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Colin Hughes, of G&C Hughes Enterprises Ltd., was primarily a diesel m
takes pride in that side of the business, but he has diversified, notably through increased land holdings.

Shifting on the fly

Colin Hughes had a lot to learn when he took over the family business

by Gayle Wilson

Colin Hughes admits he was not very
well prepared to become a business
owner when his father, Gilbert, suc-
cumbed to cancer in 1991 and left him
to run the family trucking and logging
company in New Ross, N.S. Just five
years out of Kingstec, the Nova Scotia
Community College campus in Kentville
where he trained as a heavy-duty truck
mechanic, Colin had spent most of his
working life in the diesel repair shop on
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the New Russell Road.

“There wasn’t a component on the
truck that I couldn’t rebuild,” he recalls.
But suddenly his strong technical abili-
ties were no longer sufficient; he had to
acquire management skills, and this was
a bit overwhelming. “I’m a 28-year-old
kid and I've got no brothers and sisters,”
he says, looking back at this difficult time.
“Dadhadalways run the trucking business.
I didn’t know anything about it.”

However, 27 years later, and despite

(AFR photos)

some rough stretches of road, G&C
Hughes Enterprises Ltd. is going strong
— fueled by a strong work ethic that has
flowed through the generations, and
Colin’s determination to push through
with his own business model.

The senior Hughes started offin 1968
with a Ford 700 dump truck, working on
contract for the provincial department of
highways. In the fall, he would take off
the dump box and replace it with a rack
to haul Christmas trees to New York for
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his uncle, Ernest Veinott, also of New
Ross. A year or so later he bought a
Massey Ferguson 265 tractor with a pulp
loader and power trailer; he hired cutters,
and started logging for Bowater Mersey
Paper Company.

In 1973 Gilbert re-
placed the F700 with
his first new truck,
a C65 Chev that he
geared up for hauling
pulp wood to Bowater
—refitting it for Christ-
mas trees in the fall.

7 “Dad hauled a lot of

cab-over Freightliner, “which was a
super truck in those days,” says Colin,
adding that the vehicle lasted through
three separate engines. “He thought the
world of that.”

win arrangement; the young entrepre-
neur had the security of backing from his
father, while Gilbert had someone on site
to maintain his vehicles and equipment.
Colin obtained his tractor-trailer li-
cence around this time,

and soon afterward
his skill was put to the
test when the family
got a call from one of
their drivers who was
at the border and was
not allowed to cross
into the U.S. Though
Colin had never made

) Christmas trees over
" the years,” says Colin.
) “It was a good burst of
4 money, quick money,

the trip alone, he got
down there quickly and
took the load the rest
of the way. “What are

before Christmas.”

As with all his pur-
chases, the truck was
financed through aloan.
“Our family has started
from scratch —less than
scratch,” he says. “We
work hard, and we bor-
row, and we work hard
to pay it off.”

Colin remembers
his father’s C65 in
particular. “The first
year I ever went to
the States with him, I
was small enough that
I could sleep between
Dad and the door, and
stretch right out,” he
says. “Every year when
I went down with Dad,
I used to sleep through
a different part of the
road, so I can remember the whole trip.”

In time, Gilbert made connections
with Christmas tree buyers in the U.S.,
and started securing his own supplies of
trees from local growers, for the export
market. In the late 1970s he bought his
first tractor-trailer, a long-in-the-tooth
International TranStar with a 318 Detroit
engine, “which you could hearall across
Lunenburg County,” according to his
son. “It was an ugly, old truck — and
noisy.”

And it wasn’t a keeper. After only
aboutayear, it was replaced by a spritely
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Rustin Hughes, Colin’s eldest son, backs one of the company’s Freightliners
into the garage for servicing.

But Gilbert was determined not to be
overly reliant on the logging industry
or the Christmas tree industry. As the
years went on, he bought a bulldozer
and a backhoe, and continued to earn
construction contracts.

WIN-WIN
Colin moved back home in 1985.
He bought the diesel repair shop where
he had been working, and relocated all
the equipment to the family homestead,
launching Hughes Diesel Repair, aname
the business retains today. It was a win-

you going to do? It’s
perishable goods,” he
says. “The customer
was waiting for it.”

Gilbert later bought
two cab-over Freight-
liners and a Kenworth
cab-over, but Colin
found them difficult to
work on, and soon be-
gan steering his father
away from this design.
“Since 1 was the one
doing the repairs, I was
going to be the one to
pick the truck,” he says,
adding that the cab-
overs were eventually
replaced by conven-
tional Freightliners and
aFord Louisville 9000.

