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Preface
For obvious reasons histories, memoirs and biographies tend to 
come in the twilight years or at the end of an era. However in the 
development of this project, while the objective was very much to 
look back and capture all the twists and turns from the company’s 
conception in 1972, there was also a need to connect the legacy 
to the modern, dynamic and forward looking business that exists 
today.

This was the main reason Harris opted for a colourful, innovative 
and accessible format in which to tell their story – one that 
is multi-faceted, made up of many characters and numerous 
overlapping factors and considerations. The Little Man’s forty 
colourful years is therefore told in a collection of articles; stories 
within the story that can be dipped into as desired and not 
designed necessarily as a chronological read. Please note that for 
reasons of simplicity all subsidiary companies are referred to as 
Harris throughout.

In these pages the point is made time and again that any company 
is really the sum of its people. It is my biggest regret that due to the 
constraints of time and space, it is impossible to recognize all those 
who have played a part in Harris’ manufacturing plants and offices 
around the region and have so many more stories to tell. The same 
of course applies to the enduring support of Harris’ large extended 
family of retailers, distributors, agents and partners throughout the 
Caribbean and beyond.

The project was initiated by President, Robert Jones who has 
a respect and enthusiasm for history and its importance 
to who we are today; a perspective which he is acutely 

aware can all too easily be lost. It was further 
developed and directed by CEO Ian Kenyon, in 

collaboration with Senior Vice President of Sales 
and Marketing, Luke Ticknor and coordinated 
by Marketing Manager, Simone Reeves. Much 

gratitude goes to the numerous contributors 
and Harris staff members that gave generously 

of their time to share their perspectives 
and memories. I would like to particularly 

thank David Tindale who has served 
Harris Barbados in a senior executive 

position for 25 years and 
was of tremendous 
assistance. Further 

administrative 
support was 

provided by Business Management 
Systems Manager, Dolores Dabreo-Pope. Art direction, 

photographic coordination and graphic art services were 
supplied by Trish White who was fundamental to bringing this 

project to fruition.

Tracy Johnson 



This book has been written to coincide with the 40th Anniversary 
of Harris Paints Barbados. Why a book and why now?

Forty years is not a particularly long time. Many companies have 
been around for more than a hundred. However 40 years is a 
considerable time in the working life of an individual and it was 
felt that it was important to record the collective memory of those 
who had played a part in the story of The Little Man before those 
memories were lost forever.

An organization of itself has no heart, no soul, does not breathe, 
recognize success or failure, but the people who work within that 
organization do and this is their story. They provide the character 
and ethos that differentiate one organization from another. This 
is at one moment intangible and at another almost solid and 
dependable.

From the first idea a project was born. That project became a 
reality and in 40 years it has grown and prospered - not without 
encountering challenges which had to be confronted and overcome. 
Success does not come easily. And if The Little Man has been 
successful it owes that success to those that gave it birth, nurtured 
and developed it and to all who contributed and gave it character. 
The cast both past and present, is extensive: our shareholders and 
directors, our members of staff, our auditors, our bankers and 
insurers, our suppliers and all importantly our customers. This is the 
story of Harris, of all those who have contributed and especially to 
Andrew, Ralph and Richard - for without them there would be no 
story.

There will be more chapters yet to be written by those who have 
inherited the mantle from those who have gone before.

The Little Man is proof that the ideas of men harnessed to the 
plough of determination and perseverance, and striving to attain a 
common goal can achieve uncommon results. 

Robert Jones
President

Foreword

Acceptance
By Herbert Merrill

I have perhaps loved overmuch the place, the person and the day,
And cannot now abide the touch of time that takes them all away.

I have perhaps tried over hard to bind quicksilver moments fast,
Stubborn enough to disregard that nothing here can ever last.

I cannot catch the falling star, nor cup the fire in my hand,
Forbid the wintertime, or bar the tide from covering the sand,

And I have learned, at bitter cost, no man can find what he has lost.



Our Values
• High Ethical Standards

• Customer Service and Quality
• Development of People and Team Work

• Business Efficiency
• Safety, Health and Environment

Our Mission
To ENRICH the lives of people wherever Harris chooses to market its products and services. We will 

achieve this by producing ideas and inspiration that enable our customers to decorate, enhance and 

protect their living and working environments with OUTSTANDING products and solutions that bring 

superior VISUAL DELIGHT and LONGER LASTING CARE to their surroundings.

Our Vision
To be RESPECTED by customers

ENJOYED by employees
ADMIRED by shareholders

FEARED by competitors
For our ability to consistently deliver

OUTSTANDING FINANCIAL RESULTS through our management of
world class brands, processes and people.
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Prime Times
Born of humble beginnings, Harris endured 
several very tough years to survive in the face of 
market dominance by a much larger competitor. 
From the very first year of business in Barbados, 
advertisements bore the little paint can figure in 
overalls and The Little Man quickly became the 
symbol of the company, its audacious attitude, 
confidence in the quality of its products and belief 
in its ability to deliver unsurpassed customer 
service despite its diminutive size. In forty years 
these have remained the key guiding principles 
behind Harris.

Today the company’s circumstances might appear 
very different. Harris has factories and offices in 
five countries, employs approximately 250 people, 
sells its products in over 15 territories throughout 
the Caribbean region and serves thousands of 
clients. However owing to the considerable shift 
in regional economic policies towards liberalized 
‘open’ markets, Harris must now be able to meet 
the substantial challenges posed by global players 
with low-cost extra-regional goods that wish to 
establish a local presence. Armed with a clear 
strategy and vision, and lessons learned from the 
Little Man over four decades, Harris is confident 
that it has a bright future ahead. 

Among the company’s strengths has been the 
ability to access technological platforms in order 
to provide leading edge products to the Caribbean 
region. This has been achieved through partner 
agreements with several international companies, 
not least of which has been the relationship that 
developed with ICI since 2001 and subsequently 
Akzo Nobel, the world’s global leader in coatings. 
Such technological arrangements have afforded 
Harris the opportunity to drive innovation and to 
lead the market in colour and environmentally 
friendly paints, a position the company has held 
since the 1980s. Harris has also been able to 
implement this strategy to build the broadest 
portfolio of trusted brand names in a wide range 
of categories, from paint brushes and tools to 
high performance coatings; Harris is the most 
comprehensive one stop coatings supplier in the 
region.

Harris has been sure to move with the times and 
was one of the first companies in Barbados to 
undertake the international ISO certification 
in total quality management in 1998. The 
maintenance of these certifications attained 
at regional plants speaks to the high level of 
operating standards implemented throughout 
the organization. Significant investment has also 
been made in re-engineering and upgrading 
the information technology systems to support 
a modern, regional business model and future 
development. Among the company’s forward 
looking programs, which include initiatives 
in Safety, Health and the Environment, is the 
inspirational Harris Training Academy; this aims
to provide, in 
conjunction with 
the Technical 
and Vocational 
Educational 
and Training 
(TVET) Council, 
specially 
designed 
vocational 
training 
programs for 
Harris staff with 
recognized 
accreditation. 
While Harris has 
always strived 
for excellence the company is finding new 
creative ways to invest in talent and to better 
equip them to service customers’ needs.

If further testimony was needed, Harris was very 
proud to be awarded, in June 2012, four out of the 
five top prizes by the Barbados National Initiative 
for Service Excellence (NISE), which underscored 
the company’s achievements as a regional leader 
in customer service excellence and commitment. 
In response to the ‘100 Improvements in 
100 Days’ programme, over 65% of Harris 
employees participated in the development and 
implementation of targeted plans to improve 
quality in all areas of the business including 
innovation, creativity, customer satisfaction, 
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work relationships, punctuality, waste reduction, 
personal development and working conditions 
and atmosphere. As a result Harris was selected 
as the top achiever in several categories and 
was further distinguished in earning the 
Prime Minister’s award in recognition of their 
outstanding accomplishments. At the ceremony 
Harris’ Chairman, Ralph Johnson expressed 
the importance of Harris staff in delivering on 
their 40 year commitment to customer service 
excellence: “nothing can replace the magic and 
the awesome power of engaged employees as 
they can move mountains” and he emphasized 
the positive impact such initiatives had on 
customer loyalty and positive brand recognition 
across the region. 

Such acclaim has not been limited to Barbados 
alone. Harris was immensely honoured to be 
selected as winner of five quality awards by 
the Saint Lucia Manufacturers’ Association 
in March 2012 for excellence in the areas of 
Leadership, Product and Consumer Service 
Quality, and Implementation of Standards 

and Best Practices. The company was further 
recognized for their outstanding achievements in 
the areas of Human Resource Development and 
Social Responsibility [see more: Leaders in the 
Caribbean, Top Awards for Saint Lucia].

While Harris has managed to defy the odds and 
continues to improve profitability despite the 
prevailing headwinds of the global economic 

downturn, it is equally important to the 
company’s future success to recognize that the 
road has not always been a smooth one. Critically 
undercapitalized, Harris faced an extremely serious 
crisis in 1975 as the ambitious founders grappled 
to gain a foothold in the Barbados market which 
was 80% dominated by a single competitor. 
They later invested in nail and wire production, 
a category that never really produced satisfactory 
results; the nail section was disbanded after about 
a 10 year detour and the wire and fencing efforts 
were reluctantly sold off in 2002. While Harris has 
had a large degree of success regionally, efforts to 
edge into the super-competitive Trinidad market 
went spectacularly awry and even prized prospects 
such as the 2005/6 purchase of the Jamaican 
company B-H Paints raised a plethora of complex 
problems and posed a substantial challenge to 
management to resolve. The company has also 
had to cope with the untimely passing of several 
team members including Harris’ first Chairman 
and founder Andrew Phillips in 1996.

One of the most winning qualities that Harris 
has possessed in its 40 years of operations 
is its overarching resilience, persistence and 
determination in the face of adversity. To succeed 
such trials requires drawing on reserves over and 
above what might normally be expected, an 
attitude that Harris encapsulates in the mantra 
“Unleash de Beast!” CEO, Ian Kenyon draws 
on two 2010 examples: “We have seen this in 
Jamaica. The Dudus Coke Gang War took place 
in the vicinity of the B-H plant forcing Kingston 
into virtual lock-down and yet the team rallied 
to keep initiatives on track in these inconceivable 
circumstances. Again we have seen incredible 
cooperative efforts in response to the havoc 
created by tropical storm Tomas in Barbados 
and in Saint Lucia, where it developed to full 
hurricane status, in the assistance extended to 
the most affected members of staff and despite 
the distress and disruption, these territories 
produced laudable performances for the period.”

As Harris looks forward to the next 40 years 
they plan to continue to dream big and to be 
propelled by their passion for colour; the belief 
that beyond each lifted paint lid is an exciting new 
outlook, fresh perspective and new possibilities 
for a better future. Harris remains committed to 
providing the best products specially designed 
for the Caribbean region where new walls can 
lead to new worlds for individuals, families and 
communities, inspiring colourful changes to 
delight customers.

(L-R) Ralph Johnson and Prime Minister Freundel Stuart



7Forty Colourful Years

An Interview with Ian Kenyon, CEO
It’s already been three and a half years since CEO, 
Ian Kenyon joined the management team at 
Harris Paints, hand-picked to lead the company to 
new heights. Recruited from blue-chip industrial 
chemical giant ICI, Ian brings to Harris 25 years 
of world-class experience in the coatings industry 
with a specialty in sales, marketing and business 
strategy. As a senior executive he consistently 
exceeded profit and cash objectives year on 
year at ICI businesses in the UK, Europe, North 
America and the Caribbean. A shrewd negotiator 
he secured many valuable contracts for ICI, 
not least of which being the current contract 
with Harris, and achieved incremental revenue 
streams of over USD$100 million for the business 
in Canada. A strong advocate of innovation, 
Ian led the UK team that won the UK DIY Best 
Innovation Award in 1994 and then, in 2004 led 
the Canadian team that won Innovation of the 
Year from Home Depot. He was also the lead 
executive responsible for winning Vendor of the 
Year Awards with three of the largest retailers in 
the world; Home Depot, WalMart and RONA, an 
accomplishment that has never been achieved 
before or since.

This is an excerpt from an interview in which Ian 
candidly reveals how he joined Harris, the focus 
of the company and what the face of the future 
will look like.

Ralph Johnson has been the recognized face of 
Harris for decades. What is it like to take on that 
position?
“Yes, people outside of our direct customer 
circle are often still caught a bit off guard and 
are perhaps a little disappointed to not be met 
by Ralph himself – it’s true! He is of course an 
impossibly larger-than-life, charismatic figure 
to live up to and I would never assume to fill 
those shoes. But I am happy to say that we do 
share very similar values and perspectives on the 
business. Ralph has excellent instincts and is still 
very involved. I’d say that my experience in the 
international field in operations, manufacturing 
and retail business including franchising, has 
added a new dimension to the management 
capability and that together with both Robert 
and Ralph, there is a very complementary balance 
to the senior team.”

How did you first become involved with Harris?
“Actually while I was working for ICI, I was brought 
in to help negotiate the terms of a collaborative 
agreement. Our meetings on that day in 2007 
were fairly tense but I do remember being struck 

by the passion and conviction of the Harris team 
and the company’s potential for growth. For the 
first time during my career, I found myself thinking 
that I could imagine working for a company like 
this. It was just a passing whim and I honestly 
never thought anything would ever come of it or 
that it would turn out as it has.” 

What led to you joining the Harris team?
“Well the seed was undoubtedly planted at the 
meeting to renew the contract between ICI and 
Harris. In all my travels I had met a lot of top quality 
companies but I had never considered leaving ICI 
to join any of them. However something changed 
for me at that meeting in Barbados. Whether it 
was the sea air or the rum punch or just the sense 
of a small family run company, the underdog but 
with strong core values taking on the big blue 
chip companies, it all combined to make me 
think that if ever an opportunity arose at Harris 
I would be more than interested. That said it 
was still a complete but very welcome surprise 
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to receive a phone call from Robert Jones who 
told me that Harris was looking for a CEO and 
asked if I would be interested in meeting him 
to discuss it in Toronto! This was followed by 
a meeting with the executives in Barbados just 
prior to Christmas 2008. It was a big decision 
but overwhelmingly, I could see that Harris had 
such a tremendous opportunity for growth; even 
in spite of Ralph’s tales of terrifying airplane 
misadventures in precariously situated airstrips 
around the Caribbean, I decided to take the 
offer.”

What were some of the immediate challenges?
“From about 2006 Harris had undertaken a number 
of ambitious initiatives virtually simultaneously 
aimed at taking the company to the next level. 
To implement these initiatives, spending was at 
unsustainably high levels and on joining I found 
the company on the brink of a cash crisis. To put 
it another way if Harris was an in-patient at the 
local hospital we would have been in intensive 
care! So within the first few months I was forced 
to take action and to reduce staff overhead 
by mainly cutting a number of management 
positions. It was a very difficult situation. Very 
quickly we had to identify other areas where 
operational efficiency could be enhanced. 
One of the main focuses was on reducing the 
operational complexity that had been created 
through a proliferation of inventory or SKU 
(stock-keeping unit) records. These had crept up 
to a mind-boggling number to almost triple the 
amount a huge company like Akzo Nobel would 
have. By simplifying the number of stock keeping 
units it meant that other processes such as raw 
material ordering, forecasting and production 
could become much more straightforward. There 
was an enormous amount of work to be done 
to strip back the scale of complexity that had 
built up in order to have simpler, more focused 
and more effective systems in place. This work 
continues today and in fact will never stop as we 
strive to become world class.” 

Has the focus of the company changed?
“Harris was born out of a desire to provide 
customers with more choice, better value and 
premium products and service, and the customer 
is still very much at the heart of what we do. The 
company has never compromised on quality in 
the can and is as committed as ever to providing 
superlative coatings that are rated best by 
test. Listening to customers is fundamental to 
everything that we do. That is what the Little 
Man stands for and it is at the core of the Harris 

philosophy. By truly understanding the customer’s 
perspective and challenges we are then best able 
to offer the most suitable solutions to meet their 
specific requirements. To ensure that we maintain 
a tight focus on this objective, Harris actively 
measures and monitors customer satisfaction 
through independent quantitative surveys every 
year. In fact, the more the business environment 
changes the more important it is that we stay 
true to our customer-centric point of view.” 

What developments have you seen in the retail 
sector?
“Retail has changed significantly. Just as in 
virtually any other field, increased competition 
and a harsh economic environment forces us 
all to get a little sharper in order to survive. The 
market expectation is dramatically different. 
Retailers are looking for partners to help them 
maximize space. Today sales people cannot just 
expect to turn up and take an order. Now it is 
about category management and helping stores 
measure returns and to grow their businesses. Of 
course over the last 20 years Harris has led the 
in-store tinting proposition around the Caribbean 
which introduced customers to a whole new world 
of colour options beyond the standard colour 
card. Such sophisticated innovations have helped 
position Harris as leaders in colour. Nevertheless, 
retail shelf space remains of optimum importance 
in maintaining brand presence and ready-mixed 
products for grab-and-go customers are likely to 
remain an important part of our offer for a long 
time to come.”

How would you describe your management 
philosophy?
“The measure of a successful business is its people 
and its ideas so I believe that getting people in to the 
game is crucial. Successful business management 
is about winning the hearts and minds of a team 
that wants to perform. That’s how objectives 
are really achieved. I’d say I’m a straight talker; I 
aim to be open and honest and to do my best to 
share the facts and the information with people 
within the organization and to be open to input 
from all levels. It is no good having a wonderful 
vision of the future if no one else is on board; you 
have to take the team with you. We also regularly 
survey staff to see how effectively for example, 
management is listening. I am particularly proud 
of the number of initiatives that Harris employees 
have activated to bring about improvements in 
areas such as efficiency, personal development 
and environmental responsibility. Through the 
National Initiative of Service Excellence (NISE) 
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Harris was recently given top honours and 
bestowed with the Prime Minister’s Award in 
recognition of these achievements. That just goes 
to show, we are making great gains.”

How will Harris continue to compete in the 
future?
“We are going to continue to build on what we 
have been doing for 40 years, supplying premium 
quality coatings designed for the Caribbean 
climate and distributed throughout the wider 
region. We will continue to combine in-house 
experience and access to global technology 
platforms to utilize cutting-edge technology. This 
will enable us to offer a leading and wide ranging 
portfolio of innovative top-performing products 
and brands, delivered on time and in full. Further 
to this we intend to invest in our people. Harris 
will continue to develop its team and network of 
trained representatives that are equipped with 
local knowledge and are uniquely positioned to 
build relationships, service and support clients’ 
needs.”

What future developments do you think 
customers will see from the paint industry?
“For over 8 000 years man has been using paint; 
it is one of the oldest categories in existence. In 
fact liquid surface coatings continue to be the 
simplest and most effective way of protecting 
and applying colour to a substrate. I think in 
the future we will see more and more product 
developments that integrate technological 
advancements to enhance the properties of paint 
or specialized coatings. We are already seeing 
films that utilize additives such as Teflon and 
ceramic micro-spheres to create an extra-strong, 
resistant surface highly suited for use in heavily 
trafficked areas; there are special roof coatings 
that absorb energy so well that they can reduce 
the temperature in a house by six degrees; in 
places such as Malaysia paint coatings are used 
to help keep insects at bay through special 
time release capsules of insecticide held within 
the paint film. Not only will paints be able to 
do more but consumer demand will drive the 
need for increased convenience. There will be 
more two-in-one product innovations as well 
as improved application systems that will make 
painting easier than ever before. Above all I 
think industry and technological partnerships 
will become essential to innovation-oriented 
companies such as Harris; this will be key to 
access options to deliver these types of additional 
benefits that broaden paint performance and 
answer specific customer needs while providing 

longer lasting good looks; an objective that Harris 
has been dedicated to since day one and that will 
never change.” 

Outside of the business environment, what has 
been one of the most memorable aspects of 
living in the Caribbean? 
“You know as a boy in the UK, I used to play county 
cricket for Essex and every junior player dreams of 
coming to the Caribbean and particularly to the 
Kensington Oval – It is, you could say, a Mecca to 
cricket lovers. So getting to experience Kensington 
Oval first hand has been really special. I went on 
my very first trip to Barbados in 2007 to a 20:20 
cricket match and on another occasion I went to 
a concert there and had a chance to actually walk 
on the grass and that for me was a truly magical 
moment! Since I’ve been living in Barbados I’ve 
played a couple of tape ball matches with the 
Harris Cricket team and realized that if we ever 
decided to stop selling paint we could start a 
cricket team as we have some seriously talented 
cricketers in the Harris Business! Unbelievably, 
one day while I was walking on Accra beach there 
was a guy playing beach cricket with a couple 
of Barbadian kids and the ball rolled over to me, 
when I went to hand it back I realized it was Mike 
Atherton (former English Cricket Captain). What 
was even more amazing is he invited me to play, 
so there I was playing a couple of overs of cricket 
with a former English team Captain on a beach in 
Barbados. I don’t think it gets much better than 
that!” 

Ian who is British/Canadian describes himself as 
a devoted family man. He has been married to 
wife Wendy for 24 years and has three children, 
Melissa (22), Ross (14) and Eleanor (12). 

“Find people that are better than 
you, who are experts in their 
field. Look for people who are 
passionate, can add knowledge 
and have a strong desire to 
succeed and then know how to 
move out of the way!”

Ian Kenyon, CEO Harris Group of Companies
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Company Directors

Robert Jones was born in Barbados and attended Lodge School and later St Andrew’s 
College and Bishop’s University in Canada. He later studied at the Royal Insurance 
Company in London before joining his father’s brokerage business in Caracas in 1969, 
commuting regularly to the family home in Barbados. 

A contemporary of Andrew Phillips, Robert first heard of the Harris project from his 
brother-in-law Ralph Johnson and the idea instantly appealed. He became one of the 
first shareholders and always believed that Harris could be a great success. Over the 
years he has developed and maintained his interest in Harris while looking after his 
own business and real estate investments in Venezuela, Barbados and Guyana. 

For the past ten years Robert has been able to spend increasing amounts of time 
in Barbados which has allowed him to take a more active role at Harris and since 
December 2005 he plays an important part in shaping the future vision of the company 
in his position as President.

Robert Jones, President

Ralph Johnson is the current Chairman of Harris Paints and one of the 
company’s founders. He is also the original “Little Man” and serves as the 
inspiration for the company’s iconic mascot and continued dedication to 
customer service.

Born in Barbados and educated at Harrison College, Ralph had a varied 
career across the aviation and entertainment industries until he agreed to 
manage the bold new Harris Paints enterprise in 1972. Ralph became the 
principal figure at Harris and accepted the post of Chairman in 1996 on the 
passing of founder and close colleague and friend, Andrew Phillips.

Always an active sportsman, Ralph has represented Barbados in water polo, 
squash, boxing, water-skiing and sailing, and in addition has competed 
actively in motor racing. Since 1986 he has been a Director of the Barbados 

Olympic Association and in 1992 was elected first Vice President. he is also a past President of the 
Barbados Manufacturers’ Association. In 1997, he was awarded the distinguished Gold Crown of Merit 
by the Government of Barbados and in 2006, was awarded the Icon of Industry Award. Accordingly, 
he is widely recognized as one of the leaders of industry in Barbados.

Ralph Johnson, Chairman

Ian Kenyon is British by birth, Canadian by citizenship and Caribbean by choice. He 
received a Degree in Human Psychology from Loughborough University in 1982 and 
embarked on a career initially focused in Sales and Marketing, that has led him around 
the world and finally, to Harris Paints as CEO. 

In 1984, he joined the UK division of ICI Paints, which was at the time the largest paint 
and chemicals company in the world. The first six years Ian participated in market 
research, sales, brand management and national account management. His success 
led to a two year secondment as the Business Manager for ICI’s Benelux division in 
Belgium and Holland before returning to the UK where he specialized in managing 
innovation for ICI internationally.

In 1997, Ian took on a new role with ICI as Senior Vice President of Sales and Marketing 

Ian Kenyon, Chief Executive Officer
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for Canada, and General Manager of ICI’s Canadian Dealer Division. His efforts were instrumental in 
leading a team who generated over USD$100 million in new business in the coming eight years. 
In 2005 Ian was appointed President and General Manager of ICI Paints’ Puerto Rico, a role which 
provided him with his first true island experience. While in this role, Ian also had responsibility for ICI’s 
International Export and Licensing business and it is through this function that he first met the team at 
Harris Paints. In 2007 Ian left ICI Paints after 23 years and spent two years outside of the paint industry 
before being offered and accepting the CEO post at Harris in 2009.

Born and educated in England, David Tindale obtained a Degree in Mechanical 
Engineering from the University of Manchester. In 1973, he moved to Barbados and 
taught Mathematics and Physics at St Winifred’s School and Queen’s College. He also 
worked as an Engineer at Intel before joining Harris Paints in 1983. Initially, his focus 
was on the newly formed Harris Nail & Wire Works operation, then upgrades in the 
Paint factory to accommodate new product lines and the construction of the new 
factory in Dominica.

He was promoted to General Manager in 1987 and then Managing Director, fulfilling 
a leading role in Harris Paints Barbados and a senior executive post in the regional 
organization for some 25 years before retiring in November 2009. During that time he 
initiated the relationships with Cuprinol and ICI and developed the first point of sale 
colour matching and automatic tinting technology to be deployed in the Caribbean. 
He was also involved in the development of the business as a regional entity including the acquisition 
of Brandram-Henderson (West Indies) Limited in Jamaica at the end of 2005.

Today, he is still actively involved with the Company and manages the real estate in Barbados whilst 
serving as a Director on all of the Harris Group Boards.

David Tindale

Dereck Foster is the Executive Chairman of the Art Holdings Group of Companies, of 
which he is also a Founding Partner. Starting out with just six employees in 1990, the 
group now boasts a staff of over two hundred in Barbados alone.

Art Holdings is the Parent company of Automotive Art, which owns and operates 
three retail stores in Barbados, two in Saint Lucia and a distribution centre in Florida. 
Automotive Art is now represented in 26 countries in the Caribbean, Central, South 
and North America, through its franchise and distribution network, with further 
expansion planned. In 2006 Art Holdings acquired Marshall Trading, a company whose 
history spans 35 years in the hardware business. 

Over the past three years, Dereck teamed up with Terra Caribbean in the acquisition 
of Bajan Services Ltd, which has been in the real estate business for the past 30 years, 
focusing on the management and rental of luxury villas in Barbados. Dereck has subsequently been 
an integral part of the restructuring of that company with a view towards growth. Having achieved 
this goal, he recently re-joined the Art Holdings team to focus on pushing Automotive Art’s move into 
the US market.

Dereck sits on the boards of the Harris Group, West Indies Rum Distillery and the National Initiative 
of Service Excellence. Along with Automotive Art’s other founding partner Hugh Blades, Dereck was 
awarded the prestigious Ernst & Young Entrepreneur of the Year Award, for Retail and Distribution. 
A past President of The Barbados Manufacturers’ Association, Dereck is also active in several Private 
sector organizations.

Dereck Foster
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Saint Lucian Marguerite Desir’s varied experiences in the Caribbean business world 
have brought great value to Harris Paints over the past six years.

The first 14 years of Marguerite’s career were spent in the banking industry. Working 
for both of Bank of Saint Lucia and RBTT Caribbean, she held progressive positions 
in areas such as Customer Service Management, Personal Finance and Loans, which 
also served to develop her skills in Human Resource Management, Operations and 
Administration. Following her tenure in banking, Marguerite spent two years with 
Cable and Wireless Saint Lucia (now LIME) as Senior Manager for Customer Service, 
with responsibilities for the overall customer experience in Saint Lucia as well as four 
retail stores and the Technical Service Centre.

After receiving her Master’s Degree from the University of the West Indies in October 2006, Marguerite 
joined the Harris Paints team in the role of Regional Human Resources Manager. In 2008, Mrs Desir 
became a Director of the company and was promoted to Senior Vice President, Human Resources as 
well as Head of both the Saint Lucia and Dominica Business Units. 

She has participated in several leadership development programs including the Duke of Edinburgh 
Commonwealth Study Conference and in the Beyond Excellence Customer Service programme placing 
her behind the scenes at many leading companies in the UK.

Marguerite Desir

C O Williams Construction Limited had its modest start back in 1960 as a small 
enterprise when founder, Sir Charles Williams, started providing relatively simple 
earth-moving and agricultural cultivation services using a single tractor. The company 
was officially incorporated in 1970 and is today one of the Caribbean’s leading and 
most respected civil engineering and highway construction companies, providing 
services across the region from its headquarters in Barbados and regional offices 
in Antigua and Saint Lucia. It is affiliated with numerous other companies serving 
construction-related sectors.

Guy Roberts MRICS, ACIArb, is a Chartered Quantity Surveyor and Associate of the 
Chartered Institute of Arbitrators and has recently joined the Board of Directors of 
Harris Paints Barbados.

Guy has been at C O Williams for over 15 years and currently holds the position of Director of 
C O Williams Construction Limited where he heads the quantity surveying and estimating departments 
and also serves as a Director of Eastern Land Developments Limited.

C O Williams Group, represented by 
Guy Roberts 

Sir Charles Williams

Harris has been very honoured to be associated with Michael ‘Mikey’ Pilgrim for 
several years, initially through the enterprise of Colour World of Paints and today in his 
role as a Board Member for the Saint Lucia subsidiary. Mikey Pilgrim was trained as a 
Chartered Accountant and also holds a Doctorate in Finance and has a broad range of 
valuable experience in the fields of business, finance and politics.  He is most famous 
for having held the posts of Finance Minister and Acting Prime Minister in 1982 on 
behalf of the Labour Progressive Party and he continues to be an active political and 
social commentator in Saint Lucia.

Michael ‘Mikey’ Pilgrim (Harris Saint Lucia)
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Harris Founders

Founder: Andrew Phillips
For nearly 25 years Andrew Phillips was a significant 
guiding figure in the Harris Paints enterprise 
though he never held a post within the company 
except for a few short years after 1993. He was 
the driving force behind many of the initiatives 
that contributed to the growth and expansion 
of the business. In recognition of his invaluable 
contribution the Board of Directors gifted him a 
number of shares in 1990, in appreciation of the 
countless hours and numerous duties he carried 
out on the company’s behalf in the 17 years he 
had already served as Chairman.

Phillips, who was probably no more than 25 years 
old at the time, is credited with the vision of 
starting a local paint manufacturing operation, an 
audacious idea which was backed by the support 
of friend Richard Carter. With the extensive 
knowledge of the paint industry they shared, the 
two sensed an opportunity.

