
FRED H. TILZEY:

Growing as Usual

This Billings, Montana Contractor Runs a
Lean Operation and is Already Positioned
For a Potential Boom in His Marketing
Area

For Montana’s Fred Tilzey another
growth period looms in Billings and he’s
prepared to ride with the surge.

In the best of times, he runs lean.
That, coupled with the fact that Billings, Montana,

escaped much of the ravages of the 1974-75 recession,
produced only a glancing blow to his company’s for-
ward direction.

Now that the economy of Eastern Montana is heat-
ing up, Fred H. Tilzey, of the Empire Lath & Plaster
Company, who is still running as lean as ever, is ready
for perhaps another plateau of profits.

I t ’s  been that way ever s ince the 45-year-old
Montana contractor established his company back in
1960 with a mixer and $3,000. Billings, as it was then,
is a fast growing city nestled among the high plateaus
where the Rocky Mountains and the Great Plains
meet.

Now tha t  s t r ip  m in ing  o f  coa l  i s  imminent ,
Billings—and Fred Tilzey—are in a position for the
inevitable boom that will accompany such a vast un-
dertaking. His positioning couldn’t be better.

Empire Lath & Plaster is a fully diversified wall and
ceiling firm with some $2,000,000 annual volume in
lath and plaster, drywall, acousticals, light steel fram-
ing, and fireproofing. And projections call for Billings
to swell from its present population of 90,000 to
200,000 in the next 10 years, and also to become the
hub of commercial and business activity once the strip
mining gets started in earnest.

To Fred Tilzey, the future prospects merely are an
extension of good, sound business practices and boom
or not his company will continue to play a growing
role. Born in Lewistown, Montana, son of Howard C.
and Alice Biehl Tilzey, Fred came to Billings in 1955
as a journeyman plasterer.
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Fred himself had started in the trades in 1950 as a
hod carrier shortly after graduating from Moore High
School in Lewistown. Later, with a partner, he formed
Empire Lath & Plaster as a residential and small
commercial firm, locating the company in the base-
ment of his home.

By 1968, business volume demanded larger quarters
and Fred moved the headquarters to an industrial park
section in the western part of the city. There, in an
attractive one-story stucco office building, com-
plemented by some 10,000 square feet of warehouse,
the company conducts i ts market ing operat ions
throughout Eastern Montana and Northern Wyoming.

It was also in 1968 that Fred began moving firmly
along the diversification route. That same year he

(Continued on page 20)

Contractor Fred Tilzey reviews another job with his chief
estimator, Tom Watts.
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TILZEY:
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bought out the local Armstrong dis-
tributorship and acoustical busi-
ness. In 1971 he added drywall,
and steel framing came next.

Despite the expanded services
and increased business volume,
Fred maintains a lean running op-
erat ion.  His daughter,  Sandra,
serves as the company office man-
ager, with Tom Watts as chief es-
t ima to r  and  Lar ry  Pau lson  as
superintendent. Through the best
and worst of years, office overhead
has  se ldom s t rayed  f rom th is
minimum.

Married to the former Dolores
Dusek, also a native of Lewistown,
Fred and his wife are the parents of
three other children: David, Alice,
and Terry.

A  m e m b e r  o f  i a W C C / G D C I ,
Fred belongs to the Billings Con;
tractors Council, the Elks, Knights
of Columbus and the Hilands Golf
Club.

While conducting a multi-million

dollar contracting operation con-
sumes a goodly port ion of  h is
available time, Fred Tilzey was
still able to talk to CONSTRUC-
TION DIMENSIONS abou t  h i s
company and the prospects it has
in  wha t  cou ld  become a  boom
town.

DIMENSIONS: Fred, you’ve di-
versified rather extensively. Where
do you see your various services
headed in the next few years?

TILZEY: Oh, I think there’ll be
continued growth in all lines. Lath
and plaster has just about reached
its level. It’s settled pretty much
into exterior work and fireproofing,
but there will still be some interior
work; it’ll never be gone.

Drywall is here now, and once
we see some business growth I
should expect demountable parti-
tions will increase. If I had to pick
a fast mover, though, I’d say light
gage steel framing. I think it will
really take over, mostly because of
the cost advantage. Here in Billings

Two-way radios in the company’s ve-
hicle fleet—including the all-important
delivery truck—allows Fred Tilzey to
keep communications open between the
field and the base station.

we’re not a high-rise market, and
for one- and two-story buildings
light steel is sound and economical
construction.

