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STANDING THEIR GROUND (From left) Vice President David S. Smik and President Walter Sutliff Ill are committed to customer service.

Founded on Quality

Bolton Pratt Co. celebrates 100 years of building in Northeast Ohio

By Mark Watt | Photos courtesy of Bolton Pratt Co.

think the philosophy of Bolton Pratt has pretty much been
the same since we began 100 years ago,” says Walter Sutliff

I1I, president of Northeast Ohio-based general contracting and

construction management firm Bolton Pratt Co. “We focus on

quality.”

Leaning back in a chair in the
boardroom of the company’s office in
Independence, he adds:

“And if [we're bidding for a proj-
ect and] it becomes a shooting match
between sacrificing quality or chopping
the price, we’ll walk away more often
than not.”

For Sutliff, maintaining a reputation
of providing quality work is paramount.
That'’s because those upper-tier stan-
dards have been a key to the longevity
of Bolton Pratt, which is celebrating its
centennial anniversary this year, he says.
He should know; three generations of

his family — Sutliff 11, his father Walter
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PEEKING INTO THE PAST On display at Bolton Pratt’s headquarters in Independence is
a 1910 transept (top left), with a record of its purchase (below). Walter Sutliff Il (above, at
right, with V.P. David S. Smik) has family ties to the company since nearly that long ago; his
grandfather joined the company in 1913.

Sutliff Jr. and his grandfather Walter
Sutliff Sr. — have been significantly
involved with Bolton Pratt for 97 of its
100 years.

Today, the company averages about
20 substantial projects per
year, according to Sutliff, at
a total of about $15 million
in sales, focusing primarily on
private healthcare and com-
mercial work for a firm base
of repeat clients (“I'd say 75%
of our business is repeat busi-
ness and most of them are
10- to 15-year relationships,”
Sutliff says.) With a lean staff
of about 18 full time employ-
ees, Bolton Pratt has thrived
on maintaining a manage-
able portfolio of work so that
Sutliff and Vice President
David S. Smik can have a
direct hand in every project
the company completes.

“It’s basically the two of us who know
what’s going on with every job at any
given time,” Smik says.

Sutliff notes that there is a project
manager connected to each job, but
that he and Smik remain directly in
tune with each project, which helps to
assure clients of the company’s commit-
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ment to customer service. According to
Smik, that service has been part of the
company’s success in building a base
of repeat customers, including familiar
names in the area such as KeyBank,

“One of the principals of the company
is involved with every project on
a day-to-day basis. If we weren’t
committed to that kind of attention,
we could take on more projects. But
it’s not something we’ve wanted to
do. As a company, we’ve never been
preoccupied with being the biggest,
but we certainly always want to be
the best.”

Walter Sutliff 1l
President

Nestle U.S.A., McDonald & Co., Kaiser
Permanente, The Jacobs Group and
Agilysys.

“That kind of customer service is how
it has always been since my father was
here and probably before,” Sutliff says.
“One of the principals of the company
is involved with every project on a

day-to-day basis. If we weren’t com-
mitted to that kind of attention, we
could take on more projects. But it’s not
something we've wanted to do. As a
company, we've never been preoccupied

with being the biggest, but we

certainly always want to be
the best.”

A century of building

Bolton Pratt was founded
as a general contracting firm
in 1907 by Karl Pratt, an
engineer, and Tom Bolton, a
bricklayer by trade. In 1910,
the team of two grew to three
with the hire of Walter Sutliff
Sr., an 1899 graduate of MIT’s
School of Architecture.

Sutliff Sr. was an early
developer of steel-reinforced
concrete and used his exper-
tise in this new construction
material during one of the
company’s early projects: the Marion
Building, at 1276 W. Third St. in down-
town Cleveland. That building became
home to the company’s headquarters in
the 1930s, where it would remain until
2003 when the firm moved into its cur-
rent offices at 6116 West Creek Rd. in
Independence.
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE How times have
changed - among documents in Bolton
Pratt’s archives is this paper (above) with
minutes of a meeting that took place in June
of 1907.An excerpt:“Upon motion of Mr.Pratt,
duly seconded, the following resolution was
unanimously adopted: RESOLVED, That this
company purchase from Thomas F. Bolton
and Karl H. Pratt a horse and rig for the sum
of $300.00 and 10,000 feet of lumber for
the sum of $200.00.” About 90 years later
when Bolton Pratt handled the renovation
of St. Stanislaus Church (right, below) in
Slavic Village, the cost of materials were
significantly higher, to say the least. The
project, which revived a historical Cleveland
landmark buiding, included very fine detail
work.

In the late 1930s, Bolton retired. Sutliff
Sr. and Pratt led the company together
until the mid-1950s when Sutliff Jr. and
a business partner took over the com-
pany. As Sutliff III remembers, after his
father became president of the company,
his grandfather continued to come into
the office from time to time until 1959,
before passing away in 1960.

In 1963, Sutliff III started working
for the company part-time during the
summers as a laborer. Knowing that he
wanted to carry on the family tradition,
he pursued metallurgical engineer-
ing at Lafayette College in Easton,
Pennsylvania, graduating in 1970.

“My dad had told me, ‘If you're inter-
ested in this business, than probably
the best thing you could do is go out
and work with one of the big boys for a
while and get some experience,” Sutliff
111 says.

While wrapping up his senior year
of college, Sutliff III was hired by a

national construction company. In late
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WARM WELCOME The company has completed work at Reminger & Reminger’s office facilities, including (clockwise from top left) a
reception area, a conference room, office spaces and waiting areas.

May of 1970, he was invited to visit that
company’s New York office to get his
first assignment.