After school, Andrew set out to find a job and he 
quickly seemed to settle into a sales position at 
Berger Paints. When in 1967 he was passed over 
for a promotion he felt deeply that he deserved, 
the 21 year old young man with ambition 
became frustrated. But the disappointment 
was to prove the impetus to start his own 
business. With the experience he gained in the 
paint industry, he noticed that there were no 
independent professional paint contracting 
services outside that of the handyman or teams 
operated by construction firms. Perhaps spurred 
on by potential plans to marry, the young Andrew 
charged forward in setting up Caribbean Painting 
Services (CPS) with partner Charles Colley and a 
selected support team.

It was no secret that by this time Andrew had 
been courting Wynona Taylor, a pretty Trinidadian 
girl who was as petite as she was tall. Although 
Wynona claims she was not that impressed when 
she first met him, the two became a steady item 

and many of the CPS meetings and early work 
was done from the front gallery of her family 
home in St Lawrence Gap. Wynona and Andrew 
wed in April 1968 and by the end of that year 
CPS was growing so fast Andrew was working 
around the clock. By 1970 the company moved 
to new offices in Whitepark Road and while they 
diversified into other home improvement areas, 
Andrew felt the growth of paint contracting 
services was being constrained by poor service and 
unfavourable pricing policies of the existing paint 
suppliers of the day. In what would become his 
trademark style, Andrew refused to be thwarted 
and discussed the issue with Richard Carter, 
whose family hardware business sold paint and 
would surely be similarly affected – the rest, as 
they say, is history!

There is no doubt that Harris benefited enormously 
from the contacts and experience of the founders 
and Directors especially in those critical early years. 
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Andrew, who always seemed wise beyond his years, 
lent tremendous support to the early team particularly 
to Director and General Manager, Ralph Johnson, 
who had been selected to lead the operation and to 
book-keeper Linda Marshall who largely dealt with 
administration and company financial matters. He was 
always present at weekly management meetings and 
that dedication to the success of Harris never faltered. 

After Ralph had established an outlet in Dominica 
with Ninian Marie and the operation was damaged in 
Hurricane David, Andrew became very involved in the 
creation of the new Harris manufacturing site there, 
developing a deep fondness for the island. He was an 
advocate for the Harris Nail & Wire Works which also 
produced fencing of which he became a chief buyer 
in Barbados (for the company he established in the 
1980s Fencing and Industrial Coatings Limited). When 
Harris undertook a partnership with Automotive Art 
he provided valuable mentorship and guidance. In 
no place was his opinion more respected than in the 
Boardroom and as Chairman, a post which he held 
from inception until his passing in 1996. His famous 
no nonsense approach kept meetings focused and 
moving forward.

Not only was he imposing in stature at 6’ 4 ½” tall, 
Andrew also had a bold character, immense energy 
with which he attacked all that interested him, keen 
ideas and the will to succeed at whatever he put his 
hand to. His competitive spirit found form not only in 
business but in the worlds of motorsport, polo and 
golf in which he participated with gusto throughout 
his life. Andrew was to be found in the thick of things, 
not as a mere bystander.

It is fitting that on the 40th anniversary of Harris 
we recognize the legacy of Andrew Phillips whose 
contribution has been immeasurable.

“I now move to the problems facing us for the future. We cannot 
meet this challenge quietly – we must be aggressive in our 
marketing, reacting quickly to market changes. We must be prudent 
in our spending. We must look to expand sales in the areas where 
we are not the market leader. We must pay strict attention to our 
investments in the region and see that they give us a proper return 
on our money.”

Chairman Andrew Phillips to the Harris Board of Directors, 14 November 1992
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Founder: Richard Carter
Without a doubt Richard Carter played an 
inextricable role in the history and founding 
of Harris Paints and it was in part due to his 
open-mindedness, vision and willingness to 
‘break the mould’ that gave rise to the creation 
of the dynamic local manufacturing company 
dedicated to quality and service. It is hard to 
believe that such an accomplishment and vast 
undertaking came about as a tangent to the 
main focus of his career which was the successful 
management of the Carter & Co Ltd family 
business.

As a young boy Richard grew up with his 
siblings in the Strathclyde neighbourhood on the 
outskirts of Bridgetown and later attended Lodge 
School. While surely he became accustomed 
to the talk and activity surrounding his father’s 
family’s High Street general store he ended up 
working with his maternal grandfather at Society 
Plantation, St Joseph gaining valuable experience 
farming and eventually managing the estate. 

During the 1960s Richard married his wife 
Priscilla and they started a family, the first of 
their two daughters arriving in 1965. Outside of 
work Richard took part in Barbados Rally Club 
events, even occasionally travelling overseas as in 
1967 when he took part in the Carreras Rally in 
Jamaica, taking home the prize for the highest 
placing overseas entrant. 

Having tested his mettle in the world of work, 
Richard joined his father to help manage 
Carter & Co Ltd in 1969 and the experience he 
gained planting provided invaluable insight. 
While staying faithful to the values and guiding 
principles of the business, Richard was keen 
to meet the changing demands of customers 
and the market. In the coming years the 
company expanded, adding locations outside 
of Bridgetown with better accessibility and 
parking. He developed the agro-chemical side of 
the company to better meet modern needs and 
he realized that hardware needed to change to 
service not just professionals but to appeal to 
the rising number of domestic or do-it-yourself 
customers. 

Unlike the present day, in 1970 there were few 
paint brands in Barbados and therefore there 
was little choice for customers and no leverage 
for better terms and conditions available to 
retailers. Norman Simpson who headed Carter’s 

High Street store often complained to Richard 
about his frustrations and the limitations it placed 
on the business. No one understood this more 
than Andrew Phillips who operated a significant 
paint contracting business and together with 
Richard the two decided finally to do something 
about it. 

It was a hard road establishing Harris in what 
turned out to be a particularly difficult economic 
time especially 1973-1974 and despite the 
challenges, the Directors shared a determination 
to stick it out. While Andrew had lots of 
experience in the commercial market, Richard 
provided the retail perspective and was especially 
useful in helping create a cost structure that 
would provide workable margins for all levels of 
the industry. He stood behind the products and 
when Carter & Co added Harris to their shelves it 
was a considerable recommendation from a store 
of such distinguished reputation.

In so many ways Richard provided immense 
support to the new company. Linda Marshall, who 
would have been responsible for administrative 
and financial matters, remembers that he was 
incredibly generous with his time and was always 
willing to sit down with anyone to discuss issues 
and how they could best be resolved. He was 
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Founder: Ralph Johnson

Known to be a colourful character, Ralph had 
won a measure of infamy through his exploits 
in motorsport, captivating crowds at Rally Club 
events and the Bushy Park race track before he 
became widely known for his association with 
Harris Paints. It was second nature to Ralph to put 
the full force of his personality behind the business 
and to put the business into every aspect of life 
he entered. More than any other figure Ralph 
became synonymous with the brand particularly 

in the years he served as Managing Director, often 
hailed by passing strangers as ‘Mr Harris’. To this 
day Ralph continues to champion the company to 
success in Barbados, the Caribbean and beyond.

The eldest of six children, Ralph grew up in the 
Deacons and Westbury Road neighbourhood, a 
modest suburb of Bridgetown and spent many 
hours as a child in the family’s small restaurant 
operations in Bridgetown learning the nuts and 
bolts of business at the knee of his Grandfather 
and Uncle. He left school at 16 and found work 
to contribute to the household income. Like 
many young men Ralph would grow to enjoy 
the night scene which was thriving in the 1960s 
and so perhaps, it wasn’t surprising that he was 
drawn in to help manage the family owned night 
club operation known as Mary’s Moustache in 
St Lawrence Gap. Eventually the spot was bought 
out to make way for a hotel and with a flair for 
hospitality and entertainment he started a new 
club on the corner of Deacons Road and Black 
Rock in 1970 known as The Cat’s Whiskers. 
In addition to the bar business he was hiring 
international acts and was managing bands 
which included both The Merrymen for a period 
and the Sand Pebbles. So a career change was 
certainly the farthest thing from his mind.  

It was just a year or two later that Ralph learned 
of the daring proposal to break into the paint 
market from Andrew Phillips and Richard Carter 
and he was suitably enough impressed to consider 
investing. However the two felt Ralph could play 

always open and approachable; fair-minded and willing to listen. 

As Harris gained momentum and became more firmly established, Richard felt the need to refocus on 
the development and management of Carter & Co Ltd (which had added two other properties to the 
High Street location in 1974, an office and warehouse in Barbarees Hill and a small store in Wildey) 
and announced his decision to step down from the Board. The thought of losing such an important 
member was a hard blow for the tightly knit Harris family and though they respected his decision in 
light of his other responsibilities, in the minutes of the Directors Meeting of 31 October 1978, they 
pressed him to reconsider.

Although not formally linked, Carter & Co continued to have an excellent relationship with Harris 
sharing ideas, participating in sales programs and providing feedback to the company. Under the 
leadership of Richard Carter, Carter & Co has established the widest network of hardware stores 
in Barbados and is considered to be the number one paint and hardware store, stocking Harris 
continuously for 40 years. 

Harris would like to take the opportunity to express their deepest appreciation to founder Richard 
Carter for his critical contribution in establishing Harris and the continued support of Carter & Co Ltd. 
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a larger role and would be well suited to help 
them raise money and the investment that was 
needed with his broad range of contacts. Without 
a doubt the nightclub scene was changing and 
possibly the prospect of prolonged night-work 
seemed less attractive to Ralph who was now in 
his early thirties. The proposal gave him pause for 
thought. This would be a chance to get in on the 
ground floor, to build and have a shareholding in 
the business going forward. It was an enormous 
gamble he decided to take.

It is said that an entrepreneur tends to bite off a 
little more than he can chew and then hopes he 
will quickly learn how to chew it and this aptly 
describes the plunge the three founders took in 
those initial years which Phillips once described 
in an interview as “traumatic”. Ralph confirms 
it was a struggle of Titanic proportions. Due to 
severe under-capitalization the company was in 
crisis mode for nearly the entire first four years. 
However he is immensely proud that the share 
capital of the company was raised completely 
locally and they were able to establish the only 
locally owned, managed and directed paint 
factory.

The challenges were numerous and none was 
greater than sales. “It was exceedingly tough 
to convince the Barbadian public that we could 
produce top quality products to rival what was 
coming in from outside, in our own backyard” 
remembers Ralph Johnson. From the beginning 
the company was founded on service and Harris 
pioneered many customer service activities 
that are taken for granted today but were not 
accepted practices in the industry at that time. 
“We would exchange paint; we put a lot of pride 
and effort in to our in-store displays replacing any 
damaged goods without question. We would do 
whatever was necessary to win customers and 
keep them, even if it meant making multiple 
deliveries or after-hours service.”

During his tenure as Managing Director and 
currently as Chairman of the Board, the company 
has been dedicated to leading innovation 
and bringing top technology to the region. 
Over the years Harris has accomplished many 
pioneering achievements; “’The Little Man’ 
always had to think big” and distinguished itself 
through continued investment in research and 
development. Ralph points out that the company 
was first to introduce a number of products and 
services. “We were the first Caribbean paint 
brand to introduce water-based enamels and 

varnishes; first to establish and market retail 
colour-matching technology; first to manufacture 
and supply a full range of building chemicals and 
Harris led the way in providing product training 
seminars in islands throughout the Caribbean to 
name a few!” In addition Ralph became a vocal 
exponent on economic and trade matters for the 
manufacturing sector serving as President of the 
Barbados Manufacturers’ Association for two 
terms from 1990 to 1992.

Notwithstanding, Ralph always felt that activities 
out of the office were equally important. It is 
outside the office, he feels that life really happens 
where you meet people, make contacts and come 
across ideas. “Sometimes”, he says, “people ask 
me if we have a warranty and I am comfortable in 
telling them that people know where to find me. 
What more warranty do you need?” He has been 
arguably just as committed and passionate about 
his many sporting pursuits over the years, which 
he has pursued with an energy and enthusiasm 
second to none (and for which he has become 
renowned). However it is not all fun and games. 
He has put in a remarkable number of hours on 
individual sporting associations and through his 
position on the Barbados Olympic Committee, to 
further his commitment and tremendous support 
of youth sport in Barbados. 

Ralph is cautious to temper the fairy tale when 
considering the level of success he and the 
Harris team have been able to accomplish. He 
speaks slowly as he confesses with a wry slightly 
sheepish smile: “You know, there were really no 
‘Yes!’ moments...it was a long, hard grind”. To 
make a sporting analogy, it is almost never talent 
alone that rises above the rest, but it is the athlete 
of some promise who applies unrelenting hard 
work, persistence and dedication to his task that 
wins the day.
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Primed for Competition
Drawn together by the fast pace and high stakes of motorsport, many of the early key company players were 
already well acquainted through the activities of the Barbados Rally Club and Bushy Park Track events. Weekends 
in the late 60s and early 70s were spent captivated by the thrills and spills, off road and on, where contenders 
tested their mettle and their machines. In this arena, Andrew Phillips, Richard Carter, Ralph ‘Bruggadung’ Johnson, 
Ralph Branch, Mike Mahon and Mickey Hutchinson learned what each other were made of. As everyone knew 
the most popular drivers did not necessarily have the biggest and best cars but they had tenacity, drive, a calm 
head under pressure and a willingness to lay it all on the line to succeed. Friends and at times rivals these young 
challengers honed their competitive characteristics and developed a mutual respect that would later bind them in 
business.

Photos compliments Geoffrey Goddard

Top: Mike Mahon’s Cortina
Right: Andrew Phillips (R) (with John Cole)

Top Left: (L-R) Ralph Branch and Richard Carter   Top Right: Mickey Hutchinson sporting his MG
Bottom: Ralph Johnson rolling in Bullitt
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Advertising and Marketing

The Harris Little Man
The little paint can icon has been around as long as the company itself and by 1974 was a regular 
feature in advertising materials. Since then the Little Man has been a fixture at Harris standing up for 
customers and delivering quality, choice and service. 

Coming out of the 1960s Barbados was a newly Independent nation and the world 
had just undergone some of the most sweeping social, cultural and political 
changes of the century. The image of the Little Man spoke to this context of 
struggle, promise of empowerment and bond of brotherhood. In a market 
that offered very little choice Harris set out to make the customer king.

From the outset the Little Man marched to the beat of a different drum 
as Harris embraced a distinctly local/Caribbean perspective. They threw 
out the accepted advertising norms of the time as the Little Man 
found his own voice; a down-to-earth, straight-talking, tell-it-like-it-is 
style that confronted customers to examine their own choices more 
closely and judge by the quality of the contents and not the cover so 
to speak.

Harris did not waste time beating around the bush. The company 
proclaimed: “We ain’t the biggest... We don’t sell the most. We simply 
sell the best for less!” It was a clear and targeted message aimed directly 
at the large foreign owned corporation that dominated the industry. 
Above all it set out the company’s confidence in delivering superior 
quality despite their modest circumstances and signalled the beginning of a 
David-and-Goliath-like battle for market share.

Although it took several years before Harris began to win the fight, the Little Man 
was extremely effective in his role as corporate ambassador and became a highly 
recognized symbol of Harris. As the company has grown so has the Little Man who has kept his 
image up to date and now sports 3-D technology!: [see pg 21 for The Evolution of the Harris Little 
Man Through the Years]. Today the Little Man continues to serve Harris as a reminder of the lessons 
learned throughout the journey and the promise of quality and customer focus that has been as 
central to past success as it will be in the future. 

Agencies and Campaigns
Under the leadership of Ralph Johnson, Harris 
established a proactive and aggressive approach 
to marketing devoting a sizeable portion of the 
budget to the company’s promotional activities. 
He is a strong supporter of ‘making noise’ as a 
means to maintaining a high level of visibility 
to keep Harris and their products top-of-mind. 
This was achieved through a broad variety of 
different tactics from traditional advertising, sales 
promotion, events and investment in community 
outreach programs.  

In 1973 the company signed on with 
McCann-Erickson Advertising Agency with 
whom they were affiliated for 28 years. The 
agency was managed at that time by Philip 
Blades and from 1990-1998 by Robert Foster. 

After a period of three years as Board Strategy 
Director at McCann-Erickson’s UK offices in 
Windsor, Jevan Jutagir was the lead at McCann, 
Barbados for two years before creating 
Red Advertising & Marketing Ltd and Harris 
followed to his new agency in 2002. Harris 
also looked increasingly for additional support 
to develop the company’s long term strategic 
approach and how they could best manage 
and leverage their intangible assets (brands, 
reputation, culture and customer relationships) 
to create and increase value; the company drew 
on the insights of international consultant David 
Punchard who had worked in the USA, Europe 
and Latin America for over 25 years leading 
more than 200 corporate identity and branding 
programs. 
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Today marketing policy and activities are directed by Senior Vice President of Sales and Marketing, 
Luke Ticknor who joined Harris in 2010 and brought a new level of expertise due to his broad 
professional and industry-specific experience in consumer and trade marketing, gained in the 
competitive Canadian market. In July 2012, Harris announced SOJE Lonsdale Communications Inc as 
their new regional advertising and communications partner who they believe possess the experience, 
regional reach and quality assurance that best match Harris’ own corporate objectives.

It has been very important to Harris over the years that their advertising campaigns speak to the 
local market and this was at times taken to extremes, for example the memorable “Give me the 
Boss” campaign of 1988/89 by Creative Director, Winston Edghill. “It was an enormous task getting 
identifiable footage from each island in the right formats, getting correct voices and accents and 
customizing the prices for five or six territories” remembers Brenda Foster who was Harris’ Account 
Executive at McCann-Erickson for six years before coming in-house as Marketing Manager at Harris 
in 1995, “but these efforts I believe, were instrumental in how well the brand has been adopted 
throughout the Eastern Caribbean.”

Over the 40 year history it is impossible to capture the tremendous number of advertising and 
marketing initiatives undertaken. Ralph Johnson was the lead spokesperson for a lot of the early 
television ads which could be politely termed as ‘memorable’ and reinforced the slogan “A Better 
Quality at a Better Price”. Sandy Morrison, Creative lead at McCann-Erickson later commissioned 
a tropical themed mural in Whitepark Road which was successfully leveraged into television, radio 
and customer relationship programmes and emphasized the aspirational values of the product 
which was designed in the Caribbean for the Caribbean and underscored by the tag: “The Colour is 

Harris and the Beauty is Yours”. Throughout the 1990s “Creating Higher Standards in the 
Caribbean” stressed Harris’ accomplishments based on scientific advances, innovation and 

technology. On entering the new millennium, Harris undertook a far-reaching rebranding 
of its long-serving architectural/decorative paint range known as ‘The Duras’ after the 

brand’s widely used prefix. This was accompanied by a comprehensive overhaul of 
labelling schematics and design and the unveiling of a new fashion-conscious colour 

chart with colour coordinated options. It was seen as the perfect time to 
adopt a slogan that would fit with the company’s future vision to extend 
operations throughout the wider region and ‘Pride Inside and Out’ has 

been in use since 2002.

Under the stewardship of Red Advertising, several Harris 
advertisements and campaigns received noteworthy acclaim by 

the American Advertising Foundation. The ADDY Awards 
of the 4th district recognize creativity and quality in 

advertising from the 4th District which is comprised of 23 
local federations throughout Florida and the Caribbean 

representing nearly 1 500 
members. In 2010 Harris 

won six awards for its 
Colour Splash campaign, 

featuring print advertising 
‘Can You Hear Colour’ 

and the vivacious ‘Colours’ 
anthem by Barbadian 

soca star Nahtalee. This 
was followed by further 
acknowledgements for 
television commercials 

Harris Ulttima ‘Stain–LESS’ 
and Harris Ulttima ‘Best 

by Test’ campaigns at the 
2012 ADDY Awards. 



The Evolution of the Harris Little Man Through the Years
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He can hardly 
believe that 
it has been 

40 years 
but Michael 

Carter has 
the distinction 

of being the 
company’s 

longest serving 
employee, 

ever so slightly 
edging out 
Chairman, 

Ralph Johnson 
for the title. 

Hand in hand 
his fortunes 

went with the 
Harris Little Man 
and while there 
were twists and 
turns along the 

way together
they have come 
far and achieved 

many proud accomplishments.

Up and down the Caribbean Michael Carter has 
been promoting and selling Harris Paints from 
St Kitts to St George’s or Rodney Bay to Roseau. 
Few people know that at the very beginning 
a career in sales was the farthest thing from 
Michael’s mind. 

It all started one day when 19 year-old Michael 
was playing cricket with his good friend Cleveston 
Seale near their home at Bayland, Barbados. 
Cleveston had just taken up a position with Harris 
and encouraged Michael to come work with him. 
Looking back Michael can only scratch his head 
as to what on earth possessed him to give up a 
good paying job to go with a shot-in-the-dark 
new company for less than half the wage but 
that’s exactly what he did. 

When he joined in 1972, young Michael formed 
part of a tight crew working under Production 
Manager St Clair Pilgrim and the team turned their 
hand to whatever had to be done. Michael was 
involved in building and setting up the first factory 
operation at Lowlands and in manufacturing the 
first paint made at Harris. “And when the place 
was full of paint”, he remembers with a chuckle, 
“it was down-tools and we all had to become 
salesmen. I would go all about either on my 

bicycle or on the bus!” 

Due to a demand for space, the company split 
operations in 1974 and although Michael 
continued to work primarily with the production 
team at Lowlands, he would occasionally be 
called on to fill in for the Warehouse Manager 
at Bay Street if he was unwell. Harrison, Michael 
remembers was incredibly meticulous and could 
spot any paint can that was missing from his 
warehouse in an instant. As it happens one day 
he went home from work and never came back 
and although it was considered quite a mystery by 
everyone it turned out to be Michael’s lucky day. 
He took charge of the warehouse and worked in 
the office under the guidance of Harris’ financial 
administrator Linda Marshall. 

From this position Michael could see that the 
company was really having a gruelling time 
making headway in the market and due to the 
tough conditions none of the Harris salesmen 
ever seemed to last too long. With Christmas 
Season 1976 fast approaching, Ralph Johnson 
the General Manager, was yet again searching for 
a salesperson and felt Michael would be the ideal 
candidate as he knew all about making paint. 
Very wary that this could cost him his job, Michael 
discussed the issue at length seeking advice from 
Richard Carter, Linda Marshall and his family and 
on Monday morning he entered Ralph’s office 
with his decision in hand. Before he could refuse 
Ralph immediately announced that he had told 
the Directors of the new appointment and that 
he had full faith that he would do a wonderful 
job. Michael was so bowled over he embraced 
the opportunity and resolved to give it his best.

There was no need to worry as Michael turned 
out to be an excellent salesman who had the 
drive to succeed, a good understanding of paint 
and an easy way with people. They had to fight 
hard to get into retail stores and win a place on 
the shelf. One of their biggest breakthroughs was 
getting trade into Plantations (a very established 
hardware and general store at the time) from 
Mr Proverbs. With outlets at Broad Street, 
Bay Street and Speightstown it was a tremendous 
opportunity for Harris. He remembers they were 
lean and hungry and were offering unparalleled 
service and business terms. As they won some 
measure of success Harris was able to do even 
more. “We always had very close relationships 
with our retailers and there were some very small 
emerging community hardware stores at the 
time and we were even able to offer them credit 

Michael Carter



23Forty Colourful Years

in order to help them develop their businesses. 
These are today established business houses who 
are noted in their field,” reflects Michael.

The company’s record to date notwithstanding, 
Michael remembers the nay-sayers and admits 
there was a good bit of trash talk in the early days 
but slowly as the years went by and Harris not only 
persevered but started to gain momentum, the 
critics fell silent. Over the years he has developed 
his own philosophy. “I’m not in to bashing other 
people’s products. It’s not about that. It’s about 
what my product can do for the customer. That 
is what will convince the customer to use your 
product” says Michael, and he believes that this 
customer focus has been key to Harris and his 
career.

Along the way he studied, taking a number of 
courses to formalize his skills in business and sales 
and marketing earning a number of accolades. 
He worked extensively for a time, developing 
and servicing the St Vincent and Grenada 
markets due to their proximity to Barbados and 
he was responsible for all promotional activities 
conceptualizing advertising and promotions, 
handling orders, overseeing shipments and on-site 
activities. His gregarious personality allowed him 
to get on well with all levels of staff and through 
this ability he was able to develop excellent and 
long standing relationships with clients. 

The ebullient Michael was always at the centre of 
organizing any corporate get together or outing 
for example, to cheer on his beloved 
Everton football club. He would be 
the first to admit what he likes best; 
“talking with people, dealing with 
people, meeting people... I just love 
people!” He was clearly a young 
man that was going places and 
he further sprang a surprise on all 
his colleagues when he suddenly 
announced his engagement to 
Harris’ receptionist Cita Alleyne, 
who he had been dating on the 
quiet, and they subsequently 
married in 1987. 

For the past 30 years Michael has 
played a major role in conducting 
training courses for Harris 
throughout the region addressing 
customer service, communications, 
sales techniques and product 
knowledge. Training, he feels, has 

been extremely important to the success of the 
company and giving people throughout the 
region the opportunity to learn about Harris 
products and their application. 

Appointed Export Manager in 1998, he is 
responsible for sales in all territories outside of 
Barbados including the allocation of marketing 
funds for everything from support for community 
events to point of sale promotion. He knows the 
region and industry stakeholders well due to his 
many years of experience in the field. Remarking 
on what continues to drive him, he says “I really 
enjoy the high level of partnership that is needed 
in overseas markets and building a good 
relationship based on trust. It is very satisfying to 
gain the confidence of business owners and to 
be able to work with them and make suggestions 
and recommendations to improve sales, turnover 
and to build their business.” 

A League of Their Own – Due to the involvement 
of football fanatic Michael Carter, Harris became 
the principal sponsor of Everton Football Club 
which was based in the Garrison and Bayland 
districts and had a strong rivalry with Notre-Dame, 
New South Wales and Beverley Hills clubs. Many 
Harris employees came from Everton or ended 
up playing for them and football became a 
major uniting force for the company. As a young 
upcoming amateur team it demonstrated to local 
communities that the Little Man was ready to 
back their own and was tough enough to take 
on the competition. 

Harris sponsored Everton football team at the National Stadium
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Caribbean people are known for their love of 
colour in all its myriad forms. Whether big and bold 
or soft and cool as a whisper, colour takes pride 
of place not only in our hearts but in Caribbean 
culture. Perhaps it is the desire to reflect the 
richness of our natural world resplendent with 
tropical blooms, glorious sunsets and every shade 
of sea under the sun. Colour is the carnival we 
dance to all year round.

Made in the Caribbean, for the Caribbean, no 
other paint company understands that better 
than Harris who are recognized as the Caribbean 
Champions of Colour. The company was the first 

in the region to expand beyond the few standard 
colour card options and to provide customers 
with an unprecedented choice of colours that 
was almost unimaginable. They pioneered the 
first colour matching and tinting system that 
allowed customers to choose the colours they 
wanted rather than the ones they were given. 
Today Harris can boast that it utilizes some of 
the best colour technology in the world and a 
colour system that is second to none. No other 
company in the Eastern Caribbean provides a 
wider selection of colours than Harris for their 
premium quality Ulttima brand of paint.

Harris’ passion to provide top quality colours, 
unsurpassed choice and superlative service to 
customers remains strong. Colour is at the heart 
of the company’s philosophy; it can inspire, uplift 
and calm us. We engage and connect with colour 
on a fundamental level and studies have shown 
that when combined with quality design it creates 
environments in which we can prosper.

“The craving for colour is a 
natural necessity just as for 
water and fire. Colour is a raw 
material indispensable to life. 
At every era of his existence and 
his history, the human being has 
associated colour with his joys, 
his actions and his pleasures.”

Fernand Leger, Artist.
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Leaders in Colour Technology
Today customers are so accustomed to the 
freedom and luxury of a virtually limitless colour 
palette it might be hard to remember a time when 
this was far from the norm. Certainly in Barbados 
and the Caribbean it was Harris that was first 
to offer customers unprecedented control and 
customization of colour the like of which was 
generally unknown in the region. Suddenly 

the short-comings of the colour card, that was 
the backbone of paint shops for generations, 
were shattered. Almost overnight customers 
were introduced to a world of show-stopping 
colours conveniently available right from 
their neighbourhood retail stores. Decorating 
was transformed by the vibrant number of 
possibilities that now was more accurately able 

to capture the Caribbean’s 
flamboyance and love for 
colour. Harris has remained 
fervently passionate about 
colour and committed to 
providing clients not only 
with outstanding products 
but also the convenient tools 
to choose the perfect colour 
combinations and bring 
superior visual delight to 
their environment. 

Traditionally, paint companies 
had in-house tinting systems 
which allowed them to offer a 
limited number of pre-mixed 
shades in addition to the 
ubiquitous and ever-popular 
white. Everyone was 
subjected to the same few 
colour choices that dictated 
colour schemes in homes 
around the region. Only 
professional paint contractors 
would on occasion visit the 
factory to obtain specially 
mixed tints from fan decks 
or colour cards to provide 
a measure of individuality 
on the most distinguished 
of jobs. This was for the 
most part done by hand 
and although technicians 
were highly skilled, future 
colour matching could be 
problematic. During the late 
1980s, Harris experienced a 
significant thrust in research 
and development activities 
and experimented by 
providing basic colour tinting 
machinery in a couple of 
retail outlets. This attracted 
little attention until Harris 
took a new approach that 
would bring colourcentre 
front stage for customers.
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In the early 1990s the company came across a rather 
unexciting-looking scientific tool that resembled 
a black box and out of this was unleashed a bold 
new vision that would revolutionize the world of 
paint colour possibilities. More accurately known as 
a spectrophotometer, Harris purchased this colour 
technology and system from a US company known 
as Colourgen. The spectrophotometer is an electronic 
device which is able to accurately analyse the colour of 
almost anything by measuring the wavelength of light. 
It is attached to a computer system which then produces 
a prescription or the paint formula needed to 
reproduce it. Harris knew that if they could 
get the device out of the laboratory and 
in front of customers it would literally lift 
the lid on colour but the magic would be 
in the marketing. 

Under the guidance of Marketing 
Manager, Doug Armstrong and 
General Manager, David Tindale, 
Harris set about constructing 
and locating large in-store 
units that would house the 
spectrophotometer and 
computer screen display. The 
system was branded Harris Colour 
Creations, the first colour matching 
system in the Caribbean. It 
debuted in the third quarter 
of 1994 boasting “almost 
limitless pure, clean colours 
made with virtually matchless 
precision and accuracy”. Harris Colour 
Creations was the first system that 
allowed customers to match almost any 
opaque material by simply providing a sample 

of two square inches or bigger of paper, fabric, plastic, wood or tile in just five minutes. It 
utilized new, clear paint bases that produced 916 clearer, brighter, better quality colours and could 
be used to tint the paint products of the day (Duratone, Duracote and Durashield).