By 1990, when Gil-
bert was diagnosed
with cancer, he had three trucks on the
road, a bulldozer and a backhoe, as well
as his woods equipment. Colin describes
itasatime “when our world kind of went
upside down a little bit.”

However, he proudly recalls how his
father was still hauling Christmas trees
while he was taking chemotherapy —
which would be remarkable enough
now, but was even more so back then.

“I kind of laugh,” he says, “because
intoday’s world, with all these nice new
highways and all these powerful trucks
and all the luxuries to hauling in these
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\b‘ e 0 - — i (, things, for somebody to haul five loads

i X of trees a year, that would be a big year.
My Dad, I kid you not — and anybody
will tell you — he used to haul 10, 11
loads on those old roads. And back then
there were no bypasses. You had to go
through pretty well every city going
down through the Eastern Seaboard,

HUGHES right through to New York.”
TRUCKING Colin recalls “some tough times”
902-689-2733 i after Gilbert’s death, and some “hard
NEW ROSS, M.s. — learning,” because his father had been

the businessman in the equation. “I can
fix the damn things, but they’ve got to
have something to do.”

Part of Gilbert’s legacy was the
company’s lineup of good drivers —
employees who were “practically like
family,” says Colin.

Colin decided to purchase some
woods equipment, such as a skidder and
aporter,and found jobs forall the trucks,
including working for Scott Paper, with
whom his father had started to make
some inroads. Meanwhile, the diesel
repair shop was getting lots of business.

“I had a real good customer base,
because I was young and ambitious and
- Hkle _ fast,” he says, recalling that he would
Colin ghes says havnxcellent in-he mechanical expertise has allowed him to (S e g tecSEuprull day; then

get a lot of mileage from his trucks, but he recognizes he will have to update the fleet Jump into a truck and haul logs at night.
sometime soon. “I was burning the candle at both ends

for quite some time there. When you’re
young you can do that.”

NEW TRUCKS

In 1999, when maintaining the com-
pany’saging vehicles became a struggle,
Colin bought his first new trucks — two
Freightliner FLD120s. Another one fol-
lowed in 2000, and another two years
afterthat, all financed through Mercedes.
By 2006, there were seven trucks in the
fleet. This, despite the fact Colin had
stopped hauling Christmas trees with
his own trucks — “because I could hire it
done cheaper than I could do it myself,”
he explains.

Moreover, he has changed the focus
of the business. “My dad had a huge
interest in equipment. Myself, I buy
equipment out of necessity, because I
have an interest in land.”

Since he took over, the company

A recent expansion on the back of the garage allows plenty of space to service custom-  aS peen making.major land purchases,
ers’ vehicles as well as the company’s trucks and forestry equipment. and its total holdings now exceed 4,000
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acres. The company employs about 35
full-time workers, with foreign workers
coming in to tend the Christmas trees.

“We’re managing upwards of acouple
thousand acres of Christmas trees,” says
Colin.

“We're probably one of the biggest
Christmas tree shippers, if not the big-
gest, in the province.”

Still, there have been potholes in the
road. After the Nova Scotia govern-
ment allocated the Crown timber in the
southwestern region of the province
— including the land previously owned
by Bowater Mersey — to the WestFor
consortium of 13 mills, many private
landowners and contractors felt the
pinch, and Colin’s company had to park
three of its trucks. He accuses WestFor
of going “hog wild” and flooding the
wood market.

He sees things improving since the
province took steps to address the prob-
lem. “People are getting back into the
industry,” he says. “Ilook at competition
as an asset — because every time I see a
new truck come out onto the road, that’s
another truck that I'm going to get to
work on and sell parts to.”

An ongoing challenge is finding
people to drive his trucks. There simply
are not enough capable drivers moving
up the ranks to replace the experienced
ones who are retiring. Colin blames it on
aculture that no longer fosters mechani-
cal ability among the young. He says
things were different in his father’s day.
“As soon as they could get out and run
around the yard, they were on wagons,
onbicycles, and whatever they could get
a motor in, and they were driving it.”

