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Before the current recession, those with money were spending money. With virtually unlimited credit extended
to all, new housing, remodeling and competitive granite pricing reshaping the surfacing industry, many coun-
tertop shops were making top dollar profits. During that time, smart business owners reinvested their profits in
machinery, expanded facilities, marketing efforts, etc., and one such company is ready to climb back to the top.

Snau's Custorn Counteriops, boated n
Wirddham, Maine, s not your father's coun-
tertop shop. In fact, though owner Shad Hal
arew up in his father's whokesale counterfop
shop, he staried fabrcating his own lops n
1957 with a small loan and 500 sq. ft. of space
before growing his operation nlo a successiul
10,000-50.-ft, wholesale countertop shop with
consurmners actvely requesting *Shad Tops®
through an extensive dealer network,

Hall admits there are people who think he's
a second-generation owner of his father's MNew
Hampshira shog, but thal was never the plan,
Bedore his father Bill Hall retired, the two were
dirsct competitors for a number of jobs,

“| couldn't beat his prices through my deal-
ers becausa my dad had taken his wholesale
bisiness and gone retal,” remembered Hall
"He gave me the knowledos | have abaut the
inchustry. but it was some tough love when it
came 1o growing up. He never just gave ma
maney or anmything alsa for that matter. In fact,
he lent me a ool once and when | could afiord
my awn, Dad took it rght back. There werg
o handouts jest, "You have to figure it out for
yoursed,"™

igure it out is exactly what Hall did.

Lights, Camera, Action

Similar 1o his father, Hall i & wholesale
countertop fabncator and has been since day
ane in 1987 when he opened up shop. Over
time his business grew, due n large part fo
the uprising of the box store, In 2007, at the
fal end of a prosperous era for the housing
market, Shad's Custom Countertops was
approached by a local cable television rapre-
santative about advertising.

Being wholesale and working  solaly
through a large dealer network, Hall had
naver advertised his business, nor had he
evar considerad advertising

*I was wholesale!” said Hall. *| didn't need to
acvertise, Bang wholesale, you only have 100
custormers you need fo reach; they're the ones
whio reach the thousands of other peopla.”

Those were Hall's arguments to Ithe
cable television representative. The rep then
explained to Hall that he could receive a four-
min. segment to tel his company's story on
TV far under 36,000,

"It was 2007, though, and we were maldng
good money,” said Hall about finally deciding to
actvertise. “It was on everyday for three months,
seven days a week and on two different sta-
fions, They also geve us a 30-sacond spot that
ran at top hours."

Hall had success and even a littha bit of fame
from baing on television, and slowly more and
more pecple were asking for Shad Tops. Then,
Hall was approached by ABC, who told him
that Shad's neaded to be on broadcast TV, not
cablke, 1o reach a larger market. Hall agresed and
had an excellent responss among his targated
demographic, females 25 to 54,

“If | could afford i, I'd be on TV at least two
weeks a maonth all yvear long,” said Hall, *if | was
retal and | sold direct to the customer, then
I'd be on TV hands down. | would never own
a retall establishment and not do TV | fought
it for s0 long, "I'm wholesale; wiy do | need
to achertise?' But if vou do a package for a
month, you'ne able to reach 1.8 milion people.
That's & lot.”

Unforunataly prosparty n the hE:.ssing mar-
ket was fading and when things started to siow
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down in 2008, Hall was then forced o out his
outside sales rep and rely on the brand ha built
to take over for his marketing neseds.

Making A Name For Yourself

Hall's marketing and branding fiors haven't
bean Bmited to television. The company's Web
site boasts high traffic numbers immediately
foliowing an airing of the shop's acdvertisernant
on telenvision, and Hal has put forth mmenss
efforts to brand the Shad logo, including devel
oping the shop’s own materal packaging,
which not only protects the countertop but
features the compamny’s logo prominently so its
distinguishabe as a Shad Top,

The shop's packaging supglier, Intemational
Paper, ket Hall print amything he wanted on his
custom packagng for a one-time fee. The Shad
logo was placed on the end of the packaging
50 when someone picks up matenal at Lowe's
and stacks it n.a truck to dive home, everyons
on the road sees “Shad.”

“The biggest thing is 1o get that iogo every-
whare,” said Hall, who hands out bumper stick-
ers and has an ad in the bathroom stall of local
bars through an agency.

“We also give out a lot of "“Shad Gear,'”
added Hall, “We have handed out close to
1,000 peces of daothing in the last two years
including yvoga pants and workout tops for

The Shad trucks are
famous for their part
in the company's

TV advertising and
consumers welcome
the shiny deliveries.

women to wear o the qym. Then when our
commercal is on the television at the gym, ot
s see the gear and want it as wel,”

The comparny has also put ks logo on
god balls and other golf memchandise o use
for sponsonng goff toumaments, Other com-
pany sponsorships inciude Windham hockey, a
snow-cross sled, a local stock car, a grass drag
and asphalt sled as well as the racing sked for
Hall's S-yaar-old son.