Nation Newspaper - 7th October 1994
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It took three long years of painstaking research 
for Harris to achieve this result but they made 
an instant splash which quickly increased the 
company’s stature as the leader in paint and 
innovation in the region. However there were 
challenges along the way. For uniformity and 
colour precision, paint bases and batches 
demanded an unprecedented level of consistency 
making quality control measures of paramount 
importance. There were quite large disparities in 
the cost of some hues which led to pricing issues. 
The first of its kind, substantial resources were 
required to educate the market and promote 

the system. Designed to be used in-store by a 
technician or operator there was also a significant 
additional requirement for training. In the first 
generation Colour Creations system, colour 
prescriptions had to be measured out manually 
which created a degree of human error. This was 

largely eliminated in December 1996 when Harris 
unveiled the Accutinter which then measured 
and dispensed colours automatically.

Colour Creations was without doubt a 
resounding success story for Harris but it was 
founded on fairly basic technology. The company 
could see the potential for further investment in 
point-of-sale tinting technology and knew that 
if they were to maintain the position they had 
created for themselves as leaders, they would 
need to waste no time in moving to the next 
step. While there would always be those that 

were content with colour cards, customization 
not only provided the customer with more choice 
but could significantly reduce costs associated 
with stocking standard colours with paints being 
mixed in-store as needed from standard bases.
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A fortuitous meeting with a Cuprinol executive 
by the name of Paul Lewis, led to an introduction 
to one of the largest chemical companies in 
the world when Cuprinol was acquired by 
ICI (originally known as Imperial Chemical 
Industries). At the time ICI had 
engineered the most complete colour 
system ever developed known as the 
Master Palette™ and through the 
auspices of Paul Lewis, Harris was 
able to negotiate an agreement 
for use throughout the Caribbean 
in 2002.

This system, which was the most 
advanced in the world at the 
time it was implemented, offers a 
comprehensive array of colours that 
can accurately produce 6134 distinctly 
different shades of Harris Ulttima products 
and uses top-of-the-line computer operated 
colour management and dispensing equipment; it 
provided more colours, a greater range of shades 
and unsurpassed consistency and accuracy, 
with dispensing machines able to dispense in 
increments of 1/64 of an ounce and up to 1/128 
in some formulas!

If you are interested in adding colour to your 
corner of the Caribbean make Harris your first 
stop for unparalleled customized colour. Today 
the company not only provides the quality but 
specializes in services and tools that are specifically 

designed to help guide you through the colour 
selection process. Use colour cards or fan decks 
to see what might appeal or bring in a colour 
you like that can be matched and coordinated 
to taste. With the specially designed Language 
of Colour™ system you can create the feel that 
is a perfect fit for you. In a world of seemingly 
endless possibilities one thing is for sure, Harris’ 
passion for paint has never waned.
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Colours You Love
Harris automatic dispensing systems record the most frequently tinted colours requested by customers.

Here are the top ten colours across the Caribbean.

Fiesta Orange Frosted Peach Morant Sky Pink Poinsettia

Off White Baby Blue

Fire Coral Banana Daiquiri Turkish Brown Duck Egg Green

TOP
10
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Picking Perfect Colours - Made Easy!
Customizing our environments with colour 
is one of the most effective ways of creating 
ambience and of expressing our identity and 
individuality but with literally thousands of 
colours to choose from it can become an 
overwhelming exercise. Harris, however, 
is the only company in the Caribbean that 
has a unique colour coordination system 
scientifically developed to make colour 
selection easier for customers than ever 
before. 

The Language of Colour™ system was 
developed and designed by an innovation 
team at ICI, which was led by Ian Kenyon, 
today CEO at Harris. He therefore has an 
extensive understanding of the findings 
of the international market research 
conducted and the consumer psychology 
that supports successful colour choices. 
The system takes into account three very 
different approaches consumers use in 
selecting a colour and integrates them into 
a single easy-to-use scheme. At the time, 
this was a radical development in colour 
theory. The system allows customers to 
easily focus on the choices available within 
a selected colour; or to identify particular 
shades that will set the appropriate tone 
for the space to be painted and at the 
same time provides perfectly coordinating 
shades. 
 
Every colour in the Language of Colour™ 
system has been organized according 
to colour, shade and mood. Each mood 
inspired collection is made up of hues that 
are guaranteed to harmonize together 
and provide you with perfect colour 
combinations. After choosing a starting 
colour consider how you want your space 
to feel. Then simply follow the Language 
of Colour™ mood group to create a 
customized colour palette tailored to you.

There are four languages or moods from 
which to choose: Luxurious, Warm, Fresh 
and Calm.

The Language of Colour™ system helps 
customers make simple yet sophisticated 
colour selections for any decorating project 
in premium quality Harris Ulttima paints for 
a superior finish. Embrace the colours that 
speak to you; renovate and rejuvenate and 
get the look you love.

PURE

CLEAN

BREEZY

SATURATED

VIVID

DRAMATIC

MELLOW

RELAXED

CONTENT

SOFT

SUBTLE

MUTED



If you want to revive an old space or create a 
bold new impression there is no easier and more 
cost effective way than a new coat of paint. The 
colour you choose can capture attention, assert 
your style and add value to your property. To 
find the look you would love to live in consider 

the colour you are drawn to then let Harris help 
you hit the right note. Here are some examples 
of how colours can be interpreted in the four 
languages which create quite different and 
distinctive interiors. A full range of colour options 
are available from Harris Colourcentres.

Reds

Choose Your Mood

Strawberry CrushMatador

Warm CalmFreshLuxurious

Tomahawk Red Capri Rose

Speaking the Language of Colour™



Oranges

Choose Your Mood

Warm

San Mateo

Calm

Sonora

FreshLuxurious

Ripe PeachOriental Poppy



Yellows

Choose Your Mood

Fresh

Sunspot

Luxurious

Golden Sun

Warm

Indian Saffron

Calm

Victorian Yellow



Greens

Choose Your Mood

Fresh

Leapfrog

Luxurious

Reptilian

Warm

Shy Blossom

Calm

Emerald Isle



Blues

Choose Your Mood

Fresh

Clear Sky

Luxurious

Planetarium

Warm

Michigan Lakes

Calm

Falling Rain



Choose Your Mood

Purples

Fresh

Night magic

Luxurious

Palace Purple

Warm

Princely Purple

Calm

Magical Twilight



Neutrals
These earthy colours you might find in the world 
around us are a natural foil to any mood group 
you choose. There are over 350 shades in this 
easy-to-live-with range from the palest Frost to 
darkest Black Mica. Shy and demure and even 
quietly sophisticated, neutrals resist the spotlight 

yet by a curious sleight of hand, they direct the eye 
and set the tempo of a room. Allow furnishings, 
artwork or architectural features to take centre 
stage while neutrals provide a comforting canvas. 
Neutrals are simply too chic and clever not to be 
noticed.

Roma Glass

Tahoe Stone

White Pearl Oyster Bay Limoges Blue Fine Silver



Whites – Fresh, Clean, Simple, Timeless
White is the all-time best-selling paint colour 
universally. Pure and clean, there is a surprising 
choice of whites with just a hint of a tint. These 
pretty pastels coordinate well with any mood 
group in the Language of Colour™ system. Use 
as the main attraction or to accent other colour 
choices. Highly versatile, ‘whites’ are suitable  
for almost any type of room as well as exterior 
walls, trims, fence and more. White is a favourite 

for modern, contemporary, classical and formal 
spaces and can work wonders for small and dark 
rooms. Create a light, airy Caribbean beach-chic 
look on wood surfaces with a popular ‘pickled’ 
effect. A classic neutral, it is hard to go wrong with 
white but be warned that it won’t disguise dirt. 
For high traffic areas use a tough gloss enamel 
or latex paint surface that is easily scrubbed and 
wiped clean.

Quiet Hideaway

Magnolia Spring

Soft Presence Swiss Coffee Winters Day Faithful
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Tools to Help You Choose
With literally thousands of shades 
to choose from where do you 
start? Harris Colourcentres provide 
a range of tools that will assist 
customers in selecting colours 
that suit their needs and tastes 
and to create a great impression. 
Colour tinting and customization 
is available on all Harris Ulttima 
products and many colours can 
even be used to tint Troweltex 
textured finish. You will find Harris 
Colourcentres in key locations and 
within selected hardware stores 
throughout the Caribbean. To find 
the Harris Colourcentre closest to 
you, consult the Harris website at
www.championsofcolour.com.

Fan Decks and Colour Cards
A large number of the most popular colours are 
represented in fan decks and on colour cards 
for your convenience. They provide a handy 
inspiration and can help guide you to the colour 
and tones with the most appeal. It may also be 
useful to study your potential colour preferences 
in the space for which they are chosen and colour 
cards can be taped up to assist you in making your 
final decision. If your existing colour is another brand just 
find the colour using the Master Palette™ colour cards and it 
can be re-created and matched in a Harris product. Each colour has a 
unique reference or code so future matching or reapplications will be a snap.

Digital Colour Matching
Technological advancements have meant that colour matching devices are now available in handy 
easy to use gadgets such as the Quick Match Pro™. No longer solely the domain of colour technicians 

and lab assistants, this hand-held colour scanner 
can bring the interior designer out in just about 
anyone. Quick Match Pro’s™ electronic “colour 
camera” will scan and analyse any colour swatch, 
paint chip, fabric – virtually anything – and quickly 
list the closest matches from within the 6000+ 
colour range and provide the operator with the 
precise composition of the colour, its name, 
reference number and even the location within the 
Ulttima fan deck. And the Quick Match Pro™ goes 
even further. Once a colour has been identified, 
the revolutionary device can instantly provide the 
customer with colour recommendations based 
on the Language of Colour™ mood groups, save 
results as a file for easy reference and repeat orders. 
Never has colour matching been so easy!
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Interactive Web Tools

Colour Scheme Selector

Paint Colour Visualization

Interior by
Karin Truedsson,
Walkers World;

Photo by Toni Inniss,
Kindly provided by

Living Barbados

Channel your creativity and explore colour options from the comfort of your very own home or office.
Just log-on to the Harris website at www.championsofcolour.com to try out these exciting applications 
which will have you going wild on colour.

This versatile system offers four ways to get great colour advice and create a scheme. Whether you 
have a colour in mind, want to match existing furnishings, just want designer-style help, or to learn 
about the latest colour trends, this easy to use interactive tool will help you create perfect colour 
combinations using a main colour and up to three accent colours. Once happy with the results, the 
selector will identify the names and formulas of the paints selected so you can easily place your order 
at any Harris Colourcentre store.

Still worried about your colour selection? Harris 
goes one step further and lets you “try it out”. 
MousePainter™ allows you to virtually paint a 
sample room or home that may be similar to your 
job at hand so that you can see what the end 
result will look like before you paint. There are 
19 exteriors in a variety of architectural styles plus 
a range of rooms including kitchens, bathrooms, 
home offices, living and dining rooms, bedrooms 
and more. Just click, drag and drop and colour 
instantly appears! Try out different types of colour 
schemes whether you like easy on the eye or 
dynamic, contrasting colours. Don’t like it, simply 
choose another colour and start afresh. This is 
the perfect way to experiment with colour. It’s 
fun, fast and most of all it’s free!Once satisfied, 
print out a colour card with the design and order 
your very own customized colours from the Harris 
Colourcentre of your choice.
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“The primary purpose of leadership is to give your customers the 
ability to do what they can’t do, but would have wanted to do if 

only they knew they could have done it.”
Daniel Burrus, Technology Futurist and Strategist

Climatic Concerns
Known for idyllic year round warm temperatures 
and dazzling turquoise clear seas, those that 
live in the Caribbean know that maintaining the 
beauty of our homes in this environment can 
be more challenging than most people might 
think. Developed in the Caribbean specifically 
to withstand the region’s climatic conditions, 
Harris’ products are uniquely situated to provide 
satisfying solutions to some of Mother Nature’s 
more devilish designs.

People come from the world over to enjoy the 
glorious sunshine and warm weather of the 
Caribbean but even the most devoted sun 
worshipper these days understands the impact 
of the sun’s powerful ultra-violet (UV) rays. Long 
periods of exposure to the sun’s fierce rays can 
have a punishing effect on exterior surfaces 
such as walls, decks and roofs. Unrelenting heat 
and UV radiation can be extremely damaging 
unless products are specifically formulated with 
powerful UV absorbers, the blocking agents that 
provide year round sun protection.

There are thousands of miles of coastline in the 
Caribbean and the most luxurious breezy seaside 
locations are subject to a continual onslaught of 
corrosive sea spray that can eat into ill-prepared 
surfaces. The pervading high moisture levels also 
promote the rapid deterioration of fine finishes. 
Sulphurous atmospheres of some volcanic islands 
can pose their own difficulties. For a high level of 
asset protection it is important to seek durable 
surface-specific coating solutions for metal, 

wood, concrete, plaster and painted 
surfaces. Harris’ on-the-ground 
team have the knowledge, 
experience and access 
to top technology 
specifically 
designed to tackle 
environments such 
as these.

The geography of 
the region is very 
diverse and while 
some islands are 
arid many of them 
experience heavy, 
frequent downpours 
in the summer ‘green’ 
season and high levels of 
humidity. The combination of 
warm, wet conditions promotes the 
growth of many types of algae and 
fungi which includes mould and mildew. It 
is particularly important that coatings used 
regionally contain effective biocides that are 
sophisticated enough to deter the proliferation 
of these destructive micro-organisms without 
damaging the environment.

Harris has spent 40 years formulating and 
measuring the performance of their products 
in just these conditions. The company is able to 
provide standard and customized solutions to 
protect all areas of your property.
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A Pioneer in Developing More 
Environmentally Friendly Paints

Chemical based industries are not the first 
thing associated with environmentally friendly 
products but the truth is that advances in 
technology have revolutionized businesses such 
as paint manufacturing in the last 50 years. As 
the world became more aware of some of the 
harmful effects of paint constituents, consumers 
demanded better and scientists rose to that 
challenge producing scientific innovations that 
have transformed products without sacrificing 
performance.

From an industry perspective, gone are the days 
of using white lead as the basis for decorative 
paints which could have toxic effects, especially if 
ingested by children or inhaled during sanding. It 
was widely eliminated decades ago and substituted 
for titanium dioxide, a mineral compound which 
is deemed completely safe and is extremely well 
suited to the job. The most forward looking in 

the industry 
also sought to 
replace heavy 

metals such 
as mercury, tin 

and copper 
and worked 

to reduce the 
volatile organic 

compounds 
(VOCs) or 

harsh solvents
used in paints 

and paint 
components 

such as 

biocides and driers.

Harris quickly recognized what the future held 
and set its technical department and laboratory 
to work to develop new products that were safer, 
easier to use and kinder to the environment.
The result was a generation of ground-breaking 
water-based products that utilized powerful 
leading edge ‘friendly’ biocides engineered by 
European firm Thor, that retard bio deterioration 
of surface coatings by algae and fungi - a common 
problem in tropical Caribbean climates.

Ralph Johnson who was then the company’s 
Managing Director remembers Porch & Patio 
Floor Enamel the first innovation of this kind to 
hit the market, as being ahead of its time and led 
demand rather than being market driven. “Within 
the first five years we introduced water-based 
floor paint. All the floor paint prior to that point 
was oil-based. When we first started nobody in 
their right mind would recommend a water-based 
paint on a floor never mind a galvanized roof! But 
unlike oil based floor paint you could walk on it 
in half an hour. People couldn’t believe it at first! 
And that product is still sold and recommended 
today.” 

In the mid-1980s Dutch emulsion specialist 
Jaap Leguijt joined Charles Kirton, Chemist and 
Technical Manager at the Harris plant in Barbados 
and succeeded in trail-blazing products never 
before produced in the region. These included a 
revolutionary water-based coating for concrete 
roofs known as Roofing Compound, designed 
to eliminate the need for the traditional method 
of hot applied cold tar. The innovation allowed 
customers to avoid hours of unpleasant hot work 
with an easy to apply, affordable alternative.

Within the next few years Harris continued to 
drive the use of water-based products introducing 
radical concepts such as water-based varnish 
and a water-based gloss enamel. These products 
were non-yellowing, quick drying and virtually 
odourless introducing customers to unsurpassed 
convenience. By eliminating the harsh chemicals 
traditionally required to make oil bases, employees 
benefited from improved work conditions and 
paint products were more easily disposed of with 
less overall environmental impact.

When asked, Charles Kirton, who is now the 
VP Technical/Research and Development and the White Lead Mineral
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Research and Development
In the early days of Harris, locally made products 
were afforded a good level of protection from 
outside imports and this continued, though to 
a decreasing degree, through the 1990s. The 
resulting conditions helped shape an aggressive 
business strategy. Harris set its sights on 
producing a broad range of products that would 
shut out international competitors and give 
them an advantageous position in the market 
without compromising quality. The activities of 
the research and development department were 
fundamental to driving innovation. While the 
world’s economy and trading environment is 
much changed, innovation remains key at Harris 
today underpinned by access to world class 
technologies through its relationship with the 
world’s leading chemical company, Akzo Nobel.

Much of what Harris has accomplished in terms 
of new product development can be attributed 
to two scientists; Barbadian Charles Kirton 
who joined the company in 1983 and Dutch 
consultant Jaap Leguijt who collaborated on 
a part-time basis with the company from 1986 
for over 10 years. The two worked together 
improving formulations and pioneering a host 
of revolutionary first-generation, water-based 
coatings that were the first of their kind to be 
engineered and manufactured in the Caribbean, 
winning the Barbadian company unparalleled 
attention.

Charles remembers that particularly the first two 
years of this collaboration made a big impact on 
working practices and the laboratory’s ability to 
develop and test formulations without having to 
wait for long periods of time. Quicker results were 
possible through comparative testing which could 
reveal superior formulations in quite short time 
periods. The success of this methodology laid the 
groundwork for much of what the department 
was able to accomplish in the next 10 years. 
This was further facilitated by the opening of a 
new fully equipped state-of-the-art laboratory in 
1987, on the company’s 15th anniversary.

Among the first innovations that resulted from 
the department’s work was the piloting and 
promotion of the usefulness of Harris Roofing 
Compound in 1988. This water-based coating for 
concrete roofs offered an easy and radical new 
solution for water-proofing these types of roofs 
that were traditionally treated with hot bitumen. 
Through rigorous laboratory testing, Harris went 
on to develop formulations and find alternatives 
for many solvent-based products introducing, for 
example, water-based varnishes, Harris Duraglaze 
and Harris Aqua Overglaze, for interior and 
exterior use in 1993. 

It is difficult to convey from today’s perspective 
the power of these cutting edge developments 
at the time that challenged the established 
fundamentals accepted by paint professionals for 
decades. This was definitely the case when Harris 
launched Duragloss Hydro Enamel in 1995 as an 
alternative to gloss oil paint. Never before had 
‘enamel’ been water-based. The ground-breaking 
product that was generating a lot of buzz claimed 
to match the durability and high shine of traditional 
oil paint yet it was low-odour, quick drying and 
paint brushes washed out in water! According 
to Charles bringing this product to fruition 

Head of the Barbados Business Unit, of what the 
future holds he replies: “I think that while in the 
last few years the emphasis was on low VOC 
products, the next few years will be no VOCs. For 
general use, I think oil paints will fall out of use 

in the next five to seven years. Even if you look 
at it now there is very little need to use solvent 
based paint but sometimes,” he adds with a wry 
grin “you have to wait until the market is ready 
to fully accept it.”

Charles Kirton
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“People in the Caribbean always think 
that when we get technology here 

it is old. One of the things that we 
can be proud of at Harris is that the 
products we introduced were at 
the leading edge, they represented 

where the industry was going at the 
time and we were right there with it.” 

Charles Kirton, Vice President Technical/Research and Development

remains one of his proudest 
achievements. “For the 
time,” he says, “it was 
the ideal product. We 
changed things from 

everybody having 
to smell oil paint 

at Christmas in the 
house, now you 

could paint a door 
and get a glossy finish 
and use the room the 

same night.”

Of course the work of the 
lab is not only concerned with new product 
development but improving the quality of 
existing products. Harris undertakes on-going 
testing to ensure that products perform to 
the high standards required of the Caribbean 
environment. Modifications and enhancements 
are made in step with international standards. 
For example, asbestos fibres traditionally used 
in textured finishes as a binder were replaced 
with more environmentally friendly wood fibres 
about 20 years ago. The resulting new Troweltex 
formulation meant the product was now stronger, 
kinder to the environment and easier to apply.

As the pace of technology has advanced, Harris 
has not been deterred from its quest to provide 
the best quality coatings for the Caribbean but 
understands the need to work beyond their 
own laboratory environment with key partners 
and specialists. A good example of this strategy 
is Harris’ relationship with Thor who they have 
worked with since 1985 to develop highly 

effective, environmentally friendly biocides for 
all its paint products. The company benefits 
from access to some of the most sophisticated 
ingredients that have taken years of technical 
knowledge, research, experience and large-scale 
investment in laboratory and specialized 
equipment to develop.

By the same token, Harris has been able to 
build on this strategy and fine tune a ‘glocal’ 
approach to business. By developing relationships 
with leading international companies Harris is 
able to access the very best that research and 
development activities have to offer but at the 
same time tailor solutions and fully service 
coatings requirements on a local level. Over the 
past 10 years Harris has enjoyed a collaborative 
agreement with ICI/Glidden (now owned by Akzo 
Nobel the largest chemical company in the world), 
which has been beneficial in providing Caribbean 

customers with superior 
colour technology 

and access to 
high 

performance specialist products. Through such 
arrangements Harris is uniquely positioned to 
regionally manufacture paint in the Caribbean 
that is second to none.
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Dr Jaap
One of the most significant steps Harris took in 
developing a line of top class products was an 
agreement with Dutch scientist, Jaap Leguijt to 
work alongside their laboratory for what turned 
out to be a period of nearly 10 years. Through his 
experience he was able to harness some of the 
leading edge technologies of the day and hone 
formulas that would create high performance 
coatings for the Caribbean environment.

Dr Jaap, as he became widely known, was a 
chemist and formulation planner with a huge 
European raw materials supplier that Harris used 
called Synres (owned by DSM1). In 1985 Jaap 
made a farewell visit to Barbados and announced 
his plans to take early retirement to his home 
in the south of France the following year. Ralph 
Johnson seized the opportunity. He knew of 
Jaap’s extensive knowledge of raw materials and 
his skills in formulating paint. He invited him to 
come and spend the winter months of 1986 
working with Harris’ technical department and 
the relationship, which suited both parties well, 
grew into something much longer term than 
originally foreseen. 

From the outset one of Harris’ major challenges 
was to prove that locally manufactured paints 
could equal or out-perform international brands 
in the Caribbean. The company was forever on a 
quest to boost quality yet provide an affordable 
product which meant keeping material costs 
in check. It was to this end that Jaap used 
his expertise in introducing new laboratory 
methodologies and by testing, examining and 
amending formulations.

Far beyond that, his 
accomplishments extended to 
working on several product 
innovations with the Harris 
laboratory staff and Charles 
Kirton, Technical Manager 
in particular; many of which 
had never been seen in 
the Caribbean. The pair 
was able to utilize Jaap’s 
background as an emulsion 
specialist to develop several 
water-based alternatives to 
traditional coatings (typically 
more difficult to use and less 
friendly to the environment). 

These included Harris Roofing Compound, Harris 
Duraglaze, Harris Aqua Overglaze and Harris 
Duragloss Hydra Enamel which were the first 
generation of Harris products of this kind.

Further to that Dr Jaap was the driver behind 
setting up educational initiatives and seminars. 
Due to the radical new nature of many of the 
emerging products it was essential that customers 
– retailers, contractors, engineers and architects, 
understood how products worked, how they 
were best used and the correct application 
procedures. This was fundamental to market 
adoption and it is a practice that Harris became 
committed to over the years, becoming well 
known regionally for service support and product 
training. Undoubtedly Dr Jaap made a lasting, 
valuable and outstanding contribution to the 
company.

Demonstration by Dr Jaap (right) to guests 
on Harris Paints 15th Anniversary

1DSM acquired Synres in 1971 and became known as DSM Resins in 1983 after merging with Unilever’s Unichema/Scado business. 
DSM Corporate website. 16 February 2011.

“Dr Jaap would always ask me: 
Which is better, a pair of shoes 

that cost $50 and last for six 
months or a pair that cost $100 
and last for six years? But you 

have to consider what price the 
market will bear and a lower 

price means there is going 
to be some sacrifice. It is a 

balancing act.”

Ralph Johnson, Chairman,
Harris Group of Companies



Pioneering Products
Over the years Harris led the market in new innovation developing a variety of new 
products that set the standard in the region. Today the company has a significantly 
different product architecture supported by a broad portfolio of international 
brands but they remain proud of the Harris label and the trail-blazing products 
that earmarked the company as leaders in the field. Below are just two cases that 
demonstrate that inspiration for innovation is sometimes found in surprising places!

1993 Aqua Overglaze and Duraglaze
When Charles Kirton returned from holiday he found production staff trying to 

devise a clear coating for a customer in St John, Barbados who 
wanted a sealant for ceramic tiles. This query led to the 

development of the first water-based varnish developed 
by a wholly owned Caribbean paint manufacturer!

While the first pass at this task was broad off the 
mark, the challenge captured Charles’ attention 

and he set about engineering a formula to do 
the job. The project went beyond the bounds 

of the client request and in collaboration 
with Dr Jaap Leguijt the company 
developed a true water-based varnish, 
a product that was almost unheard of 
within the OECS.

To put the product to the test and 
to examine the best application 
procedures, Harris was able to work 
with Chapel Quarry who were at the 
time producing limestone cladding 
for building exteriors. The clear 
sealant or varnish, branded as Harris 
Aqua Overglaze provided a natural 
barrier causing water to run off 
rather than seep into the limestone 
and therefore improve the resistance 
to the growth of moss. Aqua 
Overglaze became an alternative to 
silicone that was also used for the 
purpose but had the drawback of 

permanently etching any glass with 
which the silicone came into contact. 

The Aqua Overglaze could scrape away 
and be washed off without damage. The 

product became a success especially with 
the growth in popularity of limestone as an 

upscale finish for homes.

The sister product, Harris Duraglaze, was 
developed as a protective coating for use on 

interior wood which presented DIY customers 
unsurpassed ease of use. Unlike many traditional 

varnishes of the day it was non-yellowing, odourless and 
brushes could be rinsed with water under the tap.
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1991 Durashield – Turning the 
Paint World Upside Down
When sales of Harris’ Velvet Emulsion, a high-end 
paint designed to hold up to tough conditions, 
failed to meet sales expectations, the company 
resorted to a creative new strategy to re-invent 
the brand and re-launch it under a new label. 

Armed with well over 15 years of market 
information, Harris knew that it was popular 
belief that thick paint had to be good quality 
paint though that is not necessarily true. However 
they capitalized on leading edge technology 
of the time utilizing new additives that would 
transform the look and feel of traditional paint to 
an unusual degree. The “thixotropic” qualities of 
the additives thickened the consistency of paint 
to a buttery gel yet when pressure was applied 
during the painting process the flow would be 
smooth and even. The result was a novel and 
sumptuous new-look paint that captured a lot of 
attention!

Durashield made a dramatic entry to the market 
at its unveiling at Island Inn Hotel. In a memorable 
jaw-dropping moment, a quart of Durashield was 
held upside down over the head of the unfortunate 
Technical Co-ordinator, Byron Hunte – but of 
course not a drop came out! The supporting 

media 
campaign 
delivered 
similar images to an awe 
inspired public and Durashield went from 
strength to strength.

The brand however was not without its problems 
and it was a challenge to manage expectations. 
As it was so thick people thought they could 
water it down and still get the same performance 
as regular paint. In reality although the paint had 
more body and this unique gel like consistency, 
it was really no thicker than normal paint so any 
dilution was bound to lead to unsatisfactory 
results.

For a short time Durashield ruled and painters 
from the day still talk about it. The brand was 
superseded with the advent of colour tinting 
systems in retail stores. Managing proper colour 
dispersal was deemed potentially problematic 
requiring different procedures and adding a level 
of complexity that was unfeasible. Thinking back 
to those days, Charles Kirton remarks that the 
magic of Durashield was the alchemy of science 
meeting marketing.



Getting the White Stuff 

One of the most important ingredients used in 
manufacturing paint is titanium dioxide (Ti02), 
also known as titanium (IV) oxide or titania. About 
95% of world production of titanium dioxide is 
used in paint. This valuable white pigment can 
also be found in many day to day items including 
food, cosmetics, sunscreens, plastics, paper, inks, 
textiles, ceramics, rubber and even toothpaste! 

What is truly remarkable about this finely ground 
powder is that it is brilliant white and highly 
opaque, in other words, it has an extremely good 

ability to hide whatever 
is under it (a very 

important characteristic 
in paint!). Its refractive 

index or ability to scatter 
light is second only to 
diamond and the fact 
that it is nontoxic and 

allergy free makes it 
particularly consumer 
friendly. Furthermore 
Titanium White has a 

very high resistance to 
discoloration caused by 

prolonged sun exposure, 
something that is 

particularly relevant to 
the Caribbean. 

Pure titanium dioxide 
does not occur naturally 

but there are several crystalline rock forms that 
contain small amounts along with other minerals. 
Two of the most significant sources are minerals 
known as illmenite and rutile. Ilmenite, which 
was first discovered in Russia, is usually a black, 
metallic crystal when found. To obtain titanium 
dioxide, the ore is purified and processed and 
then often treated to enhance its performance as 
a pigment. Titania can be found in many parts 
of the world but some of the most significant 
sources occur in Australia, South Africa, India, the 
USA and Canada.

Titanium Dioxide

RutileIllmenite
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Quality Control
One of the primary goals of Charles Kirton 
when he first joined the company in 1983 was 
to reinforce and strengthen the quality control 
protocols of the company. A good scientific 
understanding of chemicals was important when 
raw materials were in short supply and it was 
necessary to make substitutions to formulas. This 
meant monitoring the production process more 
closely and implementing a rigorous schedule of 
batch testing.

Today, under ISO 9001, every batch of 
Harris’ products is tested wherever it is 
made in the Caribbean so that customers 
can be assured of the same great quality 
every time. There are a number of standard 
tests that measure specific properties that 
are key factors to the paint’s performance 
and the job it is designed to do. These 
include viscosity, which has an impact on 
“brushability”; durability – the scrub and 
flex resistance capabilities of the paint; the 
density and weight per gallon; drying time 
and dispersion or fineness of grind. 

