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How David Miller took a business
to new heights without using
superhuman measures.

By Carin Rosengren

Photos by Jason Sales

IT SEEMS IMPOSSIBELE THAT A 30-50METHING
with no experience as an automotive
repairer could take a body shop and res-
toration business and quadruple its sales
in three years. But that’s what David
Miller did, and a conversation with the
swiftly speaking entrepreneur reveals
that while he likely would've bested the
competition no matter what company
he bought, Trinity Restoration is exactly
where he is meant to be. »
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The $6 Million Man

I think it's fun,” =aid Miller, a 38-year-
old native of Tulsa, Oklahoma, wheres
his business is located. “I had an insur-
ance adjusrer come up to me the other
dayeand he said, “Miller, T can tall you're
new at this because you still think it's
fum,” I said, Ttis fun, what are you talk-
ing sbour? It's cars and people — what's
not o like?’

"He's just been dodng it for 20 years.
Yousee a lot of these yuys and they're
Just burned out. Its just a job, and they
don’teven fke cars anymorne, My mes-
sage tothose guys is, cheer up or ger
cut, Do something different. [think it's
fum, but maybe P'mecrazy. And [ty to
Hire people that think ic's fun. [y e
hive people that actually like cars.

"I} somecne rolls fnowith an ald
Ferrar; 1 'want semeote who zoes, Wow,
that's eool, vou know what Tmean?”

The shog that Miller bowghe did cod-
lision repalr and restoration but now,
thanks to business instiners thar had
him grabhing spportunity that popped
ugr along the way, it offers complets kit
car builds and & mobibe repair unit chat
can fix just about anything that doesn'c
need a frame machine. The diversicy of

Terms are Spelled Out
in No Uncertain Terms

Ar Trimity Restaration in Tulsa, Okiahoma, a set of *Restoration Guidelines™
proclaims itseff to be "by no means afl-inclusive” and requires the signature

of ewery restoration customer before work on their dream vehicle will begin_ it
sels straightforward parameters on paying and plaindy states that flexibilicg is a
mandatory part of the process,

Uhs we're sure you know restaration work is 2 spedalized process that very Tew
Cmgnies even attempt these days. We hene at Trinity Restoration bewe ¢lassic
vehicles and will be very prod to work on your restoration,” the guidefines state.
It coinaes with a no-nonsense list of whar a restoration Is, inchuding:

= Dilled at S50 per hour as actually worked by the clock hour and NOT
priced in advance

= Booked and worked on as capadity permits

= Slow ta Maish and can even take months to com
drive us nuts with update calls or imprompto v
Froe to arrange weekly visits or photo updates)

= Unique and therefore require a special case-by-case; limited
‘warranty on work

{so please don"t
every day, but do feel

four restaration work is imporgant (o o, the guidelines conciude, bt it
FERrEs 115 o be very honest and wp front with yow. We greatly appreciate your
buging 55, but please be understanding with s and we will return the Tvor,”

mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmumhmnmw
mmmmﬂmmwmummmwwﬁummmmﬁm

32 femderbesder | February 2007




the facilities at Trinity, including thres
geunt bopths (one's not heated) in three
buildings each dedicated to collision,
restoration and kit car builds, also lews
Milker aceept some “oddball” painr jobs
that other shops can't affomnd o have jam
1 produeTiog,

With all three facilicies running at
peak wow (T 5,000 square-foor colli-
Fiom shop put oug S190,000 in collizon
waork last December), Milber is ready for
mare. Last Ocrober erews broke ground
on what will be the bigsest collision
ghop in town, with owo and half acres
of parking and & 25,000 square-Toot ool
liziom shop, plus 19 bays for mechani-
cal pepair work. Miller doesi't have any
direct 'rL'pu'lir PrroErims o bt when
the dealer shovwroom-style shop epens
this spring, with @ rental counter inside,
they 1 apply for thar stams,

With raore collision, more mechani-
cal, mote foom for restaration and s
mmhile repair sector that alone is likely o
reich ivs 250,000 goal, Miller anticipares
an overall sales jump frem 81,6 million
2006 to 56 millon o 2007, There's an
unknown money-ouaker in the mix, too:
a cable TV network is working 1o selba

national show called “My Fiest Ride,”
which would uwse Trinity bo surprise
unknowing subjects with their beboved
firss cars in all their oginal gloey.

