
Durable. That sums up 
 General Manufact-
uring, the woodwork-

ing machinery company that 
the Guérette family founded 
in Drummondville, Que., 63 
years ago. Growing steadily 
and surviving economic 
downturns, General has proven 
to be as resilient as its iconic 
green bandsaws, drill presses 
and wood lathes used by 
generations of students in shop 
classes across Canada. “You 
will probably never have to buy 
the same machine again,” sales 
staff boast regularly to schools 
and other customers about its 
Canadian-made products.

Founded by Gilbert 
Guérette, and now run by 
his son and CEO, Gilles, and 
president Christian Chénier, 
General is not only endur-
ing today’s tough market, but 
expanding. While other manu-
facturers are failing during the 
deepest global recession since 
the ’30s, this Canadian giant 
is enlarging its U.S. operations 
to regain lost ground.

“In Canada we have the 
largest share of the market,” 
explains Chénier from his 
Montreal head office, “and the 
United States used to make up 30 
percent of our entire revenues. 

W e’ve all heard the 
adage: “location, 
location, location”, 

so it’s easy to believe that 
where a business is based can 
make or break its success. 
This has certainly proved to 
be true for Elias Woodwork 
& Manufacturing Ltd., 
manufacturer of cabinet 
doors, kitchen components, 
dovetail drawers, mouldings 
and other wood products. 
They’ve become successful 
across the North American 
market. What’s surprising is 
that their business isn’t based 
in or near a large city like 
Vancouver or Calgary, but in 
Winkler, Man., a town of just 
over 9,000 located an hour 
and a half from Winnipeg. 
So what’s their secret? “It’s 
simple,” says owner and 
operations manager Ralph 
Fehr. “We are located 10 miles 
from the geographic centre 
of North America,” he says. 
“North, south, east or west, 
we can ship to most places in 
the United States or Canada 
in four days or less.”

This bit of geographic 
good fortune is one of the 
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The Altendorf WA 
80x Limited Edition 
sliding panel saw available 
from Normand offers a combination 
of high specification features.
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Notching...At WMS
The new Morso 
NM from Hoffmann is 
a free-standing notching 
machine for the production 
of beaded face-frames, french-mitered  
cabinet doors and mullion joints.
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reasons that Elias Woodwork has risen so success-
fully since being purchased by Fehr’s brother John 
26 years ago. Explaining how it was John’s interest 
in woodworking that led him to buy the company, 
Fehr says the then cabinetry-only shop was a going 
concern from the start. “It was small and there 
were only a few people working there,” he says. 
Fehr, who has a background in engineering, joined 
the company a year after his brother purchased it 
to help him build the business. “I saw the machin-
ery and thought it would be something I could 
apply my engineering skills to,” he says. 

Though Fehr might not have initially shared 
his brother’s zest for woodworking, today he 
is the majority shareholder in the company. He 
also took on the role of operations manager a 
few years ago after his brother John moved on to 
run a second local company which manufactures 
thermofoil doors and other components for Elias 
Woodwork. 

Now promoting themselves as “your one stop 
wood component manufacturer”, Elias Woodwork 
still works largely on cabinet doors, but also manu-
factures everything from architectural millwork and 
solid wood furniture to edgebanding and veneer. 

The variety of products they produce isn’t 
the only thing that has grown since Ralph Fehr 
took over the company in the early ’80s. When 
they bought the business, Elias Woodwork had a 
3,000 square foot space. Today, they operate out 
of 110,000 square feet and have a staff of approxi-
mately 175 employees. “It has been slowly growing 
over the years,” he says. “Every year we build a bit 
on. There have been new buildings and additions 
every three to four years.”

Continuing to expand is part of the company’s 
plan to be at the top of the manufacturing game. 
For Elias Woodwork, that also means utilizing Lean 
manufacturing and just-in-time principles along 

the way. They are also one of the most automated 
companies in their field. “We find that many of the 
factories that are shutting down have not modern-
ized and much of their equipment is antiquated,” 
says Fehr. “When you don’t have some of the 
advantages of high-tech you can be one of the first 
ones to go out. We just want to try and stay ahead 
of that curve.”

Adding another level to their manufacturing 
potential, Fehr says, is the fact that they are always 
striving to have the newest machinery available 
in-house. “We have the latest panel-shaping equip-
ment which has just been installed,” he says. “We 

are just now in the middle of installing a new auto-
matic cut-to-length shape line which will barcode 
and read the barcodes on the parts, and change its 
own tools depending on the shapes, lengths and 
sizes required.”  

Elias has also begun to explore more environ-
mentally friendly choices, including bamboo which 
they recently added to their product offerings. 
There were many reasons behind this choice, says 
marketing manager Jeremy Funk. “Open any trade 
magazine and you’ll find that green is in there 
somewhere, if it’s not on the front page,” he says. 
“We started research and development with bam-
boo and found it is a good material to work with. 
It machines well, stains well, is attractive and there 
is and will be a growing market with it.” 

Adding bamboo to their product offerings is 
not the only eco-friendly choice Elias Woodwork is 
making these days. Fehr says that they are commit-
ted to using wood suppliers which plant at a higher 
or equal rate to that of harvesting. Looking to the 
future, they would like to get both LEED and FSC 
certified. Though Fehr says that no matter what, 
when consumers are buying a wood product they 
are choosing the greener option. “When you are 
comparing a wood dining room table to a metal 
or plastic one — if you take the environmental 
footprint of each, the wood is always the better 
option,” he says. “In the growing process, the tree 
that has been grown to provide that wood has 
absorbed Co2 emissions. It is an environmentally 
positive choice.”

Despite having a firm hold on their market, with 
Funk stating they currently sell to every state and 
province in North America, Elias Woodwork has 
no plans to slow down. They are using the current 
economic downturn as a chance to build — buying 
more acres of land to expand when the market is 
back on its feet, as well as picking up extra equip-
ment. “There is a lot of equipment right now on 
fire sales because of businesses like ours that are 
shutting down,” he says. “We have been buying 
up machines from those places.” In addition, Fehr 
would also like to see the business expand its sales. 

With their business now miles from where it 
started and plans for the future in check, it looks 
like for Elias Woodwork, a location off the well-
worn path, is right at the center of where they want 
to be. WW
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