
Editor’s Note: The following article recently
appeared in Midwest Construction Magazine.
We’ve reprinted it here for those of you who
may not have seen it...

John Farrell prides himself in being a
“hands-on” type of businessman. As 
president of Inter Ocean Cabinet
Company, Inc., a family-owned shop that
has provided architectural woodwork and
related services to America’s Midwest since
1897, he wouldn’t have it any other way.

“I walk through the shop many times
each day, making sure all jobs are on par
with where they should be so that deliv-
ery and installation are 
done when the customer expects it to be,”
Farrell said.

Inter Ocean Cabinet Company, Inc. is one
of more than 100 union millwork/cabinet
companies in the Midwest region which 

hire from the 2,300+ millwork/cabinet
labor pool from the Chicago Regional
Council of Carpenters. These contractors
partner everyday with the Regional
Council to create one of the premier
training programs for cabinetmakers rep-
resenting the United Brotherhood of
Carpenters and Joiners of America.

At the Chicago-area training facilities,
cabinetmakers are trained in every type of
project, from architectural woodwork,
casework and display cases to trade show
exhibits, custom cabinetry, staircases,
doors, wall paneling, and more.

“We make sure our contractors have the
most qualified, best-trained crews 
everyday,” said Jim Kasmer, a 
business representative of the Chicago
Regional Council who focuses on the
millwork/cabinetry industry. “We know
our commitment to training and atten-
tion keeps our contractors well staffed
with the best craftsmen in the region.”

Both Farrell and Kasmer agree that without
a strong training program, union millwork/
cabinetry contractors would not be able
to deliver the amount of outstanding work
each shop produces on an everyday basis.
And that work is done on time, and on
budget. And work is done right the first
time, which reduces the need for redos.

For instance, while Inter Ocean completed
projects at Merrill Lynch and Bear Stearns
& Company, Inc., other union shops are
responsible for redevelopment and restora-
tion of Chicago’s Navy Pier, McCormick
Place, the Art Institute, the Museum of
Science and Industry, Millennium Park and
the Merchandise Mart.

Complementing the quality craftsman-
ship of these and thousands of other
projects is the attention to scheduling
that a union millwork/cabinetry shop
brings to the table. Tight schedules or
working in occupied spaces for tenant
improvement work is a specialty skill that
union contractors can rely upon.

Soldier Field, for instance, needed a 
complete restoration in a short time span,
to be ready for the coming football season.
Midwest Woodwork & Veneer, Inc.,
staffed with a team of well-trained, 
experienced union craftsman, completed
everything from plush skyboxes and miles
of concession stands to contemporary
locker rooms in only 20 months, a record
for the shortest construction of a modern-
day stadium.   
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Training gives union cabinetry pros the
edge architectural woodwork projects

Soldier Field showcases union carpentry
at its finest through curved walls of
warm cherry casework, cool marble
counter tops and stainless steel.
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A member of the United Brotherhood of
Carpenters and Joiners since 1968, Kuz
started teaching in 1980. He was invited
to teach part time in a building trades
vocational school program in Cleveland.
Kuz found himself at home in the class-
room as in the wood shop. “I don’t mince
words,” says Kuz, who is fluent in Russian
and is regularly contacted to act as an
interpreter by various organizations in the
area.  “I love my trade. I love teaching
people. I pride myself that I have no
secrets. I show the students everything I
know, and it’s a rush when people try
what I show them - and it works.”

When the Northeast Ohio Carpenters
moved into their new 60,000-square-foot
training facility in 1990, they put Kuz in
charge of setting up the cabinet
maker/millwork classroom.  Safety was a
top consideration, Kuz says. Power tool
work stations in the classroom are set up
so an operator has a clear view of the
classroom entrance. “That way, students
won’t be startled if someone enters while
they’re working with power equipment,”
Kuz explains. “In all these years, no one
has been seriously injured.’”

Safety is emphasized throughout the four-
year program, which teaches students all
aspects of cabinet making and millwork:
assembly/gluing/clamping ; working with
laminates and veneers;  creating display
units;  fashioning drawers; creating clean,
strong wood-to-wood and wood-to-non-
wood joints; evaluating and selecting
lumber and sheet goods; crafting mill-
worked pieces and panels; reading specifi-
cations and creating layouts; constructing
table tops, legs and rails; and stair design
and construction. 

