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(GOING THE
EXTRA MILE

By ELLEN WOJAHN

t a time when Jobnstone Supplys

modern-minded
executives struggle
to view problems
as opportunities, Tim Tran
is that rare one who
already does. Show him
wasted time or talent on
the job, and he’ll happily

Tim Tran sees

his job as a

vidual who thrives on tak-
ing on something new and
finding a solution to it,”
says Jerry E. Schultz, chief
executive officer of the
132-outlet cooperative
headquartered in Portland,
Oregon. “I know I can
count on him, no matter

write a new systems and cbd![enge. B%t Z'[?fﬂ, what the project. There’s a

procedures manual. Tell
him of an equipment sup-
plier whose “rock-bottom”
price is still sky-high, and
he'll yank it back to earth.
Give him a list of credit
delinquents, and he'll not
only bring their accounts _
current, he'll also cheerfully help them boost
their cash flow. “There is always something
you can do, always something that will make
things better,” maintains the 40-year-old vice
president of finance for Johnstone Supply Inc.,
a distributor of parts and equipment to the
heating, ventilation, air-conditioning, and
refrigeration (HVACR) industry. “You will find
your answer if you work hard enough.”

Label Tran optimistic and you’ll have plenty
of company. But his real strength is his ability
to reduce any endeavor to its component
parts—to study and arrange them in logical
order, and to work through them tirelessly.

“Tim is a very precise, detail-oriented indi-

S0 wdas esazpz'ng

from Saigon.

certain comfort level in
knowing he'll get it done
on time, and with the right
amount of research.”

And, applying strategies
more commonly found in
large, complex organiza-
tions, Tran has introduced
Johnstone Supply to treasury-management
tools such as daily cash concentration via
ACH (automated clearinghouse) debits and
zero-balance accounting. As a result, the co-
op has been able to reduce short-term debt
and boost interest income (though the close-
mouthed co-op, which doesn't even comment
on revenue estimates of $200 million, isn’t
saying by how much).

What's more, the electronic data inter-
change (EDI) system Tran developed handles
the lion’s share of business at most of John-
stone Supply’'s member-owned branches,
tracking 8,500 stock numbers from warehouse
to purchase on a daily basis. The same system
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also handles billings and credit, and facilitates
the mailing of 1.
lion fliers per

coding syst now under development will
fully automate most remaining inventory, pric-
ing, and shipping functions in the next couple
of years.

Ask Tran how he comes by his problem-
solving drive and his attendant faith in sys-
tems, and he credits three things: a I :
quantitative analy

) > of
, a longtime interest in
computers, and the mentoring of some no-
nonsense managers along the way. But get to
know him better, and it quickly becomes
apparent that clear-headed thinking, careful

kills to Tran. They have been sur-

s well.
growing up in the South Viet-
namese village of Gia Dinh, outside Saigon,
Khiem Manh Tran was acutely aware of the
problems of his underdeveloped nation. Tran
felt that if he studied hard and went to col-
lege, he could land a bottom-rung diplomatic
rk his way up the civil-service
father had done before him. But
he would climb higher and faster, he knew,
with a foreign education. “Then the dream
would be limitless—middle-ranking govern-

ment o -abinet member, even prime
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minister,” he says, matter-of-factly.

At age 19, Tran set his sights on a
U.S. Department of State scholarship
program targeted at outstanding stu-
dent leaders in certain Third World
nations, one of which was the
increasingly war-torn South Vietnam.
In 1970, Tran not only qualified for
one of the 30 scholarships given in
his country that year, he outranked
all of the other recipients, with better
grades, greater fluency in English,
and stronger leadership skills.

Tran studied business administra-
tion for two years at Pacific Universi-
ty, a small liberal-arts college in For-
est Grove, Oregon. Seeking more-
prestigious credentials, he transferred
to the accounting program at the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley. Tran
graduated in 1974 with honors. But,
instead of seeking an American job
and a green card, Tran returned to
Saigon, as the terms of the scholar-
ship program required. He took a job
as an internal auditor with a Shell Oil
Co. affiliate, and not at all grudgingly.
As much as he had come to love the
United States, “there was real joy in
going home,” Tran recalls. “I felt I
had a lot to offer.”

Tran had scarcely unpacked, how-
ever, when Saigon fell in 1975. He
and his new wife, Cathy, were
among the hordes ringing the U.S.
Embassy as the final helicopters lifted
off. But, even as the oncoming Com-
munist tanks drove the crowds back
into their homes, Tran couldn’t make
himself believe his dreams of success
had been dashed. He resolved to lie
low and wait.

