
Applying the
FIVE MILLIONTH SHEET
of Drywall
SOUTH VALLEY DRYWALL
CELEBRATES ITS MILESTONE

On June 15, 2000, South Valley

Drywall, Inc., Littleton, Co, with all due

celebration, installed its five millionth

sheet of drywall.

The application of five million typical

4 x 12 or 48 sq. ft. drywall sheets is the

equivalent, says Chief Executive Officer

Richard D. Vap, of 11,364 miles laid end

to end, or a 15-foot wide ribbon of dry-

wall from Los Angeles to New York Five

million sheets of drywall weighs approx-

imately 204,000 tons and, in terms of

square footage, would cover 8.61 miles,

or, at a one-half-inch thickness, would

reach 39.4 miles into the sky if laid one

on top of the other.

Figuring out these statistics was, for Vap,

the fun part. Getting there, however . . .

well, there was a bit of fun to that too,

along with an awful lot of hard work.

The Early Years

Vap was born 51 years ago in western

Kansas. He didn’t grow up in the dry-

wall business. His father was a farm

implement sales-

man. But Vap

at t r ibu tes  the

work ethic and

business sense he

acquired from his

father as being

key factors of his

success in this

i ndus t r y .  t i e r

graduating from

Fort Hays State

University, Vap

moved to

Colorado in 1971

t o  a t t e n d  t h e

Colorado School

of Mines.

He got a job

working part time
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as a drywall finisher for his uncle to help

pay his way through school. But drywall,

not mining, turned out to be his voca-

tion. He left school to work in drywall

full time, working his way up to estima-

tor. In 1974, he started his own business,

called Rich’s Drywall. In 1975, it became

Valley Drywall. Then in 1976, when he

entered into a business partnership with

Jerome Grenwalt, the company settled

down to its permanent identity as South

Valley Drywall.

When he was starting out, Vap recalls,

“At that time, at least in the west, there

were a lot of fly-by-nighters who would



regard their employees as subcontractors. We,

however, decided to treat our employees as

legitimate, straightforward employees, to pro-

vide them with vacations, healthcare, bonus-

es and retirement plans so that we

BY THOMAS G. DOLAN

could create a stable work

force and keep good peo-

ple around.”

When he started out, he

d i d n ’ t  h a v e  m a n y

employees. He hired

some hangers and would

finish the drywall himself

He continued to grow,

despite the economic

downturns in the 1970s

and 1980s, but a turning

point was reached when

he bought out his partner

in 1987. The partnership

was not a bad one. In

fact, it worked very well.

Vap would procure the

jobs, and Grenwal t

would run them. “In

terms of business prac-

tices, we operated like a

close-knit family group,”

Vap says.

Grenwalt had been, Vap

says, “my right hand

man.” Grenwalt’s leaving

brought about a change
in management style. Vap established a man-

agement team. In addition to Vap were Allan

Dawdy, who had been with the company

since 1979 and who, in 1987, opened the

commercial division to what had previously

been an all residential format. Roger Barrett,

who had joined the company in 1986,

Cindy Godard joined the team in 1988 as the

office manager who eventually became the

chief financial officer.

“I knew that, as an individual, I certainly had

good ideas, set high expectations and could

get things done,” Vap says. “But I came to

realize that if I could incorporate a team

approach, it would result in still better deci-

sions. The result is that it’s really helped our

company grow.”

Here Vap’s philosophy of putting employees

first took on a new dimension, which expand-

ed far beyond the management team. His

approach had always been to promote from

within. But because of delegating more

authority and because of the company’s

growth, there were more and more opportu-

nities and incentives for people to move up

through the ranks.

“I’ve been able to give many people oppor-

tunities they've never had,” Vap says. “I give

guidance and assistance, but I don’t dictate

policy. Rather, I delegate responsibility and

allow people the latitude to succeed or fail. It’s

been successful.”

Numbers Tell
the Story

A clear indication of success is in the num-

bers. In 1982, annual revenues were about $2

million. In 1997, revenues were $20 million.

This year they will exceed $36 million.

One unusual aspect about Vap’s business is

that he does both residential and commercial.

“Most commercial contractors start out in res-

idential, then, when they get into commercial,

became president of all operations. Lastly, leave the residential behind,” he says. “We don’t



see too many who run both types of

shops.”

