95 YEARS OF
FEW THINGS SAY PACIFIC
NORTHWEST LIKE TIMBER

Interview with: Tyler Freres, Vice President of Sales
Freres Lumber Company

Lyons, Oregonbased Freres
Lumber Company
has been operating
and innovating
here for 95 years. In
2016, it announced
a first-of-its-kind
product, called
a Mass Plywood
Panel, that could
revolutionize the
way America builds.
Company innovator
and Vice President
of Sales Tyler Freres
reveals his plans for
keeping the company in
operation for another
century.
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How has Freres Lumber
Company evolved over
the years?
We’ve constantly kept
our eye to what’s next in
our industry and pressed
forward. We survived
downturns by looking for
new uses for our products
or by-products and being
willing to go all-in on new
ways of doing things.
We know that we can’t
compete over the long run
as a commodity company,
so what we try to do is add
the greatest value to the
products we have and come
up with new products where
customers are willing to pay
a little bit more.

We were founded in 1922
and spent the first several
decades as a standard
sawmill operator selling
dimensional lumber to the
U.S. market.
In the 1950s, plywood
and engineered wood
products became a
bit more popular, so
we switched all of our
manufacturing to veneer.
With veneer, you are
essentially peeling a
log instead of sawing it,
making thin sheets that
can be used in a number
of products. So, for
the better part of four
decades, we sold our
veneer panels to folks
using them in consumer
products. We also found
uses for almost every

by-product, from using
scrap wood as mulch to
turning pulp to paper.
In 1998, we purchased
a plywood plant out
of bankruptcy. We did
this partially because
we had one by-product
we could not find a
customer for. It also
gave us our first end
product to the U.S.
market.
Adding the plywood
plant really opened
up new markets and
expertise for our
company. Without
that step, we would
not have been able
to develop our latest
innovation, a new Mass
continued on page 11

Patented Mass Plywood Panel,
designed to be used in place of
concrete, steel or other traditional
structural building materials
Added a cogeneration facility,
providing power to Freres’
plants and 5,000 nearby homes

Purchased a plywood plant out
of bankruptcy, creating Freres’
first end to consumer product

Switched to manufacturing
veneer, supplying it to
other businesses for their
manufacturing process
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to maintain a business that will last
for the next 100 years. That’s what I
mean by legacy.

Plywood Panel. It is essentially a
large matt of plywood that is 12
feet wide, potentially 50 feet long
and potentially up to 24 inches thick
that can be used as the primary
structure in a building.

How has being located in the
Paciﬁ c Northwest shaped how
you do business?
It is fundamental. Partly because we
are ti ed to the land and are so close
to the resource.
On the West Coast, we are lucky to
operate in a very close-knit
community. In the wood products
market, we are all competitors, but
we’re also friends and customers of
each other.

As a family-run company, we are
invested in its long-term success. It
shapes our decision-making process
and the company’s values. My uncle
is the Chairman of the Board. My
father is the President. My cousin
is the Executive Vice President.
And my brother is a Vice President.
I started working here as soon as
I could and have done everything
from repair equipment to sales.
In terms of innovation, this has
really been driven by market shifts
and the need to make changes to
survive. That’s why we switched
from lumber to veneer. That’s why
we took the opportunity to purchase
a plywood plant to offer our first
ever end products to consumers.
We did that because we couldn’t find
an outlet for a certain by-product

toward what’s next with mass
timber construction.

Tell me about your Mass
Plywood Panel.
Over the past few years, we’ve been
looking for ways to maintain our
sales average and production as a
company. Our Mass Plywood Panel
came about after my brother and I
traveled to Europe in April of 2015.
We saw that they were producing
a product called cross-laminated
timber. It is a beautiful product that
can be used to build skyscrapers.
I absolutely love the idea of mass
timber buildings; that is, using wood
for all structural members. But when
we saw the production facility, we
thought, we can do this better.
So we came back to Oregon and
started gluing plywood together and
testing something new.

On a daily basis, we’ll ship wood
around the Northwest to other
companies on a handshake. Not
many industries would ship tens of
thousands of dollars’ worth of
products that way. It is definitely an
industry known for having a lot of
good, honest people.
We also benefit from being able to
trade ideas. If someone tries
something and it works, you can
pull that idea into how you
approach or do things and vice
versa. It is part of how our industry
has survived.