“So I go in there to find out where in
the U.S. I would be working and they
say, ‘You're going to go to Cleveland,
Ohio and you're going to work on a big
project out there,” Sutliff III says. “I
couldn’t go back and work directly in
competition with my father’s company
like that. I had to say ‘No.” It was very
amicable, we shook hands and I left.
Instead, I ended up joining Bolton Pratt
full-time right out of college.”

Similarly, Smik joined the company
in 1973, immediately after graduating
from Arizona State with a degree in con-
struction engineering management. He

started off in estimating or whatever else
was needed of him. (“I basically started
on the ground floor and worked my way
up,” Smik says.)

“The interesting fact is for both of
us, our entire professional careers have
been with Bolton Pratt,” Smik says. “For
both us, it’s the only job we’ve ever had.
It has worked out well. Walter and 1
represent 37 of this company’s 100 years
in business, which is something we’re
proud of.”

Employee stability has become a
marked feature of Bolton Pratt’s image,
Sutliff says.

“If you look at our typical employee,
they probably have at least 10 years with
us,” he says. “They find a home here. For

a lot of our employees, they start here
and end their careers here. We're proud
of that longevity.”

Smik adds that the company has been
successful in attracting talented, hard-
working employees.

“With a good name like we have, you
don’t have a hard time getting good
people,” he says.

Smik notes that part of the appeal in
attracting employees is that the com-
pany is regional.

“We don’t go out of state,” he says.
“We don’t go down to Columbus. Our
foreman and the guys that run our
work — they like to be home with their
families every night. And those are the
good guys. We're not about to go to
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Columbus, for example, and hire some-
one out of the union hall and say, ‘Be
in touch, we’ll call you in two or three
weeks to see how you’re doing.” You just
can’t run a company that way.”

Another key to the company’s stability
has been a solid group of subcontrac-
tors that Bolton Pratt has maintained
throughout the years, Sutliff says.

“The greatest team we like to take
to the table are the subcontractors that
have been around for several decades,”
he says. “Because they share what
we have. We have the same legacy
with a lot of our subcontractors. The
reason they've been around for so
long is that they know how to do
their work well.”

Although Bolton Pratt does self-
perform finish carpentry, about 90%
of jobs are made up of subcontrac-
tors.

“There’s no secret that in the bid-
ding arena, there are certain subs
that prefer to work with us over some
of our competitors,” Smik says. “It’s
because when you have this kind of
experience and focus on efficiency and
getting a job done on time, you have a
better chance at making some money
— that, instead of having a project drag
out and having cost overruns.”

Maintaining quality for value has
been a central focus for the company,
Sutliff says.

“You get what you pay for,” he says.
“We could participate in as many bids

You

as we want to. But the fact is we’re not
interested in using the C or the D team
to be the low bidder to get the job. We'd
rather come out with the A or B team
and be there for the next job, a negoti-
ated job.”

Looking ahead
As Sutliff and Smik look toward
the future of Bolton Pratt, they plan
on continuing with the practices and

“It’s all about honesty and
integrity. More thananything
else, that’s the key. That’s
why Bolton Pratt gets called
back [after completing ajob].
look out for the best
interests of your clients.”

David S. Smik
Vice President

philosophies that have brought the com-
pany this far, Smik says, coupled with its
knack for adaptability.

“You go where the work is,” Smik says.
“In the early 1970s, it was bank branches
for Ohio Savings, Central National,
Huntington, Parkview and others, fol-
lowed by ATM retrofits in the 1990s.
There has been an overall trend toward
healthcare in the past decade or so,
which has become a large portion of our
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COMING BACK FOR MORE Bolton Pratt has
a number of large, repeat clients, including
KeyBank, Nestle US.A., McDonald & Co.,
Case Western Reserve University (left), Kaiser
Permanente (above), The Jacobs Group and
Agilysys. “I'd say 75% of our business is
repeat business and most of them are 10- to
15-year relationships,” says Bolton Pratt Co.
President Walter Sutliff Ill, who has followed
in the footsteps of his grandfather and father,
both former presidents of the company.

work. And we’ve been doing a lot of
office renovations in the past few years
as well. So we will continue to pursue
that kind of good, private work and
hopefully continue working with our
repeat clients.”

At the same time, Sutliff says, the two
men are getting to the point where they
are thinking about what the company
will look like in five or ten years.

“We’ve both been here for a long time

and it’s now time to find the right guy
to groom, someone who is seasoned
and can continue the legacy of the
company,” he says. “We’re looking for
that executive now.”

Ideally, Smik says, their successor
will share an approach to the com-
pany shared by Sutliff, Smik and the
men who came before them over the
past century.

“It’s all about honesty and integ-
rity,” he says. “More than anything
else, that’s the key. That’s why Bolton
Pratt gets called back [after complet-
ing a job]. You look out for the best

interests of your clients. And at the end
of the day, when you hand the clients
their keys and ask, ‘Would you recom-
mend us for the next one? — when they
say, ‘Yes,” everyone comes out of the
project with a good feeling. It’s what we
strive for.” [@

Reprinted with permission from Properties
Magazine, © July 2007. For more information,
visit www.propertiesmag.com.
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BOLTON [l PRATT COMPANY

is celebrating 100 years in business
1907 - 2007

For those 100 years, we have built hundreds of offices, medical centers,
educational facilities, industrial plants, and restored office buildings.
But nothing is as important to us as the relationships we've built with our
valued clienis, sub-contractors and office associates over the last century.

We thank all of them for making Bolton Pratt a legendary and respected
general coniracior and consiruction manager, today and for the last 100 years.
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