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Two years ago, Ms Murphy launched Air Spares Unlimited — an online brokerage for landing
gear, wheels and brakes — and brought in Mr Boccarossa, now her husband, to be its chief
executive.

The company is one of many that form the core of the technology scene in Chicago, which tends
to tilt away from the glamorous social media apps of the US coasts, and toward start-ups serving
other businesses or the industries that have deep roots in the region, such as manufacturing and
logistics. Even the better-known Chicago-born Groupon, the site which offers daily deals on
goods and services to retail customers, has strong connections to the city’s corporate past. It is
housed in the former home of Montgomery Ward (http://www.chicagoarchitecture.org/2015/08/
25/groupon-to-renew-lease-and-expand-in-former-montgomery-ward-building/), the mail-order
catalogue giant that was an antecedent to ecommerce.

One reason for the Chicago tech scene’s low-key approach, Mr Boccarossa says, is that tech talent
in the city has “realistic business expectations”.

“They understand that this isn’t building an app so I can take a picture to send to my friends; this
is building software so people can buy wheels to land a plane,” he says. “We’re building real B2B
technology . . . you have real companies here who look at real revenue streams to solve real-life
problems.”

Linda Darragh, who taught Mr Boccarossa at the
Innovation and Entrepreneur Initiative at Northwestern
University’s Kellogg business school, says the diversity of
Chicago’s economy — in which no industry accounts for
more than about 15 per cent of city GDP — is a leading
driver.

“I see Chicago as basically a Petri dish for entrepreneurs to test and build tech-enablement for
existing established industries, so you start looking at what industries are in Chicago, it’s all over
the place — it’s everything from healthcare to transportation,” she says. “So there’s a lot of
opportunity to really get into the ecosystem of an industry and improve upon it.”

UI Labs provides those kinds of opportunities. It is a public-private, non-profit “innovation
accelerator” that receives funding from major industrial companies such as Caterpillar (http://w
ww.caterpillar.com/en/news/caterpillarNews/h/caterpillar-collaborates-with-other-manufacture
rs-and-universities-to-develop-digital-manufacturing-institute-through-white-house-initiative.ht

If you’re a start-up you need a
paying customer, and there’s a lot of
them in Chicago
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