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Zeeland, MI — 

Once Herk Vanden Bosch and Bob Fenton began discussing the possible consolidation of their two businesses, it didn’t take them long to figure out the “why.”

What took some time to sort out, however, was the “how.”


After several months of meetings and negotiations, Vanden Bosch and Fenton settled on a blue print that in December resulted in the merger of Zeeland Lumber and Supply Co. and Hamilton Lumber and Hamilton Truss into one company — Zeeland Lumber Holdings.


The merger brought together two companies that have been major players in the area’s building industry over the last half century to form a single entity its leaders feel is a strong enough to weather the current economy and be positioned for future growth.


“It started with a ‘What if? What are you looking for and what are we looking for?’” said Vanden Bosch, chief executive officer of Zeeland Lumber. “When we did that, it seemed like the synergy and the complementary business models were so much together.


“It seemed like this head-to-head competition didn’t make sense because we were competing on the same turf.”


Each business had something the other desired.


Zeeland Lumber had a large yard and huge delivery force and was large enough to purchase materials direct from the manufacturer, giving it a competitive edge over Hamilton Lumber. It also had name recognition, having won the 2006 Independent Pro Dealer of the Year award from Home Channel News.


The ability to manufacture trusses and wall systems on site gave Hamilton Lumber an advantage over Zeeland Lumber in that area.


To offset the price difference in trusses, Zeeland Lumber would often push its prices for other materials lower, while Hamilton Lumber would lower its truss prices to makes its overall packages competitive with Zeeland Lumber.


“There was a lot of price pressure that we put each other under that was forcing both of us to struggle,” said Fenton, CEO and president of Hamilton Farm Bureau, which owned Hamilton Lumber. “We looked at the complementary aspects of the business and decided if we did this together we could be a lot more efficient in serving the customer.”


It all made sense to Vanden Bosch and Fenton, but then they had to present the merger plan to their stakeholders. Vanden Bosch pitched the idea first to the board of directors and then to the 38 shareholders of Zeeland Lumber, who immediately saw the upside of the deal and approved it unanimously.


Fenton had a tougher row to hoe.


Though the Hamilton Farm Bureau would retain a 25 percent ownership of the new company, the merger would mean the loss of the name Hamilton Lumber, which so many of its shareholders had known all their lives. It also meant the loss of five jobs and the repositioning of other employees and the closing of the Selections store in Holland Township.


Perhaps worse, the merger meant joining forces with the competition.


“We have been trying to take these guys on for the better part of two decades, and the last five years we’ve really accelerated our competitive efforts. We have a list of customers that we have taken from Zeeland Lumber in our office and we were trying to make that grow every year,” Fenton said. “Here I am going to start with our board and later our employees and tell them what we actually want to do is work together with them, rather than beat them up.


“I can tell you that the first reaction was a big gulp of air like, ‘You can’t be serious?’ and if your employees don’t buy into the new business model the customers never will.”


As the board and the employees looked at the financial reality of the deal and saw that Fenton believed it was the right thing to do, they too got on board with the merger. But Fenton still needed to convince the Farm Bureau shareholders that a merger was in the best interests of a business that had been, as a co-op, owned by some families for three generations.


“It was easier to sell to the employees than the shareholders. I think our shareholders were of the point of view that we have been competing with Zeeland Lumber all these years, let’s just continue to take them on,” Fenton said. “What they don’t realize, which Herk and I do, is that 70 percent of the business opportunity has evaporated in this market in the last three years in terms of building permits.”


The shareholders did approve the merger, which took effect at the beginning of 2009.


“If you look at our two best years combined ... we would have broken $100 million in sales,” Fenton said. “Right now, we both believe that this business has the capacity to deliver $100 million in products and services, as it stands today. We have the resources in terms of trucks and inventory and systems to be able to do that.”


“We want to build the model so that when the sales come back, it should be relatively painless,”  Vanden Bosch added. “The infrastructure is intact with people and equipment and facilities to achieve that and it should bring a very good return to our shareholders.”
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