ERISINESS REMAISSANCE

It's difficult to imagine now, but the
reinvigoration of Trinity Restoration
almose didn's happen,

His dad was a mechanic bur Miller
falloweed lis mother’s cameer path, cven-
tually carning three business degrees
and spending 12 vears in the roller-
coaster telecommaunications hiz. He'd
been commuting to work by airplape
every week, and after his third layoff
in 2001, he told his wife, *The got to do
sorvetling different.”

In fact, the b'uzl; fon o Bias owers Baesis
ness already was In his blood: his par-
ents had owned their own businesses
and so did his wife, and in his MBA
clisses it owas all thar anvone talked
about, He decicded chat e wowhd fimd
a huginess owmer who wanted oo retire
anch Miller woould beoame his own bass,

“%o | atarted looking at anyrhing
and everything within a certain price
ramge,” Miller said, “I looked at steel,

pharmaceuticals, dry eleaning, fast fond
— you pame it— [ was willing to ook
at anything,”

[He nearly booght the steal company
be the owoer's wife talked him into
pulling it aff the macker. *1 almosts wish
1 had that, though. The price of steel has
eripled,™ he said, “The guy's mede mone
maney in the last five years than he did
in the first 20.7)

Then, Miller decided o bay i badus-
prial Fastemers company: "You know, tor
constructon, like big nuss and boles and
stodl,” he recalled *Don't know anything
abont it, bagt it's kine of nareresong.”

With a verbal deal bus nothing
signed, he decided 1o see wher ether
businesses were available, just one mone
time. That's when he saw Trinity, which
Miller's broker dide’t mention becnese
hie dicher't think Miller was invocars.

“Yeah, T-lowve cars!™ Miller peld i
Preferring cars to mes amd boles, Miller
eonfessed po being a “otal car freak,” He
s, °T like the smedls and the sounds

— 1 1o the sound of air tools, 1 like the
smell of Bonda, amd g, #od paint, and
o knowe, I'm sick.”

He talked o the shop's owners =

READY FOR & CLOSEUP: His Large new shap will have a showroom, so that *wiille [a costomar© ls] waiting for thelr all change they're staring at am
Imoredibie paint jah, 5o they e 2ol 1o kndw we do restoration,™ said Trinity ewner David Miller,
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The %& Million Man

and liked what they had to say. A shon
rime later, in 2003, the business was
his, First opemmst i 1987, Trinkny staned
as a Mustang-only restoration shop, bt
haed evalved to imclude all-madel resto-
ration, cellision repair and kit-builds,
The shop works on classic and modern
restorations, plus Corvettes, Porsches,
Mustangs, Ferraris and Lambogghinis.
“We solicit fun. different, weird,

interesting, picky customers,” Miller
siicl, “Fiug you ger palkd berrer 1o do that.
Those guvs -have the money; they're
willing to spend it as long as you doa
goad job for them.”

Basedl on the aumbers thar Trinity
puts out for restoration and collision,
the jobr its employees do is el tesay
the least.

Trinity's average collision job is

Lo make 2 profit.

Just passenger cars,” Mifler said.

of production.

on just abgut anything:

major repairs.

chear coat of paint on it.

“It's mostly cars, don't ged me wrong, Ninety percent of what Trnity does i

Bat with these pulkdings and 3 fourth underway, Miller has the loory of
juggiing vasious collisicn, restoration and “oddball” paint jobs amangst his
thres booths. Without this, he szid, the unique work would anly et in the way

Bonetheless, some shop owners aren't willing fo consider this when it comes
Lo psing theid paint Doot s, Bt as long a5 it doesn't interfere with collision
repair or restoration work, this energedic ertreprensur & happy to slap paint

= Dne customer, difng Trinity's advertising daim that they paint any-
thing, produced a canister-style vaconm deaner, which she wanted
painted to match the color of her Lexirs.

He told the woman, whe wore & fur coat and had a poodle in her purse, to
hring the appliance To her “vacuum guy,™ have him take it apart and bring
him the case, which wes all that needed paint, 1 will paing that and you bring
It back to the guy and have him pet it back ogether. That way if the vacuum
doesn't work, it's his fault, because | don't do vacuums,™ e fobd ber, The two-
howr fob made a happy customer of the woman and extra revenue for the shap,

“It wasn't hand . It wasn't very big,” Miller sald. “Her nephew got rear ended
sia manths laker ard be camee in becacse of her”

= Another customer brought in big, old closet doors that were made
of metal and I:ldmst holes; they couldn’t be replaced and needed

“Shie said, Can youw weld these up and padnt them?™”
We walded them, groundad them, painted them and charged ber @ liltle mare
am we would've hecause of the time and trouble.”

