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Laser technology
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Seven ways to
darken color

How to improve
the work flow

NEW TOOLS

* Biesse CNC

¢ Jet table saw

¢ Hoffmann planer

¢ Laguna 4-axis CNC

$3.95 (Canada, $5.95)
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CARMEN AND
ANNA MARIA VONA

OWNERS OF: Carmana Designs
LOCATION: Philadelphia

SHOP SIZE: 23,000 sq. ft.

EMPLOYEES: 2

ABOUT: The shop combines creativity and
commitment to produce quality custom
cabinetry, kitchens and interior furnishings
for its diverse clientele located throughout
metropolitan Philadelphia.
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Husband-and-wife shop in Philadelphia has survived tough economic times with the use of CNC and rental income

BY JENNIFER HICKS /
STAFF WRITER

ocated in the heart of the south end of Philadelphia, Carmana
Designs was founded in 1981 by the husband-and-wife team of
Bld Carmen and Anna Maria Vona. The shop is a turnkey operation
that designs, fabricates, finishes and installs custom cabinetry for resi-
dential and commercial clients.

Carmen is both a versatile designer and cabinetmaker who has won
several national awards for high-end custom kitchens, Anna Maria is also
an interior designer and puts the finishing touches on Carmen’s work.
Talents aside, the key to their long run is having another source of income.

“In today's climate, most shops need to find out how to make al-
ternate income. | started doing that when 1 was 20 years old with the
rental properties, but it's never too late to start that,” says Carmen.

“You can't always rely on income that's coming in from the jobs. You
don’t know what's going to happen. Who expected the whaole economy
to collapse? | would have been one of the casualties. We would have
shut down without that income.”

With Luigi's help

It all began in 1979 with Carmen when he was 21, shortly after losing
both his mother and father to illnesses. He was devastated and quickly
became disillusioned with religion and school.

It was time for him to move in a different direction. Anna Maria's godfa-

ther, Luigi Sammarone, an ltalian cabinetmaker and well-known in Phila-
delphia design circles, was calling around to his friends and family asking
them if they knew of someone interested in learning the cabinetmaking
trade. Carmen joined Luigi and the two formed a bond as the master
craftsman taught the novice all he needed to know,

continted on next page

Your source for
everything Festool!

Driver with
n do it all!

formance Impact
lity! One tool ca

A true high-per
full Drill functiona

FREE FAST SHIPPING - LARGE INVENTORY - REWARD POINTS - 1-800-365-6677

FESTOOLS-0ONLINE.COM




CARMAMNA from pretious page

After four years, Carmen was sure that he'd
mastered every aspect of cabinetmaking and left
to start his own shop. It wasn't far from Luigi's
shop and this didn’t please the teacher, though
they eventually mended their friendship.

Carmen gave the business his all, work-
ing seven days a week. But his youth was
a hindrance. “My first clients did not trust
or believe [ had the talent of an Old World
craftsman. They did not take me serious-
ly,” he says.

After a frustratingly slow start in the
early 1980s, the company began to grow
and prosper during the next decade until it
gained national exposure.

“We got a couple of jobs, They were
all based on word of mouth. It was all
residential and 90 percent was for custom
cabinets. And every now and then we
built a freestanding piece like a conference
table. It took about five years to really
build up. We just dumped money into the
building we were in. By the early "Hs, the
phone was ringing off the hook.”

The shop’s primary market is greater Phila-
delphia, which includes Montgomery, Phila-
delphia, Bucks, Delaware and Chester counties
and beyvond, “"We've done work all across the
world for major retailers,” says Carmen. “We
shipped a bar to Nigeria in 2009."
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#1 in Powermatic
CPO has the largest selection of Powermatic saws, lathes, planers,

We’re Powermatic Experts
Our sales advisors are factory trained to help you find the right
Powermatic tool for your needs 7 days a week.
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Repeat business and referrals generate most
of the work, which is about a 50-50 split be-
tween residential and commercial. “Before
the recession, 80 percent of our work was resi-
dential,” says Carmen. “We'd like to do more
residential, but you need a mix of both. With
residential, we can make more money, but

there is less work. With commercial, you have
to do a lot to keep the shop busy.

“Right now we really don’t have a choice
but to do both, Before the recession we were
able to divorce people we didn't like, We were
able not to take the jobs, we were able to be
picky. Now you don’t have that advantage.”
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A spacious shop

By the late 1995, the Vonas had a 9,000-sq.-ft.
shop filled with production machinery and eight
employees. They moved to a bigger shop in 2000
at the former Abbotts Alderney Dairies complex.

