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Trillium Metal Stamping was founded in 1982 by three Zettel brothers – Dave, Dan and
Kevin. When the three founders retired in 2004, they were succeeded as partners by

two people – their sister, Carol Zettel, who has been with Trillium for 12 years, and Dave’s
son, Andrew. Carol is president and CEO – jobs she admits were not on her career plan –
and Andrew is vice-president and a partner.
A third key member of the leadership team is 22-year employee Roger Barbosa, who

moved from the purchasing department to become Sales Manager of the company.
Historic roots
The Zettel family’s business roots actually go back 58 years, to the founding of a compa-

ny called Zettel Manufacturing, in 1949. That business was started by Joe Zettel, father of
Carol and her brothers. Joe was 23 years old when he seized the opportunity to build a tool
and die company. According to the family lore, he borrowed $10,000 from his parents to
purchase the land for his new factory, and then cut the wood from the family farm and
poured the bricks in the basement of his home to build his first tool and die shop.
Zettel Manufacturing was founded with only two employees; eventually the company

employed 125. Dave, Dan and Kevin Zettel – still known as “the boys” to the folks at Trilli-
um – were all involved in that family business. A written account of the company’s story,
prepared by Trillium, explains the founding of the new business this way: “Twenty-five
years ago in 1982, Dave, Kevin and Dan Zettel, who were struggling with the arrival of the
union at Zettel Manufacturing, recognized there was additional business opportunity to be
had in the tool and die sector. Not unlike their father, together the three brothers ventured
out on their own and Trillium Metal Stamping was born.”
It was history repeating itself – Trillium also started with a couple of employees, but

today employs 50. Until 2002, the family continued to own both Zettel and Trillium; Zettel
Manufacturing was sold in 2002, and has since ceased to operate.
But in the last 25 years, Trillium Metal Stamping has seen significant growth and suc-

cess. Roger believes the explanation for this is simple to understand: “We’re good,” he says
with a grin. His colleagues don’t disagree, but Carol and Andrew add some detail. Andrew
points out that they are focused on meeting customer expectations: “They know what

STRUGGLES
& SUCCESSES
in the last quarter century
Trillium Metal Stamping celebrates 25 years

BY EXCHANGE STAFF
Trillium Metal Stamping, a Kitchener family business that is celebrating its
25th anniversary, has pulled off a successful – if unusual – succession plan.
Admittedly, it is slightly unorthodox – it does not completely follow the typical
one-generation-to-the-next scenario – but it worked, and continues to work, as
Trillium continues to grow.
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Andrew Zettel (left), Vice
President, Carol Zettel,
CFO and President and
Roger Barbosa, Sales
Manager
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they’re getting.”
And just what is they “they’re getting”?

What is the bread and butter for Trillium?
Carol explains that the company was
founded as a tool and die business, and
that still provides a percentage of Trillium’s
work. But Trillium also branched into

metal stampings.
Basically, says the current corporate

leaders, the founders needed to meet the
needs of potential customers. “When they
started,” says Carol, “they really didn’t have
any customers. They started on a wing and
a prayer.” They also started with an agree-
ment that they would not compete with
Zettel Manufacturing.
Family business

With three brothers – and eventually a
sister and a nephew – involved, it is not

surprising that Trillium is proud of its “fam-
ily business story.” And they insist that the
sense of “family” extends to all employees.
In fact, there are other extended families
working as employees at Trillium, and the
company boasts of family-style events for
all employees, such as barbecues and golf
tournaments.

Carol offers a comment by a client
about the company culture: “It seems to
me that Trillium’s company culture, as
reflected through the employees, is very
friendly and helpful. This can be a rare
quality in today’s business world, but it
goes a long way to a company’s success. I
find that many companies have adopted a

Trillium has added Magna and Linamar to their client base in the past year.