Over the years the Harris team has worked 
with not only decorative products but 
automotive and FEB building products 
too. In fact when Harris first started to 
manufacture the FEB line under licence in 
the early 1990s, many people felt there 
was a significant improvement in quality. 
Charles Kirton attributes this to two 
main factors; that there was a discipline 
and accuracy applied throughout the 
manufacturing process from formulation 
to production and secondly, that the 
technical department was skilled enough 
to properly interpret manufacturing 
instructions.

In 1994 Harris launched a new colour 
tinting system called Colour Creations in 
retail stores throughout Barbados. The new 
system introduced customers to a whole 
new world of choice and colour selection 
beyond the limitations of the colour card. 
Over 900 colours could be mixed by store 
assistants by adding the correct quantity of 
colorants to white bases. For an accurate 
colour result it was essential to work 
with bases that were 100% consistent 
and the production team and quality 
controllers proved they were more than up 
for the challenge. The Barbados National 
Standards Institute was duly impressed 

and recognized Harris with the Quality Control 
Award in 1995.

When Charles Kirton, who is today Vice President 
Technical/Research and Development at Harris, is 
asked the key to his success, he replies: “Trying to 
be true to anything that you do. In other words, 
don’t take the short cuts. I have to go through all 
the steps as they are called for. I just can’t do it 
any other way!”

Testing in Lab



Painting by Numbers: The Basics
On the surface, making paint is essentially a 
simple process that involves a few steps and some 
fundamental components. However this belies 
the thousands of complex chemical options that 
technology offers us today to produce all manner 
of specific formulations to produce a wide range 
of coating solutions. 

Paints are generally made up of pigment, a carrier 
substance or base, binders and additives. Carrier 
substances can be divided into solvent-based 
(oil paints) or water-based (emulsions). Binders 
provide adhesion and comprise of synthetic 
and natural resins such as alkyds, acrylics, 
polyurethanes, epoxies, linseed oil and so on. 

In order to further manipulate the properties 
of the paint a wide range of additives can be 
used to enhance the performance or specific 
characteristics of the paint.

To make paint, the base ingredients are ground 
and mixed into a paste. The paste is then refined. 
Some solvent-based paints are further refined 
in a sand mill while water-based paints are 
processed in a high speed dispersion tank. The 
paint mixture is further ‘let down’ (extended) and 
other ingredients added while it is continually 
agitated in large tanks. The paint is filtered before 
being packaged.

1. Dispersing and Mixing

2. High Speed Dispersing/
Sandmill

3. Mixing – Slow Speed 

4. Filtering

Solvent Based Water Based

5. Packaging
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The New Algae-Busters
Durable paint protection particularly within the 
tropics requires strong chemical ingredients 
capable of retarding the growth of bacteria 
that breaks down the surface and 
reduces the life of your paint 
job. For years this was 
achieved through the 
use of harsh chemicals 
but in the mid-1980s 
Harris determined 
the need to develop 
a more advanced 
approach. Specialist 
chemical company 
Thor, was identified to 
assist with this objective - to 
develop a new generation of 
biocide additives for the Caribbean 
region that would set a new standard in terms 
of health, safety and environmental protection.  

Left unchecked there are numerous 
micro-organisms or bacteria that will thrive on 
paint surfaces giving rise to the growth of algae, 
fungi and mildew especially in a moist, warm, 
tropical atmosphere. Strong sugar producing 
regions create a special ecology that promotes 
the growth of these cultures. When exposed to 
sulphurous compounds, the old mercury-based 
fungicides would quickly turn white paint black. 
This had been a particular problem experienced 
in Dominica. Consequently, Harris set out to 
eliminate the use of mercury-based products. At 
the same time they required a superlative chemical 
compound that was less damaging and up to the 

tough task of preventing microbiological spoilage 
of coated surfaces in a tropical climate.

For a period of nearly 10 years Harris and Thor 
conducted research towards customizing 

the best, most cost-effective, 
environmentally friendly 

formulation for use in the 
Caribbean. Through rigorous 

wet-state and dry-film 
challenge tests they were 

able to analyse performance 
statistics. The results were 
presented to a gathering 

of architects, builders, 
contractors and Ministry of 

Health officials in an industry 
presentation in 1995. The workshop 

facilitated by Jerry Tracey, then Technical 
Manager of Thor, examined the causes and 

prevention of biodeterioration and highlighted 
the biocidal effectiveness and environmental 

compatability of the new Harris formulations.

Over the years Harris has continued the relationship 
with Thor and is dedicated to maintaining safe 
and effective paint protection in keeping with 
the latest advances of technology. The company 
is assured that all products are manufactured 
under the ISO 9001 mark of quality and meet all 
existing and anticipated regulations stipulated by 
environmental authorities. Harris is currently in 
the final testing phase of an exciting new biocide 
delivery system that will introduce a new level of 
protection performance.

From the outset Harris has demonstrated a 
keen commitment to their employees, their 
community and the beautification of these island 
environments. The company has endeavoured to 
live up to the slogan “Pride Inside and Out” 
in every aspect of the way they do business 
be it through training, the promotion of 
healthy practices, the development of 
environmentally conscious products or 
support for community projects. 
 
When CEO Ian Kenyon joined the 
firm in 2009, he further underscored 
the importance of these objectives 

encapsulating them in the mission 
and core values of the business. As a 

result a lively program 
of SHE initiatives 

has been 

Safety, Health and Environment: SHE Takes 
Centre Stage
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Treating Waste Water
In the late 1990s with environmental concerns 
taking ever more prominence, Harris took a look 
at what else they could improve beyond the 
generation of water-based paints they had avidly 
pioneered in the last 15 years. This time they 
examined internal operations and the method 
in which waste water was dealt with from the 
factory.

In fact it was Harris Paints Dominica that led 
the way in safeguarding the local environment 

from any hazards that could be posed 
by waste water. The company set out 
to move away from the widely used 
practice of employing an underground 

soak away to installing a modern water treatment 
facility at their plant in Canefield. The custom 
designed treatment plant was engineered and 
installed by Atlanta based company RTEK at a cost 
of XCD$90 000. The technologically advanced 
operation chemically treats water to make it 
safe, removing solids and rendering it suitable for 
disposal. 

In an article in the Dominican newspaper, The 
Sun, then General Manager Griffin St Hilaire 
told reporters that the move makes Harris 
Paints Dominica the first of 21 paint factories in 
Caricom to have such a plant installed.  He was 
commended by Senior Environmental Health 

Think Harris, Think Colour, Think
This is the slogan that is synonymous with all of Harris’ internal environmental initiatives which affirms 
the company’s vision of becoming a leader in green business practices. 

In 2010, the company re-launched their efforts to raise awareness of environmental issues and closely 
examine what steps could be taken to reduce the impact on the world we live in. This was done 
by carefully examining practices within the plant but also educating employees about the personal 
measures they could adopt that would collectively make a difference. The broad ranging initiatives 
embraced four key areas; energy conservation; water conservation; waste reduction and recycling; 
and pollution control and management.

Each of the regional plants is encouraged to identify and implement cost-saving and conservation 
measures within their own environments. Practices such as recycling or reusing materials such as 
plastics, glass, metals, cardboard, paper and drums are promoted. Signage can play an important part 
in energy conservation along with an examination of energy used. Simple steps like installing water 
saving devices on taps can cut down tremendously on waste water and rain harvesting systems can 
be a wonderful resource when water is short.

Since the 1980s Harris has led the way to reduce the need for harsh oil-based paint products by 
formulating and engineering high performance water-based alternatives. The company has been able 
to substantially reduce the amount of toxic substances that were once required. This has been an 
important and significant step towards protecting the environment but also to providing a safer, 
cleaner work space for all the employees.

activated by work groups in each 
Harris company in Barbados, Dominica, 
Guyana, Jamaica and Saint Lucia. These 
embrace a broad range of enterprises 
aimed at improving the well-being and 
quality of life for Harris employees and 
customers.

Alongside a number of award winning 
environmental programs, (see below) 

an impressive itinerary of activities and 
workshops has been conducted to date 
that focus on safety and security. These 
include First Aid Training; rigorous Fire 
Safety and Evacuation Training (drills and 
smoke bombs!); regular fire inspections; 
and Multi-Hazard Contingency Planning 
and Disaster Preparedness Training. All 
staff have to do now is firmly hope they 
never have to use it!
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Troweltex Pail Recycling Program
It was another first for Harris Paints when their Barbados office launched a 
ground-breaking recycling program which demonstrates the company’s commitment 
to reducing environmental impact. 

The program, which launched on 1 October 2010, offered a cash payment of BBD$1.50 
for every clean Troweltex plastic pail returned to one of three retail outlets around the island. The 
move was lauded by the Future Centre Trust, Barbados’ major environmental organization and was 
designed to reduce some of the burden on the local landfills. In the publicity efforts surrounding the 
initiative, it was also hoped that the program would raise awareness of environmental issues as a 
whole and would spur others to act accordingly.

Luke Ticknor, Harris Paints’ Senior Vice President Sales and Marketing, commented on the campaign 
saying, “We are proud to be the first and only paint manufacturer in Barbados to offer a packaging 
recycling programme. Harris Troweltex is an environmentally friendly, water-based acrylic coating for 
interior and exterior surfaces. This recycling initiative is a true win-win scenario: it helps our customers 
lower their cost and it also helps us to lower our collective impact on the environment.”

“Harris Paints now offering cash refund for Troweltex pails”. The Broad Street Journal. 8 October 2010.

First in Green Awards!
Bringing colour to 
the Caribbean is a 

mission founded 
on cherishing the 

environment in 
which we live. It 

follows that Harris 
was proud to 

be recognized in the Green Business Barbados 
program designed and conducted by the Future 
Centre Trust (FCT) and to be the island’s first 
recipient to earn their Tier Two green credentials 
in May 2012!

The Green Team, Harris’ dedicated environmental 
think tank, has targeted numerous areas for 
improvement in all aspects of operations; refuse 
is being separated and reduced; recycling is 
being tracked; the use of disposable plastics 
discouraged; and internal audits and analysis are 
being undertaken of water and electrical use – 
and this is to name just a few! 

FCT is a charitable non-governmental organization 
which focuses on environment issues and 
the program was designed to encourage the 

Barbados business community to take a greater 
role in conserving and preserving the environment 
for future generations. Harris was happy to get 
on board with a wide variety of programs that 
targeted waste reduction, recycling, conservation 
of resources and environmental education and 
were awarded Tier One status in January 2011.

Harris was also applauded for finding a 
creative way to join in the FCT’s Clean 
Up Barbados campaign and instead of 
focusing on the outdoor environment 
chose to brighten the interiors of two 
cottages at the Nightingale Children’s 
Home with the permission of the 
Child Care Board. The unique 
approach demonstrates the 
company’s broad definition of 
environment, an understanding of 
its impact and their commitment 
to the wider community. 

The Green team’s efforts are truly 
laudable and Harris looks forward to 
completing successive stages to a yet 
greener future.

Officer on the significant achievement and the 
company’s commitment to protect the natural 
resources of the island.

Similar facilities were also installed at the Barbados 

and Saint Lucia factories and in cases where 
waste cannot be chemically treated on site, the 
appropriate services are contracted to meet this 
requirement so that no paint residue 
should enter the water table.
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Number One in the Caribbean
Over the past 40 years Harris has been dedicated to becoming the premier coatings company in the 
region. Through the extensive network of plants, sales people, agents/distributors and clients, it has 
developed a strong presence in at least 15 Caribbean territories where Harris is both a recognized 
brand and a respected distributor of quality products. The company holds the number one or two 
positions in 65% of those markets and is a dominant force in Antigua, Barbados, Dominica and 
Saint Lucia with a very strong presence in Anguilla, Grenada, St Kitts and Nevis, St Vincent 
and the Grenadines and Jamaica (via the B-H Brand). Manufacturing plants are in operation in 
Barbados, Dominica, Saint Lucia, Guyana and Jamaica and Harris is proud of the contribution 
it has made through employment and developmental activities in the communities and 
islands where Harris is sold. Always with an eye to the future, Harris continues to seek 
opportunities to increasing their stakehold in the Caribbean and wider region.

Going ‘Glocal’
This is the attitude at Harris (not to be confused 
with ‘going postal’1) and the philosophy behind 
the company’s modern business strategy. 
Glocal is a combination of globalisation when 
it is informed by local considerations and is a 
perspective that answers the need to provide 
the best that technology has to offer while 
understanding and servicing a market that has its 
own unique culture and requirements.

Over the past four decades the political and 
trade environment in the region has changed 
considerably as local governments have 
acquiesced to global pressure to liberalize trade 
and open markets. Further to this, technological 
developments have revolutionized not only the 
paint industry but nearly every aspect of our 
world. Within this environment the Harris Group 
has expanded its product portfolio by 15 times 
and has grown the organization in five countries. 
It is fair to say that the goal posts have moved 
radically and yesterday’s game plan will no longer 
work in today’s environment. Notwithstanding, 
in this sea of change the only constant has 
been Harris’ commitment to quality and the 
relationships and business experience that has 
been built up over 40 years throughout the 
Caribbean. At the same time, there exists new 
opportunities and through a blend of regional 
manufacturing and international partnerships, 

Harris has been able to provide a full range of 
coating solutions for domestic, commercial and 
industrial use; from specialized building chemicals 
to brushes and tools.

Caribbean people are very familiar with what 
happens when foreign concerns apply a 
one-size-fits-all approach to markets that are 
highly individualized. “Even large companies 
like John Deere have made this mistake” 
remarks CEO Ian Kenyon about their initiative 
to introduce a tractor ‘tailor-made’ for Indian 
farmers. “The problem is they didn’t appreciate 
that the nature of the industry and therefore 
farmers’ requirements for vehicles were entirely 
different to what they anticipated and therefore 
sales fell flat.” Being based regionally is a 
significant advantage. “Too many 
times people invest in products and 
when they don’t work out there 
is no one to turn to. We have 
a developed network of Harris 
Colourcentres, retailers, agents 
and distributors throughout 
the Caribbean. People know 
us; they know where to find us 
and as Chairman Ralph Johnson 
likes to say, “We aren’t going 
anywhere – and that is as good as 
a guarantee”.

1Slang for becoming uncontrollably angry.
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Giving Back
From the outset Harris 
recognized the importance 
of the local community in 
the Little Man’s titan task 
of taking on international 
companies and carving 
out a share of the 
market. The company is 
deeply appreciative of 
having been embraced 
in so many territories 
and is only too aware 
that sometimes a little 
assistance goes a long way 
and even great things can 
come of small gestures. 
Therefore since inception 
Harris has always actively 
participated in giving back 
and supporting a wide 

number of community initiatives. Of course the 
company is not able to answer every appeal 
but each subsidiary develops an annual action 
program based on local knowledge designed 
to uplift, inspire and brighten lives. On many 
occasions staff jump in and get involved 
in lending practical assistance which helps 
bring the Harris team yet closer and provide 
individuals with opportunities to enrich 
their lives and for personal growth. These 
activities include support for youth, sport and 
well-being; beautification; educational and 
environmental initiatives and within these 
pages you will find a few examples.



Sir Charles Williams – “Harris is Part of Me”
One of the most enthusiastic and loyal supporters of Harris Paints for more than 35 years has been 
Sir Charles Williams who has painted exclusively with Harris products wherever possible throughout 
the Caribbean. (As legend has it, he almost came to blows with a long serving supervisor who was 
unfortunate enough to have been caught with two pint tins of a competing brand on the C O Williams 
site at Warrens!) Since becoming a shareholder and Director of the company in 1975 Sir Charles has 
insisted that Harris is used across his property and business ventures and his brother ‘Bizzy’ adopts 
the same standard. This includes road-marking paint, industrial and high-performance coatings and 
decorative paints which are used throughout his luxury Apes Hill Development.

Few people perhaps can understand 
as well as Sir Charles, better known as 
“Cow”, what it takes to get on in life 
and he credits “the best parents in the 
world” for teaching him good work ethics. 
Brought up on a plantation as a young 
man he worked 18 hour days overseeing 
work on the estate by day and working in 
the dairy at night starting at half past one 
every morning. “My off days consisted of 
one half day on Saturdays and a Sunday 
every month”, and it seems he has not 
slowed down much since. How did he 
do it? “I fought my way” and he is the 
first to recognize and acknowledge his 
deep gratitude to one or two remarkable 
individuals that through their kindness 
gave him a chance.

On returning from a polo match in England 
in the mid-1970s Cow’s financial advisor, 
Mickey Hutchinson, met him on arrival 
with some troubling news which he said 
concerned friends of ours. He went on 
to explain that Harris Paints, which then 
still had the factory in Lowlands, was in 
danger of going under and asked whether 
Cow would be interested in injecting 
some equity. Without missing a beat, a 
meeting was arranged at C O Williams in 
Warrens. After a discussion of the facts 
and figures Cow, who was sitting directly 
opposite Ralph Johnson, let him know 
that whatever was needed he would put 
in to save the ailing business but he could 
not resist goading his long-time friend by 
declaring that under no circumstance was 
it to finance his party-going and wild ways. 
To his greatest delight Ralph exploded in 
fury and had to be restrained!

Sir Charles’ close connection with Ralph belies the quality of the relationship he has had with the 
company for several decades. He claps his knee and exclaims “I knew ‘Bruggers’ from the time he was 
knee high to a grasshopper, back in the day when he was a boxer“. The two became especially close 
after Cow invested in a modest fishing boat and Ralph, together with his father Lance who loved to 
fish, would join him on outings from Tent Bay. The Harris team also became very close with Cow partly 
through the mutual love of motorsport that was shared by not only Andrew Phillips, Richard Carter 



and Ralph but also Cow’s right hand man, Mickey Hutchinson. Furthermore, Andrew Phillips, “who 
was a lunatic behind the wheel of a car” surprisingly developed an enthusiasm for the sport of polo. 
These multifaceted relationships formed a solid core, a sense of stability and a high level of trust at 

the heart of Harris. 

In Sir Charles’ opinion, one of the most significant 
steps in the development of the company 

was the partnership agreement that was 
finally struck with A S Bryden & Co Ltd 

right at the end of the 1970s. As he 
puts it: “my father always told me put 
your horses in the worst company so 
you can beat them and put yourself 
in the best so you can get uplifted - 
and you could not want a more solid 
company than Bryden, one of the 
strongest names in Barbados; they 

were gilt-edge.” He believes that the 
relationship contributed to the growth 

and wider acceptance of the Harris brand 
and helped elevate its image. Frank Edghill 

(who represented Bryden) was, he remembers, 
tremendously helpful and instrumental in opening 

doors not only in Barbados but in the other islands as 
well. 

After 1978, Cow moved to Saint Lucia to build a multi-million dollar harbour and oil transhipment 
facility for Amerada Hess Corp (known as Hess Corp today) with a storage capacity of 10 million barrels. 

In his absence Mickey Hutchinson took the helm at C O Williams and 
represented the company in the Harris Boardroom where 

his enthusiastic support and astute financial advice 
made him a favourite. “Mickey was gold dust”, 

exclaims Sir Charles of his former General 
Manager (who died in 1991). “He was 

a giant of a man; he had extraordinary 
vision and great ability. We were very 

close. If I was the sail, he was my keel.” 
As if to demonstrate the sentiment 
Sir Charles recounts a particular 
occasion when he was invited to 
record some promotional spots 
for Harris on the TV. “I am not the 
world’s best public speaker” he says 

magnanimously “but to be honest, 
I thought it had gone pretty well. To 

my surprise instead of congratulations 
I received a dressing down from Mickey 

Hutchinson who claimed that I paraded 
about Harris so much you wouldn’t think I 

worked for C O Williams!” It still tickles him to 
think of it.

As Harris grew and started to concentrate more on overseas expansion, 
Ralph approached Cow for his advice about increasing their share of the Saint Lucia market. If they 
got involved in a retail operation they needed someone on the ground that could manage the business 
affairs. Cow knew of Keith Smith through working on the Hess project (which he playfully dubbed: 



‘Holidays, Evenings, Saturdays and Sundays’) and recommended him as a solid contact. Keith went 
on to partner with Harris and Mikey Pilgrim, in operating Colour World of Paints promoting the Harris 
brand in Castries and later became the senior executive at Harris when they opened their own factory 
there in 1994.

Through C O Williams’ nominated representatives and his relationship with Ralph, Cow has always 
kept well informed about Harris activities. As the company has expanded he is the first to recognize 
the challenge of managing growth, which is almost never plain sailing. He stresses the importance of 
looking to the opportunities in the market. “’He who has the best eyesight in the world and has no 
vision is completely blind’ and there is no truer word!” Today he is more excited than ever about the 
future having recently extended his stake holding; he is proud of his long association with Harris and 
he credits them for the energy with which they continue to tackle the competition, the reliability and 
undeniable quality of their products.

Photos compliments of Apes Hill Club Barbados
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Harris BARBADOS
Area:   166 sq miles (430 sq km)
Terrain:   Coral stone island, generally flat except for    
  the Scotland district in the north-east     
  where it is hilly and rugged
Population: 286 705 estimate
Capital:  Bridgetown 
Languages:  English

The Home of Harris
Founded in Barbados in 

1972, Harris is very proud 
of its Barbadian heritage and it 

remains home to the Headquarters 
of Harris which have been located at the Wildey 
Industrial Estate, St Michael for the past 33 
years. Despite difficult beginnings, today Harris 
is a household name and is a dominant force in 
the coatings industry locally and throughout the 
region. 

Over the past 15 years the factory premises had 
become increasingly short of space and therefore 
the company looked to acquire additional land 
which was found nearby on an almost adjacent 
site before the matter became critical. Plans 
were prepared in 2004 for the construction of a 

warehouse facility but when misfortune struck 
in February 2005 when fire broke out destroying 
Harris’ retail sales facility, it was decided to 
incorporate the retail outlet into the new plans. 
The new corporate offices, retail facility and 
warehouse were officially opened in September 
2006.

In addition to these developments, Harris felt that 
the growing residential communities in the east 
of the island and the prestigious west coast were 
underserviced and proceeded to scout for suitable 
locations. As a result Harris has added two further 
Colourcentres for customer convenience located 
at Emerald Park, Six Roads, St Philip and Fitts 
Village, St James officially opened in December 
2005 and November 2009 respectively.

Wildey
Fitts

Village

Six Roads
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Customs Brokerage
“Everything that happens with me, has to happen 
fast!” grins Edmond Lynch, Customs Broker for 
Harris in Barbados. Used to working to tight 
deadlines, he is responsible for clearing all goods 
being shipped into the island which could mean 
15-20 containers a month or sometimes more!

In the 1980s managing exports was his main 
focus as a large number of paint products were 
shipped to Dominica, St Vincent and Saint Lucia 
as well as nails and wire fencing. However with 
the growth of the company needs changed and 
operations were restructured accordingly. Today 
exports are handled by a dedicated department 
while he deals mainly with imported items. For all 
his experience, some 28 years in-house with Harris 
alone, he says many of the challenges remain when 
it comes to handling all the 
documentation (although, he 
notes with pride, that Harris 
is well known in the port for 
consistently and accurately 
classifying chemicals). 

The Customs process can be 
cumbersome and fraught 
with pitfalls. Edmond explains 
that this consists of several 
administrative steps which 
include first submitting the 
entry to the Attesting Officer 
and then the Certifying 
Officer for authorization. “All 
manufacturing chemicals 
must be accompanied by an 
exemption letter which will be 
verified to confirm compliance 
with the conditions set out 
by authorities before the 
shipment can be zoned for 
clearance. Next all paperwork specifications 
such as the values and classifications of goods 
are checked and if approved the shipment can 
proceed to Outdoors; here the contents are 
inspected by custom officials and Special Branch 
of Customs enforcement officers. This could take 
three to four days.”

There are also additional considerations. Shipping 
agents allow 12 days from the time of arrival to 
the return of the container and in this time the 
shipment must be cleared, hauled to the location, 
inspected, unpacked, cleaned and returned. It is 
important to guard against delays as this often 

results in extra charges known as dummerage. 
Fortunately, nowadays there is a special computer 
system that assists in tracking the progress of 
shipments through the customs clearance process 
thus eliminating a number of unnecessary trips to 
the port. 

Harris Barbados imports two basic types of goods; 
chemicals that are used in manufacturing and 
finished items. While the company imports about 
100 different chemicals, some items such as 
biocides and pesticides are subject to restrictions 
by the Ministry of Agriculture and require a 
special license. In the case of new chemical 
ingredients, these must be researched thoroughly 
in order to specify the correct classification 
code. Edmond Lynch is a member of the World 

Customs Organization which is the international 
governing body in such matters. 

Chemical ingredients can be real tongue twisters. 
“Potassium Triphosphate used to give me all 
sorts of problems” confesses Lynch. “When I 
first started out if there were words that were 
very difficult to pronounce, I used to write them 
down and when I was at home I would practice 
repeating and repeating them!” Today the 
customs aficionado, who has worked alongside 
Harris since the 1970s when he was employed 
by Watson Custom Services, Beckwith Mall, 
Bridgetown, has no such problems.

Barbados Port
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Carter & Company Limited
Unlike any other retailer, Carter & Co Ltd has 
always enjoyed a unique relationship with Harris 
owing to the major contribution by Richard 
Carter to both companies. From as early as 1965, 
Carter set out to make paint a premier part of 
what they had to offer the Barbadian public and 
from the advent of Harris in 1972, Harris has 
been proud to be a part of that mission. Indeed 
Harris is happy to call Carter & Co Ltd, partners in 
paint and a whole lot more!

It would be impossible to talk about the hardware 
retail market in Barbados without dedicating a 
great deal of time to Carter & Co Ltd who has a 
proud heritage and family business dating back 
four generations. While they have a distinguished 
history, a great deal of the company’s success is 

due to the foresight and ability to keep up with 
modern times. Historically the company earned 
its reputation by stocking and supplying a very 
wide range of goods and services and while this 
has not changed, Carter & Co Ltd led the way 
in embracing modern store design and retailing 
concepts opening its home-centre-style Wildey 
store in 1988. 

Built on integrity and family values, the Carter 
legacy was started by Douglas Hart Davis Carter 
and his brother who brought a property on 
Broad Street in 1860. An advertisement in the 
Agricultural Reporter of 20 November 1896 

demonstrates that the family offered a wide 
variety of goods from 200 kegs of blasting 
powder to beer! They further supplied it seems, 
sewing machines, shoemaker’s leather, household 
furniture and all manner of tools for engineers, 
coopers and masons as well as supplying on the 
spot carriage repairs and upholstery services. 
They quickly became an important stop for any 
planter or estate manager on his weekly trip to 
Bridgetown.

The Carters moved 
their business in 1916 
to the High Street 
location which they 
still operate and in 
1925 Douglas Hart 
Carter son of the 
founder (and Richard 
Carters’ grandfather) 
took over the business. 
It was passed in turn to 
his sons; Percy Carter, 
who helped manage 
the operation from the 
1950s and was later 
joined by his elder 
brother George until 
his death in 1962. 
For the most part the 
business changed little 
over these decades 
and the Carter family 
stuck to the traditions 
and business formula 
they knew, providing 

personal service and general stores to families 
and estates across the island. 

In 1969 the eldest son of Mr Percy, as he was 
known, joined the family business full of modern 
ideas and considerable experience managing an 
estate or working Plantation. As has been well 
documented, there were significant global shifts 
in the political, economic and cultural landscape 
in the 1960s and these changes extended to 
the commercial environment and retail sector 
in Barbados. It was not long before Richard had 
proved himself capable of taking the reins and 
it is primarily through his vision and business 

(L-R) Great Grandfather Douglas Hart Davis Carter,
Grandfather Douglas Hart Carter,

Father Percy Carter, Son Richard Carter



acumen that Carter & Co Ltd went from strength 
to strength over the next 30 years.

Among the staff at Carter & Co Ltd, heading the 
paint department in the High Street store was 
Norman Simpson who had joined the company 
just four years before Richard. Norman who was 
enormously enthusiastic and knowledgeable 
about paint, its application and accessories was 
keen to establish Carter & Co Ltd as the paint 
specialist. As well versed as he was in the industry 
he was perhaps aware that the do-it-yourself 
movement already underway in the United 
Kingdom and in North America was set to 
revolutionize retail. Often frustrated by the lack of 
choice in the Barbados market, nominal margins 
for dealers and generally poor level of service, he 
was hugely supportive when Richard told him of 
the idea to start a local paint manufacturing plant 
and he was sure the added competition could 
only be to the benefit of the consumer.

From the inception of Harris in 1972 to current 
times, Carter & Co Ltd has continuously stocked 
Harris paints along with a selection of other 
brands. Despite the connection between the 
companies, Carter & Co Ltd was always very 
clear that their top commitment was to satisfy 
their clients. That is why especially in those initial 
years the considered opinion of Norman Simpson 
and his confidence in the quality of Harris was so 
highly valued and appreciated. Long after Richard 
Carter stepped down from his position on the 
Harris Board, the companies have continued to 
have a long and fruitful relationship based on 
their mutual objectives of providing customers 
with premium products, choice and service. 

When Harris first introduced their ground-breaking 
Colour Creations automatic dispensing colour 
matching system, Carter & Co Ltd were the 
first to embrace the new technology with both 
hands. Although some customized tinting would 
have been done at the factory for professional 
contractors, never before had Barbadians been 
given the opportunity to mix almost any colour 
they could imagine on-demand in-store! Today 
Carter & Co Ltd, under the able leadership of 
Michael Edwards and his team, remains at the 
forefront of paint retail and while colour tinting 
has become the industry standard, they are able 
to provide customers, in partnership with Harris, a 
unique system designed to make colour selection 
and coordination easier than ever before.

Known for “Paint, Hardware and a Whole Lot 

More” - Carter & Co Ltd has continued to move 
with the times and now boasts five locations; the 
original High Street store, Barbarees Hill, Wildey, 
Fisherman’s Corner (Bridgetown) and their 
newest outlet at Lower Estate.

Norman Simpson made an outstanding contribution to the 
development of Harris Paints. Few people had his vitality, 

passion and knowledge of paint which was matched only by his 
considerable retail experience. His strong support and involvement 

was of invaluable assistance and a great asset to the business.

Wildey
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Harris DOMINICA
Area:   289.5 sq miles (751 sq km)
Terrain:   Mountainous volcanic island with rainforest cover
Population: 69 625 estimate
Capital:  Roseau 
Languages:  English, French Patois (“Kwéyòl”)

Harris Dominates in Dominica
For 34 years, Harris has been proudly manufactured in Dominica serving 
both local and export markets. When it was first established there were 

precious few manufacturing plants on the island and the government was 
keen to provide job opportunities for the population and to create a

 favourable business environment. To a large degree, Dominica embraced 
Harris as their own. Co-founder and first Chairman of the Board of 
Directors, Andrew Phillips, had a special fondness for the island and spent 
considerable periods of time there when developing the current factory 
complex at Canefield Industrial Estate.

