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We have been blessed to collaborate with great people and be mentored by outstanding leaders during our careers. The opportunities we were provided and experience we gained positioned us for success at Alpha. Our mentors were both internal at Barber-Colman, Siebe/Invensys, and across the country and throughout the world in the field offices and businesses that we had the opportunity to work with and support. The list is too long to write out, but please understand that we know who each person is and appreciate the positive impact they have had on our lives. Thank you to all of these amazing professionals and really good people.


We have always believed in paying it forward, and that will continue.
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Moss doesn’t grow on us. If there’s something that we feel is the right thing to do, we take action. That’s how Alpha Controls & Services was born.


But our story really begins at the Barber-Colman company, a large manufacturing company in Rockford, Illinois. Barber-Colman was founded in 1894 by Howard Colman and W. A. Barber. Colman was the inventor and entrepreneur, while Barber provided the initial financing with an investment of one hundred dollars. Through Howard Colman’s innovation, they used that money to build a successful domestic and international company with thousands of patents in the textile, small motors and gears, machine tools, industrial instruments, aerospace, and commercial controls industries.


The two of us were on the corporate end but came up on two different sides of the commercial controls business; our careers were always on an odd parallel path. That included having a front-row seat when the family who ran the company decided to get out of the business and put together the ultimate succession plan. They were looking for buyers, and Siebe was a British conglomerate on an acquisition binge at the time, so Siebe purchased the company in 1987. Siebe eventually renamed the company Invensys after a merger with British Tire & Rubber.


“Nothing’s gonna change.” That’s what management always says during any merger or acquisition, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Everything’s going to change. It’s just a matter of when. It started with two leadership changes within a year after acquiring the company. Siebe operated under a holding company structure and continued acquiring new companies to grow the business, so everything became about the numbers. Financial targets were set at the corporate level and driven into individual business units. As time went on, there was more short-term focus on results to maximize the stock price instead of considering what was best in the long term for the individual business units and their customers. Meanwhile there were several more leadership changes over that period that required constant reorganization. It led to instability that impacted the employees, distribution networks, and customers.


We saw the writing on the wall and knew it was the beginning of the end. It became apparent that Invensys just wanted to be in manufacturing and distribution. The owners wanted to focus on their core strengths and not take the risk required to grow the branch business. It became official in September 2002 when they issued a press release to announce they were selling the twenty-two branch contracting operations. Looking back, it was the right decision because it allowed them to better achieve their corporate objective and provide a significant opportunity to all the stakeholders.


This also created quite an opportunity for anyone who wanted to grasp it and take a chance on being in the contracting business. The two of us had reached a fork in the road. We could keep going down this same path doing things the same way, or we could become entrepreneurs, purchase some of these branches ourselves, and start doing things our way. Those parallel paths we had been on throughout our careers were about to converge.


BRENT


I was in desperate need of a lifestyle change. That was the primary reason I was first interested in purchasing the branches. I started at Barber-Colman a few days after I graduated from Bradley University in 1984. By 2002 I had become the general manager of North America, traveled worldwide, and logged about 1.5 million airline miles. The experience was phenomenal, but with three kids at home, I missed the family. Sure, I could take a job elsewhere, but that would require moving. We wouldn’t have to move if I ran a local business, and I could be home every night.


The wheels started to turn in my head, but I needed to test the waters with my wife, Susie, before I did anything. When I got home, I happened to catch her when she was making dinner for the kids. I explained the situation, and before I even had a chance to tell her what I was thinking, she said, “Good! We’ll buy the Rockford branch.”


It was so automatic that she didn’t even look up from the stove. I wasn’t expecting her to be on board immediately, but I still felt I needed to warn her. “You know this is going to be pretty expensive, right?”


“We’ll sell the house. We can buy another one later.”


“No, no, no. We’re not going to sell the house.”


She put the spatula down and told me, “Then we’re not going to screw this up.”


“I don’t plan on it.”


“Then what’s the problem?”


“I guess we need approval.”


“You better work on that.”


She went back to cooking for the kids, and whatever concerns I might have had quickly disappeared. I was confident, but I knew that I needed more than just the Rockford branch to make this work—I would need to purchase two. There was a branch in Chicago, but the bigger markets didn’t operate the same way or value the same things. The Springfield, Illinois, branch would be a much better cultural fit even though it was further away, so that became the second one I targeted.


