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hull’s kitchen

Towards the end of our trip to Goole,
we found ourselves admiring a brand
new BLM Adige. In case you don’t
know what this little beauty is, allow us
to explain. It’s a state of the art laser
tube cutting machine, and a shiny new
one will set you back in excess of half
a million of your well earned pounds.

t’s appropriate that John Hull concluded our visit to East Yorkshire

by showing us his new BLM Adige. Because, a couple of hours
earlier, he was chatting about how he got into the furniture business
in the first place. He had kind of shrugged modestly in a ‘sometimes
I pinch myself” sort of way and explained how he started.

‘T was an electrical engineer at Drax power station in the late
"70%5. A friend of mine was working for Schuberts, the woodworking
agents, and told me about a vacancy for a service engineer. I was
about 30 years old, and to tell you the truth I fancied a change — and
the job meant there would be a fair amount of travel, which was
quite appealing for someone based at Drax every day. So I joined
Schuberts, and in my five years there installed and serviced a good
deal of machinery in a wide range of factories — places like Hygena,
Project, President and DAMS. Of all of them, office furniture
appealed the most to me, and I could see that the companies were
obviously successful. That time at Schuberts gave me a really good
insight into office furniture manufacturing; I was starting to think
that I could get into making furniture when Schuberts’ business

folded.
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‘That was the spur for me, and that’s how I fell into it. I had no
money to speak of, but set about making some desks in a garage. I
hit the Yellow Pages and phoned furniture and business equipment
dealers in East Yorkshire. My first customer was Trevor Peake of
Custom Business, who bought 10 desks and 10 pedestals from me. 24
years later 'm proud to say that Trevor’ still a customer.

And, 24 years later, John’s company, the one that started in a
garage with a well thumbed copy of the Yellow Pages, sells in excess
of /12 million pounds worth of kit per year — and it’s still called
Elite Office Furniture. We mentioned the BLM Adige already, but
our tour of the impressive 220,000 sq ft custom built factory in
Goole reveals a host of cutting edge machinery in a palpably slick
operation. If you like your entrepreneurial stories that stretch from
humble beginnings to something that’s visibly successtul, then this is a
tale for you.

We used the word humble deliberately. What’s more, we’ve already
mentioned modesty too. In fact we should probably say self-effacing
as well. Stuft has to be drawn out of John Hull because he’s not
boastful or showy. We’re not even sure he mentioned the sleek two
storey showroom in Clerkenwell that’s the envy of many in the
industry. Well, not until we mentioned it first. We can remember
when Elite’s splendid St John Street flagship showspace launched a
few years ago, bemusing some of the local glitterati. Somebody we
know, who sadly no longer purveys desks and chairs to the A&D
community, said something slightly snifty to us at the time — vaguely
implying that these northern upstarts should know their place. Elite
very much know their place — the Network Rail bidding process for
multi-million pound contracts was in full swing when we visited
Goole. Apparently the four companies competing for the workstation
package were Vitra, Steelcase, Senator and Elite. Yes, Elite know their
place.

We mused that John should think about building a design
museum. John smiled.

So, thinking it was about time we asked the billion dollar
question, what’s the secret behind the success?
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“Well, said John cautiously, ‘you should phone Trevor Peake and
ask him. I think he’ll tell you about service!

After a little prompting, John expanded a little more about what
he meant. ‘Right at the beginning, when we just had an entry level
desk which wasn't particularly exceptional, it was about quality and
service. About not letting people down. We added to the range and
grew (moving several times) but our view today is the same as it
always has been — it’s about providing a very good service and quality
product for our customers. That includes a lot of different things of
course. For example, we've always developed new ranges so that we
can offer a good range of choice appropriate to what our customers
need. And of course we've always invested heavily in machinery —
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what customers get from that is precision driven quality and speed of
production. We’re extremely quick; we’ve got a big portfolio of
which the vast majority is delivered in seven days. We bought the
frechold of the Clerkenwell showroom because the feedback was that
our customers wanted to be able to look at our products in London.
As T said, it’s all about quality and service”

Our conversation turned to further growth and prospects for the
future.

‘Based on what’s happened in the economy over the past couple
of years, it’s sensible to be cautious but we’re quite optimistic moving
forward, and plan to continue growing year on year. In particular, we
see particularly good prospects for us in London as we grow our
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presence in the capital. As for export, we see South Africa as having
good potential, we're working on the Middle East and we're definitely
going to exhibit at Orgatec again. We actually got a lot of good leads
when we were in Cologne in 2008, and of course many of our dealers
visit the Messe.

And of course service has to be backed up with hard work.

“Yes, 'm definitely a workaholic — I always have been, admits John,
‘and I haven’t even thought about retiring. I play a bit of golf, and
squash every week...and I even enjoy the cruises that we started going
on five years ago. But I enjoy work — and sometimes I pinch myself
when I think about what we’ve achieved. I never planned this growth
— it just happened!”
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