“‘People see our logos on TV and every-
where else,” said Hal, "We're trying to create
a buzz and | think it's working because we've
been faidy busy. The TV and buzz have bean
ood for my empiovess, (o0, because they ke
wearning thelr Shad gear and having strangers
ask: if they work for that place on TV Its funmy,
but at the same time & helps my employees 1o
feed a part of something.”

A ‘Whole' New World
While advertising has certainly pushed the
Shad brand into new, homes, wholesale fabn-
cation is not as simple as pst seling tops — s
about eficiency. If a whiolesaler cannnot make
a product efficiently and economically the price
goes up, not just for the dealer/distributor, but
for the end consumer a5 wiell which could make
or break a sale
Hall knew going into business that, as a

wholesaler, he neaded to keep his cost down
and his production up.

“In the beginning we were cutting salid sur-
face sheets the length of a skil saw, npping the
sheets down through a table saw, and dong all
of our seams with a router,” sad Hall, "ft would
take forever to cut and glue a kitchen,”

Hall found a solution 1o his production Bsues
through Colonial Saw when he decided 1o
purchase a Sinebig saw because, according o
Hall, everyone had a Striebig, But, after build-
ing his business with the most basic tools 1o
fabricate sobd surface, the prce tag — 524,000
— was a bl intemiciating,.

A1 thought $24,000 was a lot, but | had
fo be able to keap up without hinng a ot of
emplovees,” said Hall “Then, the axpenenced
empiovess | did want 1o hire would be surprised
I didn't have a panel saw and keave.”

Hall knew fhe machine was important ©
his shop and tackled the money head on. He
would spread the cost of the machine over
fiva vaars. That worked out to $4,800 per vear,
which was stll quite a large sum of money 1o
Hall. He broke down the cost of the machine




even further, figuring out what it would cost
monthly, weelkdy and finally daily — just $20|

*Cutting just one shesl on the maching
would save me E30 in hourly wage, the cost of
operating the machine for one day,” explained
Hall. “if | used the saw for only one hour per
day, | made my money on the machine, but
of course you use your saw for more than ona
hour a day, and it's easy to justify L™

In 1989, the Stnebig OptiSaw 2 was set up,
placing Hall and Shad’s Custom Courteriops
in & much better position to handle the grow-
ing wholesale work available from Lowe's
as the chain of home centers expandesd. As
the shop continued to expand and purchase
new equipment to help make the shop moe
efficient, the same meathodology of breaking
down the cost of the maching to a comfortable
amaunt was applied.

*| used that way of thinking when | pur-
chased the shops automatic Striebig,”
explained Hall. “With the automatic saw, we'ra
nat just saving money bacause the maching is

quick, wa're also saving man-hours because
we can multitask while the automatic Striebig
Caontrol is operating.”

Mot only did the purchase of the Sirebig
saws help the shop keep up with the growing
Lowe's business, it also made things a kot easier
on Hall's employess.

WMy dad had a counteriop business, and
he brought me to his shop when | was 7 years
cid,” saad Hall. “That's how | kearned what 1o do,
50 now | spol my guys. They have the kinds of
equipment | would have loved 1o worked with
ke the Parslgn seaming clamps, dust-fres
sanders and of coursa the saws. | fry really
hard to make it a great working environment for
them. When | worked in a shop, that's what |
wiould have wanted to work with.”

A Look Inside

Shad’s Custom Countertops fabricates not
just sobd surface but also custom souare edoge
and post-ioom laminate tops in three shop
departments.

“We're a little bit different than other shops
following this industry trend where many solid
surface shops aren't doing laminate,” sad Hal,
“In most cases, i you'm sod swiace, you
do solid surface and stone; and § you are a
laminate shop, that's all you fabricate. We do
laminate and solid surface, and nol as many
shops are paining those now,”

Pairing sobid surface with laminate, mather
than with stone, has elimimated the need for
wet tooling and machines, making it simple to
cross-train the shop emplovees, with mome than
one person who can do evarything. The shop
has one employes who works primarily in cus-
tom square edge, two who workl in post-form
and ancther two, including the shop foreman,
who work in solid surface in the shop, Hall also
amgploys two dedicated installers as wel as varl-
ous office personnel,

When i comes o work flow, the shop's
post-form fabrcators work 100 percent in the
post-form department. Should the need arss,
employvess in the solid surface department can
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At more than 10,000 sq. 1., Hall's location in
Windham, Me. (top) dwarfs his original 500
&q. M. location {bottom) in Portland, Me.
monve owver o wark in post-form; the custom
souare edge department can also wark in post-
form as well a8 solid surface.