However, Tran felt Communist eyes
boring through him everywhere he
went, and he knew why. “I was an
American-educated man, working for
an American company, reading
American publications,” he says,
shrugging. Some of those publica-
tions made Tran particularly suspect:
nobody believed that the designation
“CIA” following the authors’ names
stood for “certified internal auditor.”
Tran laughs about such misunder-
standings now, but back then, as his
internal-audit responsibilities dwin-
dled to mere paper-pushing, and as
the government’'s pressure on
Saigon’s intelligentsia increased, Tran
faced a sobering truth. “I said, ‘T gotta
get the hell out of here.””

Escaping from Vietnam, Tran
believes, was as tough a planning
challenge as any manager could face.
“You've got to get the boat, buy fuel
on the black market, then find a
compass and a map and somebody
with seagoing experience to be the
captain. Then somebody’s got to
finance all of it, and maybe they want
10 spots for their family, so no room
for you.” Tran sighs, shakes his head.
“All the pieces [have] got to fit nicely,
and the window of opportunity is
further limited by who you can trust,
the season of the year, the weather,
and so on.”

Four times Tran
put up money for the
voyage from Vietnam.

Four times he
lost it when the plans
fell through.

Four times Tran put up money for
the voyage. Four times he lost it
when the plans fell through.
Undaunted, he took to the streets
anew, seeking the right mix of ele-
ments that would lead to freedom.
Each time he gambled on whom to
talk to, where to meet, how much to
trust.

The worst of it, Tran says, was try-
ing to carry out these delicate maneu-
vers without altering his routine,
which might have raised suspicion.
“You can't sell your stereo to raise
money. You can't buy a suitcase or
even rearrange the furniture. When
the time comes to go"™—as it finally
did for the Trans in early 1979—"you
go. You don’t carry anything. And
you don't say goodbye.”

Theirs was a harrowing journey.
Thai pirates boarded the vessel seven
times in as many days to steal

belongings and plunder provisions.
But Tim and Cathy Tran survived the
treacherous sea passage and took up
what they hoped would be a short
stay at Pulau Bidong, a Malaysian
refugee camp. The camp held 20,000
refugees when they arrived, many as
intent as the Trans on entering the
United States. Resettlement papers
were approved slowly, if at all.

But, as always, Tran took the initia-
tive. He taught fellow refugees
English for $1 a month. He interpret-
ed for visiting American delegations.
Answering press queries and making
presentations, he became the closest
thing to a public relations man the
camp had known. And the more he
did, the more confident Tran became
of his resettlement. He had made
himself too visible to be overlooked.
And he had contacts who could help
him start a new life: “I already had a
sister living in Oregon.”

In early 1980, Tran arrived in Port-
land, possessing little more than “a
burning desire, really burning” to
resume his career. “I bought myself a
newspaper, then I got out there and
pounded the pavement,” he says.
Weeks later, when he landed an
entry-level accounting position at
Johnstone Supply, he was elated, but
not overly surprised. “This was the
fulfillment of the dream,” he says. But
it was also “what I had always
believed would happen.”

Indeed, there is only one event in
the whole saga that Tran considers
lucky: his sister’s earlier migration to
Oregon. “When she got out of Viet-
nam, she somehow remembered the
name of a man who was both boss
and friend to me while I was at Pacif-
ic University. Without even an
address or a zip code, she wrote him
a letter, and ...” Tran’s hands churn
the air for explanation, but find none.
“Somehow it got to him.” The man
not only sponsored his sister’s citi-
zenship, Tran marvels, but helped
her obtain admission to college.
“Now that,” says Tran, with emotion
glazing his eyes, “was a miracle.”

Into the mainstream

During the 12 years since Tran
began his journey from boat to
boardroom, Johnstone Supply has
blossomed from a distribution opera-
tion with 32 outlets mostly on the
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West Coast to a nationwide coopera-
tive with more than four times as
many branches. Tran the immigrant
now holds U.S. citizenship and a
night-school M.B.A. from Portland
State University. These days Tran has
a corner office and a country-club
membership card in his wallet. Along
with playing golf (handicap: 25 and
holding) and watching televised foot-
ball games, Tran finds time for a
somewhat quirkier hobby: collecting
jokes to tell at Johnstone Supply’s
annual meetings and seminars. They
help him “mix in,” he says.

Mixing in, in fact, isn't something
Tran shies away from. He started on
the path toward assimilation by trad-
ing the name Khiem for Tim upon
reaching American shores. He
pledged a fraternity in college, and
laughingly boasts that making the
dean’s list didn’t prevent him from
“doing my share of partying.” When a
Portland real-estate agent tried to
steer him into a refugee neighbor-
hood, Tran politely passed—and
bought into a predominantly middle-
class development instead.