Magna International and Linamar,
two Canadian automotive

giants, were added to the client
roster in the past year.
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clinical company culture that generally
leads to employee complacency and lack
of care, at least in my opinion. Please do
not lose sight that your company culture
as it exists today is one of your assets....
Keep up the good work.”

“That,” says Carol, “is really what we’re
about.” She points to a comment on a cor-
porate information sheet: “We value the
insight and contribution that each employ-
ee brings to the team, and we are continu-
ously encouraging our employees to
improve their individual skills through on-
going training and education... We have
created a workplace where employees are
happy to come to work in the morning,
and will do what it takes to get a job
done.”

Some of Trillium’s employees are skilled
tradespeople – like the eight tool and die
makers – but most are trained on the job,
or through courses provided through the
company. Carol estimates that when a
new employee joins the Trillium team, “it
takes about nine months to get a compe-
tent operator for all the processes.” That’s
a major investment in employees, but it
seems to have paid off; the average years
of service of employees is 10 years; among
the senior staff, the average is 20.

Diversification
Early clients of Trillium Metal Stamping

tended to be in the appliance or automo-
tive sectors. That continues to be true –
“especially a lot of automotive,” according
to Roger, but other clients come from
industries ranging from agricultural to
construction. Says Andrew, “We have quite
a few different markets.”

In fact, Carol adds, there was a definite
move to expand beyond traditional mar-
kets. Only three years ago, their clients
were “70% automotive... We didn’t feel
comfortable with that mix.” So Trillium
formed a sales and marketing team, led by
Barbosa.

Trillium’s executives still see the com-
pany as a small business, where everyone
wears several hats. Carol is President, but
she continues to work in human relations
and finance, which were her duties prior to
the succession. She has been an owner for
eight years.

That was perhaps the beginning of the
succession planning process that led to the
current management structure. Andrew
says that it “went surprisingly well.” Carol
credits Andrew’s father, Dave, with having

“When they started they
really didn’t have any

customers. They started
on a wing and a prayer.”
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“ We take on a lot of people’s problems… the harder jobs” –
Andrew Zettel
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“a vision for when he wanted to retire,” so
the plan was initiated.

And Andrew insists that “the boys” took
their role – retirement – seriously. While

they may still drop in at the plant, “they’re
not by any means trying to take the reins,”
he says.

That leaves Carol, Andrew, Roger and
their team free to grow the business, and
that’s definitely the current plan. Andrew
describes Trillium as “a tier-two supplier...
we supply to tier one.” New customers
include companies like Magna Internation-
al and Linamar, two Canadian automotive
giants that were added to the client roster
in the past year.

That leads to the unusual situation that

while most of their clients are Canadian,
most of their products – “90%,” says
Andrew – ultimately end up in the United
States. That international scope to their
business underlies many of their chal-
lenges. Andrew lists some: “the dollar”;
and “overseas competition in Asia, India.”

But in spite of such challenges, they are
growing. Trillium is willing to run jobs with

low volume and quick turnaround, says
Carol. Andrew adds with a smile, “We take
on a lot of people’s problems... the harder
jobs.”

The team points out that Trillium tries to
be on top of their game, all the time. The
company acquires state-of-the-art technol-
ogy and equipment. It focuses on improv-
ing efficiency, as exemplified by the 2005
“Operations Overhaul” which improved the
plant layout, improved housekeeping and
organization, and then evaluated and
upgraded process efficiency.

Trillium’s leaders say, “Just as our
employees are loyal to us, we complete the
circle by being loyal to our customers. We
do more than just supply parts to our cus-
tomers – we offer a genuine service from
start to finish and truly receive personal
satisfaction throughout the process.”

Roger notes that Trillium is known for
keeping on top of the never-ending
changes in the industries they serve.
“We’ve kept up with the quality standards
that the auto industry puts down. We’ve
been at the forefront of that. That’s big
when you’re talking about companies like
Magna.”