Deﬁne your company in three
words.
Legacy, family and innovation.
We’ve survived the Great
Depression, World War II and all of
the recessions since then. We of
the younger generation feel a
pressure
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from our veneer manufacturing, so
we capitalized on the opportunity to
create a market for that by-product
and turn a profit. We started making
electricity because natural gas prices
were skyrocketing at the time.
And ultimately, that’s why we are
continuing to innovate and look

It was a six-month process for a
multi-phase conception of the idea,
then taking our Mass Plywood
Panel product to Oregon State
University for testing, filing for a
patent and signing purchase orders
for new equipment, and then
building the product.

Right now we have $25 million to
$30 million invested in this product
and no one has ever done it before.
It is really exciting to be at the
forefront of something so new.

Where do you imagine your
Mass Plywood Panel will be
used?
We are looking at a few areas—
the first being a replacement for
concrete in buildings. Our product
has a good sheer rating, so we’d like
to explore using it as the structure
for elevator shafts, for example. A
good elevator shaft needs to be
tall, straight and very exact in its
measurements. The fact that our
panels could provide room for sway
in case of an earthquake could make
buildings more resilient.
We are also looking to provide a
material that can be used for walls
and floors for mid- and high-rise
construction. Right now, the U.S.
building market uses stick frame
construction for buildings up to four
stories tall and concrete and steel
construction for buildings more
than 12 stories tall. It is just not cost
effective to use concrete and steel
in buildings fewer than 12 stories.
So we have a real opportunity to
capitalize on an untapped market.
Lastly, we’re interested in exploring
the use of our panels to build
modular homes. One of the biggest
constraints on the housing market
right now is labor. So if we could
prefab the walls, floor and roof—so
all you have to do is sink a few long
wood screws and you could put
up the entire structure in a matter
of days—that could save you a

In 2012, of the
approximately
5,557,000 commercial
buildings surveyed for
energy consumption
in the U.S., 5,544,000
were 1-9 floors, while
only 13,000 were 10 or
more floors.
Source: U.S. Energy Information
Administration3

lot of labor. It allows you to build
buildings that you wouldn’t be able
to construct otherwise.

Where does your inspiration
come from?
We talk about the different avenues
that our company can continue
moving forward. It’s a discussion at
the lunch table every day. Where
are our opportunities? What can we
pursue? So we feed off of each other.

What are the biggest
challenges you face?
Big picture, our biggest challenges
are related to regulation, labor and
imports.
Imports, in particular, are a tough
issue for us. As a manufacturer
of veneer and panels, we do not
have the protections afforded to
domestic lumber producers under
the Softwood Lumber Agreement.
While we compete heavily with
Canadian producers, they are also
our customers, so our concerns
with imports have more to do with
South American fibers from Chile
and Brazil than with Canada.
It is difficult because huge swaths
of South American rain forests
are being cut down to satisfy
American appetites for growth and
new buildings. All the while, here
in Oregon, we have some of the
most productive timberlands in the
world and we are choosing to let

other countries mismanage their
forestlands instead of responsibly
harvesting our own.

What is the best company
decision ever made?
The purchase of this plywood plant
in 1998. At the time there were
several other plywood plants going
out of business. So people thought
that we were crazy to purchase
a plant out of bankruptcy, but it
allowed us to have our first touches
with our end consumer.
We know where our products are
coming from, and we have a chance
to work with the end consumer to
learn what products they like. With
that knowledge, we are able to
develop new products that align with
their interests.
It gave us the background needed to
figure out the process for laminating
and constructing engineered wood
products. To me, that is the backbone
of it all.
A lot of the people who had worked
at the plant were still in the area
and interested in coming back to
the plant and working with us.
We also took the opportunity to
search the industry to find the best
management team possible and
bring them to the plant to lead
the production.

What advice would you give
someone with a new idea?
One of the biggest hurdles we faced
when my brother and I came up
with the concept of a Mass Plywood
Panel was discouragement from
folks. Even my own colleagues were
saying, “If this is possible, then why
didn’t someone else think of it first?”
Nevertheless, we pursued it. So I
would say, just because no one has
done it before doesn’t mean that
your idea doesn’t hold water.
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