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The Trailblazer 
 

 
Ken Chaletzky’s father was in real estate.  

His father’s father was in real estate.  His uncle 
and brother followed suit as well.  With three 
Chaletzky generations diving into the field, Ken’s 
path seemed like a given.  “All my life I thought I 
would go into the family business,” he recalls 
today.  “That’s what I was groomed for.  That’s 
what I expected.”  

After graduating from George Washington 
University, he headed down to Florida to begin 
working with his uncle, building condominiums 
and single-family homes.  But what 
was supposed to be the beginning of 
a long, safe career working for a 
well-established family business 
lasted only a year and a half before 
Ken decided he needed to make his 
own way—a decision motivated by 
frustration with the family’s 
reluctance to embrace new ideas.  
“My uncle bought two lots that were 
only a block away from each other.  
And I said, ‘Let me handle one of 
them.  I’ll use the same budget, and 
I’ll see what I can do with it.’  So we 
took the same model house, and I took some 
money out of certain areas and put it in the kitchen 
instead.  I put in a self-cleaning oven, which was 
pretty novel back then, as well as an icemaker in 
the refrigerator and a few other things.  To make a 
long story short, my house sold before it was 
finished being constructed.  My uncle’s house, 
which he built the way he built all the others, 
didn’t sell for a couple of months after it was 
finished.  And when it came time to build the next 
house, he still wanted to build it the old way.”  
Ken knew his need to innovate wouldn’t be 
satisfied in such an environment. He needed to 
trailblaze.  With that, he headed off to the 
University of Pennsylvania’s MBA program, the 
Wharton School, with dreams of starting his own 
business.  

Today, Ken is the President and CEO of 
Copy General (CG), an innovative, industry-

leading operation.  Through a series of joint 
ventures, there are now 50 Copy General locations 
in five countries.  His commitment to looking over 
the horizon has served him well in the ever-
evolving copy business, and he’s worked hard to 
remove himself from the daily operation of the 
company so as to focus on its direction and 
evolution.  “My job is to make sure we’re here five 
years from now,” he says with a smile.  With this 
commitment in mind, Ken has led Copy General 
through several iterations.  Today, Copy General is 

an all-digital printer specializing in 
technical documentation, direct mail 
marketing, training and education 
materials, but ever looking forward, 
it is committed to keeping pace with 
new technologies.  “It isn’t what a 
layperson might think of as a 
traditional copy shop,” he points out.  
“Offset is what most people think of 
as ‘printing,’ with liquid inks, plates, 
and big monstrous presses gobbling 
up lots of paper.  We don’t own any 
offset printing equipment—never 
have, never will.  Instead, we print 

with large digital presses.  In fact, we just took 
delivery of the Xerox iGen150, the first in the 
United States.  At 32 feet long and about 4 or 5 
tons, it prints very high quality color at 150 pages a 
minute.  That’s where we invest our money—in 
new technologies.”  That investment pays off in 
spades, as it allows Copy General to keep pace 
with the fast turnaround their customers have 
come to expect of digital services.   

In an industry that Ken estimates has 
shrunk by at least a third since its peak in the 
1990s, the story of CG’s survival and success has 
been a series of leaps into the unknown.  Although 
the company wouldn’t exist for years to come, the 
story begins back at George Washington 
University (GW), where Ken worked on the 
campus newspaper, The Hatchet, selling ads.  Ever 
committed to his clients, his introduction to the 
printing world was almost accidental.  “I was 
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always on the business side, and I knew nothing 
about printing,” he remembers.  “But I could 
envision what the customer wanted their ad to 
look like, and I didn’t know how to explain it to 
the printers.  I taught myself how to use the 
equipment so I could make the ads up myself.  To 
me, that was faster than trying to explain it to 
someone and saying, ‘No, not quite like that.’  So 
that’s how I ended up as the production manager 
and learned how to use all the equipment.” 

