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A man with a plan

Thomas Solasen 5 ambition and eothusi-
worr have afready residied o consideralble
rncceds. Bul that v just the Beginning
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hana mative Ihnm 15 Ju—lmmn doesn't
Just have hig plans; be has boundless

plans

This wear. he will create a 30.000-square-
fioot retal and distnbution center within his

See PLAN, Page 9

Plan

From Page 1

facility, a 100-vear-old,
T5,000-square-foot former
warchouse., And that’s just the
beginning. He alzo has plans
to:

« Put in a sawnll on the
property to saw the several
thousand hoards of wood tha
came with the purchase of the
warchouse, 1 have enough
[free] wood to last me for the
next five years.”

« Mexi year, be is planning
o create a privale irade
school in Lynchburg “because
the [woodworking] trade is
becoming extinct.” Johnson
says his primary challenge has
been finding skilled crafis-
men.

* He 15 developing a
factery in Ghana to make
mass-produced furniture, he
hopes 1o use 1he profits from
this operation o build o trade
sehoul i s mative countey,

* He is planning different
Wel sites 1o serve retailers
and Furniture mammoefie oeers.

Chorismatie and full of
loughter (that smile will blind
you), Johnson is a savey
busineszman with the ability
to think globally, “The Ghana
aperation will benefit the
Lynchburg aparation and
local coonomy,™ he says.
“The Ghanaian emplovees
will ereate inventory, which
will create retail and distribu-
tion jobs. 1 hope to develop a
business exchange between
the two countries™

Johnzon went to college
for timber technology, in laly.
Afiter graduation, the 24-vear-
ald returned 1o Ghana and
combined his business and
humamtanian interests by
starting 4 training program in
furniture-making in 1988,
After five years, he immi-
grated 1o the LS, “with 520 in
my pocket,” he likes o
remember,

Ulimately he moved to
Lynchburg in 1995, and
staried building bookcases
and tables end selling them
from home.

He landed his fiest major
customer n 1999, a large
bookstore that needed exten-
sive woodwork, Through
word-of-mouth, other large
cammissions followed, includ-

Deborgh Nason

Lynchburg

Briefly

Business name: Thomas A. Johnson

Furniwr: Company.

Location: Lynchburg; fulure plans call
for a manufacturing &nd irmining facility in

Ghana.
Year founded: 1996,

Owner: Thomas A. Johnson.

Business activities: Two divisions:
custom-made high-end cabinetry, furniture
and architectural products; and mass-

OURNAL

J’h:-"’ pirg Rearoke ballep donchburg Newr giver Valley

5200

Thomas A, Johnson at his furniture warchouse in

produced furniture as a subcontractor for

large furniture companies.

Gengnphlc reach: Currently, about a 6l-mile radius. “My
ultimate goal is Washington, DL.C. and further” he gays “Now
that I have some skilled craftsmen working for me, I'll be able

to hit the road [and sz11)."

Market niche: “Using reclaimed lumber. Customers love
it. [Ironically] people stop here on the way to the dump to
throw wood away, and they give it 1o me. Some of it is 100
years old. 1 am strategically h-mttd,“ he says, laughing in

stilches.

Number of employees: Six now, planning on 25 to 30

within the next yeir or two,

Growth rate: The company has doubled its revenues since
2000. In 2001, Johnson purchased a 100-year-old, 75,000-
square-fool former tobacco warehouse and outbuildings on

ihe banks of the James River

LUnexpected reésnlt of business networking: Johnson
invited to this year’s presidential inauguration.
Motto: “Discipline, determination and success.”

ing producing tables and chairz
for a resort, and cabinetry for a
manufacturer. He also creates
custom fumiture and cabinetry Tor
residences and small businesses,

As the business prew, he was
thinking about where to expand,
but acted on nstinct when he
purchased the warchouse, 1 was
driving down the road and saw
trucks parked at this old aban-
doned building. I weat in to talk 1o
them and they gave me a tour—
gnd [ mada an offer right then and
there "

He explains that the idea of the
Uhana eperalions “came abou
die o a large manufacturing
contract. After 1 accepted it, |
reglized that in order to be profi-
able. 1 must ouiscures ouiside the
COLNLEY. 80 survive,”

Yo gan'y bluang indwsicilisis
i looking for cheaper costs,”
says Johnson, Dut he takes a long
view. “Ouisourcing 1o other
countrics is & trend, a fashion,” he
says, It may not go on forever.
[In the [uiure], Amencans may
decide 1o anly buy American, or
other countrics may expericncs
political unrest or natural disasters
or collapse of their economics™

In addition 10 producing
quality products, he credits ner-

working and relationship-
building for the growth of the
busimess. And he's been a1 it for
a long time. He beeame a
Ratsran i Ghona i the 1980,
impressed by the orgamzation’s
dedication 1o community
services, He continued that
affiliation when he moved to
Lynchburg, as well a5 joiming
the MWational Federation of
Independent Businesses (NFIBR).

Again working on instinct,
Johnson decided to attend the
METHE small business summit in
Washingion, D.C. last year.
Brimging with him copies of
local articles about him and has
business, he cansed a sensation.
Mot only did he make some
valuable business contacls, bul
he caught the atnention of a
Wushmglon msider who ar-
ranged for Jolmsos i aticd the
presidential inauguration.

The attention hasn’ stopped
ver, he savs. Governor Mark
Wharser invited him o serve on a
state board, Jehnsen is embar
rassed to admit that he had to
ask for aorin-check. “Mve been
tos busy,” he laughs.

(Fredbirreelt Nasen i o
Regnake-pased coniribuwiing
et for the Jowrnal )