= And mast strangely, perhaps, was the
broaght in a dead, stuffed sea turtie, and asked if Trinity could put a

Milker’s response? “Sure. Cosple hundred buocks Later ha's god clear on his
turtle, ha's happy, we'ra happy,” he said.

He cantinued, “Thats not for everybody; §ehink its for some people. P'm a
| litthe autside the bo | don't evan see the box, I try anything.”

Painting the Town

Doors, vacuum cleaners and turtles? Oh, my!

Once & Mustang-only restoration shog, Trimty Restoration i Tulse, Oklanama,
has evolved over 20 years o offer everything automative, including collision
repair, restoration, mechanical and smobile repains, Bud cwner David Miller isn't
limited to that when it comes to using and seling the resources of his Business

Miller recalled. “Sare.

ustomer who

about 2,500, Miller said, and even
without its new facilicy in place it does
abour 75 cars per month. On the res-
toration side, an average job almost
deesn't exist: depending on what the
CUSHIMET WARLS, B0 project can range
from a few thonusand dollars to $50,000
or $100,000 or maone.

In & year, Trinity sees about a dozen
restoration projects rowed inta the
shop and driven out the door complete,
Ml der gaid.

DRAWING BUSINESS IN

e of the fivsr things Miller did wihen he
boughs Teinity was buy a second build-
ing, moving the restoration out and
allowing moomn For mone — adding staff
along the way, While filming the TV pilot
lase July he acguired a third boilding,
away from the others for noise reasons.
with a sic-moneh lease he kept the build-
ing and started bailding kit cars. The
few-construcion site, on the south sids
of Thlsa, weill e among the first shops o
preside over an untapped marker.

“Thar’s the direction Tolzas growing,
s that's where all the new dealerships
age, and that's where-all the high-dollar,
big neighborhonds ane,” Miller sad,

Mot only will the twa basinesses feed
each other, the mobile service is likely
to gain basiness allies in ar least some
af those automobile dealerships.

Milder descrilsed the mobile operaton
as a “dealer-flect sot up™ that's capabile
of bumgper jobs, dent repair and more
—"little things thas body shops just don't
dowell, including us,” he said,

This mabile unil 1% offering fasrer
and cheaper repairs for dealers and
fleets, That's what dealers wanz, and if
Trinity can take care of their little stuff
i's going ve get them the dealerships'
larger jobs, too.

“We pick up all the hand hits off those
pecoumts,” Milker said. “And tha's really
the bonus round; thac’s really the granvy;
that's really why its worth having.”

The mobile unit's also designed o
fix ATM machines, gas pumps, poles
— anything & motoriss cen mun inoo that
can't be browght into the shop, Bringing
wielding, dent repair, paint servioes and
more right to the job site allows Trinity
o charge double or ewen triple what the
wiork would cost ingide the shop.

“It's kingd of an interesting nlche,”
he continuwed. *There are people that
e that all pver the country, thens's fust
nobodhy eise that does it in Talsa." =
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EYE-CATCHER: Wihth Trimity Restoration’s loge and phone number plestered all aver it shop owner David Miller's sleek Corvette frms heads when

e drives arsund Tolea, Ddahome. Yot drives the old "Vette guys crazy,™ be chuckled. *1t's just a stidoer.™

Bevond impeccable service and
wpairs_ Miller's abways looking for WIS
o bring customers back in, including
frese detatling on vehicles thar have left
the shop. He's also pondering anm awke
mated car wash where regular service
customers would use # card o7 a cnde
fear unliited free washes,

“wWie're teying to think of things thar
really bock them in sothat they come
back,” Miller said, "Because collisions
just den't happen that often .. most peo-
ple have & wreck every five, six, seven
yenrk But i 'm changing oil and doing
brake juhs, 1oan have them in every 0
days for a good reason. If chey get a free
wish, they Il be i every weak