The business was developed and championed by Dominican scion Ninian 
Marie who guided the operation skilfully for the first 18 years. Mr Marie helped 

to establish a ‘Buy Local’ campaign through his work with the Dominica Association 
of Industry and Commerce (DAIC) which laid critical groundwork for establishing the dominant 

market share enjoyed in the territory. This has been maintained by subsequent leadership and Harris 
is estimated to account for over 80% of all paints sold.

At the 20 000 square feet Canefield facility, which employs about 35 people, Harris produces the full 
range of decorative coatings which are sold island-wide. These products are exported to Anguilla, 
Antigua, Montserrat, St Kitts & Nevis and St Maarten from the Dominica hub. The company achieved 
the ISO 9001 Quality Management certification in 2006 and has been successful in all subsequent re-
certifications (currently to the 9001:2008 level).

Happily Harris can say that the Government of Dominica has always been extremely supportive of 
their efforts to develop a strong business base in the island. Harris was delighted to present a Plaque 
of Appreciation to Prime Minister Dame Eugenia Charles in 1993 and in her address she said that 
Harris had proved Dominica’s investment potential and that initiatives could succeed if strength, ability 
and innovative ideas were employed to bring it into being. Similarly, subsequent administrations have 
equally understood the need for measures to help local business flourish especially in the face of 
increasing levels of competition. Harris Chairman Ralph Johnson ardently opposes the free trade 
conditions currently being foisted on the region but as ever, Harris is ready to take on the challenge.

First Overseas Factory
A go-getting Ninian Marie was impressed 
with what the Little Man had to offer back in 
1976-77 and quickly cut a deal to import Harris 
for distribution in Dominica. Always a man 
with his ear to the ground, Ninian realized that 
trading conditions would be tightening up to 
protect small scale manufacturing in the Lesser 
Developed Countries (LDCs) and persuaded the 
principals of Harris of the need to establish a 
factory in Dominica. This move was supported by 
the Patrick John government and the first Harris 
subsidiary was established in 1978, the same year 

as official Independence.

In the early days the simple plant located at 
Fond Cole employed about seven people and 
undertook basic paint production using bases, 
then combining with the requisite additives, 
dryers, thinners etc to make the product range. 
Despite the atmosphere of optimism the foundling 
factory was to suffer a terrible blow just one year 
on. In August 1979 Dominica was devastated 
by Hurricane David, a mammoth storm that left 
tragedy, destruction and wide-scale homelessness 



67Leaders in the Caribbean

Canefield Facility

in its wake. The factory 
survived but it would 
take months to deal 
with the after effects 
of such deep distress 
suffered by the nation.

Yet Ninian Marie and 
the Dominican team 
rallied to meet all 
the challenges. By 
the mid-1980s the 
operation flourished 
and sales were growing 
in overseas markets 
which at one time 
included exports to Grenada, St Vincent, 
St Kitts & Nevis, Saint Lucia and even as far afield 
as Montserrat and Guyana. With sights firmly 
set on continuing to increase market share in 
the Leeward Islands it was clear that Dominica 
needed a bigger operation. Little was spared in 

the planning of a new modern manufacturing 
plant at the Canefield Industrial Estate estimated 
to have cost XCD$1.5-2 million. The facility 
was opened in 1987 and was designed with 
state-of-the-art amenities capable of meeting 
increased demand and fitted for a bright future.

Harris Colourcentre, Portsmouth
The up-and-coming second city of Dominica, 
Portsmouth is burgeoning into a vibrant centre 
of commercial activity located on the island’s 
far-flung north-west coast. Together M & R Trading 
and Harris spotted a golden opportunity in the 
growing community which led to the opening of 
Building Supply Centre. 

General Manager, Morrison Azille explained the 
concept and vision for the store. “We provide 
building solutions from the stage of foundation 
to roof assembly and with painting being a vital 
component of this process we jumped at the 
opportunity to partner with Harris Paints. We 
consider Harris Paints to be the top paint solution 
provider in the Caribbean, therefore we are happy 
to work with them because we only provide high 
quality products, backed by high quality service.” 

The area is home to the Ross University School of 
Medicine which caters to some 1 000 students 
and has provided the impetus behind much of 
the development in the locale. Marguerite Desir, 
Head of Business for Dominica and Saint Lucia, 
said the new Portsmouth store was developed in 
response to the growing demand on the island 
for Harris Paints’ range of quality products: 
“Our performance in this market has been quite 
remarkable and as such we took the decision 
to expand our operations in order to meet the 

growing demand for our quality paint and paint 
supplies. As Caribbean Champions of Colour we 
wanted to ensure all of our services were made 
available to the people of Dominica, thus we 
sought to undertake the development of a more 
modern facility to showcase all of what we have 
to offer.”

The Harris Colourcentre in Portsmouth 
conveniently services the north of the island and 
stocks a full range of Harris products including 
specialty tinting on Ulttima products and unique, 
specifically designed decorative tools to help you 
choose colours and coordinate them perfectly.



No Other Like Ninian
A strong, raspy and bellowing voice was the 
trademark of Ninian Marie, the larger than life 
character with a magnetic personality that built 
Harris Paints Dominica. He played a key role 
in founding the Harris factory, establishing a 
dominant stake in the paint market in Dominica 
and promoting Harris products throughout the 
OECS.

It all started one memorable day in the 
mid-1970s, when Ninian ambled into the humble 
Harris premises in Bay Street unannounced and 
declared that he liked what he saw and he would 
like to ship some paint to Dominica. Young 
Managing Director, Ralph Johnson, took an 
instant liking to the man and no doubt relished 
the opportunity to expand the market. Before 
long a shipment was packed and despatched to 
Marie’s commissioning agency in Turkey Lane, 

Roseau. What the two men could not have 
known at the time was that their relationship to 
each other and to the company would become 
one of the most important developments in the 
company’s history.

It soon became clear, as luck would have it, 
that Harris had found a partner that was keen, 
enthusiastic and well connected. To meet 
Ninian Marie was to remember him. He had 
friends far and wide and was well connected in 
Dominica and in other islands where he had been 
a tour-de-force on the men’s lawn tennis scene 
and was infamous in local cricket circles. Sales 
grew in the wake of his influence and popularity 
but the politics of the region were changing and 
if Harris was not to be shut out of the region, 
Ninian felt it was imperative to establish a Harris 
plant in Dominica.

In the following years Marie headed up the 
operation there and set about building the 
business with indefatigable energy overcoming 
many obstacles and tough challenges. Marie was 
also a strong leader and it was said that “he held 
the reins of authority tightly, yet by the fairness 
and bigness of his character he was able to 
motivate people to perform well for him and his 
beloved Harris.”1

He was fiercely loyal to Ralph and to the Board at 
Harris and he served on many committees for the 
betterment of the company and of Dominica. He 
held the posts of Chairman of the East Caribbean 
Investment Promotion Service; Vice President of 
the Council of Eastern Caribbean Manufacturers; 
Director and Chairman of the Dominica 
Association of Industry and Commerce and the 
Industrial Development Corporation (now the 
National Development Corporation). Perhaps 
closer to his heart still was the work he did in 
founding the Dominica Association of Catholic 
Men, a cause about which he was very passionate.

Ninian Marie lived his life large and is fondly 
remembered for his friendship and the outstanding 
contribution he made to the company and his 
country. In every sense he is considered to have 
been a giant of a man.

Ninian Marie suffered from kidney disease and 
died suddenly in 1996 at the age of 50. He left 
an indelible mark on the company and all those 
who were fortunate enough to work with him.

1Ralph Johnson in a Tribute to Ninian Marie, Harris 25th Anniversary supplement, Sunday Sun, 14 Sept 1997

Ninian L Marie, Managing Director, Harris Paints Dominica
1978 -1996
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Every island in the Caribbean has its own unique culture 
and heritage and Harris takes great pride in recognising the 
individuality of each territory in which they operate. Creole Day 
in Dominica provides an excellent opportunity for employees 
to celebrate their cultural heritage and build a strong spirit of 
togetherness. 

Creole Week is a lively calendar of events that takes place in the 
last week of October and leads up to Dominica’s Independence 
Day on November 3rd. Harris staff is excited to join in the 
festivities by celebrating the Creole language, sharing a delicious 
menu of Creole foods and proudly sporting the national dress, 
the ‘WobDwiyet’ (from the French ‘robe douiette’).

Creole roots go back to the 16th and 17th centuries at a time 
when the British and the French desired to win Dominica for their 
crown. While the British triumphed in the end, it is the strong 
French influence that led to a local Creole culture that is very 
much alive in Dominica today.

Celebrating Creole Culture

Pride Inside and Out
Harris believes that colour can brighten lives and 
uplift communities; it can preserve our heritage, 
instil pride in our surroundings and rejuvenate the 
spirit of those in need of assistance. Whether for 
communities or good causes, Harris loves to keep 
the Caribbean colourful and has contributed and 
participated in countless initiatives throughout 
the region, to do just that.

Six beautiful buildings in Roseau, Dominica were 
given special treatment by a team of volunteer and 
professional painters as part of the 2011 program 
of activities of the Discover Dominica Authority 

for Tourism Awareness Month. Undertaken 
in partnership with Harris Dominica and the 
National Bank of Dominica, all painting services 
were supplied at no cost to the homeowners. 
The buildings were chosen for their historic and 
architectural appeal by the Society of Heritage, 
Preservation and Enhancement who also assisted 
in choosing paint colours in keeping with the 
neighbourhood and the guidelines for historic 
preservation. Amongst the chosen properties 
was the home of the late Sir Clarence Seignoret, 
third President of Dominica and the offices of the 
Dominica National Council of Women.

Creole Day Celebrations. “Best Dressed” Prize Winners
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Harris SAINT LUCIA
Land Area:  238 sq miles (616 sq km)
Terrain:   Volcanic and mountainous with some broad, fertile valleys
Population: 161 557 estimate
Capital:  Castries
Languages: English (official), French patois

Top Awards for Saint Lucia
Pride and celebration followed the 
announcement of the Saint Lucia 
Manufacturers’ Association (SMA) 

Quality Awards in March 2012 
when Harris Paints Saint Lucia 

dominated, winning five top awards. 
The result is certainly evidence of 

Harris’ commitment to excellence and the 
many programs and systems in place to support 
established corporate values and the highest 
quality standards in Saint Lucia and throughout 
the Caribbean.

Marguerite Desir, Senior Vice President of Human 
Resources and Head of Business in Saint Lucia 
since 2009, was delighted. Harris took home the 
highest honours in the categories of ‘Leadership’; 
‘Product and Consumer Service Quality’; and 
‘Implementation of Standards and Best Practices’ 
and the company was further distinguished 
with Platinum awards for their achievements 

in ‘Human Resource Development’ and ‘Social 
Responsibility’.

The event, which was held in March 2012, was 
the first manufacturers’ private sector awards in 
Saint Lucia and the results were subject to rigorous 
independent audit procedures from both local and 
regional bodies. The objectives were to identify 
role-model organizations that ensure continual 
improvement in delivering products and services, 
demonstrate efficient and effective operations, 
and provide a way of engaging and responding 
to customers and other stakeholders. Harris was 
one of the choice companies that excelled across 
the board. Among those present at the ceremony 
were Prime Minister Hon Dr Kenny D Anthony, 
Ministers of Government and Hon Stephenson 
King, Opposition Leader and parliamentary 
representatives. 

An exceptionally energetic and capable
 manager, there 
is no doubt that 
Marguerite Desir 

has played a central 
and commendable 

role in attaining 
these achievements. 

She is known to 
be an extremely 

dedicated leader 
and has developed 

a close and effective 
team in Saint Lucia. 

Marguerite is also 
Head of Business 
in Dominica and 

as the company’s 
senior human 

resources executive 
has activated 

company-wide 
initiatives to the 

benefit of the entire 
organization. 

Reacting to 
Saint Lucia’s 



71Leaders in the Caribbean

big win Mrs Desir said: “As an ISO certified organization, quality is as an essential part of our DNA and 
we take great measures to ensure compliance with audit standards as well as those of our international 
affiliate Akzo Nobel, the largest paint company globally”. Not limited to purely business efficiency, 
Desir noted that Harris placed a premium on high ethical standards; excellent customer service and 
quality; and the development of 
their people and endeavoured “to 
promote a culture of continuous 
improvement in everything that 
we do.”

The keen and ambitious Saint 
Lucian company plans to continue 
to reach for the stars. Mrs Desir 
proudly reports that they do not 
intend to rest on their laurels; the 
team are already eagerly awaiting 
the next (2014) SMA Awards 
event where they have their sights 
set on winning the Minister’s 
Award for Innovation.

Blazing a Bright Trail
Throughout Saint Lucia, Harris is known as the 
leading brand of paint with close to 50% of the 
market and today offers customers a full range 
of products plus all the latest colour selection 
tools. Well recognized for quality, Harris provides 
paint and protective coatings used on prominent 
projects throughout the island which include 
many hotels and luxury resorts; shopping malls; 
government offices; schools and churches. In 
addition Harris is able to respond to specialist 
needs by successfully supplying high performance 
coatings which have been effectively utilized for 
developments such as the country’s new National 
Hospital on the outskirts of Castries and the 
refurbished St Jude’s hospital that services the 
south of the island, now protected with fire 
retardant coatings. This is a far cry from where it 
all began some 30 years ago.

Always seeking market advantage, Saint Lucia was 
high on the agenda by the mid-1980s as Harris 
executives looked to become more prominent in 
this market. Ninian Marie, of Harris Dominica had 
established export sales to the region and Harris 
now looked to improve on that position. Further 
to that, if the planned expansion of the Dominican 
plant that was currently being discussed was to 
be completed, the plant would be able to more 
than meet any increased demand. Through 
existing company contacts Harris was able to 
negotiate a deal with Mikey Pilgrim, who had 

a small retail operation in Castries called Colour 
World of Paints and in 1988 Harris entered into a 
collaborative arrangement with Pilgrim who was 
also supported by his colleague, Keith Smith. This 
small venture was designed to test the waters but 
would become a cornerstone to establishing and 
building the Harris brand on the island.

In a very short space of time Colour World of 
Paints was making an impact on consumers 
and despite some challenges the potential was 
unmistakable. Retail sales of decorative paint 

Castries Central Library - Another Project by Harris Paints
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appeared to be doing very well and in June 1990 
Mickey Hutchinson was able to inform the Board 
that C O Williams Construction had received a 
letter from the Ministry of Communications & 
Works in Saint Lucia that indicated that only Harris 
Paints were to be used on road marking projects. 
According to reports by Mr Pilgrim and Mr Smith 

sales continued to grow despite the limited 
1 000 square feet of floor space but competitive 
challenges were ever present which included the 
possibility of a new plant installation by Crown 
Paints. Harris decided that it would strengthen 
their interest in Saint Lucia and speed delivery 
if they set up a simple manufacturing operation 
of their own and in November 1993 applied to 
government for fiscal terms and incentives. By 
summer the following year the company had 
identified a spot in Massade, Gros Islet, in the 
north of the island where Harris established a 
modest factory with one disperser, a warehouse, 

office and four production staff managed by 
Keith Smith. 

It was a widely recognized fact that the Saint 
Lucian market at the time was strongly driven by 
economy paint and Harris had demonstrated that 
there was actually a growing demand and desire 
for premium quality paints. When the factory 
opened in September 1994 it started to produce 
Harris Boss Emulsion but in short order, two 
more dispersers were added in 1995, doubling 
production and allowing the factory to expand 
their range to include medium and top-grade 
emulsions, namely the Duratone and Durashield 
brands. Additional products were shipped from 
Dominica as required. By 1996 the production 
capacity at the Saint Lucia plant had increased to 
100 000 gallons per year or over a third of the 
estimated domestic requirements of the territory.

In less than two years the factory investment 
yielded returns both in terms of increased profits 
and in market share where Harris now assumed a 
commanding position. The retail operation, Colour 
World of Paints was also expanded adopting a 
new, more advantageous location at No 59 Brazil 
Street in 1998 (managed by the illustrious Pinky 
Haynes) but market gains were under constant 
threat from trade liberalization. Through largely 
the lobbying efforts of Keith Smith, Harris 
pressed the government to institute special 
measures to protect local manufacturing efforts. 
In the meantime, shortage of space at the leased 
premises in Gros Islet forced the company to 
consider an alternative manufacturing location. 
Land was identified in Bois D’Orange, between 
Castries and Rodney Bay and an ambitious new 
custom built factory project was earmarked for 
the millennium year.

At the official opening Harris feted the 
completion of the new 15 000 sq foot facility in 
July 2001 which included a mezzanine level and 
a leading-edge water-treatment plant and came 
at a cost of about EC$3 Million. It was indeed 
a grand achievement and symbolized the rather 
meteoric rise of Harris in Saint Lucia and while 
this was a proud accomplishment the then Harris 
President, Ralph Johnson took the opportunity to 
put matters into perspective as he addressed the 
visiting dignitaries and others assembled: ”as we 
approach the future and the inevitable opening 
of markets in CARICOM to the rest of the world, 
we must always be mindful of the small size of 
these Caribbean markets and the uneven playing 
field of resources when compared with developed 

Construction, Bois D’Orange

Completed Facility, Bois D’Orange
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Big Hearted Community Support

Harris aims to contribute to the communities everywhere 
it engages in business activity and in Saint Lucia there 
have been several programs implemented to benefit 
clubs, sporting associations, underprivileged families, 
educational enhancement projects, cultural programs 
and more throughout the island. The company finds 
creative ways to brighten lives of those in need and 
at times that has meant helping each other such 
as when employees homes were damaged or 
destroyed by 2010s Hurricane Tomas. In other 
cases a splash of colour goes a long way and 
Harris has been happy to provide the colourful 
touch to many projects including the Donata School. 
In addition to this school, senior students from the 
Sir Arthur Lewis Community College’s Business 
Administration Programme have gained vital 
insight into industry through internships and 
tours of the operations. One of the initiatives 
especially close to the heart of Saint 
Lucian employees is the adoption of the 
Holy Family Children’s Home located in 
Ciceron which is home to 16 children. 
Activities have included upgrading the 
home in collaboration with Tropical 
Painting & Renovations and Anthony 
Finishing Designs; and the coordinating of collections of nearly new 
items and food stuffs through Harris Colourcentres.

nations. Indeed the productive capacity of the 
twelve or so paint factories in the CARICOM can 
be outdone by one factory in the USA working 
for less than half the time. “

The fragility of the small economy was 
demonstrated almost immediately as tourism 
crumpled in the face of the World Trade Center 
disaster in September which had a negative impact 
on nearly all sectors in the country. However 
Harris was well positioned to take advantage 
of better times having fitted the new factory, 
with an additional high powered disperser and 
a semi-automated filler. The increased capability 
more than doubled and output levels were 
estimated at 200 000 – 300 000 gallons per year. 
At the same time Harris took steps to develop 
closer ties to customers by acquiring the retail 
operation Colour World of Paints and investing 
in an additional customer service centre at the 
factory location. Sales performance in Saint Lucia 
has continued to be very positive and through 
a close relationship with clients and the quality 
products that Harris offers, the company has 

been successful in building a premium presence.

It has to be said that Harris did receive a great 
deal of cooperation from the government 
of Saint Lucia to whom they extend much 
appreciation; concessionary conditions helped 
alleviate large costs especially those associated 
with the import of raw materials and provided a 
realistic framework in which the business could 
flourish and provide much needed employment 
to the people of Saint Lucia. Harris further 
sharpened its competitive edge by implementing 
the ISO Quality Management System (a process 
it started in 2003) in order to demonstrate 
that the company operated to internationally 
accepted standards. This strong commitment has 
continued, led by Marguerite Desir who joined 
Harris in 2006 and has diligently worked to create 
a highly motivated and top performing team. This 
is more than evident by the triumphant win of five 
top awards Harris Saint Lucia recently took home 
for outstanding performance. Harris continues to 
blaze a brighter trail than ever.
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Harris GUYANA
Land Area:   83 000 sq miles (214 969 sq km)
Terrain:    Rain forest, rolling highlands, low  
   coastal  plain, savanna in south
Population:  750 000 estimate
Capital:   Georgetown
Languages:  English (official), Amerindian dialects,  
   Creole, Caribbean Hindustani, Urdu

Promise, Prospects and Possibilities
Full of promise, Guyana, the only English-speaking 
country in the South American continent, is 
close cousins with its Caribbean neighbours. 
Tantalizingly accessible from a geographic 

point of view, Guyana became economically 
isolated for decades due to the radical 

policies of President Forbes Burnham 
who led the country into bankruptcy. 

After Burnham’s death in 1985 
the environment became more 

open to political reform and 
Harris began to take a 
closer look at what might 
be accomplished. 

Of huge advantage 
was the experience 

and knowledge 
that Director, 
Robert Jones 

brought to 
the table. 

He had 
for many 

years managed 
an established 

family business 
in Georgetown 
called Wieting 

& Richter, which 
was principally 

a distribution 
company but also 
had a number of 

other interests. He 
was therefore a 

key resource and 
potential partner 

for Harris and was 
under no illusion 
of the challenges 

of operating in 
the territory. 

Initially Harris 

had hoped to 
work through 
Wieting & Richter 
to supply a local 
partner but when talks 
came to nought Harris decided without further 
delay to open a retail outlet of their own at 
Wieting & Richter’s Water Street location. 

Harris Paints Guyana opened in 1993 to a better 
than expected sales performance. In fact in 
the first year, sales were double the projected 
figure and Harris appeared to gain tremendous 
market acceptance in a remarkably short time. 
It was quickly acknowledged that the operation 
was significantly under financed and that to 
expand would need further investment to buy 
a delivery vehicle and grow a network beyond 
Georgetown, the capital. Marketing products 
farther afield would have its own challenges 
due to the extensive ribbon development that 
stretches for long distances along the Atlantic 
coast. These included the sometimes poor 
condition of roads, the hazard of untethered 
livestock, security concerns and a lack of street 
lighting. Communities such as New Amsterdam 
located in the East Berbice-Corentyne region 
(population 30 000 estimate) is located 62 miles 
from Georgetown and entailed a river crossing by 
ferry and timing could be critical if trucks were 
to return before nightfall. However over the next 
couple of years these expansion efforts paid off 
with sales increasing by at least a further 60%. It 
was not long before Harris would need to enlarge 
its retail footprint at Wieting & Richter.

Although signs were encouraging, the reality 
was that Harris competed with quite a few other 
brands for a share of the very limited premium 
market. The largest market segment by far 
was in economy paint and this was dominated 
by the national paint brand Torginol and a 
number of other players from Suriname and 
Brazil. Undeterred, Harris executives still felt that 
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the potential of the territory was 
extremely good. They projected that 
the company would be in a position 
to add a manufacturing plant before 
the turn of the century which they 
estimated would double sales and 
would provide a number of other 
cost benefits. They were also hopeful 
that additional export opportunities 
would arise, allowing them to extend 
beyond their existing network into 
new regions. Despite the enticing 
vision it did not all come to pass quite 
as quickly as anticipated. 

Meanwhile in 2001, Harris’ head office 
signed a new strategic agreement with 
ICI and also undertook to rebrand its 
30 year old line (Duratone, Duracote, 
Durashield) to Ulttima which now 
took advantage of ICI technology 
platforms. While Harris had implemented colour 
matching technology since the 1990s it was 
now outdated and through the new partnership, 
Harris invested in a new, state-of-the-art tinting 
system which could produce over 6 000 colours. 
Harris was keen to leverage this advantage and 
to offer the first in-store computer colour tinting 
service in Guyana. The new brand and system 
was rolled out to much ado strengthening Harris’ 
presence in the market. 

Harris also worked to increase sales in Guyana 
through other products in their portfolio and 
sales of Troweltex textured finish were a prime 
example. Troweltex was very well suited to 
the market as it was economical in price and 
produced a luxury quality finish which was fast 
and easy to apply and could cover a number 
of surface imperfections, thus avoiding costly 
and laborious preparation time. Another huge 
opportunity arose in 2004 when Harris was 
introduced through their connections at ICI, 
to a range of High Performance Coatings, a 
multi-dimensional system of specialist protective 
coatings for the industrial maintenance sector. 
Sales Representative Kevin Welch, caught on 
immediately to the potential of these products 
for Guyana and its neighbours, whose economies 
were heavily dependent on extractive/mining 
industries and food production.

In 2001 the Harris Board agreed to make the 
further investment needed to change the status 
of Harris Guyana from a trading company to a 
manufacturing plant in order to reduce the level 

of taxes currently being paid on turnover and 
profit. From experience, the executives deduced 
that the stakeholding in the country would 
naturally result in an increase in market share 
if properly promoted. To get going, machinery 
and equipment would need to be put in place, 
a system for the ordering of raw materials and a 
training and development plan implemented for 
staff. Yet projected commencement dates and 
deadlines continued to get pushed back partly 
to allow time to locate an appropriate site with 
sufficient space for the proposed factory and 
partly to maximize sales volumes that would 
better support production economies. The 
application for a manufacturing license was still 
unapproved in 2003 pending the submission of 
an environmental management plan which Harris 
would now have to develop. Eventually the plant 
opened in 2006 designed to be Harris’ production 
centre for Boss Oil which would be sold locally 
and exported to other Harris supply centres.

One of the major challenges that the Guyana 
operation has faced from inception, is finding 
effective senior leadership able to manage a 
business within the local environment. The 
operation was managed in its first two years 
by Tony DaCosta and following his term, Harris 
seemingly lucked in by reconnecting with Gerry 
Gouveia, a Guyanese who had been living 
in Canada for some 20 years. On a trip to 
Barbados for his daughter’s wedding, Gerry met 
Ralph Johnson on the golf course and expressed 
his desire to return to the Caribbean to live 
and work. Mr Gouveia became the new lead in 

Project done by Harris on a private residence
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Guyana in 1995, supported by Harold Narain of 
Wieting & Richter but tragically he contracted 
malaria while on a hunting trip and died suddenly 
in 2000. Finding the requisite management skills 
continued to be challenging and Harris hired-in 
assistance as necessary but it was difficult to find 

a long term fit. Taking this into consideration, 
the relationship with Wieting & Richter has been 
particularly valuable providing added stability and 
some level of oversight, guided in recent years 
by Managing Director, Rene Molina. All in all the 
frequent changes of management have been less 
than ideal for the business, so Harris has been 
particularly pleased to welcome Neil Boucher to 
the team in 2010, to head the Guyana subsidiary 
and provide the strong leadership that it needed.

The area that offers some of the brightest and 
best future prospects for growth for the Guyana 
operation and Harris are high performance 
coatings (HPCs). The market to date was 
developed virtually single-handedly by Kevin 
Welch who, following a regional training seminar 
in Barbados went all out to get the necessary 
specialist certifications and spearheaded a number 
of jobs not only in Guyana and Suriname but also 
in off-shore Trinidad. The broad range of products 
and flexible HPC solutions lend themselves to a 
wide number of applications and industries. One 
of the first major clients in Trinidad was Nestle, 
which required resurfacing of the factory floor and 
packaging lines at the Valsayn plant, east of Port 
of Spain. After conducting a survey of conditions 
and proposing recommendations, a team led 
by Linden Niles commenced work in June 2009 
applying a polyurethane concrete overlay system, 

working some challenging shifts in order to best 
accommodate the 24 hour high production work 
schedule at Nestle. In addition to food-processing 
operations Harris has provided HPC solutions 
for oil production and the medical sector; Harris 
provided every surface coating top-to-toe at the 

new Georgetown Public Hospital 
from paints, roof coatings and 
seamless walls and floors. 

Not all of the news out of Guyana 
has been good. Production 
costs have been surprisingly 
higher than expected in spite 
of a number of advantageous 
conditions and benefits. Harris 
has made a concerted effort 
to tackle areas of concern, 
developing more robust 
accounting procedures (in-line 
with company-wide upgrades 
and technological developments) 
and tightening warehouse 
and inventory controls. The 
recent new management 
team led by Neil Boucher has 

made significant progress in laying down solid 
foundations and processes for future growth. 
This will prove to be critical work because after 
some contraction in the market in 2009 due to 
the global recession, the market is rebounding. 
This was due in part to Gafsons Industries, 
until recently Guyana’s foremost manufacturer 
and provider of building materials through the 
expansive network of Gafoors hardware stores 
that chose to promote Harris as the lead Brand 
in three locations; Houston, on the outskirts of 
Georgetown; Parika, Essequibo and Rosehall, 
Berbice. Harris has also set out to expand its own 
retail footprint and proudly opened a second 
Harris Colourcentre just last year (2011) in Regent 
Street offering 2 000 square feet of paint and 
colour services in the heart of the capital and 
main shopping district.

On the brink of a burgeoning turnaround, the 
future bodes well if the government continues 
to green light development projects such as 
the new specialty hospital at Liliendaal and the 
USD$51 million Marriott hotel in the city. In 2009 
the historic Takutu River Bridge linked Guyana to 
Brazil, a rising star in the economic world and the 
road from Georgetown to Lethem at the border 
would appear abundant with opportunity. After 
20 years of working in Guyana the country still 
presents boundless and bewitching possibilities.

Georgetown Public Hospital



77Leaders in the Caribbean

B-H JAMAICA
Land Area:  4 411 sq miles (28 389.2 sq km)
Terrain:   Mountains, waterfalls, rivers, forests, plains, caves, bays, beaches 
Population: 2 868 380 estimate
Capital:  Kingston
Languages: English (official), English patois

Jewel in the Crown
By far the largest potential market in the English 
speaking Caribbean, Harris successfully acquired 
Jamaican owned Brandram-Henderson (West 
Indies) Limited (B-H) in 2006. B-H had been a 
well-known name in Jamaica since the 1960s 
and had established markets in St Vincent, 
Saint Lucia and Grenada to the south, as well 
as Belize and Cayman Islands to the north. The 
purchase presented an exciting opportunity to 
expand the Harris umbrella beyond its traditional 
partners in the OECS to create a more dominant 
regional footprint and in 2011 the brand proudly 
celebrated 50 years!

The Jamaican Brandram-Henderson had produced 
a top quality paint that was sold at extremely 
affordable prices and the B-H brand (particularly 
the Perma Cote and Perma Plastic decorative 
paints) was well known and highly regarded. 
At the time of takeover, B-H had an estimated 
market share of between 15-19%, in a country 
nine times bigger than Barbados. Harris was ripe 
for growth opportunities and the company was 
perfectly positioned, seemingly the right size at 
the right price, at the right time.