The union training center also has a
cooperative program with the Cuyahoga
Community College, so students enrolled
in the apprenticeship program may also
pursue an Associate of Applied Science
Degree in Applied Industrial Technology
as they complete their union training. 

Automation and inexpensive foreign
goods have reduced the demand for
hand-crafted goods, Kuz says, and today
there are only a dozen union cabinetry-
millwork programs in the United States.
He believes the lack of appreciation for
quality craftsmanship can be changed
with consumer education. “When today’s
adhesives and finishes are coupled with
craftsmanship,
pieces will last
for decades,”
Kuz says, 
and investing
in quality
workmanship 
is far more cost
effective in the
long run.
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Kaiser Permanente Benefits  
from Mission Bell’s  
Craftsmanship & Dedication
Mission Bell Manufacturing is on a roll – a Kaiser roll,  
to be exact.

Over the past three years, Mission Bell has completed 
more than 30 architectural millwork projects for 
Kaiser Permanente, including its most recent 

workmanship: a $3.1 million job at Kaiser Permanente’s 
Modesto Medical Center, which serves about 150,000 
customers in south San Joaquin and Stanislaus counties  
of California.

Despite a long history of delivering quality work for Kaiser, 
this particular job had a little more riding on it: This would 
be one of Kaiser’s first new “template” hospitals, making 
it not only large and complex, but also giving it very high 
visibility and importance to Kaiser and all involved.

General Contractors  
Explain…What Goes 
Into Choosing  an  
Architectural Millwork 
Subcontractor?

What goes into the proper selection 
of an architectural millwork 
company? To find out, we 

gathered the thoughts of representatives 
from three general contractors located in 
various parts of North America.

In summary, the criteria and considerations 
that sway a GC’s decision process is 
strikingly similar: the architectural millwork 
shop must be competent and well staffed, 
of course, but also the contractor must 
understand customer relations and place a 
high value on communications. And, these 

attributes are 
not lost on these 
gentlemen as 
being primary 
characteristics of 
union millwork 
companies. 

Grant Mendeljian 
of Turner 
Construction in 
Michigan says his 
company focuses 
on quality and 
performance.

“It really becomes not only a production 
issue, but an artistic one in terms of the 
fabrication and millwork. Whether it’s a 
law office, hospital, or other high profile 
job, the woodwork is a high profile part of 
the project,” Mendeljian said. “We look for 
experience as well as expertise to give us a 
level of confidence in the subcontractor.”

Turner 
Construction 
has a full pre-
qualification 
process that 
requires a 
subcontractor 
to prove his 
experience and 
supply references. 
But Mendeljian 
said consideration 
goes far beyond 
that.

“The good and bad news about the finished 
carpentry industry is that you’ve got guys 
who can perform straight plastic laminate 
jobs and do a good job at it. But when you 
get into donor walls, nurse stations, and 
entry ways, that’s a whole different level of 
contractor that you’re dealing with. General 

continued on page 2
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Kaiser Permanente Benefits from Mission Bell’s  
Craftsmanship & Dedication  
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environmentally responsible buildings – Mission Bell is capable 
of completing projects that meet requirements of the U.S. Green 
Building Council, and is certified by the Forest Stewardship Council. 
The company is recognized as fully compliant with the stringent 
standards of the LEED rating system, and company officials 
use resources and experience to work together with developers, 
contractors and architects to help 
achieve the highest LEED ratings for 
clients.

The Hewlett Foundation project was the 
first green building in California, only 
the fifth building in the nation, to earn 
the prestigious USGBC – Gold level 
LEED v2.0 certification rating. Since 
this project, Mission Bell has completed 
several others, including the San Mateo 
Youth Center and Chartwell School.

About Mission Bell

Mission Bell is a $24 million dollar 
enterprise, with a 61,000 square 
foot, highly automated production 
facility headquarters in Morgan Hill, 
and a second 40,000 square foot 
manufacturing facility in Tracy, and a showroom in San Francisco. 

Both manufacturing facilities create custom woodwork fixtures, 
plastic laminate casework and counter tops.  Along with more 
commonly requested woods such as cherry and maple, Mission 
Bell also works with rare, exotic woods, including eucalyptus, 
sycamore, anegre, zebra wood and pearwood as well as many types 
of laminates, metals, stone, granite and glass.

