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Stairway to the Stars

Zepsa’s woodworking
wins A-list following

by Bea Quirk

hen Ed Zepsa emi-
grated from Yugo-
slavia to Chicago
some 40 years ago,
little did the 10-year-
old know the love ofwood he took
from a family of furniture makers
would grow into a business that out-
fits the interiors of homes for the stars.

Zepsa came to Charlotte in 1981 and
started Zepsa Industries Inc. on a mod-
¢st scale — working alone out of a
garage. Today, he and a staff of 75 are
housed in a 75,000-square-foot space
and post more than $10 million in
annual revenue creating high-end archi-
tectural woodwork for estate homes.

His customers live in mansions of
20,000 to 40,000 sguare feet that cost
up to 350 million. Zepsa’s clients —
whom he describes as “Fortune 400,
billion-dollar types™ — have included
the likes of singer Mariah Carey, cos-
metics magnate Estee Lauder and
rockers Jon Bon Jovi and Bruce
Springsteen,

“The world 1s getting richer, and
there’s a lot of wealth out there.”




" d"' home

Fepsa says, “Houses are gening bhag-
wer andd lgger amd more lavish.”

In recenmt years, the firm has
expanded the scope of its work 10
include the interiors of world-class
yachis that stretch 160 fect or Mg
with priu:_' liges slarting al ahot 220
millzon, The company has completed
five nautical commissions in the last
four years, In addition, the company
has begun making custom fumatune
for chents,

When Zepan takes on a project, it's
wsually not a single piece of waork,
“We iake on the entire inderior — it's
all the woosdwork ineluding
cabinetry, ||||.|||.|i||'_.:. i manie ks, cof-
Fered ceilings, doors and stairs. We do
the design and engincering, fabrica-
tion ond final installanon,” he savs,
“We npproach interior woddlwork like
fine furniture — hench-built and
hamdcerafied with a studio sensibility
and high level of skill

ur work 15 ruly custom o the
b, vl Just customized,” fepsa
adds, “For us, cverything starts with
the raw lumber and an innovative,
creative design. Then we Tabncate 2
one=0f=a=kind project that's a rellec-
ton of the designer’s iment.” Zepsa
has divisions for anchiteciural wood-
working amd stairs, “Stairs are a spe-
chlty of ours, amd sometimes we'll
Just aboe i staircase for a home,” he
says, “These are elaborate sculpiural
creations, with monumental stair
work and hand-carved posts, balus
trades and milings — ofien the cen
terpiece of a grand fover™ A single
staircase may star ot $20.080 and
excesd S500,000,

The process for crgating a slaircase
ar e woodwork for an entine hioiise
1% sapilar 1[.-|!|i¢:|]i!|.'. a ;Iesigncr or
architect approaches the company

Family affair: Ed Zepsa (center) relies on sons, Peter (lefth and Brian, wiho
oversee the woodworking and stairway divisions, respactivaly. His wife,
Maripat, is office manager.

with a project, It % s e oumieTssn for
Fepsa to never preel the omcowner,
b representaives will visit the shop
and attend mestings.

The compiany s concepiaal draw-
inpiu'u.-llumﬂjlu!lj wnrl-clla_l:qluwil'l_ﬂh.
which can take up as many as S
pages. Revisions and design changes
are comimaon. The staff will fabrecate
the tooding required to make profiles
i wossl, Freld conditions ane suwr-
veved and measuned, which can take
a montl.

The hardwioods and exolic veneers
meecled for i propect an them ordened.
But it"s not simply a mamer of look-
g throagh a catalog or visiting a lum-
beryand. Zepsa says finding the nght
material con ncqu:in: dispatching a
hu.:.n.:r to Alrica, Souwlh Amenica of
Russia to seleet a pamicalar kg,

“ut this bevel of detail. vouw are Jook-
ing find grain, texiure, color and other
nesihelic nuances o achieve a certain
bk, hez ex planms.

Besides standard American woods
including walnut, mahogany and
cherry. the firm uses such exoli; spe-
cles as 4,'hurr:'. imibana, aniegre,

pearwond, makore amd sapeke.

For a home”™s interior, M) crafismen
will speenal six we nine months o bailkd
all e pacces, which then go e ateam
of 15 finishers. Options include dis
tressing, fanx finishes, gles, var
nishes and shellacs, Every surface
receives o hand-wiped oil finish.

The wondwork is then wrapped,
crated and sent wo the project site, where
installation requires three 1o four
manths, Everything is hand-faved and
hanl-cul. The entire process rypically
takes aboul a vear, although some
projects have lasted as long as fiour,

The cost ranges from 22000010 55
millim.

f_'ru.,:lmg thee anierior of a yacht is
similar, but s more challenging
“There are no right angles or square
conmers — everyihimg is twasting aid
curving. Zepsi nobes, The winad-
weork 1% part of the buildamg of the hiall.
and 1echnical systems are integrated
it il. Everything has to be o light-
weight matenal, and evervihing als
Fuis 1o ke remeovvable, And Becaose the
ships s constamtly taming and tipping
andl wider stress, evervthing has o

. {:" home

have np-_'q:i:.ul latches, hardware amd
.,1:-:||\I11|-\."I||||h|L‘1:|.|l\.“

Fepea savs only a handfol of com-
panics in the world compede for such
intricate residential woosdworking.
"I"uluuy_ il :||I|:|1£_cllhzr at thiz bewvel of
exEculion in a one-s10p shop is hard
oo i Craftsmen with the necessary
skill are difficult to find, he adds. The
COMmpuny alsor hirgs young winkers
interestad i the crall oo 1each. “We
SFOPA CHIF OAWT, S0 Do speak. We want
o ensure the bong-term survival and
cxpansion of the trade craft”

Like his fatfer’s fumiture shop, where
b worked s O 1eenager, FJ;;'W':-. COHTE
pany s very much a fanvily enlemprise.

His wific, Maripat, is the office man-
ager, and his sons alse have leader-
ship roles. Peler uns the archatestural
'.'.'mmlmnrk.:lnl_' diviston, and Brian
manages the staars division,

Ziepea says the wealthy patrons he
servies tend to live in encloves in the
MNortheast, a5 well as resons such as
Wiest Palm Beach and Maples, Fla.,
and Aspen, Calo,

The firm does about one or twae
progecis a year in the Carolinas, “Bul
I"d likee toe choe more,” hee says,

T Jearn more aboutl Zepsa Indus-
Eroes, Visil vk W 3B i CHm. &

Totha ]
cabiratfy, trim oel
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