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By Tom Nugent

Zachary,
Schmackary

When New York City cookie entrepreneur Zachary 
Schmahl (BA, ’06) landed in the Big Apple in the 
summer of 2008, he thought he wanted to be a star 
on Broadway. But life was preparing something else 
for the former UNL theatre major ... today the hugely 
successful operator of a $2-million-a-year gourmet 
cookie business known as “Schmackary’s.”

“Life is a rollercoaster,” said Schmahl when asked 
to explain his astonishing journey from Broadway 
wannabe to the Cookie Mogul of Times Square. “You 
just gotta put your hands up and ride the wave!”
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Zachary Schmahl outside his cookie store in 
New York City. Photo by Michaela Dowd.
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ext!”
Zachary Schmahl, 24 years old and grappling with a 

sudden attack of the jitters, rose to his feet.
Lurching forward, he mounted a flight of steps onto the main 

stage. Was this really happening? Was he really about to audition 
for a national touring company production of “A Chorus Line” 
– one of the most spectacularly successful musicals in the entire 
history of Broadway?

Yes, this was real. This audition, with several hundred 
Broadway hopefuls lined up in a hallway at the Actors Equity 
Building on West 46th Street, was fully underway. And now it 
was Schmahl’s turn to dance.

It happened in August of 2008, only two weeks after Schmahl 
arrived in Gotham City and began the incredibly challenging 
struggle to find work as a stage actor. Like thousands of other 
would-be actors in the Big Apple, the youthful Lincoln native 
had come to New York in pursuit of a lifelong dream ... the 

shimmering, endlessly beguiling image of himself as a headliner 
at one of the legendary live theaters in Wonderful Town.

Like most of the others, Schmahl had immediately moved 
into a tiny apartment – a 400-foot-square mini-pad near Times 
Square and so small that even the simplest action (opening the 
refrigerator, flushing the toilet) was like trying to tie a knot 
inside a matchbox.

Showbiz!
Like the others, Schmahl had spent endless hours asking 

himself: do I really have what it takes? Again and again, he had 
tried to calculate the odds against success ... in a world where 
“unless you have a three-or-four-octave [singing] range and can 
dance your face off, you’re in for a very tough gig!”

Like most of the others in the audition hall on this summer 
morning, Schmahl was feeling some intense pressure when 
he took the stage. As a theatre major at UNL, he’d often been 
encouraged by acting instructors who’d told him that his singing 
and dancing skills might just be good enough to cut the mustard 
in professional musicals – provided he continued to work non-

N“

Jeff, Zach and Maria Schmahl sample their 
cookies. Photo by Michaela Dowd.
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At the trendy Davenport Theatre on 
New York City’s W. 45th Street, where 
the smash-hit musical comedy “Pageant” 
does a jam-packed business each evening, 
a veteran company manager named Mark 
McDaniels was singing the praises of a 
“fabulous” chocolate-chip cookie known as 
“the Schmackary.”

“Oh, everybody [in the theater district] 
goes to Schmackary’s!” sang the ebullient 
impresario, whose fabled playhouse is 
located only a few doors down from the 
Times Square neighborhood cookie palace. 
“He [Zachary Schmahl] makes an awesome 
cookie. They’re fresh-made, and they’re very 
satisfying.

“You ask anybody in the theater world, 
and they’ll all tell you the same thing. He’s 
the next Mrs. Fields!”

Mark McDaniels was right.
During a recent walking survey of the 

Broadway theater district, one showbiz 
regular after another waxed eloquent 
about the “high-quality ingredients” and 
“subtle, nuanced flavors” of the inimitable 

Schmackary.
Example: just up the street from the 

Davenport at the famed Al Hirschfeld 
Theatre – where the marquee announced 
that the critics were raving about “Kinky 
Boots” – daytime house manager Julie Lui 
announced: “We go there all the time.

“I love his ‘Maple Bacon’ cookie,” 
exclaimed Lui, “and I really like the way 
they warm them up for you. Those cookies 
are popular all around Broadway, and for a 
good reason: they’re delicious.”

A few blocks from the Hirschfeld 
(and not far from the sign that had been 
scrawled on a chalkboard in front of the 
Beer Culture Bar: “Thanks for last night – 
you know who you are!”) ... a ticket-seller 
at the world-renowned Imperial Theatre 
gushed happily about the “lip-schmackin’-
good” confections that are baked daily 
by Zach Schmahl and his crew of 26 
relentlessly dedicated cookie crafters.

“We order cookies from Schmackary’s 
all the time,” said the ticket maven, who 
was pushing $275 premium seats to “Les 

Miserables,” the Broadway mega-hit. 
“Everybody here loves those cookies, 
and I’m especially fond of his gluten-free 
varieties. The only problem is that as soon 
as they’re delivered, we have to hide them, 
or they’ll be gone in a heartbeat.