DIMENSIONS: Some contractors
contend that with the recent em-
phasis on sound the market potential
in this area will expand?

TILZEY: That and insulation. I
agreed that the wall and ceiling
contractor wil l  have to get into
sound more. The OSHA require-
ments for industry alone will assure
that. But insulation is tied in, too. I
looked at both of these a couple of
years ago and at that time the vol-
ume wasn’t big enough to justify a
move.

But as this area grows and larger
industries move in there’ll be a
good market.

DIMENSIONS: You speak quite
easily of growth and the potential
here in Billings. But many contrac-
tors throughout the country are hav-
ing a bit of a hard time right now.
Do you see some major changes com-
ing up in the next few years?

TILZEY: Well, I realize that ac-
tivity is spotty across the country.
But my backlog is down somewhat
here, too. As for the contractors
who f ind themselves on shaky
ground, a portion of them will wash
out. It’s the contractor who’s on a
firm footing, who will have to look
harder, maybe cut back some more
and do whatever is required to
survive-he’s the one who will be
stronger and will continue growing.

DIMENSIONS: You obviously
have managed to maintain your
normal volume with a small over-
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head. What’s the key to your com-
pany’s performance?

TILZEY: It’s mostly a matter of
doing what we can control. Most
jobs we have are on a tight
schedule and we try to run them
through because we have to run ef-
ficiently. And we try to leave a job
so there isn’t a punch list—and if
there are items we get in and do
them immediately.

Just as an example, we com-
pleted the entire Rim Rock Mall
shopp ing center  job—a mul t i -
million dollar project—and there
wasn’t a single punch list item.

“. . . we try to leave a job
so there isn’t a punch
list—and if there are items
we get in and do them im-
mediately.”

DIMENSIONS: Where does this
careful control begin? With estimat-
ing?

TILZEY: Yes. Tom Watts, our
chief estimator, does the take off
and then confers with our superin-
tendent, Larry Paulson, and me.
When we’re awarded the contract,
the work really starts, and we’ll
spend maybe 25 percent of our time
just going thru the plans, reviewing
everything, scheduling the set up
for materials, techniques, material
changes—in short, everything that
will help bring that job in prof-
itably.

Then the office trailer is set up at
the job site and we go out there and
do what we planned to do. Larry
receives a complete print-out for
manhours and materials for each
categorized operation. We break
even small jobs down into
categories in order to keep control.

DIMENSIONS: You mentioned
print-outs. Is your firm served with
a computer?

TILZEY:  We have a Munroe
mini-computer right here in the of-
fice and my daughter, Sandra, op-
erates it. It does payroll, job cost-
ing, inventories and reports. It’s
paid for itself easily. I feel I’ve
been able to cut overhead in the of-
fice by two people—and I still have
the luxury of weekly job cost re-
ports.
November, 1976

DIMENSIONS: How much im-
portance do you attach to weekly job
reports.

TILZEY: They’re the key to the
whole question. We know where
we’ve been and have a pretty good
idea where we’re going. The way I
run it, every week I have the costs
on my desk and I can measure ac-
curately where we stand.

If we’re running out on hours on
an operation I can make immediate
adjustments. The computer is also
invaluable in estimating. Every job
is different and you can go back
and pull costs from previous, simi-
lar jobs so you know where you
stand. And every job is budgeted;
that’s the only way:

DIMENSIONS: But isn’t your ac-
tual productivity, to a great extent,
determined by the competence of the
general contractor?

TILZEY: For a fact, i t  is the
genera l  cont rac tor .  He has an
eno rmous  i n f l uence  on  p rod -
uctivity, and that’s why when I bid
a job I take the general contractor
into consideration, too. If he’s out
of state, I contact friends in the in-
dustry, material suppliers, and the
like. But I certainly want a line on
him first.

As a good example of the prob-
lems you can run into, we’re doing
a job—a big job—now where we
bid firm and the general went in
with a time and material arrange-
ment. He’s in no special hurry to
finish up—and it’s costing us, I can
tell you that.

