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2 Imagine Grand Rapids Michigan in the year 1880. The smell of sawdust is in the air. 
Furniture manufacturing companies are springing up throughout the city. Newly arrived 
immigrants and settlers from the eastern United States are working in furniture 
factories as craftsmen, artists and machinists. You can hear the roar of the rapids in the 
Grand River and the whistle of a steam train bringing finished furniture to a burgeoning 
nation. You’re in the Furniture City and there is nothing quite like it in all of America. 
 
Tonight we’ll talk about furniture manufacturing, its genesis in the greater Grand 
Rapids area including Holland and my reflections having grown up in a furniture family 
and working full time in a furniture business for almost three decades until 2012. 
 
William Haldane is generally credited with opening the first furniture cabinet shop in 
Grand Rapids in 1836. Eleven years later, Haldane and William Powers formed a 
partnership using water-powered, belt-driven saws and lathes to introduce mechanized 
furniture manufacturing. The Grand River not only powered sawmills and furniture 
factories, but it also acted as a mode of transportation for harvested logs.  
 
In 1858, Grand Rapids was connected by rail to Detroit, Chicago and points beyond 
including the fast growing markets in the western United States. Grand Rapids furniture 
people were hard workers, putting in 60 to 70 hours a week. Labor rates were very 
competitive, about 25% less than in the northeastern United States – places like Boston, 
New York and Philadelphia. Not only were labor rates lower, but living costs in Grand 
Rapids were lower too. 
 
Ample timber, highly-skilled / low-cost labor, hydropower, mechanization and rail 
transportation – together they gave the Grand Rapids area furniture manufacturers a 
distinct competitive advantage, particularly from the end of the Civil War in 1865 
through the 1890s.  
 
3 Two strands of Victorian culture came together in the latter half of the 19th Century: 
the rise of gentility and the ideology of domesticity. Mass production put the price of 
furnishings within reach for the fast-growing middle class. Once reserved for the gentry, 
middle class homes evolved to create functionally discrete spaces – a hall, a parlor, 
dining room, kitchen, bedrooms. Each area was defined by their furnishings. There was 
an aesthetic of denseness not only in furniture, but also in the layering of wall coverings, 
rugs and accessories. Good furniture meant good morals. The need to furnish and 
embellish a home with well-made furniture of good design was accepted by the middle 
class as a moral imperative. No wonder the latter half of the 19th century was a golden 
age for home furnishings.  
 
Three Grand Rapids companies – Berkey & Gay, Phoenix and Nelson Matter – displayed 
their furniture at America’s Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876. Critical 
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acclaim and national publicity stemming from the exhibition turned Grand Rapids into 
an overnight sensation and launched its reputation as the nation’s Furniture City.  
 
In 1863, Union Army Captain James Sligh was killed in the Civil War. His son Charles 
left school at age 15, went to work for the county clerk, apprenticed for three years as a 
tinsmith and clerked for five years at a hardware store. While at the hardware store, he 
invented a new crosscut saw handle, sold half of the patent rights for $500 and had it 
manufactured to generate royalties. Charles joined Berkey & Gay furniture company in 
1874, first in production and then spending most of his time on the road selling to 
furniture stores all across America. It was a real education.  
 
Most furniture manufacturers in that era specialized in particular products. For 
example, a manufacturing plant might make dressers and another plant under different 
ownership might make beds or nightstands. Charles Sligh had an idea to make all the 
pieces of furniture for a bedroom in one factory. Each piece in a given bedroom suite as 
he called it, would offer the same styling and finish. Based on this new concept, Charles 
and his brother-in-law Louis Hawkins founded Sligh Furniture Company in 1880. The 
invention of bedroom suites landed Charles Sligh posthumously in the American 
Furniture Hall of Fame.  
 
In October 1871, the great fire that destroyed Holland Michigan preceded the Great 
Chicago Fire by twelve hours. Those and other fires around Lake Michigan that fall of 
1871 killed over 1,300 people. An extended drought had afflicted the region for several 
months. Beyond the tragedy for people and their homes, huge stands of timber were 
burned. Many of the remaining forests were harvested to rebuild homes and businesses. 
Meanwhile loggers continued to supply sawmills for furniture manufacturers and other 
uses.  
 
4 By the 1890s, 40% of all the workers in the four-county area around Grand Rapids 
were employed by furniture factories – that included Kent, Ottawa, Allegan and 
Muskegon counties. 40% of all the workers in those four countries were employed by 
furniture factories. Furniture making was so important to the economy that public 
schools offered courses in furniture design and manufacturing. By the early 1900’s 
“Grand Rapids Made” was a mark of distinction recognized by consumers all across the 
country. 
 