Tran forthrightly admits that he has

long strived to meet Americans on
their own terms. “I have learned
much about the American dream, the
American culture, the way of life, the
language, the slang, the sense of
humor—the trait, if you will, of being
American.” If his life seems pleasantly
free of the prejudice and discrimina-
tion that many immigrants experi-
ence, Tran says, it is probably his
outgoing nature that deserves the
credit. “I'm the kind who just goes up
and says, ‘Hi, 'm Tim,”” he says. “I
get to know everybody. I make long-
lasting friendships.”

MOT cHU M)

Colleagues verify all of that, and
gladly. But the affection they feel
toward Tran didn't prevent some
longtime members of the co-op's
board of directors from feeling a cer-
tain edginess when he was appointed

CFO. “There were some raised eye-
brows,” one board member acknowl-
edges, “but they forgot that a long
time ago.”

Nobody doubted Tran's qualifica-
tions, it seems; they just didn't know
if they could get in sync with him.
After all, as Tran himself says, John-
stone Supply operates “like a country
club,” in that branch owners are not
only customers, but associates of
management, who own stock and
share the co-op’s net profits. Because
of this symbiosis, they expect an eye-
to-eye relationship with the head-

quarters staff in Portland. Could they
build such a relationship with some-
one whose background was so radi-
cally different from their own?

Tran knew little of the misgivings,
but he isn't the least bit shocked to
hear of them. He’s always expected
to run into resistance from new busi-
ness associates, he says—especially
those with whom he must build a
fiduciary relationship.

“Human nature always creates
reservation when encountering some-
one different,” Tran says. “After all,
here’s somebody who’s five f()ot—
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says Johnstone Supply CEO Jerry E. Schultz.

three, weighs 115 pounds, and has
an accent that is not as familiar as,
say, Mr. Kissinger’s.” Here too, he
knows, is somebody who pro-
nounces English as “Englix,” and
occasionally employs a malapropism
—such as describing himself as a
“vicarious” reader when he means
“voracious.”

Tran could have made it his policy
to tackle the race issue head-on, as
other immigrants have done. Instead,
he has chosen a resolutely pragmatic
approach to the problem. The initial
awkwardness people feel toward him
ultimately works to his advantage, he
finds, if only because it makes it easy
to exceed their expectations. Howev-
er, if there’s anything that concerns
Tran, it's that people will make too
much of his experiences in Saigon. “I
worry about that sometimes,” he
acknowledges. Perhaps that's why
co-workers rarely hear him speak of
his escape from Vietnam.

While learning the slang, telling the
jokes, and “working with the good
things and the bad” have plainly
endeared Tran the man to his col-
leagues, Tran the CFO has earned his
professional acceptance on stiffer cri-
teria. Board members laud his ener-
gy, his commitment, and especially
his preparation. “With Tim, it's 110

percent all the time,” says
chairman Lonson G. Davis,
who owns two Johnstone
outlets, in Seattle and Both-
ell, Washington. “When he
comes to us with a sugges-
tion or a recommendation,
he’s thought it out well.
The t's are crossed, and the
i's are dotted.”

Davis and other board
members note that Tran
doesn’t just read up on a
topic, he talks it around as
well. Employing a high-
touch style of management
that falls somewhere be-
tween the Asian consensus
approach and the more
American top-down tradi-
tion, Tran solicits input
from “the people in the
trenches” before making
big decisions. Where the

"I know | can count on [Tran], no matter what the project,” purchase of equipment or

services is involved, Tran

next pits salesman against
salesman, challenging each to poke
holes in the other’s pitch. By asking
questions to which he already knows
the answers, he ferrets out not only
who's smarter, but who's more honest.

This willingness to do the legwork
while maintaining his independence
makes Tran “a tiger of a negotiator,”
says board member Robert T.
Wieland, who owns Johnstone outlets
in Denver and Colorado Springs. He
and other board members were hap-
pily floored by the very favorable
lending terms Tran obtained to build
the co-op’s Memphis distribution cen-
ter in 1988. “Sometimes you feel
sorry for the other side,” Wieland
says, chuckling. “Tim just doesn't
leave anything on the table.”

But Tran’s banker, for one, thinks
the CFO owes his bargaining power
less to force of will than to “stronger-
than-average front-end due dili-
gence.” Tran “really gets behind the
numbers,” says First Interstate Bank
of Oregon N.A. vice president Dave
Perry. He says Tran put the bank’s
cash management department
through its paces one time when he
questioned the calculation of check-
collection float. “He wouldn’t sign off
until he’'d seen a report detailing the
routing of two months’ worth of
checks,” remembers Perry. “Some

customers hardly even read the
agreements. But Tim won't take any-
thing at face value.”

“I get my homework done,” Tran
acknowledges, adding that he has no
choice but to stay on top of things.
“The board members know the busi-
ness, because they run their own
branches. If they see something they
don't like, they get on the horn and
call. You cannot fool them.”