DIMENSIONS: Communications
plays an important part in keeping a
job on budget. How do you handle
this phase of your operation?

TILZEY: I try to visit the job
every day. We color code all field
and office plans, mainly partitions
and various installations—and the
rule here is simplicity.

Also, we have a base station and
two-way radios in the delivery
truck, the two superintendents’
vehicles, and another for myself.
The radio set-up, in all honesty,
isn’t a necessity, but it does help on
deliveries because if a super has
left the job and needs material we
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can arrange it quickly no matter
where the delivery truck is.

DIMENSIONS: Do you do much
selling and negotiating as opposed to
straight bidding?

TILZEY: Well, we’re mainly a
bidding contractor, but each year I
find we’re selling more. Selling, I
think, will be the future.

I have personal contact with
most of the architects in the area
and it’s on a first name basis. The
area is small and that enables me to
get around and see and talk to
them.

DIMENSIONS: The additional
emphasis on selling would be most
helpful for a penetration into the
remodeling market, wouldn’t it?

TILZEY: It would, and we do
all the remodeling business we can
get. Right now, it amounts to about
15 percent of our total volume. It’s
a good profit market, rarely bid,
and most jobs are arranged right
over the telephone.

That’s one of the reasons I main-
tain what’s probably a larger in-
ventory  than most  cont ractors
carry. These remodeling buyers
want the work done NOW, and if
you don’t have it you can’t sell it.

DIMENSIONS: Do collections
represent any particular problem
for your company, Fred?

TILZEY: No, not really. If  a
payment is late, I simply call the
contractor involved-not his em-
ployees. If he claims non-payment
to himself, I check with the ar-
chitect or owner. Then, if I find out
he’s holding back, I go straight to
his office.

We do some retail and related
type selling here and I have Sandra
take care of that. She handles it ex-
tremely well, but I take respon-
sibility for the construction pay-
ments mainly.

DIMENSIONS: ‘The construction
industry is still in a rather depressed
condition. What do you see as the
necessary conditions for a re-
surgence?

TILZEY: I think if the interest
r a tes  s t ay  i n  l i ne ,  we ’ l l  have
growth. Just why the industry is so
low right now, I’m not certain. But
it does seem to me that when the
interest rate jumps the first to suf-
fer are the construction suppliers
—and then it’s passed on to us.

DIMENSIONS: And what will be
your immediate goals?

TILZEY: Only one. I just want
to stay on the profit line. That’s al-
ways been my primary goal. o

22

PERFORMANCE:
(Continued from page 14)

A: Part i t ion sound transmission
loss requirements depend not
only upon the noise or speech
levels used but also upon the
background noise level nor-
m a l l y  e n c o u n t e r e d  i n  t h e
rooms. Both shop teachers will
probably use normal speech
levels and the background noise
l e v e l s  i n  s h o p s  i s  u s u a l l y
high—about 40 dB(A). A parti-
tion rated at between 35 to 45
S.T.C will be sufficient to make
normal speech inaudible in the
a d j a c e n t  r o o m  t h a t  h a s  a
background noise level of 40
dB(A). A partition rated at 25 to
35 S.T.C. will be adequate for
normal  speech to  be fa in t ly
heard in the adjacent room. I
suggest that the partition used
between the shops be rated at
S.T.C. 40. (See Figure 1 for
speech audibility and
background noise relationships
to S.T.C. ratings.)

Q: Mr. Contractor, I have called for
S.T.C. 40 partitions between
Classrooms. The School Board
has recommended the installa-
tion of a 3 ft. x 7 ft. door be-
tween several classrooms. If I
specify a hollow-core door with
gasketing, will the partitions
with the doors have the same
sound transmission loss as the
partitions without a door?

A: The installation of a door in a
partition will almost always re-
duce the sound transmission
loss. The smallest reduction in
the combined S.T.C. of parti-
tion and door will be achieved
by a sound insulating door with
an S.T.C. rating equal to the
part i t ion S.T.C. rat ing. I f  a
ra ted sound insu la t ing door
cannot be specif ied, a com-
pletely gasketed solid core door
should be used. (See Figure 2
for data of relative acoustical
performance of hollow and solid
core doors.)

Q: Mr. Contractor, the partitions
extend from the floor to the
underside of the suspended
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