Engineering and Fabrication is done in-house to ensure full 
compliance with all industry standards and architectural 
specifications, and to maintain control of a project’s overall quality. 
Experienced, trained UBC craftsmen provide fabrication, delivery 
and installation of all products.

One asset that differentiates Mission Bell from other shops is the 
design and lay-up of their own veneer panels. This, together with 
relationships developed with major veneer suppliers, enables 
Mission Bell to find the best logs available, and provide customers 
with the matched veneer faces specified for high end projects. 

The people of Mission Bell create products that deliver function 
and beauty in workspaces. Every piece is precisely made to order 
and conforms to exacting details. Mission Bell employees strive to 
work together with clients, from the beginning stages of planning 

to the manufacturing and installation of the 
finished product. Utilizing the latest technology 
Mission Bell’s data network integrates with our 
manufacturing machinery, enabling the over 130 
highly skilled craftsmen and experienced staff to 
meet the architectural requirements for quality 
workmanship on large or medium-sized projects, 
and meet tight schedules often times when others 
cannot. 

This end-to-end approach ensures a single point 
of responsibility for every project, resulting 
in consistent quality, service, materials and 
workmanship.

Clients

Mission Bell work is found in prestigious 
professional offices, modern manufacturing 

headquarters, educational institutions, medical facilities, 
distinctive country clubs, hospitality sites, fine retail stores and 
multi-unit complexes. Mission Bell partners with many of the top 
architects, developers and general contractors to serve companies 
and organizations throughout Northern California.

Mission Bell’s diverse customer base includes: Kaiser Permanente, 
Blue Shield, Cisco Systems, Goldman Sachs, Hewlett Foundation, 
Intel, KPMG, Stanford Museum, Hewlett Packard, Ruby Hill 
Country Club, Google, eBay, and many other discerning customers 
that chose Mission Bell’s woodworking craftsmanship.

For more information about Mission Bell Manufacturing,  
visit the company web site at www.missionbell.com.
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Traditions come 
in handy

Hand tools play key role
in prepping for 
high-tech world of
craftsmanship in UBC’s
Millwork and Cabinetry
training program

Al Kuzmin picks up
a gleaming wood
chisel and places it
on his wrist. “My
father was big on

keeping tools sharp and in good shape,”
he says as he uses the chisel blade to deli-
cately shave a few fine hairs from the
back of his hand.

Kuzmin teaches cabinetry and millwork 
at the Northeast Ohio Carpenters’ Joint
Apprenticeship and Training Center in
Richfield, Ohio. His classroom features
the latest high-tech woodworking equip-
ment available — but also an assortment
of traditional hand tools.

Cabinetmakers and millworkers from the
United Brotherhood of Carpenters are
specialists in custom and architectural
woodwork, creating cabinetry, moldings,
panels, trade exhibits and furniture. They
work from blueprints and architectural
designs to cut, shape and assemble wood
products, and they work with metal, 
plastics and glass when those materials
are included in a product’s design. These
craftsmen must be proficient on a wide
range of both hand and stationary power
tools, and Kuzmin says learning the 
origins of these tools comes from 
understanding how traditional hand 
tools fit into the big picture.

Kuzmin’s teaching approach emphasizes
skill and ability says Bill Logan, who 
graduated from the training program in
2004 and is currently the foreman for an
on-site carpentry saw shop for a major
Ohio contractor.  “Kuz teaches how to
analyze a problem and select the best
approach,” Logan says. “He teaches 
how to use all your resources to take a
project from the drawing table to the 
production floor.”

Logan says 
Kuzmin taught 
him that there 
are “a myriad 

of solutions” for every 
project and that a craftsman

knows how to select from an array of
options to get the job done correctly and
efficiently. “Kuz is a master of teaching
how to select the right tool for the job,” 
Logan says, “He taught me to keep an
open mind. Tools are an accessory to 
productivity.”

That understanding of material is part of
the fundamental knowledge and skill
required by today’s high-tech tools. A
Computerized Numerical Control (CNC)
router, for example, can help drill, carve,
rout, and cut materials with accuracy and
speed.  Because it can accurately repeat
designs, a CNC router boosts productivity
when the same part must be created
many times to complete a project. The
machine is also fast because it moves and
cuts in multiple directions simultaneously
— front to back, left to right and up and
down.

