GRADUATED GROWTH
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Lucie Vcwes. president of Church Hill CIassics, stands in the company’s frame assembly room in Monroe. Inc. magazine has named Church Hill Classics one of the
fastest-growing independent businesses in the United States. Below, Julia Pulla, of Danbury, cleans the glass on finished diplomas at Church Hill Classics.

Framing memories

College market keepihg Monroe frame company busy

By Susan Silvers
STAFF WRITER

All Lucie Voves wanted was to find a nice
picture of the Dartmouth College campus
where 8he and her husband met so she could
decorate their home.

What she wound up with is a business
honored by a national magazine as the third-
fastest growing consumer products compa-
ny in the state.

Church Hill Classics, on Pepper Street in
Monroe, has blossomed from what she called
“a little moonlighting” at her Newtown
home to a company that employs more than
50 people who use the latest equipment to

CHURCH HILL CLASSIOS

LOCATION: Monroe
PRESIDENT: Lucie Voves
SALES: $6.1 million in 2008

turn out customized frames for diplomas, de-
partmental and athletic awards, certifica-
tions and special-occasion photographs.
Its partners include colleges, the military,
fraternities and sororities, and professwnal
organizations.
Inc. Magazine also ranked Church Hill,
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Frame business make moves with co]leges, organizations
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known online as diploma-
frame.com, 190th nationally
in consumer products and
rated it 4,243rd on the maga-
zine's overall list of the 5,000
fastest-growing independent
businesses.

It will be recognized when
the magazine honors winners
later this month in Washing-
ton, D.C.

“It's really a nice reassur-
ance, a pat on the back to be
recognized as a company ex-
periencing growth during
tough economic times,” Voves
said. And, she added, “It
makes employees feel good
abolut the company they work

All this developed be-
cause Voves wanted a nice
image of Dartmouth Hall,
the centerpiece of that col-
lege's campus. Back then, in
1991, Voves couldn't find one
and commissioned her own
painting. She decided to
print 500 lithographs, figur-

in Latin, and the name of the
school might not be readily
recognizable to someone spot-
ting it on a wall, Voves made a
deal where she could copy the

seal and its name in English,

framing it in the school's for-
est green.

She expanded to similar
programs for other colleges
whose degrees were in Latin
before linking with the Uni-
versity of Connecticut sever-
al years later.

In an interview in her
Monroee office, Voves point-

ly available, which has found
a growing market for such
documents as high school di-
plomas.

Some styles include places
for including souvenirs such
as tassels. Others include
photographs or spaces for
them.

Most frames cost from

*$100 to $200, depending on

materials and size, and Voves
said the typical ones sell for
$140 to $150. They are shipped
in innovative packaging that
is protective yet curbside re-

ed out that not just any com- cyelable.

pany can offer what hers
does,

“We have to be licensed to
reproduce the school seal,”
she said, adding that having
the proper equipment is es-
sential. A

The company uses archi-
val-guality materials to prop-
erly preserve the cherished
documents and has made a
specialty of using matting in
the organization’s special col-

ing they could be sold to ors.

other proud alumni, and
learned to frame them as
well. Eventually, after sell-
ing on the street corner she
moved to the alumni maga-
zine and the school's book-
store. She followed with a
print of Baker Library. an-
other hit.

Then got she requests from
alumni who wanted to frame
their diplomas to match.

Because the diplomas were

Voves said that in recent
years, practices such as lami-
nating have grown less popu-

lar and that framing gives a

customer an option to change
styles later.

She said her company typ-
ically works out a number of
selected frame styles with in-
stitutions that are usually of-
fered through bookstores. But
it also offers customized on-
line framing, seals not usual-

Frank Johnson, president
of the Manufacturing Alli-
ance of Connecticut, said
Voves' achievement — a 41
percent growth over the four
years — is impressive. “These
days to survive is to be doing
well,” he said.

How did she come to use
the name Church Hill? “I
wanted a name that sounded
like an art gallery,” Voves ex-
plained. “I thought Church
Hill Road was really cute.”
The “diplomaframe” came
from the company’s early
entry into the Web game and
as a good description for its
core business,

In recent years, the com-
pany has expanded into such
accessories as desk boxes,
pen stands and paper-
weights, with wood that
matches the frames, many
with special insignias. Un-
like the frames, which are

constructed in Monroe, the
accessories are imported,
though some assembly is
done here.

With all the potential com-
binations and variety of prod-
ucts, “we have over 20,000
items that we offer,” Voves
said.

Despite achieving what
at least initially was such
uncharted success, Voves
was by no means a business
novice, After college, where
she majored in art history
and English, she became a
brand manager with Proct-
er & Gamble, overseeing

‘such lines as Noxzema and

Fixodent. She moved here
shortly after Proctor & Gam-
ble bought Richardson-
Vicks

Indeed, she said she'd al-
ways had a bit of an entrepre-
neurial streak, importing Af-
rican jewelry for sale to mu-
seums and setting up a cus-
tom photography company
for such events as fraternity
parties when she was in col-
lege.
“It's always kind of been
in my blood, I guess,” she
said.

Voves, who now lives in
Ridgefield with her husband
and four children, worked out
of her house until 1998, when
Church Hill leased space in
Danbury. It had only 9,000
square feet there when it
bought its 47,000-square- foot

‘Monroe building two years

Wlth its Monroe location
between Danbury and
Bridgeport, Voves said the
company has easily been able
to find employees for its
needs that include such posi-
tions as office staff, Web de-
signers and production work-
ers.

“It's been a big advantage,
she said. .

Customers insert their di-
plomas, certificates, photo-
graphs or even such memen-
tos as tassels themselves
through the removable back
of the frames, which also

have a special system for lev-
eling them and mounting
them on a wall.

Voves's husband, Jo-
seph, who is now her vice
president, said things have
become tougher in the cur-
rent economy, without the
staggering growth the com-
pany has enjoyed in recent
boom times. Still, there's
plenty of opportunity to ex-
pand.

Alreldy linked to more
than 1,000 colleges and uni-
versities, the company hopes

to win many more among the
3,800 two- and four-year
schools nationwide. Voves
said her company also is
finding success with profes-
sional associations, It hopes
as well to expand its line of
accessories that match the
frames. The company hds
also done some contract
manufacturing for other
firms that retail specla]ized
mementos.

“It gives us a lot of l.a!i'
tude to expand in a lot of di-
rections,” Voves said.