The Trillium team is especially proud
that the company qualifies as a TS16949
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“We value the insight each employee brings” – Carol Zettel
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Quality System, the state of the art in qual-
ity assurance.

It’s an ongoing and very expensive
process. Andrew notes that “we get audit-
ed every six months by a third-party audi-
tor.” But it is worth the effort and the cost,
she says: “Ultimately it should make you a
better-run company.”

Carol adds, “It has made a huge differ-
ence for us, a huge difference in how we
operate and how we are able to report to
customers.”

Roger concurs: “It forced us to recog-
nize the importance of documentation,” to
insure that things are “done the same way
every time.”

Carol says, overall, “It changes your
way of thinking when you meet chal-
lenges.”

Asked about the impact of “just-in-
time” inventory control in major indus-
tries, especially automotive, Roger laughs.
“Just in time forces everybody else [farther
down the supply chain] to have product.
Everybody else is ‘just in case’ not just in
time.”
Tough times

The company is proud of its successes,
and also very forthright about its struggles
in the past. A public statement from the
company, issued as part of its 25th
anniversary celebrations, includes this sur-
prising paragraph: “We have learned from
past mistakes. Trillium Metal has survived
some bad times. In 1995 we faced our
biggest challenge when we sought bank-
ruptcy protection. We tried to grow too
quickly and purchased a large supply of
unproven dies and business that turned
into a nightmare. Through the support and
perseverance we received from our
employees, suppliers, creditors and our
customers, we were able to turn things
around and we are stronger today because
of it. It is through this historical perspec-
tive that we can continue to strengthen
our family business.”
The Next Five Years

Trillium Metal Stamping currently does
$10 million annually in sales. Like many
Canadian industries, they have seen some
hard times, even since the 1995 crisis.
About two years ago, Trillium lost 30% of
total sales when one of their largest cus-
tomers moved its operation to Mexico.

They learned from that experience – it
was an impetus to diversify their client
base. The relationships developed over the
past year with Linamar and Magna attest
to the strength of their resolve to grow
their client base.

Today, the company is poised for
growth – all three executives agree on

Concerned about local labour/skill shortages?
Want to be part of the local labour
market planning process?

TheWaterlooWellington Training andAdjustment Board is
holding local labour market planning consultations as follows:
September 11 - Holiday Inn, Guelph 11:30-1:30
September 13 - Future Inn, Cambridge 11:30-1:30

For more info, or to register:
call 551199 662222--77112222
or e-mail:
wwwwttaabb@@wwwwttaabb..ccoomm

WWTAB invites local
employers to complete a
short on-line survey to
provide important input
to the planning process.
Just click on survey link
on our home page at
www.wwtab.com
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that. Andrew says, “We want to grow our
sales, our customer base, and the size of
our facility,” which currently covers 43,000
square feet. The immediate goal, says
Andrew, is to reach $12 million in annual
sales.

That will require a lot of work. Roger
admits freely that they move in an industry
where dozens of quotes are required
before the company lands one actual
order, especially when dealing with poten-
tial, new clients. He says that they proba-
bly harvest only about 2% of their quotes to
new clients; Andrew adds, “that‘s very typ-
ical of our industry.”

The goal of the sales department is to
improve that percentage, and also to keep
every client as a happy, repeat customer.
Roger says, “It takes a while to get that first
one... the second or third is just going to
follow.” The sales department is only three
years old; that’s when Roger moved into
that discipline. “It was a big change,” he
says. “It’s a different thought process. But it
was a good change for me, and for the
company.”

Roger has been with Trillium 22 years,
about 10 of them in purchasing before
launching the sales department. All of the
key leaders have deep roots in the busi-

ness. Carol had worked in another industry
until 12 years ago, when, she says, “I real-
ized how many people we affect as a fami-

ly, how my family operated as an employer
in the community.”