“I don’t know what he puts in them ... 
but many people along Broadway will tell 
you these are the best cookies they ever 
tasted.”

Some of The Great White Way’s biggest 
stars will readily agree. Among the leading 
lights who have sampled Zach’s exquisite 
confections and then raved about them 
during the past few years are Kristin 
Chenoweth, the Tony Award-winning 
singer-actress and star of “Wicked;” Judith 
Light, a headliner in “Other Desert Cities” 
and another Tony winner; famed Broadway 
actress-singer Audra McDonald (“A Raisin 
in the Sun”); Henry Winkler, the ageless 
“Fonz” from “Happy Days;” and Neil 
Patrick Harris, another Tony winner and 
the star of the TV sitcom blockbuster, 
“How I Met Your Mother.” 

A “Dazzling Hit” Throughout Broadway Theater District
Schmackary’s Cookies – 

stop at perfecting them. Schmahl had worked very hard, indeed 
– and now he was praying that the UNL teachers had been right 
about his level of talent.

Make no mistake, then: today’s audition was the acid test. 
And the challenge was complicated by the fact that Schmahl was 
struggling with a major sinus infection. For several days, he’d 
been hacking and sneezing and spitting phlegm like a runaway 
Yellowstone geyser. But now there was no more time in which to 
blow his leaking nose.

With a jolt of thrilling adrenalin, he heard the Actors Equity 
sound system slam into one of the famous musical’s most 
heart-stopping, high-stepping dance tunes – a rollicking hoofer’s 
extravaganza full of dizzying leaps and kicks and whirling 
pirouettes...  Go!

With his heart in his throat, the dancer soared into his 
routine. Arms extended and legs kicking harder than those of a 
Radio City Music Hall Rockette on steroids, he sprang through 
the limelight toward the stardom that he hoped lay ahead.

And then it happened.

With a stab of inexpressible horror, Zach Schmahl realized the 
worst: his sinuses were dribbling huge quantities of wet mucous 
down his chin! Frantic, the Chorus Line dancer fought the 
temptation to wipe his nose. Onward, he told himself. Ignore it. 
Concentrate on the routine.

But it was hopeless. The sinuses were not to be denied. 
“That was my first audition in New York,” he remembered 

years later, “and I flung snot across the stage! And I couldn’t stop 
thinking, ‘my God, I’ve destroyed my entire career!’”

It was brutal, to say the least. And the results were entirely 
predictable. 

Moments after flinging the renegade phlegm into the stage 
lights, Schmahl heard one of the producers bellow the single 
word that every aspiring actor in New York dreads most to hear: 
“Next!” 

Later, of course, after surviving more than 20 such auditions 
and also winning his fair share of acting jobs, he came to 
understand that his anxiety over the “snot episode” had been 
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needless. 
“Once you’ve finished your audition and been sent on your 

way, they forget you,” he said with a sigh. “I’m sure nobody 
remembered my sinus attack for more than ten seconds.”

PROFESSOR BROWN: ‘ARE YOU A SHAPE-SHIFTER?’
Schmahl grew up in Lincoln as the son of a famed local 

sportscaster, Jeff Schmahl (BA, ’78) – later the creator of the 
pioneering “HuskerVision” jumbo-screen TV system – and a 
hard-working, Cuba-born homemaker, Maria Schmahl, with a 
proven knack for baking “some of the best-tasting cookies in the 
entire state of Nebraska.”

From his celebrity father (who left UNL to become the 
senior associate athletics 
director at Texas A&M a 
decade ago and recently 
retired), Schmahl said he 
learned a great deal about 
showmanship – “the art 
of communicating ideas 
to others with finesse and 
power.”

From his dedicated 
mother, a hugely energetic 
woman who encouraged 
him to “take the risks that 
are essential to succeeding 
in any endeavor in life,” he 
learned the “work ethic” that 
has sustained him through 
hundreds of 12- and even 
18-hour workdays in the 
fast-paced, hurly-burly world 
of contemporary New York.

Nicknamed “Zachary, Schmackary” in high school, he had 
already “fallen in love with the theater at the age of nine,” after 
catching a touring-company production of the musical “Cats” 
in Lincoln. Determined to attend college in New York City, he 
relented at the last minute and agreed to “give UNL a try for one 
year,” just to see how he liked it.

After arriving on campus in the fall of 2002, he quickly 
began signing up for acting and directing courses. Within 
a few months, he said, all thoughts of departing UNL 
were abandoned, as the university’s award-winning theatre 
department (now the Johnny Carson School of Theatre & Film) 
gradually became the center of his life.

