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Today’s finishing equipment makes
life easier and better for one Texas
drycleaning owner and operator

3 By Tim Burke, Editor

Presser Mary Lou Hernandez is all smiles as

she stands proudly by her finishing station at
Culpepper Cleaners in San Antonio, Texas. She has
been pressing clothes for 20 years, the past nine
at Culpepper’s. “She is able to press at any station
we have,” says Jess Culpepper, president and gen-

he new finishing equipment entering the

market today is certainly making it easier for

operators to finish garments, according to Jess

Culpepper, president and general manager of
Culpepper Cleaners in San Antonio, Texas.

“These improvements could not have come at a better
time as it has become increasingly more difficult to find a
finisher with experience,” he says.

His family has been in the drycleaning business since
1911.

“I entered in 1978 as the third generation to do so. At
this time, we operated one plant and two drop stores. Our
goal is and has been for 100-plus years to provide the best
customer service, drycleaning and laundry service to the
people of San Antonio.”

Culpepper relates that the new finishing equipment he
installed is “very easy for the operator to learn to use prop-
erly with minimal training.”
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eral manager, “which is atypical of most pressers
we hire now. Having personnel such as Mary Lou,
who we can move into different jobs, is a critical
aspect of keeping a business running smoothly.”
(Photo: Culpepper Cleaners)

He points out that, “We have installed a Unipress Versa
Form 3, Unipress Tensioning Coat form, Sankosha Ten-
sioning pants topper, and several Sankosha Leggers, one
of which is the SDP-880U.”

All of the pieces replaced other older equipment, he
adds.

*Most people don’t like change and that was true for
some of (our) operators at first, but now they are all very
happy with the new equipment and would absolutely put
up a fight if they had to go back to the old equipment.”

On the drycleaning side, Culpepper notes, “We finish
all of our cottons on hot-head presses. We have four em-
ployees that were operating four presses in that department
and we were having a difficult time keeping up with our
production demand. We purchased a Versa Form 3 and, to
make way, we removed one of our hot-head presses.

“One operator now uses the Versa Form to steam finish
all the cotton garments, which

(continued on page 23)
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The team poses for a photo-op by the finishing
area in their plant at Culpepper Cleaners: (from
left) Rachel Trevino, Maria Martinez and Julie
Alvarez. The women are in charge of pressing
all cotton and linens on the drycleaning side.

are then touched up as needed on the three remaining hot-
head presses. Our production in that department has in-
creased 15%, which certainly is a pleasant outcome from
this move.”

The business also utilizes the Sankosha SDP-880U,

a double-legger in which the middle press separating the
two legs has a vacuum. “We have increased production by
20% at that position,” Culpepper says.

Upping productivity is always on the minds of dryclean-
ing operators on the finishing side. But the need to find
experienced operators has also become pressing. It’s put
the focus on technologically advanced machines that are
easier for team members to operate.

EASY RIDER

“Is it easy to learn?” That could very well be the most-
asked question in the finishing area for drycleaning owners.

Enter Stuart llkowitz, president, Mamaroneck, N.Y .-
based Trevil America, in business since 1999 as the ex-
clusive importer and distributor of Trevil equipment in the
United States and Canada.

“Whereas a few years ago, the main question people
asked about equipment pertained to productivity, as in,
‘How many can it produce in an hour?'” he says. “Now,
the focus has changed to where they want the machines to
be easy for anyone to operate while also productive and
offering high quality.”

His company’s factory in Italy is one of the manufactur-
ers of pressing and finishing equipment since the 1970s.
He point out that it is difficult nowadays “to find workers
who are reliable; show up for work every day: get along
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Standing behind them is Jess Culpepper, presi-
dent and general manager, who relates that the
new finishing equipment he installed is “very easy
for the operator to learn to use properly with min-
imal training.” (Photo: Culpepper Cleaners)

with other employees; are able to produce high-quality,
finished garments at a fast enough pace; and are willing to
work in the conditions of a drycleaning shop, all for the sal-
ary that a drycleaning shop owner can afford to pay.”

As llkowitz sees it, finding, training and maintaining
employees has become a larger challenge, particularly
once you get away from the big cities.