However the acquisition was not without its 
challenges. It was by far the biggest acquisition 
that Harris had ever undertaken, thousands 
of miles away from their central offices in a 
distinctly different political, economic and 
cultural environment. It was clear that B-H, which 
had operated on a shoestring for much of its life, 
needed to update operations in a number of areas 
not only to fall in line with standards within the 
Harris Group of Companies but to move forward 
within today’s industry. Harris under-estimated 
the enormous complexity of this task and was 
faced with a company that had after all survived 
decades of difficult conditions within Jamaica 
and had their way of doing things. 

While Harris grappled with the problems that 
seemed to grow more numerous with each day, 
the numbers took a worryingly steep nose-dive. 
As is often the case when getting to the roots 
of the matter, sometimes things get worse 

before they 
get better. 
Persistence 
paid off and slowly the procedures and controls 
necessary were re-established to take in hand 
the losses that were occurring due to operational 
inefficiencies. “Now with the new processes in 
place there is a big difference,” summarizes CEO 
of Harris Ian Kenyon, who joined the company 
in 2009. “We have simplified and rationalized 
production procedures and formula specifications 
so that customers can depend on a consistent 
product every time and one that is engineered 
for performance at the desired price point. This 
helps control manufacturing overheads and 
provides better value and better quality solutions 
to customers in the long run.”

Getting the right people in the right positions has 
been the other major task. Despite appointing a 
number of ‘top guns’ to help the ailing business, 
Harris continued to struggle. Ian Kenyon explains 
how the company eventually managed to turn 
the tables: “We’ve gone back to basics and 
we’ve introduced a number of people with 
a strong understanding of the industry and 
the territory who have really connected with 
the customers. Understanding customers and 
building relationships through finding the right 
solutions is key to the Harris ethos. Together with 
the improvements made in production this has 
accounted for a significant shift in momentum 
which can clearly be seen on the bottom line and 
the numbers do the talking.”

Today a substantial turnaround has 
been affected and 
the company 
is on a 
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B-H Creation of a Jamaican Brand
By the late 1950s the Canadian owned company 
CIL (Canadian Industries Limited) was set to 
expand their Brandram-Henderson (B-H) paint 
line in Jamaica. There is evidence that these 
‘celebrated paints’ were being sold in Jamaica 
since at least 1941 as advertised by Webster 
Lumber Co Ltd in the Jamaica Gleaner1 . Through 
a number of local agents, B-H had developed a 
good name and even exported to neighbouring 

territories such as British Honduras (Belize since 
1974). Lured by favourable concessions to foreign 
concerns CIL decided to invest in the country; 
they registered a local company in Jamaica on 

29 December 1960, Brandram-Henderson (West 
Indies) Limited, purchased land on East Bell Road, 
Kingston in one of the new industrial estates and 
set about building a factory. A year later they 
started manufacturing.

At that time there were few competitors and 
no single brand dominated the market. In the 
beginning B-H imported the Beaver brand from 

Canada but by 1968 B-H 
was producing its own range 
of products: three grades 
of emulsion including two 
distempers (whitewash) and 
the Perma Plastic brand; two 
grades of oil paint, Perma Cote 
and White Star and China Lac 
(enamel). They also produced 
varnishes that were made 
primarily for export to the 
eastern Caribbean. Increasingly 
the Canadian executives that 
started the company returned 
to Canada or moved on to 
other operations. Although 
still Canadian owned, 
Dudley Horner was hired as 
Managing Director in 1972 
and the company of about 50 
employees became entirely 
administered by Jamaicans. 

Mr Horner recognized that 
although the company was 
in fair health, there was 
an outdated multi-tiered 
distribution system which was 
not only hampering the growth 
of the brands but was also tying 
up large amounts of cash, eating 
into margins and stymieing the 

company. He set about streamlining the system, 
simplifying price points and terms, reducing 
headcount and organized a more efficient sales 
force that could promote products across the 

1Webster Lumber Co Ltd. B-H Paints (advertisement). The Gleaner, 18 February 1941

positive trajectory. Sales in July 2011 were up 
31% on the previous year and similar growth 
has been seen in 2012 despite an economy 
deflated due to the world recession. Retailers 
continue to embrace the B-H brand and there 

is now a solid base from which to grow. Harris 
is as excited as ever over the future prospects of 
B-H. The Jamaican Paint market is estimated at 
some USD$57 million and B-H represents a great 
opportunity within the country and beyond.

1960s Executives (2nd L-R) Jack Hagan, General Manager; 
Mr Hyde, Plant Manager; Noel Swaby, Production Supervisor



79Leaders in the Caribbean

country. Unfortunately there were 
other serious challenges to come. 

Michael Manley’s PNP government 
won the 1972 election and set 
Jamaica on a socialist course 
which seriously restricted business 
operations. Mavis Bryson, who 
became Financial Controller in 
1977, remembers the difficulties 
of obtaining raw materials. “You 
had to apply to the Trade Board for 
an import license and for whatever 
reason you got your license or 
you didn’t. And just because it 
was approved, did not mean it 
was then released. In one year 
we got something like 23 permits 
approved but only two released!” 
Furthermore there were serious 
problems in making payments to 
suppliers because a permit had 
to be obtained from the Bank of 
Jamaica, foreign exchange was 
scarce and the process slow and 
idiosyncratic. The government 
also set price controls on products 
and on top of that B-H could not 
borrow money from the bank 
because they were still owned by 
a foreign entity. There was little 
support from CIL who were not 
prepared to inject cash into the 
troubled territory.

There was no doubt that Jamaica 
was in the midst of an economic 
crisis by the mid-70s. The government’s left wing 
tendencies resulted in severe cuts in international 
aid. There was no new investment; earnings 
from sugar and tourism fell and the government 
continued to spend. In attempt to generate 
income, a substantial levy was applied to bauxite 
companies which ultimately prompted foreign 
corporations to look elsewhere. Many Jamaicans 
seeing impending disaster were simply taking 
their money and running. 

So how did B-H survive? “We had some suppliers 
who were very generous as we had had a good 
relationship and a good record over the years” 
recalls Mavis Bryson. Due to the restructuring 
implemented by Dudley Horner the company 
was more efficient and as if he could see what 
was coming, Mr Horner used every bit of spare 
cash to buy and stock up on raw materials. 

“We had a whole heap of titanium. We had 
two tanks built (one tank I think was a total of 
5 300 gallons) and we used to bring in resin in 
bulk and have it pumped into the tanks. That is 
what carried us through a good part of the 70s.” 
Due to the government crackdown on imports 
B-H expanded their product range to respond to 
local needs. By the end of the decade they had 
developed a quick-dry enamel, which was the first 
non-toxic enamel that was produced in Jamaica, 
and branched into industrial enamels. They also 
continued to export their stains, varnishes and 
China Lac through their agents, Sprostons.

The difficult times forced the company to 
operate as efficiently as possible. To gain more 
control over cash flow, strict credit controls were 
imposed and discounts were limited to cash 
purchases. Due to these hostile terms, B-H knew 

Jamaican produced
China-Lac ready
for distribution
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that they needed to keep their price lower than 
their competitors but they were at no time willing 
to sacrifice quality. With the help of Cecil White, 
Chemist & Production Manager who was largely 
responsible for product development and quality 
controls, the company emerged into the 80s with 
a core of loyal local customers and a number of 
international awards (from Monde Selection in 
Belgium) for world class quality.

Conditions improved in the 1980s due to a change 
in administration but foreign exchange controls 
continued and in 1984 the government instituted 
a twice weekly auction system for foreign 
currency. Mavis Bryson remembers: “We had 
weekly auctions at the Bank of Jamaica. A certain 
amount of foreign exchange was allocated and 
you guessed what the likely rate would be. You 
had to submit all your documentation, customs 
entry, bill of lading, etc to the bank about a week 
before along with your bid. Soon everybody got 

the idea that each week you bid 5¢ more than 
the week before. So eventually we learned the 
system and you could plan your cash flow.”

At this time CIL the parent company decided 
that they were moving out of paint. They were 
closing operations in South Africa and Australia 
and approached Dudley Horner and Mavis Bryson 
about buying the company. The two had already 
been through so much but in spite of this they 

considered it a good proposition. After 
protracted negotiations, an agreement 
was eventually reached in 1987. They 
were offered what they considered very 
favourable terms which included a loan 
to be repaid over seven years. Although 
the currency had devalued they had 
not anticipated the crushing declines 
that were to come. Rather miraculously 
by curtailing planned expansion, 
implementing strict belt-tightening 
measures and keeping a vice-like 
grip on cash flow, the two Jamaicans 
succeeded in purchasing the company 
in full and on schedule in 1994. 

In the 2000s Mavis Bryson and Dudley 
Horner received a number of overtures 
to purchase the company over the years 
but they had no intention of letting it 
go for a song. They may have not been 
the biggest but they were established, 
had a good reputation, were well 
positioned and had sound financials. In 
fact they had regularly been told that 
you only needed half the quantity of 
their own brand Perma Plastic paint to 
get the same coverage as one of their 
leading competitors. 

By this time Harris was actively looking 
for opportunities to expand and both 
Jerry Tracey, Technical Director at Thor’s 

US operations and Bill Hay from Highlander 
Trading Corp, a raw materials and equipment 
supplier in Florida, indicated that B-H could be 
an attractive candidate. Ralph Johnson and David 
Tindale were the first to inspect the property and 
meet Mavis Bryson. They liked what they saw and 
negotiations ensued despite the best efforts of a 
top competitor to derail the process. The deal was 
concluded in 2006 when Brandram-Henderson 
(West Indies) Limited was acquired by the Harris 
Group of Companies.

1960s B-H Photos 



Dudley Horner
Always looking forward and planning, that is how 
Dudley Horner, who managed B-H successfully for 
35 years, is described by his friend and business 
partner Mavis Bryson. It was a combination of his 
experience, shrewd knowledge and political and 
economic foresight that managed to steer the 
company along with his colleague, through some 
of the most challenging times in Jamaican history.

Although he started life at Jamaica Savings Bank, 
he soon went into private enterprise working 
with British Overseas Stores who sent him to 
British Honduras (now known as Belize). He spent 
nine years as a manager at Hofius Ltd, which was 
a large hardware/department store selling a vast 
array of items to almost every type of enterprise 
throughout the country, which included the British 
military that was stationed there. On his return to 
Jamaica, he continued to work in the hardware 
sector and managed a number of agencies of 
leading Chinese and British manufacturers.

After a stint with Esso, Dudley Horner joined 
B-H as the Managing Director in April 1971. 
His experience and industry knowledge was 
of immediate use in adopting new distributive 
policies that were more efficient, cutting out 
the regional agents and instituting more local 
distributors that could better service the growing 
communities and markets throughout the island. 

In the years to come Horner would prove himself 
time and again to be a resourceful, dedicated and 
unyielding leader. Together with Mavis Bryson 
with whom he bought the company in 1987, B-H 
achieved an excellent reputation for high quality 
paints at an economical price and established, 
above all, a much-loved and enduring Jamaican 
brand.

“We knew it was going to be hard and that 
we’d have to work very hard but we didn’t 
even know what hard work was yet!”

Mavis Bryson, Owner/Financial Controller 1987-2006
Brandram-Henderson (West Indies) Ltd.

(L-R) Mavis Bryson and Dudley Horner



82 www.championsofcolour.com

Brandram-Henderson - Canadian Connection

Brandram-Henderson has a long and 
distinguished history. The name dates back 
to Canada over 100 years ago to a time when 
sailing vessels and steam ships were still king. 
The name became well known producing among 
other items, marine paints of distinction. 

Brandram-Henderson Limited (B-H) was 
incorporated in 19061 with the amalgamation of 
two companies; Henderson and Potts (established 
1875) and the Canadian arm of white lead 
manufacturers Brandram Brothers of London. The 
economy in this relatively new country boomed, 

facilitated by the rail networks that ran 
across Canada and through the 

Maritime Provinces. Despite 
the war, 1914 – 1918 the 
company grew by leaps 

and bounds. B-H acquired 
a number of companies 

principally involved in paint, 
lead or the production of linseed oil and 

quickly expanded. By 1927 the company headed 
by George Henderson, was an enterprise of some 
notable significance: 

“At practically every large centre throughout the 
Dominion there are situated Brandram-Henderson 
plants or warehouses.”

The Financial Post. 28 January 1927

These included a number of factories in Montreal 
and others in Toronto, Halifax, Medicine Hat and 
Vancouver. In addition there were distribution 
centres in St John, New Brunswick, Winnipeg, 
Calgary and Edmonton. But it was not only the 
domestic market where the company had made 
an impact. B-H had also established exports to 
the West Indies, South America and South Africa.

It was not long before their success caught the 
attention of Canadian Industries Limited (CIL), 
a subsidiary of the British firm ICI (Industrial 
Chemical Industries), who sought to strengthen 
their share of the paint market. Although the 
conglomerate bought Brandram-Henderson, the 
brand was so well known and had such a good 
reputation they decided to keep the name, so the 
B-H brand lived on.

In a curious footnote, today, both the Harris 
CEO, Ian Kenyon and the Senior VP Sales and 
Marketing, Luke Ticknor both formerly worked 
at ICI and therefore were well acquainted with 
the CIL subsidiary that invested in the B-H brand 
all those years ago. Today through the efforts 
of Harris they bring that experience back to the 
Caribbean, specifically Jamaica where B-H lives 
on.

1“Brandram Henderson Ltd. Paint and Varnish Company Has History of More Than Half Century; 1925 Earnings Slightly Over 1924.” 
The Financial Post. 28 January 1927.

B-H Paint the Celebrated “Bluenose” 1921
In less than 40 years, Brandram-Henderson 
distinguished themselves in producing top quality 
paints, the toughest of which were used to 
withstand the harsh conditions at sea by vessels 
plying the treacherous north Atlantic coast. No 
vessels had to be more hardy than those that fished 
the Grand Banks, north-east of Newfoundland, 
from March to October. Remaining at sea for long 
periods during the fishing season, they needed 
to carry great weights and handle well in all 
weather. It should be no surprise that B-H Anchor 
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Marine Paints were chosen in 1921 for exclusive use on, probably the most famous ship in Canadian 
history, the “Bluenose”, a working boat that came to dominate the International Fisherman’s Race for 
a decade. The exploits of the schooner were so legendary that when in 1937 a new coin was issued 
with the image of a sailboat, it became widely known as “the Bluenose dime” and is still in use today.

To be fair, the 
“Bluenose” was 
designed and built 
specifically to compete 
well in what was 
considered one of 
the greatest sailing 
challenges of its time. 
The International 
Fisherman’s Trophy 
drew commercial fishing 
boats to compete in 
a gruelling test of skill 
and speed over 40-46 
miles (35-40 nautical 
miles) which had to 
be completed in less 
than nine hours. While 
the America’s Cup was 
known as the most 
prestigious yacht race 
in the world, these 
elite sailing craft had to 
withdraw in anything 
more than a strong 
breeze, due to their 
massive sail area and 
top heavy design. This 
drew ridicule from 
fishing captains up and 
down the coast. The 
idea of a race raised 
international interest in 
the ship industry, ignited 
the rivalry between New 
England and Nova Scotia 
shipyards and kept the 
age of the sail alive.

When the “Bluenose” 
retired from competition 
in the 1930s, the boat 
became an international 
ambassador for Canada 
representing the country 
at the 1933 World’s Fair 
in Chicago and also at the Silver Jubilee of King George V and Queen Mary of England in 1935. 
Despite the hard times suffered by many throughout the Great Depression, the “Bluenose” became 
more than just an important emblem of Nova Scotia, where the boat was built, but a symbol of pride 
throughout the country. “Tough, elegant, resourceful and dependable, refusing to be defeated in 
anything, the vessel sailed into the hearts of Canadians as something larger than themselves”.
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Establishment of the First Factory 1972 - 1973
As eager young men in the 1970s Andrew Phillips 
and Richard Carter were keen to get ahead. 
Andrew had a fast growing paint contracting 
business and Richard helped manage his family’s 
established hardware business in High Street, 
Bridgetown. Frustrated by the lack of service 
he received from the paint suppliers of the day, 
Andrew felt that without some competition in 
the marketplace, consumers would always have 
to settle for whatever terms they were given. 
Once piqued, Andrew was not the sort to take 
matters sitting down and he heatedly discussed 
his concerns with Richard who knew numerous 
contractors though the retail trade to which he 
routinely sold paint. The two, with not a shred 
of manufacturing experience between them, 
decided to take matters into their own hands and 
intended to produce a home-grown alternative 
that would provide the market with a more 
competitive product than what was currently 
being offered.

Looking back, the boldness of their plan does 
seem outrageously ambitious but you have to 
remember the world was also a very different 

place back then. The Sixties had been an 
inspirational 

decade 
on many 

levels. The 
Government 
of Barbados 
had ushered 

in a new 
economic plan 

which aimed at 
moving away 

from sugar 
production 

and growing 
new sources of 
revenue based 

on tourism 
and industrial 
development. 

Fiscal incentives 
were 

provided to encourage foreign investment in the 
hotel sector and together with the advent of 
commercial jet airliners such as the Boeing 707, 
tourism quite literally took off! According to the 
Central Bank of Barbados’ Statistical Digest, total 
tourism arrivals jumped from 35 500 visitors in 
1960 to 68 400 visitors in 1965 and 156 400 by 
19701. In other words tourism grew by 340% 
in just 10 years and this had a positive knock-on 
effect in nearly all areas of the economy. Further 
to this there were other far reaching social and 
political changes taking place. 
The civil rights movement 
had won a momentous 
victory and saw President 
Lyndon Johnson sign the Civil 
Rights Act in 1964. There was 
sweeping de-colonization in 
widespread parts of the world, 
with Barbados celebrating 
its own independence with 
much fanfare in 1966. And 
not least, Sir Garfield Sobers 
had become probably 
the world’s most famous 
cricketer and captained 
the West Indies though 
some of their best years 
during the middle of 
the decade. Such events 
perhaps inspired in the 
pair, a kind of optimism 
about the coming of a 
new era of possibilities 
but they were yet to fully 
understand the seriousness 
of the challenges they would 
soon face.

“Coming together is a beginning; 
keeping together is progress: 
working together is success”

Henry Ford, Founder Ford Motor Company

1Downes, Andrew S PhD. Economic Growth in a Small Developing Country. The Case of Barbados. September 2001.

Ralph Johnson, 1972
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Rendering of first Harris Paints Building, Bridgetown

In order to get started it was necessary to get
 some technological support and a contact was 

made with a Mr Janer of 
Harris Paint Company 

in Puerto Rico, 
through which 

an arrangement 
was made 
to import 

ready-made 
paints for 

re-sale on the 
local market. In 
the meantime, 

Andrew and 
Richard had to find 

a storage warehouse 
and base for operations 

and as both were 
already in full time 
employment, they 

would also need 
to find someone 

to manage 
and take things 

forward.
 

As it happened, Richard 
had a temporary bond behind the 

site of old Fogarty’s Department Store 
building2 on Broad Street which had

burned down along with Cave Shepherd in 1969. 
It is here that Ralph Johnson came to view the 
operation he had heard so much about in a 
modest wooden building on the corner of Victoria 
and Middle Street. Very few people back then had 
any special knowledge of paint production and 
this certainly was not Ralph’s area of expertise 
either. On the other hand Andrew and Richard 
both knew he was a man who could get things 
done and had seen first-hand at Barbados Rally 
Club events, the wholeheartedness with which 
Ralph entered into any endeavour. While it 
might have been alleged that where Ralph went, 
notoriety followed - he was undoubtedly not only 
well-known but well-liked in a large number of 
social circles, which could not be a bad thing for 
a fledgling business. 

Harris officially commenced operations on 
15 September 1972, though it took another 
couple of months before the official incorporation 
documents were signed and sealed. It was clear 
that the immediate importation arrangements of 
paint from Puerto Rico could only serve as a short 
term measure as the high rate of duties they 
experienced did not make this plan feasible. As 
newly appointed General Manager and Director 
of Harris Paints, it was therefore Ralph’s first task 
to immediately set about making the provisions 
necessary to set up a manufacturing facility on 
joining the company on 1 December 1972.

2 The Fogarty’s Department Store site was redeveloped into Norman House, which we know as Norman Centre today.
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From the outset Ralph had a small team by his 
side, a few of which had had some prior paint 
production experience, chief of which was 
St Clair Pilgrim, Production Manager. Additional 
crew were Cleveston Seale, who famously 
recruited friend Michael Carter to the team and 
jack of all trades, Albert Carrington. After three 
months of the most rudimentary of working 
conditions, Ralph petitioned for a clerk to assist 
him who would attend to stock cards, answer the 
telephone, type and perform general office work. 
So meagre were the resources that this would not 
be forthcoming for several months yet to come. 
However Richard Carter was generously able to 
offer the loan of a desk and typewriter!

At this same time it was reported that a potential 
premises, an outbuilding at Lowlands had been 
identified and deemed suitable and the Directors 
agreed that they should move forward as quickly 
as possible. Michael Carter speculates that by 
‘suitable’ the Directors must really have meant 
‘affordable’ as he remembers the building to 
have been in very bad condition, engulfed by 
bush and home to a colony of bees. In practice 
it was not much more than four walls and a 
roof. However they soldiered on over the coming 
weeks, readying the facility for the installation 
of a 25 horsepower Cowles Dissolver and a 
7 ½ horsepower slow speed mixer, by pouring a 
new floor, constructing ramps and flamboyantly 
emblazoning the Harris logo on the roof.

Also in April 1973, it became clear that the position 
of Mr Janer had changed and while he would be 
stepping out of the picture he indicated that if 
the Harris team were intent on manufacturing, 
they should deal directly with Harris Paints 

in Tampa, Florida. Almost immediately 
through the generosity of then President 
Truman Dalberg, the Barbados team 
were able to make an agreement 
with the American counterpart, a 
subsidiary of the Grow Chemical 
Company which manufactured many 
brand name paints across 
the USA. Through 
this relationship 
Harris were 
able to get 
technological 
support 
for quality 
formulations 
and order 
the necessary 
raw materials. 
A Mr Warren 
Lynch was kindly 
despatched to assist 
in the factory set up at Lowlands and 
his years of experience and invaluable 
advice provided a long-lasting benefit to the 
company. It was Lynch that sagely advised the 
entrepreneurs that while making the paint 
might be challenging, selling it would be the 
real test.

The Lowlands factory opened with great 
anticipation on 15 May 1973. While the 
shareholders and directors briefly basked in this 
significant step forward, little did they know that 
they could hardly have picked a worse date in 
history to start such an enterprise, for it would 
be the eve of one of the most crippling economic 
events of the century.

Rendering of first Harris Paints Factory, Lowlands



Harris Paint Company, Tampa

John E Harris, Founder - Harris Paint Company, Tampa

Harris Paints Barbados was set up wholly 
independently though 100% local share 
ownership and investment. Without a paint 
production expert among them, the Barbadian 
company needed an agreement with a paint 
producer that would help them meet their 
objectives. Most importantly they needed to 
obtain premium paint formulas that would 
produce high quality paint and allow them to 
compete with the international brands already in 
the Barbados market. 

As some time would be needed to finalize 
financing, purchase plant equipment and for 
shipment and installation, Barbados started the 
operation by importing ready-made paint from 

the Puerto Rican subsidiary of the Harris Paint 
Company in Tampa, Florida. It was a short term 
measure and was not cost effective plus Barbados 
felt that they would be able to better manage 
quality control themselves. When their associate 

in Puerto Rico was leaving the company he 
advised his Barbados counterparts to deal directly 
with Tampa. 

By all accounts it would appear that the Florida 
operation was a very well established maker and 
retailer of lacquers, paints and varnishes. It had 
been operating successfully at least since 1946 
at the site at 1010-26 North 19th Street in the 
west of the city when it was directed by President 
John E Harris and Production Manager/Chemist 
Michael J Catena. Evidence suggests the company 
was at one time known as Harris Standard Paint 
Co. A press announcement in the Sarasota Herald 
Tribune of 3 September 1963 declares: “made 
and tested in Florida by Florida’s largest paint 

manufacturer, Harris Standard Paint Company.” 
It boasts that the Brand is “a product which has 
been on the market since 1904.”

Photographer: Charles Barron



Harris Paint Center - Tallahassee, 1964
Photographer: Harvey E Slade



Working at the varnish mill

Harris Paint Company
Photographs 1948 - 1957

Tampa, Florida

Company President and worker at agitator tank testing color 
and quality 

 The sealing and packing line

Testing for true colour match  Testing pigment and varnish mixture at
miniature roller mill

Michael J Catena, Production Manager and Chemist at delicate 
viscometer

Photographer: Charles Barron Photographer: Charles Barron



Interior of Harris Paint Center - Tallahassee

The American operation proved an attractive 
proposition for larger companies looking to 
bolster bottom lines and their stake holding in the 
paint market. In 1962 Harris Paint Co Tampa was 
acquired by McCrory Corp, at the time the fourth 
largest US retailer, a subsidiary of Rapid-American 
directed by Meshulam Riklis, a wily financier 
and deal-maker extraordinaire. The 
company was flipped and re-sold just 
18 months later to BernzOmatic Corp 
of Rochester New York for “more 
than USD$2.3 million” cash sale, 
substantially over the purchase price. 
BernzOmatic, makers of propane 
propelled spray enamels felt that 
Harris’ significant aerosol spray paint 
business would complement its own 
activities. In 1965 the operation was 
taken over yet again by an increasingly 
powerful contender, Grow Chemical 
Corp that was on a course to become 
a major supplier of industrial coatings 
and maintenance supplies.

When the Barbados team opened 
negotiations with Harris Tampa in 
1972-3 Grow Chemical was already 
at the helm and the paint company 
had not long established a plant in 
Puerto Rico. Then President, Truman 
Dahlberg is remembered to have 
been receptive and well-disposed to 
the Barbadian executives and their 

proposal and despite the very small size of the 
market, he agreed to assist them in setting up an 
independent manufacturing operation. 

Grow Chemical, on the other hand had its own 
course to chart. The company so far had managed 
to live up to their name over the past 20 years 
through an assertive programme of mergers and 
acquisitions spearheaded by the Group’s leader and 
mercurial entrepreneur, Russell Banks. In 1976, in 
a stunning business manoeuvre, Banks made an 
important purchase of two major paint companies 
(one of which was Devoe & Raynolds Co) that 
together were said to be 2/3 the size of Grow by 
sales volume. However the deal left the company 
very short of cash which was compounded by 
a downturn in key markets. These conditions 
prompted Banks to alter the companys’ focus for 
most of the 1980s and Grow Group Inc, as it was 
now called, undertook new initiatives and Harris 
Tampa was sold to a Puerto Rican company.

Meanwhile, the company in Barbados which 
was now seeing some success proceeded 
independently with plans to build a spacious 
manufacturing facility and to establish their first 
export operation.

The Florida Architect, Sep/Oct 1970

Harris Paint Company, Tampa Photos: State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory

Photographer: Harvey E Slade
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Hard Knocks 1973-1974
As a small home-grown operation Harris clearly 
had their work cut out in convincing the public 

that the paint they produced could be as good 
a quality or better than what was currently 
available. In fact from this very early stage 
Harris knew their success hinged on their 
commitment to quality and it has been 
a fundamental tenet from which they 

have never wavered. They paid a great 
deal of care and attention to the calibre 

of the product made through a small batch 
production process. In this regard the Lowland 
factory was successful in producing a high 
quality emulsion in a limited range of colours 
(Bone White, Oyster White, Natural Coral, Shell 
Pink, Gardenia, Litchfield Yellow, Butter Yellow, 
Bittersweet, Mushroom and Sandalwood) but 
almost from the outset, it was clear that more 
space would be needed if they intended to offer 
customers a full range of paint products. 

Having just established a factory, there was 
almost an immediate need to find another 
location in order to set up an additional operation 

to produce oil paints. Strapped for cash, the 
directors felt the old BICO Building would be 
ideal for their purposes. While the three storey 
building was run down having been built at the 
turn of the century as a cold storage facility for 
the Barbados Ice Company, they agreed to rent 
the ground floor (for about BBD$300, on a month 
to month basis) which had capacious rooms that 
could accommodate production and storage 
requirements and was in an enviable central 
location. Neither of the two upper storeys was, in 
fact, habitable. Despite its dilapidated state and 
dank dark rooms, Harris moved the offices and 
warehousing to Bay Street in September 1973.

Now with the luxury of two office spaces, Ralph 
set out to get some administrative support. He 
knew of Linda Marshall who had worked with 
his father Lance doing the book-keeping for 
the family restaurant outlets and other business 
ventures. After a period off work to start a family, 
she then took a job at J K Archer distribution 
agency. This was where Ralph met her one day to 
outline his new venture and to ask her to join the 

BICO Building, Bay Street
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Linda Marshall (right) with her sister Cecile

team. Linda joined Harris in October 1973 and 
she was to play an important part in overseeing 
the company’s financial matters for nearly 30 
years. 

Just when things seemed to be getting a little 
easier, along came another setback – one that 
would send shock waves from the Middle East 
throughout the Western world and even to the 
Caribbean. Incensed by US interference and 
support of Israel in their on-going conflicts with 
Palestine, the mainly Arab cartel of oil exporting 
countries (which supplied much of the world’s 
oil) sanctioned the United States, cutting off 
supplies. The resulting oil shortage caused chaos 
and unprecedented price spikes that threatened 
to bring the US economy to its knees. 

The action had an immediate impact on world 
trade. Shipping prices escalated dramatically. 
Raw materials became scarce and when they 
were available, they were double the price. 
Manufacturers such as Harris experienced 
soaring production costs and they were urged by 
Senator Branford Taitt to economize for survival. 
“We must cut down on our use of fuels. We 
must continue to use electricity as sparingly as 
possible. We must use water as though there 
may be none tomorrow. We must reduce our 
driving.”3 While some companies were forced 
to reduce shifts in an effort to lower overheads, 
Harris called a temporary halt to production. Not 
only were raw materials a challenge but they had 
managed to acquire more or less adequate stocks 
of paint products and the even greater challenge 
now, was to sell them. 

However it was not 
just the Oil Crisis 
that had a negative 
impact on the cost 
of doing business 
and consumers’ 
wallets. The early 
70s turned out 
to be the worst 
economic recession 
in the United 
States since the 
Great Depression 
of the 1930s 
and all related 
economies would 
feel the brunt of it. 

On Sunday 
24 February 1974, 
Barbadians faced 
facts in a special 
report by journalist 
Al Gilkes in The 
Nation newspaper 
whose headlines 
screamed: “Cost of Living Keeps Going Up, Up, 
UP...”. The information taken from an index 
prepared by the Government Statistical Service 
indicated that in four years (January 1970 
to January 1974) Barbadian consumers had 
experienced average price increases across all 
sectors of more than 70%. Costs of operating 
a household and furnishing were up 70% and 
consumers were now paying 85% more on food 
and beverages.