Just as fatefully, in 1969, Ken decided to 
hire an assistant, and the man for the job turned 
out to be his future business partner and Copy 
General’s co-founder, Dirck Holscher.  In 1974, 
after graduating from GW and undergoing his 
short tenure in real estate, and after earning his 
MBA at Wharton, he and Dirck founded the first 
CG—Circle Graphics, a typesetting company.  A 
few years after that, in 1979, they took a second 
leap.  The copier in Circle Graphics’ Georgetown 
office broke down, and an employee was sent to 
make copies at the local copy shop, only to find it 
had shut down.  “Oh, darn, perhaps we’ll have to 
start one ourselves,” Dirck had said half-jokingly, 
and an idea for expansion was born.  

The partners called their new business 
Copies of Georgetown, cannily preserving their 
CG logo and saving money on advertising.  “We 
made about every mistake you could make, but we 
started to refine the model,” Ken details.  “At one 
point we were the largest copy chain in 
Washington, with six stores all over the downtown 
business area, from Georgetown to the Air & Space 
Museum.”  By that time, the name had changed to 
Copy General to reflect the growing size of the 
business and because, with the success of big 
companies like General Electric and General 
Motors, “general” was a buzzword of the day.  
Business suffered during the 1989 recession, but 
the partners again adapted.  A site originally used 
for overflow work out in Sterling, Virginia, had to 
become self-sufficient as business dried up, and a 
team was sent to expand sales into Virginia.  The 
effort was successful, and Copy General was 
officially operating outside D.C.  

The next leap took the business much 
further afield.  Ever cognizant of the next 
opportunity, and ever eager to stay on the cutting 
edge, Ken received an offer too exciting to refuse.  
“My old editor from The Hatchet had sold his 
typesetting business and had a big chunk of 
change,” Ken remarks.  “He was over in Eastern 

Europe when the Berlin Wall came down.  He saw 
opportunity in the Eastern Bloc as a result of the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and came back to us and 
said, ‘How would you like to open a copy shop in 
Budapest?’  We thought he was a little nuts, but it 
was his money and our expertise, so we thought, 
“What the hell.  This is going to be a lot of fun!’”  

Opening a business in Eastern Europe 
right after the collapse of the Soviet Bloc was 
hardly an easy feat, as it turned out.  “Everything 
that had to be done, had to be done without a 
safety net—without any existing structures of 
support, or any models to look to for guidance,” 
Ken explains.  “It took us a long time to get a store 
open, because in communist countries, there is no 
real estate because the government owns 
everything. You can’t just go to a commercial real 
estate agent because that infrastructure doesn’t 
exist, and there was very little retail space in 
Budapest.  It took us almost a year before we 
finally found a retail location, which we dug out of 
the basement of an apartment building.  But when 
our first store opened in June of 1991, it was an 
immediate success.  People were lined up out of 
the door and down the sidewalk for the 
opportunity to make copies.”  Their decision was 
bold enough to attract the attention of the New 
York Times, and the Sunday magazine wrote an 
article about their endeavors.   

After that initial success, the business 
continued to grow.  In 1992, CG, now Copy 
General, opened another store in Prague.  A year 
later, they made their debut in Warsaw, and in 
1995, they opened their first store in Moscow.  

As with its adaptability back home, CG 
didn’t go into Eastern Europe expecting to copy 
and paste its success in the US.  “A number of 
American franchises tried to set up operations 
there and were not successful,” Ken recalls.  “The 
reason was that they came in with the American 
model and said, ‘We’re the Americans.  We know 
how to do it, and here’s what it should be like.’  
That approach doesn’t work.  We, on the other 
hand, adapted to the locale we were in.”    

A big part of that adaptability involved 
getting to know the people who would be their 
customers and, in some cases, their employees.  
Paul Panitz, the former Hatchet editor who had put 
up the money for the expansion, insisted that they 
become a part of the community.  “We were not 
allowed to stay in hotels, because how can you 
expect to build a company with these people when 
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you’re staying in a hotel that costs nightly what 
they make in a month?” Ken poses.  “Instead, we 
had a company flat in the working class area 
where our first store was, and that’s where Paul 
actually lived for 2 or 3 years.”  Ken himself took 
the idea a step further and stayed on the outskirts 
of Budapest with a local family, who he remains 
close with today.  “I visit them every time I go over 
there, and we ended up hiring their daughter and 
son-in-law to work for us,” he says.   