I also knew that I couldn’t do this alone. After working with many of these independent companies trying to rebuild their trust in the corporation over the years since the acquisition, I had gotten to know some of the owners quite well. And I saw a pattern. The most successful ones had business partners with shared goals who believed in the same thing and were willing to take on some risk so that the  organization could grow. I knew that I needed a business partner who shared my same vision, but you have to be careful when you pick a business partner or even ask someone to come on board as a partner.
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Frank Rotello was always in the front of my mind. Why Frank? Who else? We had worked on two different sides of the company—me on the engineering and marketing side and Frank in finance and management on the branch side—but over the past three years, there were times during product launches and attempts to reorganize when we worked more closely together. We didn’t have a personal relationship—we never went out for a beer together or anything like that. Most of our conversations revolved around solving problems in the business, but the more we talked, the more I could tell that our ideas about management, ownership, and risk lined up. We thought the same way and believed in the same things, so we kept landing in the same place, and there was never any contention between us. Our conversations were almost too easy to have. More significantly, Frank was 100 percent trustworthy. I watched him treat people with respect, and he was always willing to professionally say the tough things when they needed to be said. When it came to someone with expertise, Frank had already done this many times over in the 1980s during his work with our joint ventures. Those joint ventures acted like independent companies, exposing him to phenomenal people who thought outside the box. And he became close with many of those people because he helped set them up in business. I couldn’t ask for a business partner with more experience and qualifications than Frank Rotello. I knew that we would be a great complement to each other; I just had no idea if he was even interested.


By October 2002 the company was just starting the process of selling the branches when I found myself with Frank at Sea-Tac International Airport in Seattle. I told him what I was planning and asked, “Have you ever thought about doing this?”


“Yes! I’ve always thought about doing this.”


“Well, do you wanna be partners—”


He answered before I could even finish asking the question: “I’m in!”


FRANK


I can still see us sitting in that elevator lobby on the fifth floor of the Marriott at Sea-Tac. We had flown in from Rockford, Illinois, that morning, so we had been up a long time, and we continued to stay up late into the night hammering out the details of a plan.


Until then, I had been so focused on selling the branches for the organization. I was putting teams together and trying to meet tight deadlines. A lot was going on, so I hadn’t thought about venturing out on my own, but as soon as Brent mentioned it, it made perfect sense. Why didn’t I think of that? We were each on board and 100 percent committed, so all that was left to figure out was how we would pull this off.


At Invensys we had worked with quality people and considered bringing someone else on board but ultimately decided that multiple partners wouldn’t work. It would be just the two of us. I was already in the middle of selling these branches, so we first had to get approval from Invensys to buy Rockford and Springfield. We had to do it quickly, so there would be no conflicts of interest. We also had to make sure that we retained the employees while selling the branches, which meant having to communicate as openly as possible.


The more Brent and I talked at Sea-Tac, the more we saw that this would work. It got later and later into the night, but we were running on adrenaline by that point. The fact that everything came together so seamlessly and that we worked so well together made it that much more exciting.


I had twenty-five years of experience with Invensys. My first twelve years were in accounting and senior financial management. The remainder of my career was spent in branch management, national operations, and general management. I’d gotten my CPA but did not want to pursue a career in public accounting. I only got into accounting to understand the financial side of the business world. I never wanted to be an accountant for life. That’s why, during my career, I transitioned into management, where I worked for twelve years, but what I really wanted to do was own a business. I had just turned fifty, and it looked like I was finally going to make that dream a reality. There were just a few more things we had to hammer out.


Before we left Seattle, I told Brent, “We’ve got to work on financing.”


“I got that covered,” he told me.


“How do you have that covered already?”


BRENT


I had been at the Invensys Classic golf tournament in Las Vegas one week earlier. The guest I invited was the owner of a partner business like ours who had several offices in Pennsylvania and was already in the process of buying the Philadelphia and Orlando branches the company was selling. Once he became successful, he wanted to help others, so he stepped up and paid it forward. He would bring the young people in those organizations under his umbrella and teach them to become more entrepreneurial before letting them buy him out.


Neither of our wives had made the trip, so we spent the week playing golf, bumming around, and going out to eat. I hadn’t been able to attend the tournament the previous two years, so I looked forward to the experience. It proved to be a great week—we even got the chance to get a lesson from Tiger Wood’s coach, Butch Harmon, who was there at the club for the tournament.


As if that day couldn’t get any better, we left that practice round at the Rio Secco Golf Club on the bus with the rest of the crew when he said to me, “Please tell me that you’re buying some of these companies you’re selling.” We had worked closely together, so he understood exactly what I had been going through at Invensys.


“There are only a couple of people who know this, and I trust you to keep it private, but yes. Rockford and Springfield.”


“How are you financing it?”


“I need to work on that part. I’ve been talking to some banks and investment people, but I think I’ll be good.”


“No, that’s not how that’s going to work,” he told me.


I had no idea what he was talking about. “What does that mean?”


“I’m going to finance you.”


“You?”


“You have no idea how much you helped me over the years with my business.”