Nor does he see truck driving courses
as providing the solution. “Let’s face it,”
he says, “what are you going to learn in
five to six weeks?” :

CHANGING TECHNOLOGY

One change on the horizon for this
company is a fleet update. Colin says he
hasn’t bought a new truck since 2005.
He has been able to keep these vehicles
running because the older technology is
relatively simple to maintain, but they
are “getting tired,” he says. “I am going
to have to invest in new equipment in
the next year or so.”
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MAKING the BELL'S 8000 THE CHOICE for HIGH VOLUME

Built fo process large wood FAST! The 8000 comes standard with a 60" Simonds Circular Saw
and Super Strong 7” 56 TON Splitting Cylinder, Choice of 127 HP CAT Turbo or 125 HP 3 Phase
Electric motor.

Plus all the Features You Expect on a Premium Machine including: Adjustable Splitter Head,
Operator's Cab w/Heat & AC, Saw Stop, Auto Cycle Splitter, Single Joystick Control, 4 Stand
Hydraulic Log Deck, Tandem Axles w/Brakes and MUCH MUCH MORE! Available with a Wide
Range of Wedges, Conveyors and Options to Make the 8000 Fit YOUR Operation.

Call for Details 1-888-995-1965
i+l

or visit us online www.bellsmachining.com
Financing Available Canada

J' PRODUCTION
PLUS, QUALITY
& DURABILITY!

4000 Series - Our Most
Popular Mode!

Attached Swivel or Stand
Alone Conveyors to 32'

Firewood Tumbler -
Clean wood sells!

OTHER MODELS
AVAILABLE
1000, 2000, 3000,
& 4000 Bar Saw
Processors!

Super Splitters
Available!

GROUPE

SAVOIE

GSI Westville is purchasing

Hardwood Saw logs

W Sugar maple W Oak
“® Yellow and White birch % Red maple
w Ash

Phone or email for new updated prices:

John Vautour 902-759-0398 (john.vautour@groupesavoie.com) or
Jody Hamper 902-759-3234 (jody.hamper@ groupesavoie.com)

A Maritime owned and operated sawmilling and manufacturing company

Helping to support the local economy

¥

& \
WESTVILLE DIVISION

2649 Foxbrook Road, PO Box 690, Westville, NS BOK 2A0
Mill: 902-396-3960 Fax: 902-396-3962
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FOREST .

PROVEN
PERFORMANCE
FOR EVERY
SIZE RANGE

Model Roller Opening Weight

AFM35 157" 1433 Ibs
AFM45 217" 2127 lbs
AFM55 283" 2403 Ibs
AFM 65 305" 3571 Ibs
AFM75 335" 4299 Ibs
AFM85  41.0" 7055 Ibs

Tel: (902) 895-2400

P g Truro, Nova Scotia
M-C POWER EQUIPMENT LTD. www.mcpowerequip.ca

FORESTRY & CONSTRUCTION SUPPLIES

columbia

FOREST PRODUCTS

Innovating Responsibly.

cfpwood.com

Purchasing Veneer Birch, Maple, and Figured Wood
Roadside, in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia.

Call For Specs and Pricing

Tyler Smith Dean Mercure

Log Procurement Log Procurement

(506) 323-0942 (506) 736-9141

tismith@cfpwood.com dmercure@cfpwood.com
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He recognizes that the company
needs to keep up with trends, especially
in relation to components such as auto-
matic transmissions, disc brakes, and
emission control systems. Butservicing
the newer vehicles presents challenges.
“When it comes to the mechanics and
stuff, I put my guys up against any-
body,” he says. “What we can’t do is
not due to lack of knowledge —it’s due
to lack of testing equipment, which is
very expensive.”

Nonetheless, Colin is moving ahead
and planning for the future. He has
steered the company back into road
construction and excavation, to supple-
mentits extensive operations in forestry,

“My dad had a huge
interest in equipment.
Myself, | buy equipment
out of necessity,
because | have an
interest in land.”

— Colin Hughes

trucking, Christmas trees, and diesel
parts and service. The pieces fit together
seamlessly. “We buy the land, we cut the
wood, we truck the wood, and we have
the diesel repair shop to do all the work
on the vehicles along the way,” he says.
“So we are pretty self-sufficient.”

It’s not lost on Colin how far he has
come since he was a28-year-old trying to
get up to speed in a business dominated
by 50-and 60-year-olds with much more
experience. “I really had to fight for the
crumbs that were left behind from those
guys,” he says.

But now, he adds, those people are
out of the picture. “And, quite frankly,
business is quite easy for me right now.”

His two sons, Rustin and Matthew,
are helping out now. Recently Colin
received an offerto buy the business, but
the family’s intention is to keep driving
G&C Hughes to new heights.

(Gayle Wilson lives in Blockhouse,
N.S.) ~
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