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Brake Masters
growing when
some struggle

Tucson-based firm on rise
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While many of its compet-
itorsareretrenching or agnant
due to stiff competition,
Tucson-based Brake Masters
hasitsfoot on the accelerator.

Plansareto openfive sores
in the Valey thisyear and an
additiona 20 nationdly by the
end of next year, bringing the
tota to 100.

Thechain of 75 auto shops,
founded by Eric Laytin in
1982, was the second-fastest-
growing of the so-caled ail
change-plus businessesin the
past year, according to arecent
ranking by trade journal
Nationa Oil & Lube News. It
grew stores at an annual clip
of 38 percent.

Competitors include well-
known companies such as
Firestone Tire & Service
Center, which grew 3 percent,
and Pep Boys, which showed
no growth. Those businesses
specializein other repairs but
also offer ail changes.

"Many (of their competitors)
arelodng sores,” said Garrett
McKinnon, assstant editor at
National Oil. Examples
indude Shell Auto Care, which
closed 33 percent of itsshops,
and Econo Lube N' Tune &
Brakes of California, which
closed 13 percent.

The industry has been
consolidating in markets that
aresaturated with placesto get
a tune-up or car repairs.

Some chains also have
suffered from the age-old
concernsabout shedy business
practices such as selling
UNNECESSArY SerVices.

State regulators in Calif-
ornia, for example, in
1999moved to shut down
17 Brake Depot shops
in Southern Cdifornia,
accusing therepair chain
of abait-and-switch
schemeto defraud
customers.

Eric Laytin started the shop in Tucson and have
expanded to 70 stores. Their new shop at Chandler
Boulevard and Dobson Road in Chandler is a prototype
of what new locations will be.

BrekeMagershasbeendbdle
to thrivein part because of its
reputetion for good servicein
the Southwest, McKinnon
said. The company has repair
menus in every shop so
customers can see what

services cost up-front. It also
pays employees a salary
ratherthan commission to avoid
any conflicts of interest.

Thebrothers say the practices
have helped the company build
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areputation of honesty. Its corporate
motto is "An Honest Brake Since
1983."

Also helping, McKinnon said, "They
have area good franchise (system to
grow) going."

Besides adding stores in Phoenix,
the Tucson-based company has its
sights on markets in northern
California, Utah and Missouri. It
operates 75 stores, half corporate
owned and half run by franchisees, in
Arizona, California, New Mexico,
Texas, Nevada and Nebraska.

The privately held business, which
has annual sales exceeding $40 million,
employs about 800 people.

That'salong way from the $100,000
in sales and no employees that first
year in 1982. Sales barely covered
expenses.

"I wasworking for free," Laytin said.
"But | had fun. I love fixing things."

Laytin was known for taking
appliances apart as a child while
growing up in Jerusalem. He was
fascinated with how machines worked.
Hevisited the United Statesin hisearly
20s and wasn't expecting to stay, let
alone build a business.

But he noticed a bunch of quick-
lube and auto repair shops in Los
Angeles, where his brother Shalom
was living. He thought they would be
ahit in smaller markets where there
wasn't as much competition. He zeroed
in on Tucson after visiting a friend
there.

Eric Laytin, then 24, took the $3,500
he received from restoring a sports car
to secure a lease at a small two-bay
garage that had been vacant at 4260
E. Grant Road in Tucson.

Taking histool box and some paint,
he got the store in shape to open
Valentine's Day.

Business grew steadily, mostly by
word of mouth. He incorporated the
company the next year.

"It was just in me," he said about
goinginto business. "I didn't even think
about not having a paycheck."

Shalom Laytin joined his brother's
business shortly after, focusing on
communications and marketing.

At first, growth was slow, with the
second store coming two years after
the first. The brothers had figured the
tremendous success of their first shop
would spill over into the second store,
but it didn't happen that way.

Therewere no cars,” Shalom Laytin
said. "I walked door to door and
handed out coupons' just to get people
to the store.

They took their red stop sign-style
logo and garage with bright red
windowsto Albuquerque, thefirst store
outside of Tucson, in 1992

Matthew Fenley (above) searches for problems in a bay at the
Chandler Brake Masters location. The lobby of the new store offers
customers a chance to be comfortable while they wait.

We were wondering whether to
go to Las Vegas or Albuquerque,”
Shalom Laytin said. His thought at
the time was Vegas gambling scene
didn't seem to fit with their business
model of being in neighborhood
shopping centers, but they later
entered the Vegas market and found
it to be good.

By 1993, the Laytins started
working up afranchising handbook.
While interest was growing in other
parts of the country, expanding into
the biggest market in Arizona was
still daunting.

They had seen other Tucson-based
furniture stores and auto shops enter
Phoenix and fall.

"My dream was to go into the big
town and be successful,” Shalom
Laytin said.

The first Valley shop opened at
1900 N. Scottsdale Road in October
1995.

They recently opened a company-
owned store in Chandler at Dobson

Road and Chandler Boulevard.
The look there is dlightly different
since they needed to blend the store
into the look of the shopping center.
They couldn't use the bright reds for
which they are known, so they went
with windows outlined in abrick color,
which was deemed acceptable.
The more sophisticated looking store
with eight bays - their stores typically
Bavlta seven - cost about $600,000 to
uild.

The brothers are using franchising
as away to reach their goal of 100
stores by the end of next year. Of
Brake Masters 18 storesin the Valley,
eight are franchised.

The concept also is helping the
company's outreach nationally. One
franchisee has plansto open 11 stores
in San Antonio, anew market. Another
franchisee is looking to grow in El
Paso, where there is just one store.

The brothers have talked briefly
about possibly taking their business
public.