Despice having coughly 500,000
residenes, Tulsa still has & small-rown
feel, and Miller has iried oo keep that
spirit at the forefront of his bosiness.
Exery staff person talks oo custoOmers as
thaagl they are family or Flends, ask-
ing them their situation and finding

o [f they can help. “1s there insurance
ar wof, are they a single mom with no
maney, do we need o cut them a really
special deal?” Miller said. “We actually
ask all ghat sgwll, Flow do we help? And
cometimes we take a logs, T've done
some jobs for losses — lirtle old ladies
or people who really need it, Ul just tell
theny, 'Do-me a favor, Tell everybody
wou know abour me.™

GETTING THE WORD DUT
"Tell evervhody™ is exactly whal
niller did when he purchased Trinity
Restoration. The previous ewner didn't
do much marketing. He ha 3 couple of
dealerships feeding him business and
was rontent, Bat Miller asked his advice
on henar e mighe help Trinity growe

“Hesakd, 'Get out and sell. People in
the body shop business do nor ger out
anel sell,™ Willer saicl.

Lo Miller sold and zold, and Trinicy
arawe andd grews The fest step, le knew,

ik by et & news buzz abown the estab-
lished business. This included making a
nice-fooking loge, getting a catchy phone
rumber, running ade, and getting our to
meet, greet — "shake a lot of hands, kiss
i kot of habies, cut some deals, get some
fhyers and some business cards,” he said.
“Your wiant Lo sit and waie for business to
come in? These are the people that are
nmguﬁn:{ o b Feere s IO pedrs.”

But o spread the word and baild a
buze koot a shop, gening ourside s
davgrs B ereial,

*Til go one and ask for business: “YWhar
do [ have o do to Fek your R ES R HIT
he'd say “And Lask customers that when
they'nehenes, What do we nerd b da? e
vou need help? Welve gor loancr cars, do
vou need @ car? We've gor a car for yoae.
0 you need a ride? Whatever it 15, 1F1
can deoir, FI ory”

mialler also buile 2 bazz by meedng
EVETYTIN in torwen wehio 1|:|1:.':|‘|1 TG 4 R HITTE
s his way, »
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COME O IN: By spring. David Miller™s 5,000 sguare-foat shop in Tulsa, Oklahoma, will kouse
only part of his business, while the collision repair and mechanic services are relocated to a
mew shap five times the size of the original.

“T mt every inSUTARCe agent in Do,
That took awhibe,™ he sl

Befons he knew the formatted infor-
mation could be found online, Miller
broke out the phonpebook and creared
a spreadsheet with all the lncal agemns
representing all the big insurance com-
panies, After organizing them by street
address, he started knocking on doors
and spreading his business message.
That was?

*Ts bet them knoow we're trying to do
a pood business, Pmoa good goy, give
me a shot,” Miller said, “Give me a car,
and if that goes well, give me another
That's the biggest thing. If pou'ne not in
i huge market — and most shops are
nat in Phoenix, or Chicago, or Flouston

— they're in Tuksa, Oklahoma City, Littls
Rock, Arkansas, places whene you can
zet o, and it yow spend thres manths
realing every insurance agent in rown
it orentes o bugs, Because a Lol of thess
gy know each other™

For Millers ingurance-agent sweep,
the results were typical for sales, Miller
sajds “meat 140, three are interested,
one buys.” He added that cypically,
fnmuranee agents, if they liked his pivch

or the little gifts thar he broughe,
wronld send him @ customes abour 25
paroent of the ime.

Milber continues to maintain freendly
rres with mechanics, paintiess dent repair-
crs and auto dealership service manag-
e, and isn't shy about asking whether
they've got @ deal with another body
shop, He hands out sticky pads, pens,
cards and donures, and hiscontiets even
call semenmes o ask Miller for mase.

Important above all is to get the
mame of a business into the minds of the
customers inits markat.

As examples, Miller refers to gianis
like DuPont, MoDonald's, GE and
Kleenex, which have built “top-of-mind
amareness” with their worldwide brands.

"E.'ucr!.rf:x_:r'l:r mils their evies and says
well those guye are big, we'ne small,” Miller
saicl. “Wead, Bat coahd your be the Flecmnex®
of paint and hody in your market?

“seDonald’s is spending & bunch
of money because they're McDonald's
worldwide. You don't have 1o be
W Donald™s worldwichs, vou have to be
thie MeTionakd's of Tulsn, Thar's do-able,
Don’t rall your eyes. Be one of the twao
or three guys everybody knows in your
market. Thae doesn't take that much. It
tabes work; I takes mones; i doesn't
ke Molonld's-sized money,” £
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