A computer controls the machine’s
motion and cutting, so that means a 
CNC router is only as good as the detailed
computer design that it follows.  To 
program a CNC router, a craftsman must
have an in-depth understanding of the
material that is to be shaped, the tech-
niques to be used and the calculations
required to produce the desired result.
And it’s that kind of knowledge that can
be reinforced by lessons with hand tools,
Kuzmin says.

Honed for a Life in Woodworking
Kuzmin has specialized in cabinetry and
millwork since he followed his father’s
footsteps into carpentry in the ‘60s. “As a
teen, when other guys were off playing, 
I was working with my dad. I really
enjoyed it,” he says.

His parents were from southern Russia.
His father served with the Russian army
during World War II. His mother was in
medical school when the war broke out,
and she was commandeered “for slave
labor” by the Germans. Her status as a
medical student saved her from the worst
of conditions during the war, Kuz says.
When the war ended, his parents were
given “displaced persons” status and lived
briefly in Germany while waiting for the
chance to emigrate.  Kuz was born in
Germany. “My parents were given some
choices, and they decided to come to the
United States because the three of us could
stay together,” he says. “We arrived in
New York in 1951 — I was 13 months old.”

His father’s tools made it to the United
States in the family’s steamer trunk. His
father fashioned a rough padlock for the
trunk, and Kuz uses the lock to this day
for his tool box. “Most of my hand tools
were my father’s” Kuz says. “But if some-
one stole this tool box, I would hurt for
this lock more than anything else.”

The family settled in Philadelphia, where
Kuz’s father resumed his work as a carpen-
ter. The set of tools Kuz inherited includes
hand saws, coping saws, sliding T-bevels,
smoothing planes, a combination square
and a hard-to-find bell-faced hammer.
Every tool is in perfect working condition;
every tool has the patina developed only
through decades of use and loving care. 

It’s those decades of experience and pas-
sion for his craft that characterize Kuz’s
teaching. “Skill and craftsmanship are not
fads or a passing fancy,” Kuz says. “They’re
bonds among craftsmen, and I’m trying
to keep these alive with my teaching.”

continued on page 4
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Training facility prepares 
tomorrows building trade 
professionals
The Northeast Ohio Carpenters’ Training
Center, a part of the United Brotherhood of
Carpenters and Joiners’ national educational
network The training center serves union 
carpenter apprentices and journeymen from
27 Ohio counties and four counties in West
Virginia. Instructors are seasoned journeymen
with proven mastery in their respective fields.

In addition to the cabinetmaker/millwork 
program, the facility offers carpentry, floor
covering and millwright/piledriver programs.
The programs combine classroom and 
hands-on instruction, and the facility houses
individual shops dedicated to each building
trade specialty. 

Those accepted into one of the four-year 
center apprentice programs pay no fees for
apprenticeship classes, training and associ-
ate degree college credit earned during the
program.  While active in the program,
apprentices earn 40 to 85 percent of the jour-
neyman-level wage and receive benefits after
90 days.

More than 900 apprentices are currently
enrolled in one of the training center’s 
four-year programs. The training center also
offers year-round advanced training classes
for journeymen to keep up with the latest
methods and technologies.

For more information, call the training center’s
toll free number: 800-601-1800, or visit
www.carpenterstraining.com.

TRAINING FEATURE

2 3

Contractors Explain…What Goes Into Choosing  
an Architectural Millwork Subcontractor? 
continued from page 1 

They need to have the facility to fabricate 
as well as install it. We look for a turnkey 
operation.”

At William Blanchard Company in New 
Jersey, which focuses mainly on hospital 
work, Marty Cecire says each project 
manager does his own quality review 
of subcontractor millwork shops before 
choosing. Workmanship, quality of shop 
drawings, and the financial stability of the 
company all come into play.

“We look at how well and how timely  
the shop drawings are done, and then, of 
course, we look at production time to make 
sure the shop can actually deliver on time,” 
Cecire said.

Also important at Blanchard is customer 
service, and common sense. “We do a lot of 
renovation work, and the subcontractor must 
know how to work around the end user’s 
customers, remembering to be appropriate 
at all times, Cecire added. “And, even 
appearance is important. The installer has to 
be properly mannered and properly dressed, 
and if he doesn’t measure up, he’s off the 

job. But, usually the guy who does quality 
work doesn’t need to be told to pull his  
pants up.” 