One reason, he explains, is that residen-

tial and commercial contracting involves

two different types of mentalities. “With

residential you stock it, hang it, and tex-

ture it. It’s more of a slam dunk,” he says.

“But with commercial, you have to take

longer, spend much more time on the

details of design and implementation,

and it requires more legal considerations.”

Vap’s solution has been to break up com-

mercial and residential into two differ-

ent divisions, run by different people,

with different employees.

One result of Vap’s remaining in the res-

idential building market is that his com-

pany has grown much faster than it

might have otherwise. “There’s been a

large residential housing boom for the

last four to five years,” Vap says. “We

have a lot of clients who have been doing

it for 15 to 20 years. As they're grown or

have been bought out by national com-

panies, they’ve stayed with us, and as

their expectations have grown, we have

flourished.”

Vap also mentions that being a large res-

idential contractor also gives him a spe-

cial niche since that differentiates him

from most other residential contractors

in the area, who tend to be much small-

er and unable to handle the kinds of jobs

he is offered.

His company’s size also lends itself to this

situation. “In most trades, such as elec-

trical or plumbing, the same person will

do the base wiring or rough work, then

also come back and do the finished

work,” Vap says. “With drywall, how-

ever, there are a number of skills required:

one is metal framing, one to hang the

[waIlboard], another to finish it and

another to texture it. You cant take one

individual and have him do all these

tasks. You need a larger crew. And a larg-

er crew, in turn, is better able to take on

larger jobs.”

As Good
As Your Employees

Being able to supply these workers is

something else, however, especially when,

as Vap says, “You’re only as good as your

employees.”

Here his early emphasis on treating

employees well has kept him in good

stead, and has also helped him make the

transition to a primarily Hispanic work-

force.

“The change started about 15 years ago,”

he recalls. “Then about 75 percent of the

work force was your typical white blue-

collar worker. Now it’s about 75 percent

Hispanic.” Vap adds that “We’ve worked

hard to understand the different culture,

and many of our people—our safety



is building a stable, solid work force as

he did at a time when he had only four

to five employees.

director, payroll personnel and superin-

tendents—are bilingual.”

Although one of the advantages of hav-

ing a team approach is the ability to plan

ahead, Vap is not one for formal five-year

plans. ‘When I first got into the business,

I would wake up in the morning, then go

out looking until I saw a house being built,

and then offer my services,” he recalls.

“We grew slowly, so we were never

required by the bank or some institution

to have a whole set of requirements.

Vap, as always, promotes from within,

and again is offering opportunities for

advancement, which are not likely to be

as readily available elsewhere. Now Vap,

with between 450 and 500 employees,

“We don’t sit down and draw up a plan

per se, but we continually look at the mar-

ket, certain niches or buildings we wish

to acquire or diversify into. For example,

if we know that the commercial market

is going to grow in the next 24 months,

or residential to decline, we’ll make those

shifts. We’ll make another shift if we see

interest rates changing. As interest rates

go up, we’ll shift from entry-level homes

and start targeting custom homes in the

$400,000-to-$600,000 or even $1 mil-

lion-plus market, fix the purchasers there

are not as affected by day-today interest

rates. By the same token, if we see infra-

structure being developed along a new

highway we realize significant growth will

be there. We’ll focus on core and shell pro-

jects in the beginning, then come back

later to provide tenant finishing.”

Vap feels that one of his company’s

strength is the flexibility to shift back and

forth into these different areas of diversi-

fication and focus as the need arises.

The Personal Side

Vap and his wife, Marilyn, have been

married for 30 years. They have three

children, Holly, who is an elementary

school teacher; Travis, who is a senior at

the University of Colorado, majoring in

business/information systems; and

Garrett, who is an entering freshman at

the same university He spent a lot of time

with his children as they were growing

up, especially with their sports activities.

Today he enjoys hunting and boating.

For the first 10 years of his business he

put in long hours, between 60 and 75 a

week, but he has gradually cut back.

Now he’ll work a 10- to 12-hour week,

but only four days a week, with Wed-

nesdays and weekends off.

So, while his pace has become a little

more leisurely, he’s still enthusiastically

look forward to the day his team, lead

by Barrett, Dawdy and Godard, can

install South Valley’s 10 millionth sheet

of drywall.