Wood material prices rose as Michigan forests were depleted. Manufacturers competed 
for labor by increasing wages and benefits and moderating work hours. By 1900, 
furniture factories in North Carolina and Virginia took advantage of their abundant 
forests and lower labor rates to create a competitive advantage. Over time the bulk of 
wood home furniture manufacturing migrated to the southern United States. 
 
With the development of sheet metal fabrication equipment in the early 1900s, the 
contract furniture industry began its dramatic expansion in West Michigan. Firms like 
Steelcase, founded in 1912, Herman Miller in 1934 and Haworth in 1948 helped West 
Michigan companies dominate the contract furniture industry throughout the 20th 
century and to this very day. By the 1990s, Grand Rapids area employment was much 
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more diversified with only 4% employed by furniture manufacturers - mostly contract 
furniture. That 4% compared to 40% a hundred years earlier.  
 
Whose Dream is It? 
 
5 Great grandpa Charles Sligh died in 1927. Grandpa - Chuck Sligh - and his partner Bill 
Lowry moved the company from Grand Rapids to Holland in 1933. Grandpa had a 
dream that his three sons would work together in the business. Uncle Charlie and Dad – 
Bob Sligh - worked in the business from early on. Uncle Dick joined later after stints as a 
high school principal and as the owner and president of Sligh Marine. Situated on Lake 
Charlevoix in East Jordan Michigan, Sligh Marine specialized in the care of wooden 
boats.  
 
In 1957, Grandpa accepted a paid position as head of the National Association of 
Manufacturers, known as NAM for short. He retired from the furniture business and 
lived in New York City where NAM was headquartered. Bill Lowry was elected President 
of the furniture company.  
 
A decade later, in 1968, the Company purchased Bill Lowry's shares, Dad was elected 
President and Uncle Charlie was elected President of the Sligh Contract Furniture 
subsidiary that made dormitory student room furniture. 
 
Grandpa’s dream was Dad and Uncle Charlie’s dream too – they loved the furniture 
business.  
 
Uncle Dick managed purchasing at the furniture company. His dream was to get back 
into wooden boats. Dick became friends with Steve Northuis. In 1979, Steve and his dad 
founded a company in Holland building replica Chris-Crafts and restoring all makes of 
wooden boats. Because of his passion for wooden boats, Dick visited the factory often. In 
1983, Steve’s company introduced an original design branded, Grand Craft. The boat 
was a 23-foot luxury open-cockpit model. It caught the eye of Robert Redford who was 
among those who put one on order. Northuis was running out of the capital needed to 
support production and growth. Uncle Dick saw an opportunity to realize his dream. In 
1985 Dad, Uncle Charlie and the Company itself bought all of Uncle Dick’s stock. Dick 
used the proceeds to acquire Grand Craft. He continued its successful operation as 
owner and president until his retirement when he sold the business. Wooden boats were 
his dream.  
 
Generational Transition 
 
6 SC Johnson is a great family business. I worked there in brand management for five 
years before joining Sligh Furniture Company in 1983. My dream was consumer 
products.  
 
It turned out I was the only fourth generation family member to join Sligh full time. 
Others had their own interests and careers. It took a decade to arrange through personal 
and company debt the buyouts of 20 family shareholders allowing them to retire or 
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follow their own dreams. My brother John Sligh remained a shareholder and connected 
with the furniture business as an independent sales rep based in Minneapolis carrying 
Sligh and other lines.  
 
In 1994, the company purchased all of the remaining stock owned by Dad. That was the 
year I was elected Chairman of the Board and dad retired. At that point I owned two-
thirds of the company and my brother John owned the rest.  
 
At times we wondered who the lucky ones were: John and I who ended up owning the 
company and had a lot of debt to pay off over the years. Or the 20 other family members 
with the cash. Actually, it was a win for everyone enabling people to follow their own 
dreams.  
 
Consumer Electronics had quite an Impact 
 
7 Office furniture companies like Steelcase, Herman Miller and Haworth paid close 
attention to functional accommodation as computers became ubiquitous in the 1990s. 
Their typically hard-contemporary furniture styling met aesthetic expectations in offices 
but attracted only a small share in the home furnishings market where people preferred 
traditional, transitional or soft-contemporary styling. 
 
High-end home furniture companies like Baker, Henredon, Drexel-Heritage and 
Thomasville invested their design efforts in styling with virtually no attention paid to the 
functional accommodation of computers.  
 