“Shop owners are realizing now that they need to focus
more on the capital investment on a piece of equipment
that nearly anybody can be quickly trained to operate,
rather than equipment that requires a particular set of
skills that takes many months of experience to learn,” says
Ilkowitz.

A customer of his in Omaha, Neb., was opening a

second plant: “They wanted to find equip- (continued)
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ment that would provide high-quality finishing but knew
that they needed something modern that would be easy to
operate, as finding experienced operators had become an
issue for them.”

The cleaners purchased several pieces of equipment
from his company, “including our Pantastar pants finish-
ing machine. The Pantastar can press the entire pair of
pants, including the crease.”

He notes that the operator does not require the same
level of skill that someone using a conventional topper and
legger press would, so it is much easier to find someone to
run this machine effectively.

“They are producing around 40 pair of pants per hour
with consistent high quality,” llkowitz relates. “If the regu-
lar operator is out one day, another operator can step right
in and produce nearly identical numbers.”

Michael “Stucky” Szczotka, co-owner,
Troy, Mich.-based Poseidon Textile
Care Systems, seems to agree when he
notes that there have been many im-
provements and innovations in finishing
equipment in recent years.

One of the most notable, he says, “is
with flatwork ironers. More and more
dry cleaners are installing them for
quality ironing of sheets, pillowcases,
tablecloths, napkins and more. This al-
lows dry cleaners to serve new revenue
sources, such as hotels, restaurants and
spas, for example.

“With improvement in ironers, opera-
tors can now go right from the wet wheel
to the ironer without having to condition
the goods in a dryer. This saves a lot of time!”

About her own drycleaning customers, Yuriko Tanabe,
vice president, European Finishing Equipment Corp./Hi-
Steam, based in Seacaucus, N.J., notes that her company’s
most popular machine remains its SAM-451, a multi-
garment finisher for shirts, blouses, suit jackets and polo
shirts, whether laundered or dry-cleaned.

Started in New York City in 1977, with gravity feed
bottle iron and all steam iron, her firm around 1995 began
offering Italian tensioning machines and vacuum boards,
and later mini boilers.

What’s new today?

“Electric shirt finishing equipment, like the Turbo-Jr.
(E), shirt finisher and CB-520 (E) collar and cuff press.
We introduced them for those cleaners who do not have,
do not want, or are not allowed to have an industrial boil-
er,” Tanabe explains.

“Qur first customer was the laundry room at Lowes
Regency Hotel in New York City, who removed their
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Michael “Stucky” Szczotka;
co-owner, Poseidon Textile
Care Systems. (Photo:

Poseidon Te

troublesome boiler with frequent repairs and inspections.”
She indicates that they are happy to find a new alternative
to the traditional finishing processes.

“Dry cleaners ask for machines with a smaller footprint,
cooler to operate, easier to train, and reasonably priced,”
she adds.

Tom Stites, sales manager at Unipress, says whenever
he is speaking with a customer, labor costs are always
one of the major topics of the conversation: “They ask,
‘How can I increase my production?” Or, “Will this save
me labor?™”

Stites says his company’s name has been around for
what seems like an eternity. “The company was actually
reborn in 1982, with a new ownership group, new business
model and a new manufacturing facility in Tampa, Fla.
We manufacture a full line of shirt units, drycleaning
finishing, wetcleaning finishing and
laundry presses.”

Owners that successfully maximize
their production are able to control
their labor costs, Stites says.

“We strongly advocate that each
pressing station should have produc-
tion standards. The operators should
be held accountable to adhere to the
standards.”

An example of this, he relates, is
that recently, a Unipress customer in
New Jersey replaced two traditional-
style shirt units that were operated by
four employees with two Hurricane
double-buck shirt units run by three
operators.

His customer is now “exceeding over 185 shirts, and
with the previous equipment, he was averaging 180 shirts
an hour with four employees.™

The Hurricane features a touch-screen PLC that tracks
real-time production, Stites notes. The current hourly
production, as well as the target rate, is displayed on the
screen.

“Additionally, there is another highly visible display
that monitors production with color-coded green, which
means meeting the set standard; yellow, which indicates
within 70% of the standard: and red, which is ‘unaccept-
able.’ This is used to motivate and remind the operator to
keep on task.”

