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am driving
south on a long
and winding
Highway 169
out of the cities and towards an
area where peas and corn used to
be the economy’s bread and but-
ter. My destination is just to the
northwest of Le Seuer and the
recently-expanded 317,000
square-foot Cambria plant (sited
coincidentally in a former corn
field) where the Davis family
takes bags of quartz, mixes it
with small amounts of resin and

pigment, compresses it into a
slab, and then cures it in an oven
before sanding and polishing it
and purting it on a truck.
Through three shifts they are
able to pump out over 150 tons
(soon to be 320 rons) of quartz-
surfaced slabs every day.

“The long and winding road”
is also a fitring way to describe
the route to market for
Cambria’s products, and particu-
larly apropos given the fact for-
mer Beatle Paul McCartney
wrote that well-known song not
far from Wales, where the Davis
family came from and which also
gave the company its name.

Cambria is the Roman-era
name for Wales and the compa-
ny’s dragon logo is the symbol
for Wales. Even the colors in the
ever-growing Cambria product
line are named for geographic
locations in the Welsh Cambrian
mountains.

The backstory
onut of bankruptey
But when Marty Davis received a

call from a former college room-

mate who had a “deal” he wanted
him to look at, there was no
Cambria {except in Wales) and
there wasn’t even a market for
natural quartz surfacing products,
because no one was making any.
There was however an agglomer-
ated stone products manufactur-
ing plant in Cohasset that was the
first of its kind in the nation,

“So we drove up north and
saw this black 12x12 tile at the
plant and thought this was really
unique,” recalled Davis. “You
could just see and feel and touch
the product and know this was
really special stutf. We could also
tell looking ar the manufacruring
equipment this was very advanced
rechnology.”

The 110,000 square-foor
plant, which was to have



G‘H'nu could just see and feel and touch the
product and know this was really special stuff.
... this was very advanced technology.

— Marty Davis, President and CEQ, Cambria

employed up to 200 people, was
buile by a Texas company with
the help of the city of Cohasset
and a group of investors, The
company had secured the rights
to produce composite flooring
and countertop products at a
fraction of the cost of real stone
from an Italian company that
developed a patented manufactur-
ing process and the equipment
that goes with it

In the end the company didn’t
produce much product but they
did burn through $29 million
worth of investment capital and
a financial incentives package
from the Iron Range Resources
and Rehabilitation Board before
finally declaring bankruptcy.

“When the business went
bankrupt we felt it wasn’t
because of the enterprise, but
rather because of the wasteful
way they managed it,” stated
Davis, who at the time was
general manager of the food
ingredients plant for Davisco; the
family-held $850 million dairy
processing operation run by his
father Mark and started by his
father Stanley.

The first thing they did, after
buying the equipment, was nego-
tiate a deal for the exclusive man-
ufacturing rights for natural
quartz products in the U.S. with
the same Iralian firm the bank-
rupt company had worked with.
Some months later Marty Davis

and his family and a single
employee (Jim Ward) were in the
quartz business.

“We weren't very strategic
about the markerplace. Our
instincts told us this was a
great technology and the

product was very unique.

We were comfortable with that
part. But as it related to market
studies and so forth, well, we did-
n’t do one. And we still haven’ to
this day. We didn’t have a busi-
ness plan either.”

Producing produet —
for someone else

They did have a plan though.
They would go out and find
some low margin work and
get the plant built and running
and generate some cash flow

to begin to recoup some of
their initial investment which
was hovering at around the

$35 million mark. Since quartz
really hadn’t been established in
the market place yet though,
Marty Davis and the company
originally sold commercial tile.

“When we started this
business we were an original
equipment manufacturer for
DuPont. But one day I drew
everything up on the board and
knew the numbers would never
work. So we needed to terminate
our relationship with DuPont.”
That would also immediately

end their revenue stream and that

in turn might present a problem
with the bankers, Marty went to
his dad to discuss it.

“When I told my dad this he
looked up at me and said I was
closer to the situation than him
and that I needed to make the
decision, The discussion took all
of four minutes but it instilled
confidence in me. He has been a
very good advisor.”

The institutional banks how-
ever weren't as understanding
according to Marty.

“We met with our bankers in
downtown Minneapolis. We were
informed they were not going to
allow us to put any more money
into the Cambria business. That
was the only time we felt the busi-
ness might not survive, 1 left
downtown and by the time I had
reached the restaurant where 1
met with Jim Ward, our CFO, we
were already figuring out how we
were going keep the company
going. We sat down and pulled it
together, but for about 25 minutes
T wasn't sure.”

Davis credits his mom Mary
with developing the kind of think-
ing as a young boy that he finds
useful as a business leader today.

“My mom was always helping
me figure out how to do some-
thing, not whether I could do
something. She was really good at
that. When I wanted to sell more
newspapers than anyone else in
town, she was the one who













