later, Cathy continues to 
carry the lessons of resilience into her life.

“I have been selling real estate for 38 
years…that’s resilience. When times are 
tough, you have to spring forward.”

Written by Zach Cohen 

Photo by Hyunah Jang

stories of resilience
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Brendan Hsu, Director of Operations

FLYING HIGH WITH 

Aerial Canvas began with a dream. In the 
mid-2010s, longtime friends Colby Johnson 
and Brendan Hsu were living in Illinois, 
where Brendan owned an IT services 
business called Fyxit, and Colby was working 
as a product manager for Horizon Hobby.

As Brendan practiced and honed in on his 
business-building skills, Colby became 
more and more interested in drones — a 
technology that was just breaking onto the 
scene. Little did the pair know that it would 
be these two skill sets that would bring 
them together again, on the other side of 
the country, to build the business that would 
become Aerial Canvas.

BEGINNINGS

“When I was growing up, my dad and I did a lot of radio 
control,” Colby reflects. “I was really obsessed with 
building RC models, flying them, and aviation in general. 
It is a passion of mine. At one point, I wanted to become 
a pilot to follow my passion in radio control.”

Colby sensed there was a business opportunity in flying 
drones. He came to Brendan to discuss the possibilities 
of growing his passion into a bona fide business model.

“I felt like I was just helping him out. Never did I think 
Aerial Canvas would be a business I am so involved in,” 

Colby Johnson, Creative Director

partner spotlight
Written by Zach Cohen

Photos by Aerial Canvas

At heart, we’re a 

company that truly 

believes in innovation. 

We are brand builders. 

We are salespeople — 

we understand sales. 

We’re consultants. We’re 

here to provide the best 

solutions. We’re here to 

ultimately elevate a real 

estate agent’s approach 

to marketing themselves.
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Brendan admits. “I was running Fyxit 
and then Market U, but Colby knew I 
was the guy to talk to about starting his 
own business.”

Brendan and Colby came up with a 
business plan and a name: Aerial Canvas. 
Yet, the idea went dormant for a year or 
two. Colby was recruited to work in the 
Bay Area for another company, Ehang, 
and the pair parted ways.

“Things were going well, his company 
had a decent amount of funding, but 
then things went south,” Brendan ex-
plains. “The product they were looking 
to launch wasn’t successful. And the 
company closed its doors.” He was out 
of a job in the San Francisco Bay Area, 
and rent is high — really high. He was 
scrambling to see what he could do.

Colby’s friend and former roommate, 
Erin Vece, had an idea. Her father 
worked at Sotheby’s, and she suggested 
that Colby fly drones for their listings. 
Colby was intrigued and went into So-
theby’s. He ended up taking on his first 
client free of charge, and the real estate 
agents took a liking to his work.

“Pete Vece at Sotheby’s was my first 
ever client; he was essentially the first 

real estate agent that I ever reached 
out to to see if he was interested in 
drone photos,” Colby recalls. “I credit 
the Vece family a lot in being able to 
set me up and helping me out with 
introducing me to a network of real 
estate agents. He was the first agent 
to believe in me.”

“Immediately after I sent him the 
drone photos and videos, he said it 
was really good. He showed his broker, 
and I got an interview to meet with the 
managing broker at Sotheby’s.”

“Sotheby’s was looking to bring Colby 
in for more marketing,” Brendan re-
calls. “So, Colby called me and said he 
needed my help. ‘How do I approach 
them?’ he asked.” Brendan mentioned 
this would be a great opportunity to 
start his own business and put a stake 
down for Aerial Canvas, rather than 
take a job.

“It went well,” Colby says. He landed 
a contract for 10 listings a month.

“He was the drone and video guy, 
then the go-to photographer for many 
agents. It was all self-taught,” Bren-
dan says.

Within a year, Colby had built up his 
business and created the market-
ing solution that Aerial Canvas has 
become best known for: the Premier 
Package. This all-inclusive photog-
raphy, videography, and marketing 
package contains everything a real 
estate agent needs to highlight a prop-
erty for all its potential.

Colby worked on Aerial Canvas as the 
sole founder for a year. Yet, all along 
the way, he continued to lean into 
Brendan for guidance.
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“Being the entrepreneur I am, I love helping people with 
their ideas,” Brendan says. “I had been consulting him 
along the way.”

In early 2018, Colby gave Brendan a call and asked how 
his second business venture, Market U, was going.

“It was going alright, but my business partner was a little 
all over the place. I didn’t think it was going to work out,” 
Brendan said.