So what is Wesley Nelson, vice president of sales and
the COO at Sankosha USA Inc., Elk Grove Village, IlL.,
seeing in drycleaner demand today?

“Customers are inquiring more and more about tension-
ing equipment such as form finishers, pants toppers and
drycleaning presses. They are finding out

(contintied)
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that tensioning equipment benefits plants that are process-
ing garments by means of wet cleaning as well as dry
cleaning,” Nelson says.

As an example, he says, “Recently, a Tensioning Form
Finisher was installed at a plant in Sonoma, Calit. The
equipment it replaced was an old Suzie. Both the plant
owner as well as the presser noticed
on the first garment, which was a
men’s sport coat processed on the new
Tensioning Form Finisher, that the
garment was basically ready for
assembly.

“Other than some light touch-up
while the garment was already on the
hanger, the sport coat never touched
another press.”

Smart technology has come into
everything in our lives and it’s in our
drycleaning machines today.

As machines get smarter, where do
you think this “smart tech” on the fin-
ishing side is leading?

Nelson explains that the goal of
smart tech, “as far as Sankosha is concerned, is to provide
equipment that requires fewer touches on each garment by
the operator.

“Due to the difficulty in finding experienced pressers,
the newer equipment requires less and less pressing expe-
rience, and shortens expensive training time.

“The smart tech is in the controls where the operator
can tailor the type of press or time needed for each type of
garment. It must be simple and quick and easy to maintain
production.”

“Simple,” “quick,” and “easy” are words that come back
more and more to describe today’s finishing needs. The
machines are geared toward users understanding and oper-
ating on a general level. But are they understanding?

ARE WE THERE YET?

We see the flashing buttons. Hear the blast of air. But
we want to know how it all really works, too.

So the question is: Do drycleaning owners and operators
understand the technology in their finishing equipment?

Nelson says customers seem to have a very basic under-
standing of the new finishing technology: “Enough so that
they can see the benefits of using tensioning equipment for
garments that have not been wet-cleaned.

“We start up and train a large portion of our equipment
in the field. The owner and operators become familiar with
the machines very quickly with the operation, the controls,
and maintenance. Our controls are similar across our line
of machines, which helps in a major way.”
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Wesley Nelson, vice president
of sales and COO at Sankosha
USA Inc. (Photo: Sankosha USA)

To that same question, Stites replies, “Good question —
and sometimes the best way to answer that is to compare
it to a smartphone. Some people only use a phone to com-
municate with friends and relatives. Then there are others
that it becomes an integral part of their daily life. The
more they use it, the more valuable it becomes.”

Ilkowitz thinks that most dryclean-
ing owners and operators understand
the technology in their equipment fairly
well, but often they do not fully consider
the day-to-day costs of owning and op-
erating a machine.

“I recently spoke with someone who
was certain that he did not want to buy
a dedicated shirt-finishing machine be-
cause he didn’t want to invest that much
money in equipment,” he points out as
an example.

“After some conversation, | helped
him to understand that it is not so much
the cost of the equipment at the time of
purchase that was the most important
thing, but the cost of operating the ma-
chine every day that matters.

“When he realized how much money he was spending
on labor to produce the quality and quantity of the shirts
he needed to finish each week, it became clear that the
shirt-finishing machine wasn’t going to cost him a lot of
money. It was actually going to make him a lot of money.”

In some ways, it seems to be a matter of viewpoint on
the owners’ long-term return in finishing.

“So it’s not so much an issue of them understanding the
technology of the equipment,” llkowitz relates, “as much as
the bigger picture of labor savings, consistency of quality,
and ease of training that requires more of a conversation.”

Back to our dry cleaner Jess Culpepper in San Antonio,
Texas, who as the president of his company, naturally, will
have the final word about finishing.

Culpepper notes that the new finishing equipment enter-
ing the market is certainly making it easier for operators to
finish garments.

“These improvements could not have come at a better
time as it has become increasingly more difficult to find a
finisher with experience.

“I am definitely a fan of making things easier and better,
so | am hopeful the equipment manufacturers continue to
improve their products, which in turn will help all of us in
the drycleaning profession excel at providing our custom-
ers with impeccably finished garments.”

Can’t think of a better way to wrap up this article than
to repeat his words: “impeccably finished garments.” And
now we are finished! ADC
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