“Studying acting at UNL was a wonderfully challenging 
experience,” he recalled the other day in New York, “and I 
remember many classes in which I was pushed to the limit as an 
actor.”

In one of those classes, taught by a hands-on acting instructor 
– Professor Stan Brown – Schmahl found himself confronting 
what at first appeared to be an impossible assignment.

“He was always challenging us to go outside ourselves and to 
take on roles that we couldn’t see ourselves playing. And he told 
us we had to look within in order to be the character, not just 
play the character. And he would ask us, whenever he challenged 
us with a difficult role: ‘Can you do it? Are you a shape-shifter?’”

On one particularly harrowing occasion, Schmahl 
remembered, Professor Brown insisted that he play both an 
“elderly Hasidic woman” and a “fiery black street-rapper with 
gold teeth” ... and both during the same class period. Amazed 
by the assignment, Schmahl was struggling to find his inner 
“demure Hasidic lady” when the merciless instructor roared at 
him: “You must learn [as an actor] to become adaptable!”

Little did Zach Schmahl know, right then, that “learning 
how to adapt to changing 
circumstances” would soon 
become “the biggest and 
most important skill” he 
would use as a New York 
City business entrepreneur 
determined to launch his 
own business from scratch. 

‘PING – A LIGHT WENT ON 
IN MY HEAD’

For about two years 
following his 2006 
graduation from UNL, 
the kid from Lincoln tried 
his best to break into TV 
and film in Los Angeles. 
He landed a few small jobs 
here and there ... but soon 

discovered that he was taking on more and more acting roles in 
live theatre – some of which didn’t even pay him for his work.

“Finally, I began to see the light,” he recalled, “and I realized 
that I needed to be in New York, not Los Angeles, and that I 
needed to be working in the medium I loved most, which is the 
live stage.”

After settling into his micro-digs in the fabled “Hell’s Kitchen” 
section of Manhattan (not far from Times Square), the hopeful 
actor plunged into the grind of auditions. “I was right off the 
boat,” he said with a groan, “and the auditioning process is just 
amazingly tough. I can’t tell you how often you would sit all 
morning long in a hot, stuffy hallway with dozens of other actors 
– and then the casting director would breeze by and tell you: 
‘Sorry, but we’ve already got all the people we need – thank you 
for coming to the audition today!’

“Sitting in a hallway all morning ... and you never even got 
to audition! Or you’d show up prepared to do [sing] 16 bars for 
a musical, and as soon as you hit the stage they would tell you: 
‘We have too many people [auditioning] today – you only get 
eight bars!’”

Zach’s dream was 
to make it big on 
Broadway, and he has 
accomplished that 
dream.”

Jeff Schmahl

“
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When Zach Schmahl decided to take the plunge 
as a go-for-broke cookie entrepreneur, he knew his 
“incredibly supportive” parents would back him every 
step of the way. 
     An only child who said he feels “very blessed” to 
have been raised by “two people whose creativity and 
joy in living are a daily inspiration for me,” Schmahl 
learned the basics of cookie-crafting in his mom’s busy 
kitchen. 
     “She taught me a lot about hard work and integrity,” 
said the thriving businessman, who launched his fast-
growing cookie-works in his own tiny New York City 
apartment three years ago. “But she also taught me how 
to find joy in the small blessings of life – in things like 
savoring a warm, fragrant cookie on a winter afternoon.” 
     From his father, former Lincoln sportscaster and UNL 
“HuskerVision” pioneer Jeff Schmahl, Zach learned “a 
great deal about the art of planning and then managing 
a complicated business that depends on effective 
communication for success. 
     “My father is such a cool spirit,” added Zach, while 
explaining how the older man’s knack for creative 
communications has helped his son come up with 
several clever marketing ideas for the cookie biz. 
     “One of the best things about running Schmackary’s 
these days is that both of my parents are now living in 
New York and helping with the business,” he said. 
     My dad often has good advice about planning, and 
my mom loves to spend the afternoon running around in 
the kitchen. 
     “And that’s great – because these days, with more 
than 40 different flavors of cookies going out the door 
each week, we need all the help we can get!”

Cookie Czar Got Help From Two Great Pals 
– Mom and Pop

Then, with a sigh of remembered exhaustion: “This city is no 
joke. This city is hard. And it gets so bad after a while ... really, it 
gets to where the hardest thing is calling home, where they say, 
‘Oh, how was your audition?’ and you say: ‘I don’t even want to 
talk about it.’”

After a couple of years of banging his head against Broadway’s 
stone wall, Schmahl decided he needed a break. Starting in early 
2010, he took a series of jobs in marketing and PR and did quite 
well as a wordsmith who used his skills to help sell products, 
rather than moving audiences to raucous laughter or heartfelt 
tears.