“I was just doing my job.”


“That’s true. And now I’m going to do my job and help you. When you’re done negotiating, just let me know how much you need, and I’ll write you a check.”


What happened after that was a blur. All I remember is looking him in the eye and saying, “You know, I’m going to cry now. This stuff doesn’t happen.”


“Yes, it does,” he told me. “But I do have terms.”


That’s when I thought the other shoe was about to drop.


“I want no interest. I want no say or control within your company. You write the terms of repaying, and I’m good.”


“What?” I was shocked. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I would love for you to coach and help.”


“Oh, I’ll do that, but I don’t want to be on any boards or anything. You’re going to have control of this.”


He is a prime example of someone who became very successful and shared that success with others. We thanked him profusely and made sure to carve out room in our financial plan to pay him back with interest.


Frank and I were blessed from the beginning.


FRANK


My wife Janet wasn’t as optimistic about the venture as Susie. “You’re fifty,” she told me. “You have a corporate job and are finally in a good spot.”


“Yeah, but I have to travel everywhere, and if I move up in the organization, I’ll only have to travel more. Wouldn’t it be great to control our destiny?”


She wasn’t discouraging, but with three kids at home, I knew that she was a little concerned. However, I had been managing these businesses for almost twenty years, and a good chunk of my career up to that point involved trying to improve the profitability, efficiency, and operations at these branches that we would be taking over. I knew we could be incredibly successful with the right people and business plan. I had done my due diligence. I had looked at this and run the numbers from every angle possible, and knowing the business as much as I did, there was minimal risk. Having worked with the branches and joint ventures, I knew we had all the employees and the right teams in place. We had a phenomenal customer base in these markets that had been with the branches forever. We just had to maintain that positive message to our customers. We’d also be reinvesting in the community because we were a locally owned and run company, not a big corporate entity with no ties or loyalty to the community.


The way I saw it, the worst-case scenario was that if this didn’t work, I would go get a job elsewhere. Invensys would have probably hired me back. More than anything else, what concerned me was being able to pay back the initial loan. We had someone with enough confidence to give us the money to start the business, so we needed to make good on his generosity.


I had been around long enough to know that opportunities such as this one, where a major corporation was looking to divest out of a business that was already properly managed, rarely come along. It wasn’t about luck. You have to be prepared to seize those opportunities, and nobody was as prepared as we were to do that at the time. We would have been crazy not to take advantage of it.


Of course when we brought our proposal to Invensys corporate, they thought we were the ones who were nuts. “Are you sure you guys really wanna do this?”


They had to ask, but they fully supported us and said yes to the sale. That final week in October was when we worked hard to finalize everything. We had a whole team of phenomenal people and used the same criteria we did with everyone else when selling the other branches. We had to renegotiate our deal so there weren’t any conflicts, and Invensys had the final say, but they gave us a lot of latitude, and everything came together quickly because even they saw the opportunity.
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Brent and I expected to succeed and grow the business from the beginning. We’re both super competitive and grew up playing sports—me football and Brent tennis. As former athletes, we always expect to win. You have to. You can’t be afraid to lose or let your guard down because someone always wants to beat you. Of course nobody wins every time. Losing is a part of life, and nobody likes to lose, but when it does happen, you have to come back and ask, “Why didn’t we win?” and “What do we need to do to improve, so we can win next time?” You have to pivot and adjust. That’s the only way you will succeed in sports, and it’s the same with business. That’s how Brent and I approached this venture, and it’s that attitude that has helped us win most of the time.


Approval was granted, the sale went through, and it was official. Brent always wanted to run a business, and I always wanted to own a business. I had spent most of my career struggling to get our branches around the country to leverage the best practices I had seen work. Now we would get that chance and see if we were as smart as we thought and if these practices we believed in would help our organization grow. The ball was in our court. We had to run with it.


OUR UNIFIED VISION


The way you control the temperature in a building is to pump fifty-five-degree air into it and heat that air to create the desired environment. On the surface that sounds simple, but a lot of outside factors can make that task more difficult, the weather being the most obvious. A building doesn’t know if it’s winter or summer.


Our job is to install the equipment and utilize technology to maintain a consistent temperature and humidity, so our customers’ buildings are comfortable, secure, and efficient. We do that in several different ways, primarily through HVAC equipment like air handlers, rooftop units, electric reheats, hot water reheats, and boilers and chillers for heating and cooling. We tie in lighting and do some metering and power management as well. This gets more complicated when the customer is a university or a company with a campus environment that has dozens of buildings where the schedules and occupancy levels fluctuate, but no matter how big we grow or what type of job we take on, the formula for what we do remains the same.


