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Jamie Jones puts together a cabinet Sept. 20 at The Ar-Jay Center in Cedar Rapids. It will be shipped to a new Stuff Etc. store in Waterloo.

E. Towa companies
grow with new
products, markets

By George C. Ford
The Gazette

1though the reces-

sion has stalled

the growth of
many Eastern Iowa
companies, some have
looked for opportuni-
ties to expand through
acquisitions and new
product lines.

Jeff Palmer, vice
president of The Ar-Jay
Center in northeast
Cedar Rapids, said the
purchase of two busi-
nesses and a decision to
become a
wholesale
distribu-
tor have
enabled his
company
to expand
sales and
retain its
60-person
work force.
the kind of guy who be-
lieves you cannot ‘save
your way’ into prosper-
ity,” Palmer said. “You
have to keep investing
in your people and your
business.

“We had decided to
open a showroom in
Iowa City. Before we
did, we felt we should
talk with the main
player in that market,
Kitchen and Bath Dis-

tributing, which also
had felt some ill effects
from the recession.
“There was an op-
portunity for both of
us because we had the

Jeff Palmer
The Ar-Jay
Center

warehouse, the com-
puter software and the
delivery trucks. When
we purchased that busi-
ness, it would no longer
have that burden in
terms of overhead.”

Palmer said Barbara
Messer, who owned
Kitchen and Bath Dis-
tributing, agreed to
continue working as
the manager of the ITowa
City location and all of
the company’s salespeo-
ple were retained.

“It opened a new
market for us and pro-
vided an opportunity to
purchase more products
from our suppliers,
which benetits our cus-

tomers,” he said. “As
the biggest retailer of
kitchen and bath prod-
ucts, we have a price
advantage and the best
manufacturers want to

dealer last year in Hiawatha.

do business with us. It's
really worked out well
for us.”

For many years dur-
ing the new home con-

struction boom, Ar-Jay
manufactured and sold
custom countertops for
the kitchen and bath.

With the sharp decline

Jim Sbslaree Gazette
Tektivity's Jeff Klug (left) shows Bob Brown of Ketelsen
R.V. how to operate anti-virus software as Klug works to
install a new server for the camper and recreational vehicle

in new construction,

| Palmer said Ar-Jay
bought some new equip-

ment and entered the
market for commercial
casework, the cabinets
and display cases pur-
chased by doctor’s offic-
es, convenience stores
and schools.

“We recently pur-
chased Distinctive
Wood Works, a small
commercial casework
manufacturer in Ear-
lville,” he said. “Matt
Cable, who owned the
company, has decided to
come to work for us and
bring along his exper-
tise so we can grow that
segment of the business.

“By getting into that
emerging business, we
have been able to pro-
vide work for many of
our longtime employ-
ees. They have been
able to learn new skills
and we have been able
to grow our business.”

Palmer said the
decision to become a
wholesale supplier of
lighting, cabinets and
other building products
to Eastern Iowa retail-
ers will not require ad-
ditional facilities.

“It allows us to have
more tonnage going
through our bhusiness,
which makes us a more
important customer to
our suppliers,” he said.
“We recently inked a
deal with a manufactur-
er to be their exclusive

distributor in Eastern
Towa. We're also looking
at additional acquisi-
tions in the Quad Cities
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