Colby was getting pretty busy, and he eventually asked 
Brendan to join him at Aerial Canvas. “He’d seen me grow 
Fyxit and become the best computer and phone repair 
business in town. He knew I was legit,” Brendan says.

So in early 2018, Brendan picked up from Illinois to join 
Colby in the Bay Area, bringing his business and market-
ing expertise to Aerial Canvas. “And that’s how Aerial 
Canvas came to be,” Brendan smiles. “Colby — he’s the 
founder, and I’m the catalyst, the firepower to take the 
business to the next level.”

AERIAL CANVAS IS BORN

Two years later, Aerial Canvas has positioned itself as 
a premier marketing services provider for real estate 

Jon Hanhan
Sr. Vice President

Lic. No. 01800203
hanhan@compass.com

408.909.0998

Leaders in
Commercial
Real Estate

Leasing & Sales
Industrial • Retail

Office • Multi-Family

agents. They’ve grown to a team of 30 people, and because 
they have all of their staff trained in-house, they are able 
to provide a higher quality product and greater value com-
pared to their competitors.

“We provide an end-to-end solution to help put your list-
ings on the market, get you more exposure, and build your 
real estate brand,” Brendan explains.

“We provide an end-to-end solution to help put your list-
ings on the market, get you more exposure, and build your 
real estate brand.”

Aerial Canvas offers photography, videography, drone 
footage, 3D Matterport, prints, copywriting, design ser-
vices, commercial video productions, and lead generation 
campaigns through social media.

“We have a team of dedicated photographers, editors, 
filmmakers, project managers, and more to back your 
business as an agent,” Brendan says. “You can call or text 
us at any time and expect a prompt response.”

Brendan, Colby, and the Aerial Canvas team believe that 
everyone should have access to great content. The world 
is an experience, and they are available to provide that 
experience through highly engaging content.

“We want to serve the market better. We want to 
serve this world better,” Brendan explains. “We 
want you to be seen.”

“A lot of clients come back to us because of the per-
sonal touch in what we do,” Colby adds. “Our team 
is dedicated to helping real estate agents and clients 
out in the long run. Clients know that they’re going 
to get a project manager, a skilled photographer, 
a videographer, an editor, support staff, and the 
confidence that they can count on us to deliver the 
content they need the next day. That’s why people 
are coming back to us, time and time again.”

A CUT ABOVE

When working with Aerial Canvas, you can expect 
an end-to-end solution to help put your listings on 
the market, get you more exposure, and build your 
real estate brand. Aerial Canvas is much more than 
a photography and video company.

“We’re consultative,” Colby says. “I love under-
standing the problems my clients are facing and 
finding a solution to that.”

“We’re obsessed with everything real estate,” 
Brendan says. “Real estate marketing, real  
estate development.”

“At heart, we’re a company that truly believes in 
innovation. We are brand builders. We are sales-
people — we understand sales. We’re consultants. 
We’re here to provide the best solutions. We’re 
here to ultimately elevate a real estate agent’s ap-
proach to marketing themselves.”

For more information, please visit 
WWW.AERIALCANVAS.COM.
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DEBBIE WONG
Following the 

Golden Threads

“For deeper reasons than any of us can know, of all the 

connections that run through the world, there are certain ones 

that touch us more strongly, that call us, that become the golden 

threads that generate…the attentive noticing of the soul…The 

connections that touch us in this way are special. They are the 

ones meant for us, for reasons only the Earth will ever know.”

“Golden threads touch all of us every day, but most often, only 

artists and children take the time to follow them.”

–Stephen Harrod Buhner

“I started in real estate 30 years ago; this was like the Dark 

Ages,” Debbie Wong begins with one of her characteristic 

laughs. “Pre-internet, pre-cell phones. Rich people had cell 

phones, these giant things. It was hilarious. That’s when I started 

in real estate.”

A San Francisco native, Debbie comes from humble beginnings. 

She was the first person in her family to have gotten a college 

degree, and her parents have never owned a home. 

Three decades ago, as Debbie transitioned into adulthood and 

the working world, she had aspirations of becoming a lawyer.

“I’m a self-made woman,” Debbie explains. “I sent myself to 

college. To me, it was a big thing. I worked full-time and went to 

school full-time. And I had two small children…Yeah, I work hard.”

Law called to Debbie because of the opportunity to affect many 

of the inequalities that she witnessed in the world. She wanted to 

help others, to stand up for those that needed help or those that 

were burdened by the functions of social and political systems.

“I really wanted to be an attorney, but I didn’t have the extra 

money for law school,” Debbie recalls. “My kids were little at the 

time, I didn’t think it was right to take out student loans.”