8 In the late 1980s Sligh brought onboard the renowned Herman Miller designer Jack 
Kelley and teamed him with residential designers, Warren Associates to create a new 
combination: beautifully styled home office furniture that accommodated computers 
and associated equipment. Sligh conducted some ground-breaking consumer studies. 
Particularly Jack Kelly and later Gordan Stannis of TWISThink in Holland approached 
design from a problem-solving point of view. Mike Warren and later Joe McCambridge 
and Val Schmieder added up-to-date styling and innovative forms. Sligh was first to 
introduce computer cabinets and modular home office furniture and first to include 
features like flip-down drawer fronts, built-in palm rests and unobtrusive cord 
management. Sligh held a number of product patents and was recognized as the high-
end home office furniture leader in the United States throughout the 1990s.  
 
The American Society of Furniture Designers initiated the Pinnacle Awards in 1996. 
Sligh designers were finalists every year from inception and won first place in seven of 
those years including for the Natural Cherry Modular Home Office Furniture Collection 
in 1998 and the Lumi-Drawer Home Office Computer Cabinet in 1999.  
 
9 Television sales growth was poised to accelerate in the 2000s with the change from 
tube TVs to wide-format, flat-screens. Sligh researched how audio / visual components 
were used in homes and the sizes, shapes and uses of the various components. 
Innovative functional concepts were designed, sampled, redesigned and engineered. 
Functional design innovations included infinitely adjustable Multi-Flex™ media storage 
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drawers; clever means of cord management; the SmartEye™ allowing infrared remote 
control signals to reach components stored behind closed wooden doors and the 
articulating StrongArm™ to hold flat screen TVs above Sligh consoles. 
 
Sligh design teams traveled in groups to the annual Consumer Electronics show in Las 
Vegas and scoured retail stores throughout the country including furniture, electronic, 
home improvement and fashion stores to help fine tune styles and formats for home 
entertainment furniture designs. The company was recognized as the high-end leader in 
home entertainment furniture in the 2000s. Sligh designers won first place Pinnacle 
Awards for Sligh Candlewood Home Entertainment in 2002, Sligh Innertainment in 
2005 and Sligh TV Consoles in 2006.  
 
Furniture Manufacturing Changed Dramatically in the late 20th Century 
 
10 Wood home furniture manufacturing requires three times more labor, as a 
percentage of the cost of goods sold as compared to the average manufactured product. 
Much of the labor, particularly in the high-end is in the finishing where artistic features 
defy automation. 
 
Late in the 20th century, as labor rates rose in the American south, wood home 
furniture production shifted to places like Taiwan, the Philippines and later to 
Indonesia, China and Vietnam. Over a period of three decades from the 1980s to the 
2010s, the share of wood home furniture sold in America that was made outside of 
America leaped from about 10% to almost 90%. It was the same trend that had taken 
place for more than a century – from places like Boston, New York and Philadelphia to 
the lower labor rates in Grand Rapids. Then from there some decades later to North 
Carolina and Virginia. But, for a lot of people this shift across a national border to places 
like China and Vietnam felt different. Those of us affected were asking ourselves, “Is 
global trade really a good thing? Where are we headed?” 
 
In 1980 there were over 400 wood home furniture factories in Taiwan. By 2010 there 
were only a handful. Wages increased to the extent that high labor content products like 
wood home furniture could no longer be competitively produced in Taiwan. Taiwanese 
factories moved on to more sophisticated, high-tech manufacturing. Market freedom 
positively transformed Taiwan, creating a burgeoning middle class in just a few decades. 
As labor rates rose on their island, Taiwanese owners opened wood home furniture 
factories on the Chinese mainland.  
 
11 In the year 2000, Chinese furniture factory wages averaged about a dollar a day plus 
workers were provided with a place to live and three meals a day. People came from the 
inner provinces by the tens of thousands and ultimately millions, often earning money 
for the first time in their family history. Prior generations typically lived off the land. 
New found property rights and economic freedom worked its magic in China. Within 
five years, wages doubled. And then in no time, they doubled again and continued to rise 
rapidly. It remains to be seen if economic freedom can help break communism's death 
grip on political freedom. But there’s no doubt that economic freedom lifted millions out 
of poverty in China. 
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The 21st century saw a backlash with increased nationalism and protectionism in the 
U.S. and around the world. A trade study was commissioned in 2003 by what’s now the 
American Home Furnishings Association. The study suggested that Chinese producers 
of wood bedroom furniture were dumping, in violation of U.S. trade law. 
 