In Las Vegas, Penta Building Group often 
uses architectural millwork subcontractors 
for intricate casino work in addition to 
schools and office buildings. Steve Jones 
of Penta says his millwork shops are 
determined by who will give the best 
service and best product for the specific 
project. 

“We look at the capabilities of the company, 
but we also value communication and input. 
Some of the best shops are good at coming 
in with design and material suggestions,” 
Jones said.

Penta uses a pre-qualification process that 
examines financials, bond limits, license 
limits, past history on jobs, successful 
projects in the past and any problems or 
liabilities, such as lawsuits or claims that 
they may be involved in.

Kaiser Permanente Benefits from Mission Bell’s  
Craftsmanship & Dedication  
continued from page 1 

Mission Bell Manufacturing is a California-based company 
that employs trained craftsmen from the United Brotherhood 
of Carpenters (UBC). The company specializes in quality 
architectural woodwork, millwork and custom casework – from 
the most intricate, one-of-a-kind quality woodwork fixtures to 
standard production plastic laminate cabinets. 

Their string of Kaiser projects include: Kaiser Santa Clara, 
Santa Teresa, Oakland, Richmond and Tantau, as well as other 
hospital projects like Sutter Regional Medical Center, Alta Bates 
Summit, Lucille Packard Medical Center and John Muir Medical 
Center. Still more work 
for Kaiser is being done at 
Kaiser’s Vacaville Medical 
Office Building and 
Medical Center, Roseville 
Emergency Room and 
Radiology, Pinole Medical 
Office Building and Kaiser 
Hospital Santa Rosa.

This latest project, like the others, garnered Mission Bell high 
praise for their work done in the Medical Office Building and 
Health Service Wing, completed with Harbison Mahoney Higgins 
Builders, Inc (HMH). The project featured multiple projects on a 
50-acre site, including a 254,000-square-foot, four-story hospital 
support building that includes an ambulatory surgery center and a 
400,000-square-foot, five-story hospital with two nursing towers. 
The overall project, designed by architect, Lionakis Beaumont 
Design Group, measures 683,000 square feet.

Mission Bell provided extensive plastic laminate casework and 
custom millwork throughout the project, including exam rooms, 
offices, radiology, pharmacy and surgical rooms.

“The fact that this project is a template hospital for Kaiser meant 
that it had been in planning for several years. By the time it came 
for Mission Bell to do shop drawings, some of the specifications 
were already outdated. As a result Mission Bell’s team worked 
closely with HMH to make sure everything came together as 
intended,” said Kevin Schaefer the Mission Bell Project Engineer 
responsible for the Modesto site.

One of the challenging aspects of the job was a specific cabinet 
that had full overlay retractable glass doors with a combination 
lock. Simultaneous template hospitals were being built for Kaiser, 
and in some cases other millwork manufacturers had determined 
that the requested cabinet would be impossible to build. 
Fortunately for Kaiser, Mission Bell’s team worked closely with 
the architect and helped develop solutions.

“Not only did Mission Bell design a way to build these cabinets 
that functioned as requested, but we developed a way to build 
them more efficiently. We had a real collaborative attitude that 
paid off for everyone,” Schaefer said.

Mission Bell also coordinated custom graphic art panels to 
integrate into the Marlite Paneling System. These custom panels 
– including photographs, drawings and watercolor art turned in 
to plastic laminate panels – needed to be easily removed. It took 

special coordination and the collaborative efforts 
of Mission Bell, Marlite, HMH, Smith-Chong 
Architects and key people from Kaiser to make it 
happen in record time.

Mission Bell was also instrumental in refining 
the design of Pharmacy and Optical Departments 
in the hospital and throughout the medical office 
building. By manufacturing all drawers and 
cabinets so that locks could easily be added in the 
field, Mission Bell streamlined security for Kaiser.

“We also worked with the lock manufacturer to 
develop a keying scheme that makes it easier for 
Kaiser’s Facilities Department to make future 
keying changes,” Schaefer added.