Debbie researched how she could make enough money to pay 

for law school. She had some friends who were doing well in 

real estate, and she thought, “I can do that.”
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Finding Her Way in Real Estate
“And that’s how I got started,” Debbie smiles. “I had a min-
ivan; I called it my mom-mobile. It was always clean and 
shiny. I had snacks, drinks, in a cooler in the back, typical 
mom stuff. So when I worked with buyers, we didn’t have 
to stop for lunch.”

“Back in the day, it took a long time to sell homes,” Debbie 
continues. “One hundred and eighty days, on average. We 
didn’t have the internet, but I knew if I understood the 
market and understood financing, I could get people into 
homes in 30 days or less. I became a buyers specialist 
right off the bat.”

Debbie found tremendous early success. She also found 
that she loved real estate.

“So I ended up not going to law school because I realized 
that I love the real estate business. Where else can I com-
bine my love of law and the ability to help people, impact-
ing their lives in such a deep and meaningful way? Helping 
them give them the keys to their first home? Home is 
where it all starts. The nucleus of families. That’s where 
the heart is. This is my dream job.”

Home is where it all starts. The 
nucleus of families. That’s where 
the heart is. This is my dream job.

Thirty years later, Debbie continues to love the work that 
she stumbled into all those years ago. She’s stayed true 
to her initial intentions to be in this business in service of 
others, and it’s remarkable to see how far it’s taken her.

Staying True to Her Values
“More than anything, I’ve been able to achieve a reputa-
tion of being great to work with, and fair. People hear my 
name, and know they will have a good experience,” Debbie 
says. “At the end of the day, your reputation is what you 
have. It’s not something money can buy.”

Debbie has a strong belief that, even in this world of speed 
and technology, doing the right thing is still meaningful. 

“In my opinion, success is not only about doing 100 trans-
actions a year. For some people, it might only be about the 
money. Surely, you need an understanding of numbers to 
do well. Success for me means, what did I accomplish? 
Did I experience enrichment from it? Was I able to manage 
people’s expectations and emotions to get them what they 
need in the end? Transforming lives through the power of 
homeownership. That’s what really touches my heart.”

“To me, that’s truly the definition of success.”

On Gratitude and Giving Back
One of the ways that Debbie continues to achieve success 
is through her commitment to helping those in need. It’s 
the reason she got into real estate, to begin with.

“I wholly believe in giving back,” Debbie says. “We live in 
such an amazing time of technology and an area of great 
wealth. Giving back not only improves the lives of others, 
but you improve yourself when you give of your time, 
talent, even in some small way. It makes the business and 
the wins more satisfying.”

Debbie not only gives to local charitable organizations; 
she also mentors agents in the business. Her time with her 
family and what she can give to them is also at the top of 
her list of priorities.
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“I have this amazing small human 
named Maxwell—my grandson,” Deb-
bie beams. “He’s such a delight. It’s 
true what people say, as a grandpar-
ent, it gives a different perspective on 
everything I do.”

“He’s living life at its very most 
simplistic form, in a total state of 
wonderment. Sometimes as adults, 
we lose sight of how wonderful our 
lives really are.”

Debbie’s daughter (and Maxwell’s 
mom), Marla, has been working with 
Debbie in real estate for the past 16 
years. For Debbie, it’s a joy to work 
with her daughter.

“We are just having the time of our 
lives. It’s so much fun. Marla is so 
knowledgeable and talented, and she is 
an amazing person. She really gets it.”

Debbie practices gratitude as a way to 
continue to tap into the wonderment 
of life. “I wake up in the morning…
and I realize, ‘Wow, this is a new day. 
Who can we help today? What can we 
do positive today?’ Everything you do 
and say has an impact somewhere,” 
Debbie says.

“Living life from a state of gratitude 
allows more things to happen. That’s 
wonderment for me.”

Real estate can be a stressful busi-
ness. Realizing and understanding 
people’s feelings, stresses, and 
understanding where one can help 
alleviate some of that stress, that’s 
the crux of what real estate agents do. 
The people who are successful in this 
business understand that. 

Debbie launched her real estate 
career by simply and profoundly 
following the path that was laid out in 
front of her—the golden threads. As 
she heads into the future, she aspires 
to continue to follow what rings true.

“I believe that if you are meant for something, good things will happen. It’s 
been an amazing 30-year ride of good things happening.”

We are just having the time of our 
lives. It’s so much fun. Marla is so 
knowledgeable and talented, and she is 
an amazing person. She really gets it.