Each morning, Tran can be seen
poring over the printouts from his
balance reporting system, analyzing
the inflow and outgo of monies, and
making the day’s judgments as to
what cash should be deployed
where. “This tells me whether I will
need to go into our line of credit for
more money, or whether I have extra
money to invest,” Tran says.

Next, Tran gets payment reports on
each of the co-op's branches. After
he determines who's delinquent, the
culprits get telephone calls reminding
them that Tran expects to be paid in
full, on time. “It's net-thirty or I
charge [interest],” he says, “because
we have to keep our vendors happy.”

Time-consuming as it is to wade
through the printouts that land on his
desk each morning, Tran refuses to
delegate any part of the task. “All of
this is part of the picture,” he says,
gesturing toward the stack. “It’s all
interconnected, and if you don't look
at it daily, you're becoming too
remote. Too many decisions are
based on it.”

Tran says the EDI system that

Co-op member Oral L. Goble: “Tim doesn't give
any flimflam. He deals with you frankly.”
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tracks transactions with co-op
branches is probably the most valu-
able tool available to him as CFO.
Precisely what it's worth to the co-op
is something he keeps to himself,
however, All Tran will say is that the
system—consisting of a mainframe
computer, a modem, and a special-
ized software package—paid for itself
within three months. But, “the hard-
ware isn't the answer,” Tran quickly
interjects, “It's the willingness of the
CFO to try and get the precision in
place and use it consistently.”

Not that Tran doesn't appreciate a
good gadget or a trendy strategy—
people joke that he reads technology
articles and financial-management
tomes as some would pulp fiction.
“We never have to ask him to look
into anything for us; he’s always way
ahead of us in his thinking,” says
board member Wieland. Still, Tran is
not a risk-taker—by his estimation or
anyone else’s.

“Tim isn't the kind of CFO who's
always bringing you the ivory-tower
stuff, who's always pushing to do
something new just because it's
new,” says board chairman Davis.
“He sticks to the basics. And he only
brings us the things we absolutely
need to be doing at that time.”

Tran says it's all in the timing. “As I
see it, there are four stages in any
introduction of a new method of
doing things,” he explains, displaying
his typically well-ordered thinking.
“One is pioneering, two is leading,
three is joining, and four is lagging. 1
don’t want to be in the pioneering
stage, because things are too
unproven.” Nor is he interested in
bringing up the rear. “I like to be in
that leading stage.”

As an example, Tran suggests his
current campaign to install a bar-cod-
ing system. While he and his EDI sys-
tem were able to accept bar codes as
early as 1985 (after all, retailers had
been using that technology for at
least a decade by then), Tran knew
his wholesalers weren't ready to pro-
vide them. Many still aren’t. Unlike
retailers, wholesalers haven't been
concerned with getting customers
through checkout lines quickly, he
points out. Bar codes, to them,
remain just an inventory-tracking
convenience to the distributor, and a
cumbersome one at that. “The part or

Relationship banking: Tran hits the links with First Interstate vice president Dave Perry. "Tim
really gets behind the numbers. He won't take anything at face value,” says Perry.

the tool our branches sell doesn’t
come in a package, it's shipped in
quantity,” Tran explains. “And it's
usually [of a shape that is] hard to put
a bar code on."

To lead without pioneering, Tran
knew he would have to meet ven-
dors halfway. So, even as he encour-
ages them to apply bar codes in the
manufacturing process, Tran is devel-
oping a system that will allow John-
stone Supply to apply its own coded
labels in the warehouse.

Oral L. Goble, a former Fortune
500 executive who recently pur-
chased two Johnstone Supply branch-
es, in Fort Lauderdale and West Palm
Beach, Florida, says Tran is unlike
any CFO he’s known in one key
respect. “You think of some CFOs in
larger corporations as there more to
watch over you in a policeman fash-
ion than to support you. They seem
to see it as their job to knock things
down instead of figuring out how to
make things work., But Tim really

wants to find out what will make a
[branch] candidate successful, and he
wants to help that candidate become
successful.”

Tran says he believes there is “a
certain growth pattern” to an em-
ployee’s relationship with his compa-
ny. “If Johnstone had grown faster
than I did personally, then I probably
would have had to move on by now.
But, so far, this case has been ideal.
As I've grown, the company has
grown tremendously. And I see no
reason that Johnstone Supply
shouldn’t continue growing. So, in
five years, I hope you will still find
me here, perhaps making an even
more significant contribution to that
growth,

“That is,” Tran smilingly adds,
“unless the White House calls and
says, ‘We've got this problem we'd
like you to work on in Vietnam...."" m

Ellen Wojabn is a freelance business
writer based in Eugene, Oregon.
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