Befora fesing the effects of the recession in
08, Hall empiloyed four fabricators in the post-
form departrment and four in solid surface with
three empioyess on the road installing. Becauss

hiss kizy employses are coss-trained and abile to
movi arcund, they can kesp up with the work
no matier what e of job comes in,

As business begines to skowly pick up from
last vear, Hall has been able to take ancther
loak at his shop's production,

“The salid surface department s great,”
said Hall. “That department runs like a Rokex,
bt we have 1o make our post-form depart-
ment more efiicient. That's my own fault, |
have the ideas 1o make things ruin better, but
| never get around to doing it What we need
to do i post-form to build more tops ina day
i wipe the slate clean with the department
layvout. | want 1o do a complete analysis of tha
whole thing to get us on the right path with
that department.”

In the past, other poduction eficiencies
have included  only providing  temgplate  and
install serices for solid surface, but now tem-
plate ard installs are availabiz on the lamnate
a5 well for a srmall fee; solid suface serices ane
sl built into the pice of the top

“We never usad to Install the laminate, but
clue 1o the econormy we've been installing lami-
nate countartops, oo™ said Hall, *it gets our
frucks out mare, though, which are nice and
clean and hayve our logo on them, Fabricators
looking 1o stimulate some arowth i their mar-
kit should ook into things like that.”

The Economic Factor

Hall is also working to stimulate growth, not
st diecthy, bt theough his desler netwark
threugh a rumber of promotions, including free
sinks with sold surface tops and a gas give-
away last yvear when the price of fusl was af its
highast, and establishing retal pncing.

“Its tough on wholesale to sat retall prices,
bt cur deslers have asked for 1,7 explained
Hall, “To put our dealers an an even playing fielkd
with The large home cenfer, we've 58l some
pricng and promotions by askng the dealers
whalt they want ther marginsg to be, Then, we
looke al the cost and what they want 1o sell i
fior, IF that works, we come un with & retall price



to try and drive sales for them so consumens
kniowy they don't only have 1o look at Lowe's for
a low price.

“We hear day In and day out our dealers
can't compete with Lowe's, We provide a
free sink for Formica InDepth consumers; its
& gtainless &teel sink, Box stores can do that,
but a kitchen dealer can't get a free sink, so
wa've decided to eat the cost on a stainkess
stes! sink and offer that for our dealers.”

Hall has attrbuted the halt in busingss in
large part to the peice of oll, something that
affects the Morthem states ke Maing, which
uses o to heat homes, mana than the rest of
the country,

“ don't think the ower half of the country
was as affected by $4/gal. heating oil. That
added a huge scare up hera, It was the most
expensive i1 ever was the winter befors, and
then ol doubled and people wem worried
about it being $4,000 to heat thelr homes
thes winter, When heat is thal expensive, no
ong s spending mongy, especially not on
countentops.”

Climbing Back

Though Hall has had to make cuts to
his lineup, he hasn't had 1o lay off any mome
employess this vear, being able to maintain
steady business for its current size.

I we could have another month of main-
taining or st picking up a litte bit, I'd be
looking to hire someone, So, for us, I'm fesing
fairly positive, Some of our compelitors amen't
&5 busy right now. | think it's the TV and the
marketing. That means |'m getting a retum on
my investrment.”

Shads sn't the only wholesake shop in
Maine, and kitchen associates and designars
can choose who they wanl (o give the work 1o;
but it's beneficisl 1o Hall if a consumer asks for
his shop directly,

“Bafore we starled advertising 8 year ago,
most consumers didn't know the difference
between the wholesale tabricators,” sasd Hall
“Most consumers didn't even know who made
them or even i they were made in the state.
Mow, peopke know Shad's is a local company,
and that's been a big thing for us as well.”
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While it looks like things are an the up and
up for Hall and his shop, if the economy were
to dive again, he'd be able to take full advan-
tage of his brand and tum retall. Hall enjoys the
womy-free work of being wholesale, but if he
must go retal, he'll be eady

“Going el when you're N countertops
means Tabricating more than countertops.
Consumers want to get ther cabinets and
countartops from the same place. Then, | have
to have money in the bank, a good plan, a
couple designers, cabinet lines and all of a sud-
den there’s a lot mone work,

T have na imentices of going that way, but I'm
prepared to do go retail, for nstance, i my deal-
ars wemns to drop me for a fabricator who was
cheaper than me, becausea I'm not gong to be
siow or not busy and have to By off mone guys
of ciose down because I'm a wholesater, That
berg sald, it | have to go retal, look out.” W

Shad's Custorn Countertops Inc. can be
reached through www.gefshad com.

Associale Editor Marci Presser can be
reached at marci@suracefabnication.com.