So from the outset the cards were stacked against 
the survival of the small company; Harris had the 
misfortune to set out in a bad economy; the 
venture was critically undercapitalized; their local 
product was being measured against international 
competitors with much deeper pockets and yet 
they prevailed. Despite the tough circumstances 
Harris was at no time willing to sacrifice the 
quality of its product. With a small team 
of six, under the meticulous guidance 
of St Clair Pilgrim, the company 
reported that they produced an 
estimated 12 000 gallons of paint in 
1973 and 20 000 gallons in 1974. 
While the business clearly had signs 
of potential it remained to be seen 
whether they could make it work.

3 Senator Branford Taitt’s address to the Barbados Manufacturers’ Association as reported in The Nation. 10 March 1974. Nation Publishing Co Ltd.

Do What’s
Right

Turn Off
The Light
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The Watershed Year -1975
Up to their ears in mounting debts the shareholders 
of Harris had to face the brutal reality by the 
middle of 1975. They had shopped at every 
bank in town (these included Chase Manhattan, 
Bank of Nova Scotia, Royal Bank of Canada 
and the Canadian Imperial Bank of Canada) to 
secure loans and the working capital needed to 
operate the business. In April an Extraordinary 
General Meeting of the Members of Harris Paints 
Barbados Limited was convened at the Caribbean 
Painting Services (CPS) offices in Whitepark Road 
to discuss the grave state of affairs. The objective 
of these critical deliberations was to decide if to 
put more money into the company and give it one 
final try or whether to abandon the project and 
liquidate. The tense meeting was continued on 
6 May allowing Richard Carter 
a final opportunity to 
meet with bankers 
to see what 
could be 
done. 

Around the table 
were the assembled 

stakeholders: Andrew 
Phillips, Chairman; 

Richard Carter and Ralph 
Johnson, Directors; and 

assembled shareholders and 
representatives Bruce Stoute for 

Barbados Co-operative Cotton 
Factory Ltd; Norman Simpson for Carter 

& Co Ltd; Mr Lionel and Bryan Ward 
for Guinea Ltd; Vere Davis and Secretary, 
Mr A G Pile (Robert Jones was unable to 

attend the meetings as he was engaged in other 
business out of the island). These gentlemen 
listened solemnly as Richard Carter told them 
that the Company’s account at the bank was 
overdrawn to the limit and that he considered 
for the company to be a viable proposition 
they needed a minimum of BBD$77 000 to be 
injected. Currently the Directors along with 
Mr Jones were guaranteeing the entirety of the 
loan which was hampering, in some instances, 
other business activities. He went on to say that 
while the Company had done a lot for paint 
dealers, Harris belonged to the shareholders and 
that they needed to have sufficient confidence in 
its future if they were to invest further sums. 

The group poured over the challenges the 
company now faced. A six month 
delay in the delivery of equipment 

had contributed to a first year 
loss of about BBD$35 000 
as production was limited 

and skilled staff still 
had to be retained. 

By the end of 
the second year, 

31 August 1974, 
sales had picked up 

by 40% (to about 
20 000 gallons) 

but three month 
credit terms meant 
the company was 

still starved of 
cash and unable 

to reduce its other 
mounting liabilities. 

The main concern was 
a USD$52 000 debt to 

Harris Tampa from whom raw 
materials were being purchased. 

So dire was the situation that Tampa 
would now no longer ship goods 

to Harris and had even ceased the insurance 
on their last shipment which had cost Harris a 
further BBD$3 000. It was clear if they were to 
continue they would either have to find a way to 
remedy the situation with Tampa which required 
a substantial injection of cash or they could look 
to purchase on the open market. However it was 
decided that there was little if any savings to be 
made at that time by shopping around, that the 
Tampa rates were fair and competitive and that 
they allowed the Barbados company to order 
minimum quantities which was a considerable 
benefit. 
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In an effort to increase operational efficiency 
it had been determined that the installation of 
a sand mill machine would produce savings, 
increase the flexibility of the company to produce 
a wider range of products and could eliminate the 
dependency on Tampa. The substantial benefits 
were impressive but in order to make the purchase 
they needed an additional BBD$22 000 on top 
of the existing bank loans which were costing 
them a further estimated BBD$20 000 per year! 
Ralph projected that with the new machine they 
could save a whopping BBD$4.00 per gallon plus 
he was confident that the increased production 
capacity would see significant sales growth and 
that the machine would pay for itself in a year. 
In other good news, sales were up 34% on 
the same period in 1974 and contractors 
were commenting favourably on the 
quality of the Harris product.

Taking all these circumstances 
into consideration if the 
company were to continue 
it would be necessary for 
the present shareholders 
to double their investment 
in the business and for 

each of them to give a guarantee to the bank 
which would hold a charge over the fixed 

and floating assets of Harris. This would 
allow the company to reduce its 

indebtedness, the interest expense 
and get back on a good footing 

with Tampa with which they 
hoped to negotiate some 

debt relief measures. 

Effectively the decision 
taken that day 

6 May 1975 by the seven 
guarantors saved the 
company – Barbados 

co-op Cotton Factory Ltd, 
Caribbean Painting Service 

Ltd, Carter & Co Ltd, 
Guinea Limited, Ralph 

Johnson, Robert Jones and 
Vere Davis. They further 

resolved to attract additional 
investment and before the 

year was out, they received 
commitments from Ralph Branch of 

Barbados Tyre Centre, Michael Mahon 
of Lion Castle and 

C O Williams Construction Company Limited, 
all of whom later became 
Directors and contributed 
significantly, whether 
for a long or short 
period, to the 
development of 
the company in 
very tentative 
times.



The first walk-in customer at the new Bay Street premises shortly after they opened in 1975 was said 
to be none other than famous Barbadian broadcaster and radio personality Alfred Pragnell. 

Alfred, who lived not a mile away 
in nearby Chelsea Road, was in 
the market for paint with which to 
refresh his family home. As a lover 
of all things Bajan, it was with some 
enthusiasm that he made the short 
trip to investigate the new local 
paint company. After purchasing a 
few gallons of Bone White (which 
he jokingly suggested should be 
renamed Bajan Bone) he became a 
steadfast champion of the company 
and its products for the remainder of 
his life.

While Alfred was known principally 
by his legions of adoring fans for 
his hilarious story-telling, comedic 
performances and use of the local 
dialect, those who were close to 
him knew him to be a passionate, 
free-spirited individual who held the 
view that “one should not live one’s 
life by other people’s rules.” It should 
be no surprise then that he was quick 
to buck tradition and to adopt the 
new paint produced by Barbados’ 
only 100% local paint manufacturer. 

In gratitude for his outspoken support 
especially in those tough early days 
Harris offered periodic re-paintings of 
his home at no cost. He performed in 
many commercials for Harris including 
a memorable one with Ralph in which 
Alfred complains he is “blue vex” for 
not being asked to advertise sooner! 
As the company grew and reached 
one milestone after another, Alfred 
graciously performed as host and MC 
at a number of company celebrations, 
where he was able to add his own 

vibrant colour to the occasion, as he did to so many others, throughout his career.

First Customer

Alfred Pragnell (1934-2004) was a consummate broadcaster, story-teller and performer. He joined 
the British operated Barbados Rediffusion Service in 1956 and was probably the first truly Barbadian 
voice on the radio. He later held the post of Deputy Programme Manager on the re-named Starcom 
Network’s Star Radio for 21 years, before retiring in 1988. Well-known for his story-telling and 
cast of comedic characters, he performed widely in Barbados, the Caribbean and beyond. In 2001, 
Alfred Pragnell was awarded the Member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE) for his contribution 
to broadcasting. 

Alfred Pragnell
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The Turnaround
The financial assistance secured in May 1975 gave 
Harris a new lease on life. They had effectively 
bought themselves valuable time to get their 
affairs in order and now they had to prove that 
they could make a go of it. 

First and foremost was the debt owed to the 
Tampa company, principally for raw materials, 
which they had yet been unable to settle. 
This had to be job number one. When the 
correspondence from their Financial Controller 
became increasingly terse and demanding, it was 
felt that the only thing left to do was for Andrew 
and Ralph to travel to Tampa to see if they could 
negotiate with the irascible executive. This they 
did in July/August 1975. The subsequent interview 
in Tampa was far from what they were expecting 
and they quickly came to an arrangement with 
Steve Borusovic with whom they convivially 
spent the rest of the day. What is more, Harris 
was offered a 10% reduction on the cost of 
raw materials and free freight to Miami for 
shipping! The meeting was a great success 
and resulted in a firm and long-lasting 
friendship with 
Steve and 
put Harris 
on a good 
footing 
with the 
Tampa 
Company 
from 
whom they 
required 
technical 
information, 
training and 
quality control 
services.

Buoyed by the positive outcome 
together with the support 
given by shareholders and 
Directors, Harris launched a 
full frontal assault aimed at 
getting a stronger foothold 
in the market. Vere Davis was 
instrumental at opening doors at 
Plantations which was one of the 
larger hardware suppliers of the 
day. Ralph approached Basil Cole 
of Alleyne, Arthur & Cole who had a 
distributive network among many of the 
small country shops. Major contractors, 
construction supply firms and 

general hardware retailers were systematically 
approached. No stone was left unturned; Harris 
even scouted pharmacies in order to establish a 
presence in out-lying Speightstown.

On the manufacturing front, it was decided to 
relocate the entire operation to Bay Street and 
the Lowlands factory was closed in June 1975. 
In order to expand their production repertoire a 
Red Head sand mill which was used for grinding 
high quality enamels and oils had been ordered. 
It arrived a little later than hoped on 25 August. 
By the end of the year Harris was producing 
Duratone Emulsion, Duracote Gloss Enamel, 
Rust Chem Enamel and Porch & Patio. The sales 
efforts were paying off. At the Directors meeting 
of 27 January 1976, Harris recorded an increase 

in sales of 45% 
over the previous 

year. The tide was 
finally beginning 

to turn.
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Breakthrough and Beyond 1976 - 1978

Agency in Turkey Lane, Roseau

Harris Dominica Factory, Canefield, circa 1987

Harris and ‘The Little Man’ gained 
significant traction and brand 

recognition in the second 
half of the 1970s growing 

sales on the home front and 
abroad.

Around 1976 the 
company, through 

somewhat haphazard 
circumstances, got an 

opportunity that would lead 
to the establishment of the first 
Harris overseas factory. This was 
probably the farthest thing from 

Ralph’s mind when one day an 
unexpected visitor turned up at the 
office in Bay Street and apparently 

undeterred by the dungeon-like 
accommodations, 

animatedly expressed his enthusiasm for the local 
product. The unforgettable encounter with the 
flamboyant Ninian Marie of Dominica resulted 
in an amicable arrangement. In short time, 
Mr Marie was appointed Commissioning Agent 

and Distributor of Harris products in Dominica 
and the OECS.

At the outset, the agency was located in Turkey 
Lane, Roseau and sales of the imported Harris 

products proved promising. However at this 
time there were also political developments 
afoot within the OECS which would, if passed, 
essentially close doors on imports from outside 
the region. Ninian set on a vociferous campaign 
to convince Harris executives to set up an 
operation in Dominica to maintain access to the 
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OECS market eventually convincing Ralph of its merits after close to a hundred hours of phone calls.

The matter was put before the Board for discussion and hotly debated. Robert Jones admits that at 
the time he thought they had holes in their head and couldn’t see how you could put a factory in 
Dominica, a country of about 40 000 people at the time and make it work. However he concedes, “It 
turned out to be one of the best investments Harris ever made”. Thanks in part to Ninian’s political 
connections, Harris was offered exceedingly attractive conditions by the Patrick John Government and 
so with not so much as a feasibility study, the Dominica factory was established in 1978. [see Leaders 
in the Caribbean, Harris Dominica] 

At home Harris was finally making some important 
breakthroughs and was being considered for 
substantial hotel jobs which included the contract to 
supply all the ‘Bone White’ paint used in the newly 
constructed Sunset Crest West Coast development. 
Due to efforts in advertising, Harris and ‘The Little 
Man’ had been gaining brand recognition among the 
buying public who connected with the straight-talking, 
tell-it-like-it-is sales messages. “We ain’t the biggest... 
We don’t sell the most. We simply sell the best for 
less!” Indicators were so positive that as early as 1977 
Harris realized that the need for further expansion 
was clearly on the cards. 

It had not been an easy task but by 1978 Harris 
clearly was on a high. In the late summer the 
company installed the first twin-bladed dissolver 
used in Barbados which allowed the manufacture 
of emulsions, enamels and textured finishes to the 
highest quality in the minimum time. In just six years 
Harris had achieved an independent operation and 
although they had encountered some pretty dire 
economic times they had not only survived but had 
grown sales from BBD$100 000 to $1 000 000 and 
now employed a staff of 20. However there was bad 
news too. In September the company mourned the loss of St Clair Pilgrim who had efficiently and 
fastidiously run factory operations since inception. Harris was further saddened by the announcement 
of founding Director Richard Carter, of his intention to resign from the Board in October 1978 to 
concentrate on his family business though both he and Carter & Co Ltd would continue to be of 
unfailing support in the coming years.

Sunday Sun, Nation Publishing Company Ltd, 6 October 1974

Harris Arrives: Wildey
In order to meet the increasing demand it 
was clear that Harris needed a custom built 
premises with sufficient space for warehousing, 
manufacturing and offices, that would not only 
meet the needs of the day but would provide a 
platform from which the company could grow. 

The land at Wildey Industrial Park, part of the 
new manufacturing estates created by Errol 
Barrow’s DLP in 1976 which included Grazettes, 
Newton and Seawell, was identified as early as 

February 1978 but the property at Bay Street 
was still under strong consideration as it was in 
an excellent commercial location. However in 
October of that year the Board learned that the 
BICO building had been taken off the market and 
without further delay a 20% deposit was paid 
to secure the Wildey site. Arrangements moved 
full speed ahead with plans being drawn up and 
carefully reviewed by Director Michael Mahon 
among others. The ever present challenge of 
financing was met by the Barbados Development 
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Wildey Office and Factory Building 1979

Bank under the kind guidance of Luther Miller. 
Tenders were sought and the job was awarded 
in March 1979 to Durahome Construction who 
proposed to build the factory in 16 weeks for the 
sum of BBD$273 118. 

At the official opening in 
October 1979, there was more good 
news to come and Harris announced 

that they had secured a hard-won 
distribution deal with the influential 

commissioning agency A S Bryden Ltd 
commencing on the very first day 
of the next financial year. Bryden 

brought a wealth of experience and 
broad reach that was invaluable 

to Harris and in time they took up 
a shareholding in the company 

(represented by Frank Edghill) 
developing a close and important 

relationship. 

The move to the gleaming new 
spacious premises at Wildey at the 
end of the 1970s while essential in 

practical terms, was also symbolic of 
the level of success achieved by the 
company. The first seven years had 

been quite a rollercoaster ride. 
They had challenged the competition, faced 
near economic disaster and had survived. With 
a foot in the OECS markets and new strategic 
partnerships, Harris were ready to take on the 
modern era of rapid technological development 
it was about to enter.

Three Things You Might Not Know
‘Bout De Ole Days

Accountant Linda Marshall used 

to ensure that the paper from 

the adding machines especially 

hers, was carefully rolled back 

up and re-used on the other 

side. 

Chairman Andrew Phillips loved 
chocolate and always had a 
couple of large bars of Cadbury 
in his briefcase “to prevent 
headaches”. Monthly Board 
meetings were accompanied 
by the treat of a proper 
home-cooked Bajan style lunch 
and often some of Mr Phillips’ 
chocolate!

It was not uncommon during 

Lent for Michael Carter to take 

out his hymn book and sing 

hymns which could be heard 

throughout the office.

Sweet 
Treats 
Helped to Build 
Strong Teams

Harris 
was ‘Green’ 
and Recycling 
from Years Ago

Harris 
Encouraged 
a Harmonious 
Work Environment

Contributed by Wendy Del Castilho and Cecile Herbert



Early Directors and Principal Shareholders
According to Chairman Andrew Phillips one of Harris’ fundamental strengths was its ability to “maintain 
a very diverse range of shareholders, as many as possible of whom were asked to give of their opinions 
to assist the company to keep in touch with a wide selection of the business community”. Below are 
some of the participants that played a special role in Harris’ history inside and outside the boardroom 
during the 1970s and beyond. They contributed valuable guidance, fresh outlooks and perspectives, 
expertise, energy, influence and ability to spot opportunities.

A S Bryden & Sons Ltd, Frank Edgehill
For many years Harris executives were 
keen to establish an agreement with 
A S Bryden & Sons, one of the largest and most 
established wholesale distributors in the region. 
The company had built a reputation over the past 
80 years, dating from 1898, as a purveyor and 
marketer of premium brand goods which included 
food, consumer items and household goods. 
It became A S Bryden & Sons (Barbados) Ltd in 
1941 and became a public company in 1974. 

With an extensive network across the Caribbean 
A S Bryden was considered a key strategic partner 
for Harris. Their new alliance was announced at 
the opening of the Wildey factory in 1979 and 
Bryden later became a member of the Harris Board, 
represented by Frank Edghill until his retirement 
in 1990. Frank grew close to the company and 
took a much appreciated and highly participative 
interest in Harris, providing an invaluable regional 
perspective.

Barbados Cooperative Cotton Factory/Barbados Foundry
Located in Whitepark, Bridgetown the Cotton 
Factory had evolved into a general store 
offering supplies from hardware, animal feed, 
fertilizers and more and in 1974 it opened a 
new division branded as BCCF Home Centre, a 
department featuring furniture, draperies and 
home entertainment systems. It was part of 
the Barbados Foundry Group of Companies. 

Following consultations with managers Bruce 
Stoute and Kyffin Simpson, the Foundry and 
Cotton Factory invested in some shares in the 
summer of 1973 and were offered a position on 
the Board. While their direct involvement in Harris 
was relatively short lived they provided critical 
financing at a time when many wouldn’t and 
money was in short supply.

Ralph BRANCH, Barbados Tyre Centre Ltd
Ralph operated a tyre business on Wildey main 
road, specializing in the sale of new tyres, 
tyre installation and repair and therefore was 
involved in an unrelated field to the traditional 
paint business. Yet in the summer of 1975, at a 
somewhat critical hour, Ralph decided to invest 
in the local manufacturing project in the hopes 
that it would come good. His interest was such 
that just a few short years later he was appointed 

as company Director in early 1978. While there 
was a family connection between Ralph and 
Richard Carter, most likely again it was the 
Barbados Rally Club and a love of motorsport 
that helped build the relationship he had with the 
individuals around the Harris Boardroom table. 
Ralph maintained his stake in Harris passing it on 
to his son, William on his retirement.

Richard CARTER, Carter & Co Ltd
Founder of Harris, Richard Carter helped guide 
the business especially in the precarious early 
years with good judgement, sound business 
sense and an exceptional knowledge of the paint 
retail business. There could have been no better 
partner than Carter & Co Ltd which accounted 
for the better part of Harris sales and included the 
full support of Carter’s retail manager Norman 

Simpson. Once it was clear that the small local 
company was on its feet, Richard announced 
his retirement from the Board in 1978 to attend 
to his substantial business commitments. 
Carter & Co Ltd have remained close to the 
Harris family. [see Forty Colourful Years, Founder: 
Richard Carter]



George De Vere DAVIS
One of the very first investors to take a chance on Harris, Vere helped the bold idea become a reality. 
At the time he lived at Cliff Plantation and his neighbour and close friend was Richard Carter. So when 
he heard about the initial plans to establish a paint factory back in 1972, he became an immediate 
supporter, investing a considerable sum in the venture. At that time they had barely got started, there 
was just Andrew, Richard and Lionel Ward from Staple Grove and he watched the young company 
take shape and struggle for survival. He remembers that it was very tough, particularly the first four 
years, not only operationally but building sales and confidence in the brand. However he knew that 
anonymous samples were being sent for testing and the good results and paint quality was evident. 
“Wherever I went on the estate I would push it ... every time I went to Plantations (a hardware store) 
I would do what I could to promote Harris.” Both the considerable moral and financial support was 
vital to Harris in what were lean and uncertain times.

J JANER
An early associate from Puerto Rico who helped the company get going in 1972 with imported product 
before the manufacturing operation was established. Mr Janer left his position and subsequently 
dropped out of the picture. After having missed four Directors’ meetings, his position on the Board 
was officially removed in April 1973.

Ralph JOHNSON
An option to be shareholder and own part of the business was one of the motivating factors that 
prompted Ralph to join the Harris team in late 1972. He quickly became the face of the company and 
an ambassador for Harris in all aspects of his life. Harris was emblazoned on his briefcase, on his car 
and on ‘The Little Man’ his boat. With similar zeal he secured support from family members including 
his wife, mother and step-father Sir F A Hoyos that stepped up in the very difficult times. Ralph, 
often thought of as Mr Harris or even The Little Man himself, occupied the post of General Manager, 
Managing Director and in the mid-1990s was elected the second Chairman of the Harris Board of 
Directors. [see Forty Colourful Years, Founder: Ralph Johnson]

Robert JONES
It was Ralph that originally pitched the idea of investing in the local manufacturing plant to his brother-
in-law Robert Jones who could not have conceived at the time that he would one day be President of 
the company. Intrigued by the idea and always a family supporter, Robert had purchased a substantial 
number of shares by January 1973. Although mainly based in Venezuela in the insurance industry, 
Barbadian-born Robert always kept firmly abreast of activities within the company and participated 
in major decisions through consultation or attendance at meetings when his schedule allowed. In 
October 1975 it was suggested that Robert would be an asset to the Board and should be invited 
to be a Director. After an amendment to the Articles of Incorporation to facilitate this, Robert was 
elected on 25 November 1975 and has served on the Board for the past 37 years. Throughout the 
years Robert has maintained a steadfast allegiance to Harris increasing his commitment to become the 
company’s largest stakeholder and taking a leadership role as President in the firm today.

Michael MAHON
A very close friend to Andrew Phillips, a first cousin of Richard Carter and a fellow motor enthusiast, it 
is perhaps then of little surprise that Michael Mahon was among the reinforcements sought in 1975. 
No doubt he had been hearing about the progress of the ambitious enterprise for some time. An 
agriculturalist, Michael managed the Lion Castle estate in St Thomas when he decided to help finance 
the project by investing share capital. He contributed to the advancement of the company with a place 



Andrew PHILLIPS
Andrew served as Chairman of the Board from the company’s inception. Together with Richard he had 
the idea to start a local paint manufacturing operation and his years in the paint contracting business 
provided valuable perspective and insight. He was very active on all Harris matters despite having 
independent business interests. He was an effective Chairman and was proud that despite the strong 
characters, Harris Directors were able to come to unanimous decisions and carry them out. [see Forty 
Colourful Years, Founder: Andrew Phillips]

Cow WILLIAMS, C O Williams Construction Ltd
As a major player in both local and regional 
highway construction and Barbados’ most 
famous self-made magnate, Harris was keen to 
have C O Williams behind the new brand. Not 
only would the leading industrialist offer the 
young company a wealth of experience, business 
acumen and regional knowledge but also a 
measure of legitimacy to the new operation. 
C O Williams became a Director in 1975 and 
he immediately added C O Williams Electrical 
to the list of Harris dealers. It was at Cow’s 
Warrens headquarters that agreements were 
signed setting up the Dominican subsidiary and 
it was largely through his encouragement that 
Harris became heavily invested in Saint Lucia. 
Undeniably his ventures opened doors for Harris’ 
road marking paint and for initiatives with other 
Williams’ companies but over the years by far the 
most valued, is the association with a business 
leader of undisputed calibre and his immense 
loyalty, integrity and stalwart support.

Board Representative - Michael 
‘Mickey’ Hutchinson
In his capacity as Financial Director and the 
representative for C O Williams on the Harris 
Board, Mickey Hutchinson became a close and 
valued associate of the Harris team. Also a familiar 
cohort from the Rally Club, Mickey was well liked 
and respected for his financial acumen and was 
extremely helpful in suggesting measures that 
would assist the growing business. In a tragic turn 
of events he became gravely ill and died suddenly 
in 1991 leaving Harris colleagues in shock. As a 
mark of respect, the Harris Directors elected to 
erect a plaque in his honour at the Wildey retail 
store which was unveiled at a special memorial 
service on 19 August 1992.

Lionel WARD, Guinea Ltd
The Wards are one of the oldest families in Barbados, their lineage dating back to the mid-17th 
Century in Barbados. Lionel Ward was a planter and worked on several estates before moving to 
Staple Grove in the 1940s and had considerable business experience through his involvement with 
Plantations Limited, then a large general supply store in Bridgetown. He was among the first that 
were approached regarding Harris, as he was well respected, a businessman of some stature and 
had strategic connections within the hardware industry. Mr Ward purchased shares in 1973 and later 
joined the Board sometimes represented by his son Bryan. Although it was not a long association it 
is believed that Ward’s investment to support these young entrepreneurs in their bold venture was 
largely good hearted. Without assistance such as his, Harris would never have got out of the blocks. 

on the Board of Directors until the early 1980s assisting with plans for the new factory at Wildey. By 
then Harris was well on its way and the company was considering diversifying into other undertakings
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Harris Paints had found its footing by the end of the 1970s and in the next decade the company 
focused on prioritizing technological support for products, which led to new innovations and the 
development of new manufacturing initiatives. This was also partly a strategic response to the 
changing trade and political environment in the Caribbean which increasingly sought to shut out 
competition in favour of locally produced and foreign exchange earning products. 

Despite an economic decline in the early 1980s, Harris assertively engaged in new endeavours and 
diversified. In the coming years, Harris would expand their product range and invest heavily in research 
and development that would allow them to introduce new products from their own home laboratory 
facilities. In addition they added new manufacturing operations that included a canning plant and a 
nail, wire and fencing facility. They expanded into automotive products as well as providing marine 
and industrial paints and furniture finishes. Heartened by results from the Dominica factory they were 
actively looking for new opportunities to increase their stake holding in the OECS. 

With a no-holds-barred 
approach Harris proactively 
pursued every opportunity 

to grow their share of the market in 
Barbados and throughout the Caribbean, 
establishing the company as a household 

name and positioning 
the company as a total 

solutions provider.

“If everything seems under control, 
you’re just not going fast enough.” 

Mario Andretti, Champion Racing Driver

On the home front the 1980s got off to a 
great start. For years Harris had tried to land 
an agreement with A S Bryden Ltd, one of the 
largest agencies in Barbados with ties throughout 
the region and their efforts finally paid off. This 
was a significant coup for the young paint 
company that struggled to establish itself in 
the local market. For several years Bryden had 
been the agent for an international brand of 
paint and the new deal with Harris not only 
conveyed a major vote of confidence in the local 
product to the market but, at the same time, it 

effectively eliminated a competitor. The alliance 
between the two companies was an important 
step in gaining and consolidating the presence 
of the Harris brand in leading retailers of the 
day such as Plantations and Manning, Wilkinson 
and Challenor. Over the years their collaborative 
relationship grew with Bryden taking a stake in the 
company, ably represented by Frank Edghill who 
took an active role in advising the company and 
was particularly knowledgeable about conditions 
in other territories outside of Barbados.

Headway at Home
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The Canning Plant

Harris made the most of cooperative deals where 
ever possible if it could serve to strengthen the 
company’s operations. For a period Harris even 
reached an agreement with Sissons, the Trinidad-
based competitor to manufacture their products 
under license to be sold in Barbados. This might 
seem counter intuitive but it offered a number of 
benefits, providing extra income and helping to 
reduce factory costs due to increased through-put. 
It also gave Harris some leverage in controlling 
competitive prices. The arrangement only lasted 
for two or three years before the company decided 
to open their own plant which turned out to be a 
short-lived venture.

As the company gained ground with retailers and 
contractors, Harris also invested more and more 
heavily in research and development activities 
to ensure the company offered top quality and 
cutting edge products. Although Harris was 
actively exploring new areas of interest it by no 
means intended to relax its grasp on the decorative 
paints market. In fact it was during these years 
that Harris developed a critical relationship with a 
Dutch chemist who agreed to work alongside the 

Harris team as a consultant, in order to build local capacity and improve testing techniques. Harris 
celebrated their 15th anniversary in 1987 with the opening of an advanced new laboratory. By the 
end of the decade the company had added an economy line (Harris Boss) to their product range, a 
revolutionary new Roofing Compound that was a first in the region and had laid the groundwork for 
a host of new product developments to come. [see Innovation and Environment]

Aside from raw materials Harris needed to procure 
paint tins in which to can the manufactured 
paints. This was carried out locally by Roberts 
Manufacturing throughout the 1970s. However 
in the late part of the decade can costs were up 

20%, there were intermittent supply 
problems and this led Harris to 

investigate the alternatives. 

The Directors felt that if they 
could raise the necessary 

funds to acquire the 
equipment, an initial stock 

of tin plate estimated at 
BBD$100 000 and reforming 

and seaming machinery, 
they should be able to set 

up their own operation and 
considerably reduce expenses. 

So almost before the paint was 
even dry on the new factory at 

Wildey, Harris was back at the Bank with another 
bold proposal for financing to acquire the 
necessary equipment and materials to make their 
own cans in-house. 

The Canning Plant was set up in 1980-81 and 
produced cans that were then sold for a very 
small margin to the paint side of the business. 
Production demands grew by leaps and bounds 
in the next 10 years as sales increased and the 
product range was expanded. As the company 
followed new avenues in automotive, expanded 
their laboratory testing facilities and added a 
Polyfilla manufacturing plant in 1988, space 
became seriously constrained. In November 
1989 it was reported that production of the 
canning plant was being stifled due to the limited 
warehousing capacity which could store just one 
week’s supply of cans. This was a precarious and 
disconcerting situation as a simple short-term 
machinery failure could have a serious and almost 



1071980s: Full Throttle

Harris Nail & Wire Works Limited
As Harris was growing it looked for new ways 
to penetrate the market by venturing into 
related hardware categories and The Barbados 
Nail Company Limited, a modest nail and wire 
operation based in Bridgetown, caught the 
attention of Andrew Phillips. With the consent 
of the other Directors they bought it as a going 
concern in 1981 from Alleyne Arthur & Company 
Limited. The operation had been at a virtual 
standstill but there was some basic machinery 
albeit a bit on the worn side and Harris was able 
to negotiate what was considered a bargain price. 
The new division was guided largely by Andrew 
and later David Tindale and produced nails, wire 
and fencing for both the local market and for 
export to the OECS.

It is important to remember that at the start 
the government of Barbados was very keen to 
develop manufacturing businesses that would 
conserve foreign exchange 
and build employment. 
The market was still pretty 
strictly controlled against 
imports and chain-link 
fencing was a fairly new 
product with no other 
manufacturers locally and 
few to speak of within the 
Caribbean. 