Many people think dumping means a factory is selling below cost. But a feature of U.S. 
trade law figures it differently for China and other countries that the U.S. designates a 
“non-market” economy. U.S. trade law says that even if a Chinese factory produces more 
efficiently than a factory in a “surrogate” country like, say India, the China price must 
not be lower than the price would have been from India – or if it is lower, there is 
dumping.  
 
In 2003, furniture companies including Bassett, Vaughn-Bassett, La-Z-Boy casegoods, 
and Stickley, filed an anti-dumping petition against manufacturers of bedroom furniture 
in China. The American CEOs involved felt sincerely that if there was a law that might 
help protect their American workers, they had a moral obligation to press for 
compliance. 
 
Another group of companies including Drexel-Heritage, Henredon, Lane, and 
Thomasville disagreed. They claimed that anti-dumping tariffs undercut free trade and 
its benefits for the most people, that U.S. anti-dumping laws were ill-conceived, and that 
anti-dumping tariffs would not save American jobs. 
 
In 2004, the U.S. Commerce Department announced its preliminary finding that 
according to U.S. law, Chinese manufacturers were dumping bedroom furniture. Tariffs 
in that action averaged eleven percent. The corporate petitioners felt their claims were 
validated. 
 
Ironically, virtually no American jobs were saved. Bedroom furniture production shifted 
to places like Indonesia and Vietnam. Chinese bedroom furniture factories shifted to 
production of other wood home furniture products. U.S. wood home furniture factories 
continued to close. Costs of disruption and transference were high. Actually nobody 
won, except perhaps the lawyers. 
 
Sligh Furniture Company did not make bedroom furniture during my career so we had 
no vested interest in the dispute over bedroom furniture tariffs. Sligh’s West Michigan 
factories were lean and highly automated in the rough mill, machine and sanding areas 
enabling the company to compete profitably with manufacturers in North Carolina and 
Virginia.  
 
12 For years Sligh developed and sampled new products made in its West Michigan 
factories and other new products were designed for production in Mexico, the 
Philippines, China, Indonesia and ultimately Vietnam. Sligh research showed Americans 
were willing to pay a 10% premium and even up to a 20% premium for American made. 
Trouble was Sligh could profitably offer products made in China, Indonesia and 
Vietnam at half the cost of U.S. production – half the cost including the cost of 
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transportation from Asia to the United States. The dramatic difference took its toll. 
Designs manufactured in Asia grew by leaps and bounds while U.S. produced products 
steadily declined. Sligh stopped production in its last U.S. manufacturing facility, in 
Holland, in 2005. It was painful to let our factory people go. I knew many of them all my 
life.  
 
Holland is a great community. Fifteen area companies worked closely with Sligh to 
identify where job openings matched the skills and ambitions of our people in the 
Holland plant. Many of those businesses interviewed people on site at Sligh during the 
four months leading up to the announced plant closing. Most people affected by the 
plant closing landed on their feet at other manufacturing companies in Holland – places 
like Haworth and Tiara Yachts. 
 
Time ran out for Grandfather Clocks 
 
13 When I joined Sligh in 1983 we employed about 150 people. By 2001, we employed 
400 people in West Michigan. Sligh became a premier supplier and marketer of high-
end home office and entertainment furniture and grandfather clocks. If any of our kids 
were interested, it might have been an opportunity for ownership and leadership to 
carry on into the fifth generation. But that process of discernment was far in the future. 
By 2002 there were important business issues to address.  
 
Grandfather clocks have been around for a long time but their broad popularity in the 
United States emerged in the 1960s. Beyond the leaders in Zeeland Michigan that 
included Colonial Clock Company and Howard Miller, grandfather clock companies 
sprang up throughout America to meet the fast-growing demand. Trend was a wall and 
mantel clock company in Zeeland when it was purchased by Sligh in 1968. Sligh built it 
into primarily a grandfather clock company. By 1990 there were fully a dozen 
grandfather clock manufacturers in the United States. Consumers were typically 50-
something, empty-nester couples who perhaps replaced their living room sofas when 
their kids left home and then decided to buy something they always wanted - a 
grandfather clock.  
 
Consumer electronics took center stage during the 1990s. Sligh took full advantage with 
offerings of beautifully styled home office furniture that accommodated consumer 
electronics. Meanwhile, the demand for grandfather clocks declined precipitously. By 
2000, all but three of the major grandfather clock manufacturers in America were 
forced out of business. The survivors were Howard Miller, Ridgeway and Sligh.  
 
2001 was a recession year but Sligh sales held up well. Sligh’s Holland plant included 
both its own production and contract production of home office furniture for Ethan 
Allen under their brand name. 
 