Trillium has always been a big part of
Andrew’s life. He worked there in the sum-
mers in his teens, and then studied manu-
facturing engineering at college, to prepare
for his career at his family business. “I
decided it would be crazy not to... it is
something I do enjoy.” So he joined Trilli-
um 11 years ago, and worked in almost
every aspect of the business, from his ear-
liest days “pushing a broom”, and then
quality control, machinery, the tool room
and maintenance.

From their first moments as members of
the Trillium team, more a dozen years ago,
says Carol, “Andrew and I worked really well
together, even while the boys were here.”
The partnership of aunt and nephew as cor-
porate leaders came naturally. Carol contin-
ues to be responsible for finance and HR,
while Andrew heads operations and sales.

They enjoy their jobs – and their
leadership responsibilities – but they never
take them, or any detail of operation Trilli-
um, lightly. Says Andrew, “I don’t think we
ever relax. Everything’s very competitive
nowadays.”

And Trillium Metal Stamping is ready,
willing and eager to compete. X

“We’ve kept up with quality standards” – Roger Barbosa

“We want to grow our sales,
our customer base, and the

size of our facility.”
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FAMILY BUSINESS
SUITS HIM FINE
Mark Murray is the third generation to run
his 55-year-old store

BY EXCHANGE STAFF
Mark Murray is younger than most of the other staff
members at the clothing and footwear store where he works.
He spends most of his time in the men’s clothing section,
dealing with customers, ringing up sales, recommending
fashions, sometimes sweeping up.

FEATURE STORY

ot infrequently, first-time customers guess that he
might be the son of one of the other sales people.

He’s not. In fact, he’s the boss, the third generation
of Murrays to own Murray’s Clothing and Footwear in New
Hamburg, a family business that in 2007 is celebrating its
55th anniversary.

N Murray’s Clothing and Footwear
has been a fixture in New Hamburg’s retail
district for 55 years.

Jim (left) and Mark Murray.

Exchsept07_pgs28-37  7/30/07  3:23 PM  Page 35



36 | w w w . e x c h a n g e m a g a z i n e . c o m

That date is, in truth, slightly flexible.
It’s true that 55 years ago, Bill and Dora
Murray opened a grocery and clothing
store in downtown New Hamburg . How-
ever, that couple – Mark’s grandparents –
had owned and operated a restaurant for
eight previous years, in the building next
door to Murray’s present location, 95 Peel
Street.

But the present business was officially
launched in 1952, when the Murrays
bought the grocery store. In 1958, they
purchased the present location, and ran
what was akin to an old-fashioned
department store – groceries on the main
floor, clothing upstairs.

It was a true family business; Bill and
Dora’s sons, Bob and Jim, worked in the
store, and the sons took over after Bill’s

untimely death in 1969.
Murray’s became a cornerstone of New

Hamburg business, expanding twice,
including the addition of the building
immediately south of 95 Peel, in 1980.

The usual division of labour saw Bob
Murray operating the grocery store, and
Jim running the clothing operation. Bob’s
sons, Rob and Steve, worked with their
Dad; Jim’s son, Mark, joined the clothing
and footwear operation.

The succession from first generation to
second had been relatively simple; Mark
Murray says it was built on the vision of
his grandmother, who insisted early on
that it was not fair to “make the boys buy
the business twice,” first by investing
their time and work, and then having to
pay for it. So the business was turned

over to the sons, in partnership.
Today, succession planning can be

more complex, but the Murray’s followed
the logical course. In 1992, the grocery
business was separated from the clothing
store. Bob and his sons kept the grocery
operation, and launched into a plan to
open a new store in a new location, a
brand-new downtown plaza.

Jim and Mark carried on with the
clothing business. By 1994, the grocery
store moved, as an IGA, to its new loca-
tion, but the move was laden with sorrow
– Bob Murray passed away in December,
1993, before he could see the opening of
the new store, which was owned by his
widow, Betty, and their two sons. Today,
the store has been sold and has become
a Sobey’s operation, and Steve and Rob
Murray are the store’s landlords, as own-
ers of the plaza.