Curtis Johnson, HMH’s vice president of 
operations, said: “We had been involved in 
the initial planning stages of the overall template 
program, so the Kaiser 
Modesto project was 
extremely important to 
HMH Builders. We knew 
it could set the benchmark 
for healthcare construction 
of the future. We’re proud 
to have been a part of it, 
and proud of our people 
for their dedication to 
meeting every challenge 
and working with 
all stakeholders in a 
collaborative fashion so 
that everyone on the project 
could be successful.”

Donnie Martinez, the 
Mission Bell foreman 
responsible for the Kaiser 
Modesto Health Service 
Wing, said that because the Modesto project was Mission Bell’s first 
projects with, HMH, “It was our opportunity to show HMH that 
Mission Bell was a capable company with the ability to take on a 
project this big and complete it  
on time.”

“This project began before we had opened Mission Bell’s Tracy 
manufacturing facility, which meant that we were about two hours 
away from the job site. By having a small job trailer on-site that was 
equipped with internet access and telephone, we were able to respond 
quickly to requests for information whether on the job site or back at 
the Morgan Hill headquarters,” Martinez said.

A key Mission Bell philosophy is to serve by appreciating the worth 
of every person within Mission Bell, as well as every partner. The 
management team offers highly qualified and experienced personnel 
to ensure excellent service. In the production and fixture shop, 
technology is combined with craftsmanship to ensure high-quality 
products and on-time schedules. In the field, professionally trained 
union installation crews ensure a high quality finished product. 
Mission Bell not only strives to meet customers’ expectations, but 
exceed them every time.

“It’s an in-depth process, but this work is 
extremely important and we need to know 
we have the right contractor on the job,” 
Jones said.

None of those interviewed advocated using 
one shop for fabrication and another for 
installation. Keeping both aspects under one 
roof ensures the level of quality in fit and 
finish, and eliminates problems. Cecire from 
William Blanchard said his company prefers 
single-source responsibility.

Turner’s Mendeljian agrees: “In fact, it’s an 
asset because you often have the installers 
in the shop with the product while it’s being 
fabricated.”

Finally, communications, the three men 
agree, is also key. “That’s the secret to 
everything,” explains Penta’s Jones. “We 
insist on teamwork. There’s nothing worse 
than a subcontractor who won’t cooperate. 
Conditions change constantly. A lot of 
owners may not understand drawings, but 
once they do, they often want a design 
change. A successful architectural millwork 
subcontractor will understand that and will 
place customer service and communications 
as a priority. They will work with us to 
get the job done to the satisfaction of the 
customer.”

That philosophy came into play in a big way during the  
Modesto job.

“Everyone on the Mission Bell Team worked together – 
from Estimating and Project Management, Engineering and 

Manufacturing, to Delivery and Installation. We overcame a 
mountain of obstacles and worked collaboratively with HMH 
and other subcontractors as a unified team who all respected 
one another,” said Adam McPhillips, the Mission Bell Foreman 
responsible for the Kaiser Modesto Medical Office Building

“Mission Bell was excellent to work with. We had a challenging 
schedule which was revised late in the project, and they adapted 
quickly to meet the needs. I was really impressed with their 
management and the quality of their shop drawings.  They were 
really exceptional,” said Kevin Kaanehe, HMH Builders Assistant 
Project Manager.

Excelling Across the Industry

The Hewlett Foundation also benefitted from Mission Bell 
workmanship when it tapped them to create and manufacture 
the millwork and custom casework for the Foundation’s new 
48,000-square-foot headquarters building in Menlo Park, California. 
The project included the use of recycled material such as wheatboard 
and soyboard for counter tops, and approved wood from forests 
certified by the Forest Stewardship Council for the millwork, 
formwork, interior doors and frames, office furniture, workstations, 
roof framing and exterior siding. Mission Bell delivered everything 
on schedule, including the comprehensive documentation required to 
obtain the highest LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design) ratings.

One of the first in the industry to become certified for “Green 
Building” manufacturing – a rating system based on creating  

“Not only did Mission Bell design 
a way to build these cabinets that 
functioned as requested, but we 
developed a way to build them 
more efficiently. We had a real 
collaborative attitude that paid  
off for everyone.”

continued on page 4

“We look at the capabilities of the  
company, but we also value communication 
and input. Some of the best shops are  
good at coming in with design and  
material suggestions.”