In 2002 Ethan Allen started pulling contracted production into their own plants, an 
understandable response to their excess domestic capacity but nevertheless a blow to 
Sligh’s Michigan production. 2002 was also the year that Sligh entered the home 
entertainment furniture market. To be competitive, all of Sligh’s home entertainment 
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products were produced in China. Later Sligh expanded home entertainment production 
to Vietnam. Home entertainment furniture boosted Sligh sales, but not domestic 
production.  
 
Sligh consolidated domestic production into the Holland plant in 2003, selling the last 
Zeeland facility in 2004. Howard Miller acquired Ridgeway. We sold our clock business 
but not the Sligh name to the Bulova Corporation in 2005. By the fall of that year Sligh 
set up distribution centers in North Carolina and Southern California. During 2006 
Sligh moved its headquarters to Baker Lofts in Holland and sold the Holland plant and 
warehouse in 2007.  
 
The Focus turned to Future Growth 
 
14 We knew that something more than market-paced growth was necessary for Sligh to 
be successful in the future. Furniture dealer consolidations meant that retail floor space 
and marketing was devoted to larger suppliers. Dealers resisted attempts by their 
suppliers to branch out into other categories or into different price points. They had 
their hands full keeping existing suppliers happy within their own niches.  
 
We hired an investment banking firm to help us look at strategic options for growth. 
Initially that meant looking for companies that could be acquired in the fast growing 
leather or upholstered home furniture market. An acquired company already in a 
different category would circumvent dealer objections to branching out. The initial 
inquiries led to an understanding that we’d need tables – probably a table company – to 
go with upholstered furniture. That led to the question, “Why not bedroom furniture?” 
After all, bedroom furniture is the largest home furniture casegoods category and was 
the reason for Sligh’s founding in 1880. 
 
Acquisitions would create critical mass and thereby the persuasive power to gain and 
maintain retail floor space and a strong consumer presence through retail marketing 
including marketing through virtual dealers on the Internet. But acquisitions would 
require more capital. Additional debt sources would make us highly leveraged bringing 
with it higher risk and personal guarantees. Capital sources like private equity could 
lead to a loss of control. Personal guarantees had never been required and we wanted to 
continue to keep our company and personal assets separated.  
 
15 I had mixed feelings when I realized Sligh was better suited to be the seller to a larger 
home furnishings company rather than a buyer. In some sense it felt like a failure to sell 
a 131-year old family business. Yet I knew it was the right decision. Dad, my brother and 
our Board with independent directors agreed. Our kids were headed in different 
directions with different interests. Or maybe that was merely a hope guided by the 
reality that the option for a fifth generation to join the Sligh business would not 
materialize.  
 
The sale of Sligh to Lexington Home Brands was consummated ten years ago. During 
October 2011, mom and dad came to our first International Home Furnishings Market 
in the 60 thousand square foot Lexington showroom in Thomasville North Carolina. I 
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felt proud to show them how marvelously Sligh came together with Lexington’s other 
brands. It was a win for Lexington too. While they were a recognized leader in the high-
end market for upholstered, bedroom and occasional home furniture, they were weak in 
home office and entertainment furniture. Sligh offered Lexington complementary 
strengths. It’s wonderful that dad had a chance to see how beautifully Sligh was 
presented at the High Point market that fall. He died the very next spring at the age of 
84.  
 
Being the Chairman & CEO of an independent business is different from being a division 
President where prerogatives are constrained. Though they paid me through 2013, I left 
my active leadership role with Lexington with reluctance in 2012. Candidly, it wasn’t the 
way I wanted to wrap up my role in the furniture business.  
 
Encore 
 
16 It still haunts me sometimes. What could I have done differently and at what point so 
that a successful and independent Sligh Furniture Company would still exist today? Or 
what could I have done to organize a sale much earlier when it would have represented a 
better return for shareholders?  
 
I’m reminded of that acutely insightful novel, “The Midnight Library” by Matt Haig. 
The protagonist has many regrets and is anxious to take advantage of the opportunity to 
live her life in a different way, to make different decisions, to correct what she thought of 
as her mistakes. Yet after dozens and finally hundreds of tries she ends up 
understanding that her original decisions were neither wonderful nor terrible but just 
life. She realized her original life was actually still full of opportunities and possibilities. 
And so do I.  
 
Afterall, if not for selling and then leaving Sligh, I would not have found my way to the 
Family Business Consulting Group. It’s an encore career that, as  it turns out, I love. 
 
Thanks! 
 
17 Discussion 
 