The 23,000-sq.-ft. space is filled with more
than 52 million worth of machinery, includ-
ing a SCMI panel saw, wide belt sander
and gang rip saw;, CuickWood Pro sander;
Ritter clamp table; Sand Pro (SandMan
Products) sanding table; Mikron Multi-
Moulder; Scheer veneer saw; Hoffmann
door machine; Gannomat drilling machine;
Brandt edgebander; Ferguson cold press;
Weinig planer; Donaldson Torit dust hop-
per and Techno-Isel CNC router.

It also features a double downdraft paint
boath. The shop mixes custom stains and
sprays high-gloss polyester and polyure-
thane finishes,

The shop currently has two cabinetmalk-
ers, Michael Farrauto and Justin Shomo,
down from a high of 14 in 2008 when com-
mercial work disappeared. “Cur machin-
ery helped us get through the recession,”
says Carmen. “We don't need a lot of employ-
ees because of the machines. They don't need
holidays or sick days and they’re faster. I'm
not saying | couldn’t do certain jobs without a
CNC, but I couldn’t do them with the efficiency
that that machine allows me to do.”

continued on Page 39
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On customers and trends

Carmen strives to communicate effectively
with clients when coordinating projects, keep-
ing them fully informed through design and
final installation.

Requests often start out with a simple
kitchen and then expand to include enter-
tainment centers, bars, home offices and 1i-
braries. The shop partners with other compa-
nies to include stair and millwork packages.
If a client chooses another shop, Carmen
charges 51,500 for the use of his designs.

Style preferences have changed from tra-
ditional to contemporary, Carmen says.
"Green construction is much more con-
temporary and we see a lot of that. Some
people still want traditional. We do what-
ever anyone wants,

“One of my signatures is that T twist
things. | turn things on angles to make
spaces bigger. | just finished an entertain-
ment center and the client wanted to know
how | widened their house. 1 built it on an
angle that protrudes into a space. But some
people resist that. They like squares and rect-
angles. They don’t always want change.”

KEEIJIHQ the doors open
During the last three vears, the shop's back-
log has dwindled from 18 to about six months.

Before the recession, the shop completed about
150 jobs a vear and now averages about 36,

“If it weren't for the real estate income, we'd
have been bankrupt,” says Carmen. "I see other
shops dosing down and [ can see why. They're
paying the mortgages and other expenses with
no other income than from their shop.”
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shop's paint room.

Carmen refuses to take a job that won't turn
a profit. That's just good business sense, he
says. The truth is, Carmen could close the
shop tomorrow and live comfortably, but he
enjoys woodworking too much.

“It's not about the money anymore. | can
stop now and rent the [shop| for more than
I'm making, but | wouldn’t have a place to

REMANUFACTURED
Sandingmaster WideBelt

o to every day.”

Carmen especially enjoys teaching young
people who wouldn't otherwise have a chance
to learn trade skills. He believes he can show
them a career path just as Luigi did for him.
He is bothered that many bright young men
come to his shop with a technical degree, but

can’t even read a tape measure,

"They don't really learn anything. The
schools just take their money. These kids all
think they're going to go work as a carpenter
for $20 an hour and they can't even add frac-
tions. Throughout the vears I've taught about
seven or eight guys to be just as good as me”

He says he will prabably sell the busi-
ness when he's ready to retire. Otherwise,
he will shut down the operation and rent
the space. Right now, he would prefer to
expand operations, if possible.

“l would love to go back to more employ-
ees, but what comes first? The chicken or
the egg? Do yvou hire more employees in
anticipation of getting more work and then
strap vourself of all of your available cash to

pay guys while you're trying to bring in more
work or try to bring in the work first.

“With the machinery here, we're trying to
bring the work in first.” [T

Contact: Carmana Desigus, 1715-19 McKean
5k at Colorade Court, Philadelphin, PA 19145,
Tel: 215-952-01133 www.carmanadesigns.com.

Buy Any Start-Up Kit and Receive a
Free Set of HSS Replacement Blades*

SELF-SET
JUINTER / PLANER KNIFE

The Worlds Only Affordable
Self-Setting Knife for Your Popular
Size Jointer or Planer

Precisely Located Stops
on the SELF-SET Holder
Ensure Perfect Set-Ups
Every Time

Fast and Accurate Knife Cha
Every Ma:hine - Ever Made -

Sander Model 2075-C
37" x 75" Belt. This
machine also has Ve-
neer sanding capabilities.
Combination Head allows
for light thicknessing as
well as fine sanding.

Professional Quality At
The Right Price

Remember the line of Sandingmaster Wide Belt Sanders we sold
from the mid 80°s to the mid 90°s7 We now sell them remanufac-
tured to new specifications (subject to availability), along with many
fine, accurate woodworking machines new and remanufactured.

Call us for parts, service, and advise on your woodworking needs,

WOTIDSIRIOIP SIFISCIAILTHRS

P.O. Box 70, Rutland, Vermont 05701

DISPOZABLADE

(802) 773-3240
www.woodshopspecialties.org

.com

800-557-8092
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