Today, CG’s overseas businesses are 
locally run. The managing director in Europe is a 
Prague local, Roman Petr. Another couple working 
with Paul to start the Czech operation were 
attempting to order some bread at a local bakery 
when they met Roman, a young man working in 
the back who spoke a little English and helped 
translate. “The next day they came back to get 
fresh bread, and there was a note waiting for them. 
It began with the words that sort of live in history 
with us now,” Ken recalls laughingly. “‘I am the boy 
from yesterday…’ Roman offered to be our 
translator and guide in Prague. Now he runs the 
whole operation, which has 500 employees and 
grosses as much as $50 million a year.  He is 
brilliant.” 

Roman is only one of the many employees 
who have grown with the company across years 
and decades.  “I’ve been fortunate that I’ve been 
surrounded by great people,” Ken avows.  “My 
current comptroller, for instance, has been with us 
almost 30 years.  It’s the only job he’s ever had, I 
trust him absolutely.  And the General Manager, 
Laura, has been with us over 20 years.  People 
don’t leave us.  I like to think it’s because we’re a 
good place to work.”  

This staying power is generated through 
Ken’s leadership style, which revolves around the 
central theme of trust.  He never micromanages, 
and instead allows his employees to figure out 
their own schedules.  As long as the work is done, 
he has faith in their ability to manage their time.  “I 
don’t often think of myself as a leader,” he says 
modestly.  “I like to think that what I’m good at is 
finding good people, and then I leave them alone!  
I give them goals, and I may give them some 
guidelines in terms of budgets or what have you, 
but aside from that, I don’t check in with them 
every day.”  He thinks of this style of management 
as being goal-oriented over process-oriented, and 
it’s served him well.   

When reflecting on where he may have 

learned to take such leaps of faith in business, Ken 
cites his grandfather’s influence. “While my father 
was more cautious, my grandfather was one of the 
great wheeler-dealers in real estate,” he affirms. 
“From him, I learned the value of risk taking.” His 
mother also influenced him deeply, teaching him 
to be self-reliant and responsible. “She didn’t go to 
college because there was no money for college in 
her family, but she was very, very bright,” he says. 
“She loved books and read a book a day.” He’s 
also continually inspired by his brilliant 29-year-
old daughter and compassionate 26-year-old son, 
who is currently teaching children on the autism 
spectrum.  

As he admiringly reflects on his son’s 
work, he is quick to advise young people entering 
the business world today not to feel pressured into 
doing what’s safe or what’s most lucrative.  He 
remembers meeting an old man during his 
unhappy year in Florida working in real estate, 
and relays the same advice he received then.  “He 
told me something, probably when I was moaning 
and groaning about how miserable I was down 
there,” Ken recalls.  “He said, ‘Do what you want 
to do.  Do what you enjoy, and the money will 
follow.’  There are too many kids coming out of 
school today, especially business school, that focus 
on questions like, what’s the biggest offer I’m 
getting?  Where am I going to make the most 
money?  A lot of them don’t end up happy.  It’s 
more important to focus on doing what you enjoy 
doing, where your interests are, where your heart 
is, and not worry about the money.  The money 
will follow.”  

By following that advice, Copy General is 
today one of the leading all-digital printers in the 
area, and the largest in Loudoun County.  “We 
have some of the most advanced technology, 
especially for a company our size,” Ken points out.  
“We have a full time software development team, 
and we’ve designed everything ourselves.  We 
didn’t want to wait for other companies to decide 
to make an upgrade, or charge us outrageous 
amounts.”  That philosophy of not waiting on 
someone else and instead taking up the reigns 
oneself has characterized Ken’s journey since he 
began printing ads himself at GW, and has stayed 
with him throughout Copy General’s expansion, 
evolution, and growth. He may not think of 
himself as a leader, but he certainly has never 
followed a prescribed path, committed instead to 
blazing his own trail.  
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