Meanwhile, as the clothing store con-
tinued at the Peel Street location, Mark
and his father launched into major reno-
vations, capturing the tradition of the his-
toric building while thoroughly upgrading
the location. That, too, was completed in
1994.

Today, Mark is sole owner, although
his father drops into the office on a daily
basis. Mark says that when it comes to
succession planning, his father obviously
learned from Dora Murray: “My father’s
been a fabulous person like that, as well.
He’s very generous.” The third-generation
succession was accomplished “without a
lot of involvement from a succession
planner,” says Mark. He quietly assumed
full ownership of Murray’s Clothing and
Footwear four years ago. “Nothing really
had changed,” he says. “It was seamless”
– a good clothier’s pun.

Murray’s features men’s and women’s
clothing and footwear. The store discon-
tinued its children’s department about
three years ago, because Mark found that
it was almost impossible to buy “Canadi-
an-made, good quality” clothes. And he
believes that Murray’s image as a “better
quality” store is vital to its success.

That‘s the key, he says... and quickly
adds, “and service.” Murray’s is noted
among its customers for top-level service.
That’s the focus of the 10 full-time staff
members – Mark is not a fan of part-time,
and therefore often poorly-trained, staff.

There are advantages for the staff –
Murray’s continues to hold out against
seven-day shopping, open Tuesday
through Saturday except in December,
when the extra days are added.

Mark Murray is not in the clothing
business only because of his last name.

FEATURE STORY

The third-generation succession was accomplished “without a lot of
involvement from a succession planner,” says Mark Murray.

Mark Murray is the third generation of Murray’s to wear a tailor’s measuring tape.
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He truly likes his job. The best part, he
says, “is the people. I like making people
look good and feel good about them-
selves.” He laughs about the current crop
of TV reality shows that change people’s
looks for the better; he believes Murray’s
has been doing that for 55 years.

Lots of local people shop at Murray’s,
but Mark says 65% of their customers are
from out of town, some coming from
Mississauga, Oakville and such locales to
shop at Murray’s, “Stratford and Kitchen-
er-Waterloo have really supported us in a
big way,” he adds.

In fact, there was talk of opening a K-
W Murray’s store, but the final decision
was; instead of adding overhead to move
closer to those customers, says Mark, the
business continues its emphasis on quali-
ty and service to “bring them here”.

Mark is a big booster of his home
town. He talks about customers from out
of town who come to shop at Murray’s,
and also stop at local restaurants and
visit other unique businesses in New
Hamburg. “People make a day of it,” he
says.

And he puts his own time and energy
into his community; a husband and father
of three, Mark is also the District Chief of

the New Hamburg Volunteer Fire Depart-
ment. It’s not hard to spot the unusual
accessories worn by this clothing sales-

man – beepers and cell phones abound
on his belt.

The local firefighters will respond to
about 300 calls this year; businessman
Murray will be in uniform and on the
spot for at least five-sixths of them. He’s
been a fireman for 24 years, District
Chief for 11.

Mark sees a link between his business
and his work on the fire department, and
that link is customer service. He believes
that his training in helping people in the
store makes for a much better rapport
with people caught in emergency situa-
tions. In fact, he believes that all emer-
gency service workers would be better at
their jobs if they had good customer serv-
ice training.

Mark says sales volumes continue to
grow at a modest pace, and he credits
New Hamburg’s new residents – especial-
ly in the retirement communities such as
Stonecroft – with bringing new life to the
community and its businesses.

And he muses about one trend he
likes, even if he can’t understand it – in
our era of casual dress, “Our suit sales
are as strong as they ever have been.”

Which, not surprisingly, Mark Murray
thinks is a very good idea, indeed. X
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“My father’s been a fabulous 
person like that, as well. 

He’s very generous.” 
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Jim Murray led a succession plan that was “seamless.”
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