We have been working together and running Alpha Controls & Services for almost two decades, so it’s no surprise that we were on the same page from day one. Our perspectives might differ, but our core values have been aligned, and so has our message. We have the same expectations, management styles, and leadership qualities. Neither of us manages with a sharp tongue. We manage with direction, authority, and resolve. And we’re both willing to take the risk for the organization to move forward. That’s why we’ve been successful partners going into our twentieth year. Most partnerships don’t last that long.


What follows is the story of our twenty-year journey. If you own a small business and want to see it grow, you can learn from what helped us do that. We could bore you with graphs and charts, but we feel our story is the best example, told by us, our employees, and examples of our customer interactions. We came into the business together. We built the business together. It’s only appropriate that we tell our story and write this book together.
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If you’re trying to define culture, that’s probably a good sign that you don’t have it. Your belief system and your actions determine culture. It’s your vision for what you want to do and how you want to accomplish it. You can’t go out and buy culture. Culture is who you are, and we clearly understood who we were long before we started Alpha.


Back at Invensys, we were forced to deal with financial and structural issues at the branches. At one point we decided to step back and reevaluate the company’s leadership, so we brought the entire management team into the office for a meeting on a Sunday afternoon. During that meeting we planned our future—how we were going to communicate and what our message was going to be. We were there for several hours but emerged having crafted a mission statement that outlined our commitment to helping our customers meet their business objectives and become successful.


When we left Invensys, we realized that nobody there had any use for that mission statement, so we adopted that statement as our own when we started Alpha. We had already created it. We believed everything we said, and it perfectly encapsulated our vision for the culture, so why not use it? We certainly weren’t going to create a better one.


“Alpha Controls & Services is a team committed to enabling opportunities by eliminating barriers through leveraging technology to assist our customers in achieving their business objectives.”


It was simple. We set out to build a successful business, take care of our customers, and provide opportunities for our employees. That meant continuous change and continuous improvement.


That statement has guided and driven the business over the years, and it still rings true today. After almost twenty years, that statement remains a litmus test for us. If we’re ever stuck or unsure, we ask ourselves if our actions align with that mission statement. If they do, it’s the right thing for us to do.


Culture begins at the top with leadership—your core values and how you treat people. The result is the value you add for your customers and the opportunities you create for your employees. You either have that as a leader, or you don’t, and you can’t just say it or write it down on paper. You must genuinely believe it because you can’t fool people. You can’t say one thing and do something else. Your employees will see that, and you can’t expect them to buy into a vision if the people who created the company aren’t consistent and practicing what they preach. So the responsibility falls on your shoulders to set the tone, properly communicate what’s expected, and lead by example because that’s the only way to get everyone on board the same train and working together. For us, our directors and frontline people are the faces of the company because they are the ones who interact the most with the customer, not us, so it’s crucial that they believe in that same value system and what we’re trying to accomplish.


We demonstrated this from day one with every team member. When we interview prospective employees, we tell every single one of them that what they see is what they get. We try to be easy to talk to and down to earth, and we try to speak confidently about our goals without appearing to have an ego. We make it a point to be as genuine as possible so employees know that they aren’t going to start work and suddenly see that we are different people. If they like what they see, believe in what they see, want to grow, improve, and work hard, they can be a good fit.


However, it’s a two-way street. Because in exchange for that effort and commitment to the vision, we invest in their training, development, and growth to create opportunities. Our employees must perform and add value to the company because if we can’t grow, we can’t continue to provide those opportunities. During that process, adaptability is important. They have to be willing to recognize when something isn’t working and pivot when necessary, but the one thing they can’t compromise on is that core belief system as laid out in our mission statement because culture is a direct result of that belief system. When faced with a difficult decision, you must return to that belief system. That’s what we need to build a successful company, and it’s been one of the keys to our success. However, we wouldn’t know that or be where we are today without our experience. That prevented us from making some of the other mistakes that commonly prevent new businesses from becoming successful.


LEARNING FROM THE PAST


As people, we learn through our successes and failures—we also learn through the successes and failures of others. Our experience at Invensys, as mentioned in the introduction, taught us a series of lessons that neither of us would trade for anything because when it came time for us to venture out on our own, we had a much better understanding of what kind of company we wanted to build.


Invensys was not native to our industry, so when they took over, they attempted to merge different related technology companies to benefit from the greater business synergy. That’s when things began to change quickly on the corporate side, and there was a significant lack of stability since there was always new management above us. Some left voluntarily, some not so voluntarily. We used to joke that our job was to train our bosses, but it wasn’t really a joke. Corporate was always bringing in someone from the outside who didn’t understand the cadence and details of the business. That’s significant when you’ve got independent distributors and wholesale organizations while selling to manufacturers in OEM businesses and running branches. There were pretty diverse requirements within the organization.
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