Meanwhile, he was also discovering a curious fact: his love of 
baking cookies (first brought to life in his momma’s fragrant-
smelling Lincoln kitchen, 20 years before) was becoming an 
increasingly important refuge from the “whips and scorns” of life 
in New York City. “I’d always liked cookies,” he remembered. 
“Who doesn’t? But more and more, I found that I was looking 
forward to getting home and baking up a bunch of chocolate 
chip or maple bacon cookies as a way of relaxing and easing the 
stress in my life.”

As Schmahl experimented with dozens of different flavors and 
flours and cooking methods in his tiny apartment oven, he also 
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noticed that more and more of his friends were asking 
for them.

“People kept telling me, these cookies are absolutely 
delicious – you should be selling them,” he explained 
recently. “At first I was skeptical, and I didn’t take 
them seriously. But then one day I started thinking 
about it. And I started asking myself: why aren’t you 
doing the thing you love?

“And all at once: Ping! A light went on in my head 
and I thought, ‘Okay, I’ll give it a try. Maybe it will 
bring in a few extra dollars now and then.’”

It did that, and more. And the drumbeat of demand 
grew ever louder, ever more insistent. Soon Schmahl 
was thinking about a name for his delightful creations, 
while also remembering his high school nickname. 
Why not call them ... Schmackary’s? And then he 
began to play around with a marketing slogan: How 
about “Lip-Schmackin’ Good!”?

The business was growing by leaps and bounds 
now, as the “friends of friends of friends” called to 
order cookies by the dozen. And soon a growing number of area 
businesses – along with some of the nearby Broadway theaters, 
even – were beginning to order up bucket-loads of Schmackary’s.

On Valentine’s Day 2012, Schmahl took the leap: he was 
going to launch his own cookie company, full time. And no 
sooner had he made that bold-hearted decision than the phone 
rang ... and he was suddenly talking with a manager at New 
York-based Viacom, the international entertainment giant. “Can 
you deliver 50 dozen of your terrific cookies and get them to 
us the day after tomorrow?” asked the caller. “We want to treat 
everybody at Viacom!”

The rest, as they say, is cookie history. Zach Schmahl sold $1 
million worth of cookies in his first full year of business. Last 
year he doubled that sales total, while also opening his first store, 
at 362 W. 45th Street, only a few blocks from Times Square. 
Today he has 26 employees and plans to open two more stores 
in New York City within the next few months – and the days 
of baking the dessert treats in his little apartment oven are long 
gone.

“The key thing about Zach is that he really loves what 
he’s doing,” said the cookie 
entrepreneur’s top lieutenant and 
“right-hand gal,” Brittany Bartlett.  
“We work some long, hard days, 
believe me, but we don’t mind 
because our hearts are behind 
Schmackary’s 100 percent.”

Like Brittany, Zach’s proud father is quick to point out that 
his son is a remarkably self-reliant and courageous young man 
who actually did quite well as an actor, before deciding that he’d 
rather make and sell Broadway’s best-tasting cookies. 

“It was obvious at a very young age that Zach was an 
intelligent, inquisitive and creative individual,” said Jeff 

Schmahl. “And I really want to stress that word ‘individual’ – as 
he has always carried himself with a confidence that is indeed 
rare.

“Zach is a caring, passionate and creative person who thrives 
on challenge and is rarely afraid to take risks, and he believes 
deeply in his ability to find a way to succeed. Acting was a 
perfect outlet as it showed off his creativity and talent, while also 
demonstrating his courage to perform in front of an audience.

“Zach’s dream was to make it big on Broadway, and he has 
accomplished that dream – albeit in a different way than he had 
envisioned.”

Ask Zach Schmahl to explain his remarkable marketing 
success as the entrepreneurial magician who built a fast-growing 
cookie empire almost out of thin air and he’ll tell you that the 
secret ingredients were “a willingness to do lots of hard work” 
... along with “a willingness to take a few risks, while respecting 
both our customers and our employees to an extraordinary 
degree.”

He also credits the “core values of Nebraska,” which are very 
much at work in his thriving enterprise these days. “When 
people come into Schmackary’s, they can’t believe how well 
they’re treated,” he said with one of his signature pop-eyed grins. 
“They can’t believe that we show them so much respect, and that 
we’re deeply interested in them as human beings and not just as 
customers.”

Then, with a smile of warm nostalgia as he recalled his 
nourishing roots in the heart of Huskerland: “Nebraska taught 
me how to respect myself and other people. And UNL helped 
me learn how to be creative and adaptable.

“The willingness to take a risk, and to put yourself on the line 
for a concept you believe in, and to work hard to make it all 
happen – what is that?

“It’s Nebraska, that’s what it is!” v 
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