The equipment was moved 
to the Wildey location 
and was set up adjacent 
to Harris’ factory on 

Lot 13, where the Automotive Art tyre change 
facility is currently located. At its peak, Harris 
Nail & Wire Works Limited as it was known, had 
about 10-12 employees that operated a number 
of large, loud machines to manufacture barbed 
wire and fencing and another to hammer the 
heads on nails. They produced plain iron nails 
and galvanized nails for better rust resistance. 
However the basic galvanizing process used 
produced tough conditions. It involved working 
in front of a hot furnace where the nails were 
tumbled in chemical, zinc ammonium chloride, 
for a period of time at very high temperatures. To 
relieve some of the heat and fumes released they 
installed a chimney but there were still complaints 
from neighbours. This then forced Harris to run 
the galvanizing process only at night, principally 
between 6-11pm. On top of this they struggled 
to achieve the smooth high quality galvanized 
finish that they desired.

immediate effect on the supply of paint.

Fortunately within the next year a space previously 
leased to an air-conditioning outfit (Gulf Stream) 
in order to help pay back the outstanding loans 
for the new factory, was vacated and the canning 
plant moved to the first floor of the building they 
previously occupied.

For much of the 1990s, Harris continued to 
service their own needs for cans on their rather 
basic equipment. However, internationally, plastic 
pails were becoming a viable alternative; they 
were increasingly more affordable; they were 
well suited to the environment as they were 
not subject to rust and unlike metal cans, the 

material was resistant to dents and scratches. 
Plastic could not answer all their needs though 
as it would be degraded by solvents and 
therefore was unsuitable for oils. As the 
company developed, increased production 
quantities presented opportunities for 
economies of scale that were best met by 
international specialists therefore reducing 
overheads and increasing efficiency so the 
decison was taken to exit. 

Today Harris uses a variety of outsourced 
packaging solutions that includes 
traditional tins and recyclable High 
Density Polyethylene (HDPE) pails that 
are tough and impact resistant.
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Over time market restrictions were eased and more and more nails were being imported from other 
regions and Trinidad in particular. When in 1988 Jamaica suffered a direct hit from hurricane Gilbert 
that passed directly over the island, the nail operation rebounded somewhat, filling empty containers 
and shipping nails to the north Caribbean. In spite of this the writing was on the wall and the 
principals were forced to concede that despite a level of protection, it was cheaper to import the nails 

than to make them which 
was quite a disappointment. 

The nail operation was closed 
and Harris determined to find 

a buyer for the stock and 
equipment in the early 1990s.

Harris continued to produce 
fencing which showed promise, 

adding a new Bergandi 
twin-spiralling machine 

with compactor (capable of 
weaving wire at twice the 

speed previously achieved) 
thus expanding production 

capability. A number of 
different types of fencing 

were manufactured including 
galvanized and PVC coated 

chain-link which was sold 
locally, mainly through Andrew 
Phillips’ company, Fencing and 

Industrial Coatings Limited 
(FICL). The business performed 

moderately well but suffered 
a severe blow when Andrew 

Phillips died suddenly in 1996.

There was some debate and 
difference of opinion regarding 
the future of the division which 

was now known as Harris Fencing. In truth Harris’ core business, the paint division had grown so 
much in the last decade, it was now an exceedingly more complex and demanding business. It was 
felt that whatever time management spent dealing with the wire fencing and selling it, was time that 
they could put to better use in the paint company. In 2002 the Board took the decision to sell. The 
equipment was bought by Carlos Duncan, who had been working at Harris dealing with commercial 
fencing contracts among other things. He continues to successfully operate his own private fencing 
business today.

Other New Enterprises
During the mid-1980s the Government of 
Barbados implemented an import substitution 
strategy which attempted to close the doors 
on international imports providing that there 

was a locally manufactured 
alternative. This prompted 

Harris to take a closer look 
at opportunities to grow the 

business by adding new product categories and 
expand into new segments of the local market. 
In order to achieve this Harris needed to secure 
licensing deals and technological agreements to 
support any additional manufacturing ventures. 
The result was the company almost simultaneously 
embarked in a number of different directions at 
once.

Andrew Phillips showing Machinery
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Automotive
Having borrowed heavily to finance 
the new factory in Wildey and to 
invest in the Dominica plant, Harris 
was already in search of increased 
revenues and had ventured into the 
highly specialized automotive sector 
by 1983 with a UK company called 
Valentine. Essentially the bases were 
imported and then tinted in-house 
according to the supplied formulas. 
However the arrangement had its 
limitations and Harris started to look 
into alternative directions that would 
carry them forward and strengthen 
their position in the sector. Intensive 
efforts were made over a considerable 
period of time to negotiate and secure 
a long-term alliance which, in the end, yielded no results. In the meantime, Harris capitalized on 
the market situation and was now making good quality putty, body fillers and re-surfacers and in 
1989 added a dedicated automotive plant. Serendipity played a part when Harris was approached 
shortly thereafter by two young entrepreneurs and automotive specialists armed with a bold 
plan and big brand. After the many frustrating months that had seemingly ended in naught, 
Harris now surprisingly quickly struck a 50:50 deal to merge their automotive division with a new 
company Automotive Art in a move that would revolutionize the automotive industry in the island. 
[see 1990s: Higher Standards, The Road to Automotive Art]

Furniture Finishes
Alongside the efforts in the automotive 
arena which relied on nitro-cellulose 
technology, Harris saw an opportunity 
to take advantage of the synergies 
to tap into the local furniture trade, 
which was a market that was still 
strong at that time. With the support 
of companies such as the distinguished 
UK based F T Morrell, Harris was able to 
manufacture and introduce a range of 
specialist products that included Sand 
& Sealer, Gloss Lacquer and related 
products such as Lacquer Thinners. 
The company aggressively marketed to 
niche operations throughout Barbados 
from large manufacturers to small 
artisanal outfits with great success. To 
a large degree the industry in Barbados 
was dependent on exports to Trinidad; 
hard hit by a downturn in oil prices in 
1982, Trinidad slumped into recession 
through 1987 and implemented a 
strict import regulation scheme which 
effectively caused the collapse of the 
sector in Barbados.
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Marine
In truth, enthusiastic support to participate in the Marine sector came more from a love of yachting and 
boats in general than from a pure business perspective. With the heavy involvement of Managing Director, 
Ralph Johnson and General Manager, David Tindale, in sailing circles, this provided a strong impetus 
for Harris to be represented through the fishing industry throughout the islands providing further 
justification. Through collaborative agreements Harris was able to introduce first Shrimp Boat formulas 
such as anti-fouling marine paints for steel, aluminium, fibre glass and wooden hull boats expanding 
the range to include other treatments such as Fibre Glass Primer and Deck Coatings. In 1985 Harris 
was further appointed by American marine specialist Pettit Paints as their distributor for the Caribbean 
area from Tortola to Trinidad, liaising with point person for Pettit, Ben Winter. 

Contrary to popular wisdom, Ralph 
managed to successfully blend business 
and pleasure to gain maximum 
leverage for the Harris brand in his 
own inimitable style. His first small sail 
boat “The Little Man” fearlessly took 
on much larger, sleeker vessels on the 
local racing scene – an activity that 
underscored Harris’ bold entry as the 
underdog in the local marketplace. A 
Harris marine paint press advertisement 
of the time declared: “It’s not the size 
of the man... It’s what’s in the can!” It 
wasn’t long before he sought a new, 
leaner, meaner machine and in another 
bold manoeuvre he commissioned his 
friend, boat-builder and champion 
sailor, Andrew Burke to construct a 
vessel for him that would be 100% 
Bajan. As if this was not enough, no 
sooner than it was built, Bruggadung 
set course on a cross-Atlantic race 
capturing attention across the nation. 
[see Little Man Takes to the High Seas] 

These exploits arguably contributed 
to the positive image of the company 
and emphasized some of its key 
attributes but in reality the high-end 
yacht market in Barbados, which 
could afford the exceptional quality 
of paints carried by Harris, was almost 
infinitesimal and yachtsmen in marinas 
around the Caribbean had access 
to low-cost alternatives. The fishing 
industry in the territories was not much 
more receptive as they generally were 
operating on tight budgets and looked 
to take advantage of cheap imports 
wherever possible or even cut-corners 
by using non-marine substitutions. 

While marine initiatives did not account for large revenues, Harris found a way to get their money’s 
worth particularly in the 1980s and it has remained important to represent the sector with a range of 
optimum quality products.

Troweltex application on a residential house

A typical Caribbean fishing boat
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Textured Finish
As early as 1978 Harris was already working on a formulation for a 
decorative textured finish; this was growing increasingly popular on the 
local market. The finish, made with limestone or coral dust available 
in Barbados, could be applied to virtually any surface transforming the 
appearance to a sophisticated coral stone construction (a look that was 
generally beyond the budget of the average person) lending to its rise 
in popularity. Unlike paint which requires careful surface preparation to 
ensure smoothness, textured finish easily covers imperfections and still 
delivers a high quality result. At the time the market was dominated by 
one primary manufacturer and true to their aggressive strategy, Harris 
Troweltex was designed to tackle the competition. Throughout the 1980s 
the product fared well and grew a loyal fan base although, with so many 
other ventures and new products being added to the Harris portfolio, 
marketing dollars were tight and it probably did not receive the attention 
it deserved. It has remained a key product in the Harris architecture, one 
which is now beginning to fulfil its potential.

Polyfilla
Anticipating the imminent closure of the market 
for wall filler, Harris had opened negotiations by 
January 1986 with the principals of Polyfilla, which 
was the world’s leading brand. The following 
month Harris received an endorsement from 
the local agents Atwell, Dalgliesh & Co Ltd who 
had distributed the product in Barbados for the 
past 30 years and now proposed Harris as their 

manufacturer of choice in a letter written by 
their founder Kenneth Tucker. As a result of their 
continued efforts a successful deal was reached 
with Polycell‘s General Manager John Newens 
and executive, John Dewell who were extremely 
helpful in assisting Harris to get a manufacturing 
plant established. 

Troweltex application on a residential house



112 www.championsofcolour.com

Regional Developments
Despite the establishment of the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market 
(CARICOM) in 1973, the 1980s 
were characterized by complex and 
inharmonious trade policies throughout 
the region. The restrictive environment 
consisted of import duties, stamp 
duties and consumption taxes even 
at times on goods originating from 
within the region plus wide-scale use 
of other non-tariff barriers such as 
licensing schemes. These factors were 
further compounded by exchange and 
capital controls. This amounted to 
a significant administrative and 
bureaucratic burden. While these 
difficulties probably did deter international 
companies from doing business in the region it 
also made the trading climate challenging for 
regional operators. 

Harris of course 
had already made a 

start with its small 
operation in Dominica 

in 1978. However 
just one year after 
opening the new 

plant at Fond Cole, 
Dominica suffered a 

direct and devastating 
hit by Hurricane 

David. The plant was 

relatively lucky but before 
year end there was 
further disquieting 
news as the Patrick 
John government, 

under whose auspices 
Harris had been 

established, collapsed. 
Fortunately, through 

the stewardship of 
Managing Director 

Ninian Marie, Harris 
found a firm friend in 

in-coming Dominican Premier 
Eugenia Charles who saw the potential 

the Harris factory provided for future 
employment in the island and she 

steadfastly championed the growth of Harris 
and its operation-base in Dominica. Owing to this 
relationship, Harris was able to successfully lobby 
the government for concessions to promote 
trade and business activity and ultimately resulted 
in a commitment from Harris to go forward with 
plans to build a modern, factory complex at 
Canefield, just outside the capital. The facility and 
pièce de résistance was opened in 1987 and is 
still the base for operations today. [see Leaders in 
the Caribbean, Dominica]

It was not always a smooth road though, 
especially in the early years. Some islands felt that 
CARICOM favoured the agendas of the larger 
countries in the community and partly in an effort 

Overseeing the operation 
was General Manager David 
Tindale who was responsible 

for setting up the facility 
and meeting the exacting 
quality control standards 

laid down by Polycell. The 
plant was officially opened 

on 21 April 1988 and 
showcased BBD$120 000 in 

plant machinery which could 
mix 3 670lbs (1 668kgs) 

of Polyfilla in less than 
30 minutes and the packaging 

system could pack 16 one 
pound boxes (450g) a minute. 

At full capacity (based on an 
eight hour working shift) 

it was estimated that the plant could produce 
over 600 000lbs (272 727kgs) of product per 
year. It was another first for Harris who was 
tremendously proud to extend their product lines, 
take on new employees and locally produce an 
internationally renowned brand.

Despite the high level of optimism the venture 
was relatively short-lived and was wound 
up in the mid-1990s. Within this time frame 
new pre-mixed products rose significantly in 
popularity, reducing the demand for powdered 
product which impacted the efficiency of the 
plant. In the meantime Harris had also extended 
operations in other areas which continued to 
stretch financial and management resources and 
caused the company to undertake some level of 
rationalization.
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“So we also want to say thanks for coming to 
Dominica; thanks for sticking it out in spite of 

the stumbling blocks and hard areas.
Thanks for the employment you have provided;

thanks for the assistance you have given 
in other areas and thanks for inviting us to 

celebrate with you.
 We are very glad to be here because we are 

proud of what you have achieved.“
Prime Minister, Dame Eugenia Charles

Address at Harris Paints 15th Anniversary Celebrations,
10 September 1993, Dominica

to even the playing field, seven countries including 
Dominica joined forces in June 1981 to create the 
Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS), 
a trade sub-region within CARICOM. Within the 
OECS, arrangements were made to ascribe certain 
established manufacturing sectors as the sole 
domain of certain islands. Almost immediately 
this caused a conflict as there were competing 
paint operations within the group; the Antigua 
operation Leewinds and Harris Dominica came to 
loggerheads. For a period exports became bogged 
down in red-tape and political negotiations took 
some time as there were other serious regional 
events in play, namely the growing instability 
in Grenada which culminated in the execution 
of deposed Prime Minister Maurice Bishop and 
the so called ‘US invasion’. When headway was 
made regarding trading arrangements there was 
a fierce battle for territory. The limitations of 
inter-island shipping services and the need for 

continued lobbying for propitious trade conditions 
contributed to the myriad of odifficulties. 

But perseverance won through. By 1985 Harris 
Dominica was on track for a 50% increase in 
sales over the previous year. The very connected 
Ninian Marie, Harris Directors and marketing 
man Michael Carter, worked unrelentingly to 
establish Harris in the region. By the end of 
the decade Dominica had proved to be a most 
valuable investment and Harris was successfully 
selling decorative paints; automotive, marine and 
industrial coatings as well as furniture finishes 
and nails and wire throughout the OECS. What 
is more, the company was already considering 
strategies to increase volumes by establishing 
plants in other territories; they had a deal on the 
table in regard to Saint Lucia and were looking 
with interest for a suitable opportunity to enter 
Guyana.



Little Man Takes to the High Seas
In one of his more flamboyant exploits Managing 
Director and avid yachting enthusiast Ralph Johnson 
undertook a captivating adventure in late 1987. As the 
sole local entrant in an international cross Atlantic yacht 
race Bruggadung’s participation shone a spotlight on 
Barbados, ignited national pride and demonstrated the 
belief that “The Little Man” was more than a match for 
world class competition. 

The race was conceived by Jimmy Cornell, a yachtsman 
and writer for Yachting World Magazine and was known 
as the Atlantic Rally for Cruisers (ARC). Some 197 
boats from 26 countries participated in the event that 
started in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria and would finish 
in Barbados, after completing a 2637 mile (4 244km) 
Atlantic crossing.

Andrew Burke shows hull under construction Andrew’s son Christopher, helps out

Wendy Del Castilho presents The Little Man mascot 
to Captain Ralph, while David Tindale (centre) and 

colleagues look on Preparing the boat



What was even more remarkable about the Barbadian 
entry was that the 32-foot (10m) Bruggadung was a 
100% locally made craft. It was commissioned by 
Johnson in 1984 and was designed and built on the 
lot at Harris Paints by friend and distinguished local 
yachtsman Andrew Burke, who also undertook the 
Atlantic voyage serving as tactician. Before his departure 
to Gran Canaria, Ralph was treated to a ‘bon voyage’ 
send off by staff members who presented him with a 

figure of The Little Man. This he promised would serve 
as the yacht’s mascot on the journey ahead. The other 
crewmen that would join him were Arthur Emptage 
(navigator), Shane Atwell, Clint Brooks, Jim Hughes, 
Paul Johnson and Derek Johnson. 

On Wednesday 25 November at 2pm Bruggadung 
led the other 50 boats in their class out of Las Palmas 
Harbour, with sails set for Barbados and flying a colourful 

Christopher Burke admires his father’s craftsmanship Champion Sailor and Shipwright, Andrew Burke

Preparing to launch. Careenage, Bridgetown



spinnaker emblazoned with the broken trident. They 
started with light conditions and even though winds 
picked up to 15–20 knots as they ventured deeper into 
the ocean, they experienced few major difficulties with 
the exception of a couple of broken halliards and torn 
sails which they repaired on board.

Meanwhile excitement was mounting back home, as 
Barbadians followed the race news carried in several 

local media reports and fans eagerly anticipated 
their position. On Saturday 13 December at 3.37am, 
Bruggadung became the second finisher (after Canadian 
trimaran Rusty Pelican) after just 16 days and 17 hours 
and 36 seconds at sea and was awarded ‘World Cruising 
Line Honours’ – Trophy Class E (30-36ft). The jubilant 
crew were welcomed home by a contingent of boats 
and throngs of well-wishers.

Captain Ralph receives a congratulatory case of Mount Gay Rum from Peter Marshall (far right). Crew members (L-R) Clint Brooks,
Jim Hughes and Paul Johnson look on in anticipation

Ralph Johnson celebrates his record performance
with a bottle of bubbly

Bruggadung crew members in high spirits. (L-R) Ralph Johnson, 
Arthur Emptage (glasses), Paul Johnson and Derek Johnson; 

Minister Wes Hall (centre); Clint Brooks (partially hidden)



Without a doubt the adventure, which took place 
shortly after Harris’ 15th anniversary celebrations, 
was a huge success capturing hearts at home and 
proving that a small team, from a small island could 
think big and compete with larger competitors, a 
metaphor that has served Harris well for decades.

SUNRISE by Jove 

Ye mariners in Bimshire bred,

Sail on, sail on, your sails outspread,

Despite the gusty winds that blow!

We must applaud this daring crew

Of young Buhbayjans, brave and true,

Who hope the world’s best to outdo,

And bring the islands’s gold and blue 

To victory. Then feasts shall flow!

Despite the rain clouds overhead,

Bruggadung is breezing ahead!

Sunday Sun, 6 December 1987: Reprinted
courtesy of Nation Publishing Co Ltd

Andrew Burke on the bow

Mount Gay gives Bruggadung crew a royal welcome



The Annual Harris Paints Regatta
Inaugurated in 1983, Harris has been delighted to sponsor a yacht race every June at the Barbados 
Yacht Club for the past 29 years attracting all classes of boats in closely fought competition. Aside 
from the action on the water, Harris is equally well known for its colourful post-race celebration in 

the Clubhouse!

Pictures from the June 2012 Harris Paints Regatta
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Fast approaching nearly 20 years of operation 
Harris had achieved much of what it had set out 
to accomplish. The brand had a strong presence 
in the Barbados market in decorative paints and 
was a growing player in the region through mainly 
export trade from the Dominica factory and a 
small joint marketing enterprise in Saint Lucia 
known as Colour World of Paints. In addition 
to the nail and wire operation, the company 
was now producing powder blended building 
products and had a small stake in the furniture 
finishes and automotive markets. Harris 
continued on a course to broaden their 
manufacturing enterprise, expand 
their product offering and heighten 
their level of quality and service which 
they would do through the course of 
the next decade. 

The company faced challenging 
conditions. Barbados was beset with 
a hard hitting recession in the early 
1990s which saw unemployment 
leap to levels, reportedly, of 25%. In 
a subsequent agreement with the IMF, 
Barbados imposed stringent austerity 
measures and agreed to protocols to 
control wages and prices. A further 
feature of the IMF fiscal measures 
implemented within the region was 
the promotion of competition through 
an open market economy. This meant 
local manufacturers would receive 
increasingly little protection from 
foreign-produced goods that often 
could be made at a lower cost. 

In response to this environment, Harris 
took an aggressive position and fought 
ever harder to provide Caribbean 
customers with the highest quality 
paint products and latest innovations 
by investing heavily in technology, 
research and development. In an 
attempt to reduce escalating raw 

material costs Harris purchased a 50% share in 
a US chemical supply company. Harris expanded 
into new market segments and established 
a phenomenally successful automotive 
joint-enterprise and a building chemicals division. 
Lastly, with a rebounding economy, the company 
took several steps to consolidate and strengthen 
their position in the OECS. While Harris made 
some outstanding achievements during this 
decade they also experienced bitter losses on 
both a personal and professional level.

“The healthiest competition occurs when average people 
win by putting in above average effort.” 

Colin Powell

Wednesday 15 September 1993, The Weekend Nation
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Decorative Paint Revolution
There are many stakeholders 
that contribute opinions 
as to what trends will be 
vital to the future and 
these include advertising 
executives and dealers as 
well as the opinions of 
those that play a day to 
day role in the company 
and keep an eye on trade 
magazines and shows. In an 
advertising pitch in 1990 the 
prevailing opinion was that 
while Harris was a major 
contender in the quality end 
of the market in Barbados, 
consumers on the whole 
were still resistant to the 
idea that a local brand could 
truly match internationally 
known labels. These were 
prejudices the company 
had been dealing with from 
the beginning and with the 
reduction of trade barriers 
more competitors were 
likely to enter the market. 
It was clear that for Harris 
to capture further market 
share it was of ultimate 
importance to be assertive, 
to identify trends, deliver the 
best and latest innovations 

and be seen as leaders in the market. Throughout the 1990s a number of strategies to accomplish 
these goals took shape.

From as early as 1986 Harris had pounced on an opportunity to 
get some top level technological assistance from a recently retired 
scientist from Europe who was enticed to exchange the biting winters 
for the warm weather of Barbados. He was mandated to set up a 
new advanced laboratory and to review the company’s testing and 
quality assurance procedures in line with international best practices 
and to build capacity within the department. Dr Jaap as he was 
known, worked with Harris in close liaison with in-house Technical 
Supervisor, Charles Kirton until 1999 and together they implemented 
improvements for the production of consistent quality standards.

On the world stage environmental issues gained significant 
momentum in the 1970s. In the US the decade saw the establishment 
of the National Environmental Policy Act and the Environmental 
Protection Agency; the Clean Air Act; the founding of Earth Day 
and many other similar measures. During the next 15-20 years 

Furnishings and accessories provided by Lindsey Archer and Sarah Williams,
Coral Island Interiors. Kindly provided by Living Barbados

New Product Innovations
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environmentalism moved into the mainstream. 
While “going green” was still a catch phrase in the 
islands, the world’s leading paint manufacturers 
and chemical industries were certainly taking 
notice and endeavoured to provide alternative 
options to high performance “oil” paints that 
often contained toxic ingredients. In his previous 
position Dr Jaap, who was an emulsion specialist, 
worked specifically on new technological 
formulations, part of a revolution in the paint 
industry, to produce cleaner, safer and healthier 
products. Now, together with Charles Kirton 
and the Harris technical department staff, Harris 
embraced the new technology and developed 
and introduced a number of ground-breaking, 
never-before-seen products to the Caribbean.

Remember, up until this time the paint industry 
really had not changed a great deal. Generations 
of painters knew that emulsion paints were used 
for walls and that for a tough, high shine protective 
surface on wood and metal, an “oil-based” or 
alkyd paint was required. The new Harris products 
turned that thinking on its head. Over a period 
of a few years Harris engineered and was first to 
market with a number of remarkable innovations 
formulated in their own labs specifically with the 
Caribbean environment in mind. These included 
water-based floor paints, varnishes and enamels 
that were now cleaner, greener and easier to 
use than ever before, as brushes could simply be 
rinsed with water.

However sensational, some advances had 
their drawbacks. In 1991 in response to the 
high consumer appeal of thicker paints, Harris 
launched a new thixotropic ‘non-drip’ premium 
emulsion known as Durashield. Its unique 
formulation lent a buttery consistency in the can 
(so thick that it could be turned upside down 
without spilling out) yet produced a smooth 
flowing paint on application. The promotional 
campaign featured a can of Durashield being 
upended over a man’s head (actually the

Technical 
Assistant, Bryron 
Hunte). The product 
elicited an immediate 
and overwhelming 
response and was the talk of 
the town. Inevitably some 
problems occurred when customers took 
to watering down the paint in order to ‘stretch’ it 
and were disappointed when they did not achieve 
the same results. 

The anecdote serves to demonstrate the 
importance of providing education especially with 
new innovation. This became a key cornerstone 
of the Harris strategy and was used to influence 
perceptions of the brand, to promote the quality 
through product knowledge, build relationships 
and ultimately sales. The technical team attended 
trade shows such as Barbados Manufacturers’ 
Exhibition (BMEX) and spear-headed an 
exceptional programme of consumer training 
seminars across the region targeting key 
customers such as dealers, architects, contractors 
and construction professionals. The effort was 
highly effective and very well received and what 
is more, few, if any paint companies could claim a 
similar investment or service at this time. 

From a marketing perspective, initiatives 
emphasized the sophisticated, scientific and 
technological aspect of the brand. This rationale 
was behind periodic pointers in the press ‘Top Tips 
From Dr Jaap’ and a major campaign ‘Creating 
Higher Standards in the Caribbean’ by ad agency 
McCann-Erickson, which positioned Harris as the 
authority in paint matters. The success of both 
Harris’ innovations and their ability to leverage 
them helped change public perceptions and 
move the company to number one.
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Colour Creations
On top of the advances that were made in developing new products, Harris was also keeping a 
sharp eye on other trends in the industry that could set them apart from their competitors. To a large 
extent the company was built on quality and value for money but they realized the truly inspirational 
aspect of paint, especially in the DIY market, was colour. What Harris offered met expectations and 

the industry standards of the day, a range of about 25 versatile shades 
chosen from a colour card. Essentially choice was relatively limited and did 
not truly offer much opportunity for personalization. When the company 
learned of a computerized paint system that was capable of producing a 
huge array of paint colours mixed in minutes on demand and in store they 
recognized an exciting prospect to deliver superlative service.

It was a huge risk not only to buy the system but it would mean a 
fundamental change to the business. The system comprised of a 
machine that could accurately analyse a colour sample (a colour 
card, a swatch of material etc) and would generate a formula which 
was then used to tint a paint base. Harris would not only have to 
provide the bases and tinting components to retailers but conduct 
a substantial amount of training in the use of the equipment in 
order to get good results. And how would customers react? 
Would they be wowed or overwhelmed? Would they welcome 
a world of new choices at their fingertips or prefer to continue 
with what had worked for generations.

With next to no market research Harris took the plunge, 
greatly energized by the idea of bringing customers a new 
level of service, convenience and choice that had never 
before been experienced in the Caribbean. The new 
system which became known as Harris Colour Creations 
was revealed in 1994 for the first time and allowed 
customers to choose from a range of literally hundreds 
of colours. 

In hindsight, Colour Creations was quite a basic 
system and even though it was quickly upgraded, 
technology developed so rapidly that by the end 
of the decade Harris was searching for a more 
sophisticated system in its ceaseless quest to stay 
ahead of competitors. In Barbados, perhaps the 
most conservative of markets, consumers on the 
whole were slow to adopt the new practices 
but at the time it was, without dispute, the 
latest and greatest innovation in colour and 
definitely played a significant part in the rising 
profile of the company.

Growing New Divisions
At the very beginning of the 1990s Harris executives were faced with two major opportunities which 
would lead them to develop their efforts to diversify into related categories, namely the automotive 
and building product sectors. 

Just a few years after the opening of their new powder blending Polyfilla facility, Harris executives learned 
of the sale of a manufacturing operation for the Feb line of products from a retiring local operator. 
Andrew Phillips gave an overview of the Feb line to the Board at their meeting of 14 August 1989 
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which was met by support from Ralph Johnson, who felt this would be a high 
growth area. A period of negotiation followed with Henry Viera who ran 
Caribbean Chemical Industries and was concluded in April 1990. In the 
ensuing deal Harris acquired the manufacturing license (issued by 
the UK parent company) and purchased the market value of the 
equipment and product in stock to be relocated to the Harris site.

At much the same time Harris was setting up its newly formed 
Automotive and Technical Coatings Division to manufacture 
automotive paints and products in partnership with UK 
company, Valentine. It had taken years of effort to achieve 
this and even in its fairly early stages Harris was producing 
good quality products that met with modest success. At this 
time most automotive paints were made from durable acrylic 
resin enamels which required seemingly endless polishing 
but were relatively affordable. However a new colour system 
was developed in the 1970s known as Base Coat/Clear Coat 
that delivered a superlative gloss finish which was durable 
even when exposed to a wide range of temperatures and had 
excellent protective properties against rust. The system was slow 
to catch on and scarcely used initially due to the exceptionally high 
costs but as these gradually fell, the superiority of the system and its 
eventual wide scale adoption became inevitable. In a fortuitous turn 
of events, Harris was approached by two young entrepreneurs who were 
keen to bring this technology to Barbados and by combining forces, the joint 
venture went on to be a superlative investment for Harris and a revolution in the 
automotive retail business in the region. [see The Road to Automotive Art]

Absolutely Feb-ulous!
The acquisition of Feb marked a concerted 
strategy by Harris to diversify into related 
categories. In the company’s view this could 
prove advantageous on two levels: by providing 
additional income from a new segment of the 
market and by providing an avenue through 
which Harris personnel could build relationships 
earlier in the construction phase and therefore 
influence purchasing decisions, for example, of 
paint. Effectively the move would better situate 
Harris to find out what was needed, to offer 
solutions and promote the decorative coatings 
too. By encouraging the use of building chemicals 
to achieve better surfaces this would also have a 
beneficial impact on the application results of the 
paint. It seemed like a win-win situation.

As is often the case, the relocation of the plant 
and setting up of production facilities in order to 
manufacture turned out to be a much bigger and 
more expensive job than was originally foreseen. 
The company was able to renegotiate the terms 
of the licensing agreement with the Feb parent 
company but this meant Harris paid additional 

franchise fees and a $12 000 registration 
fee to the government in order to conclude 
these arrangements. Current licenses for fiscal 
incentives were due to expire so new applications 
had to be processed in order that they could 
take advantage of duty free concessions on 
raw materials. In the end, take over costs were 
probably double the figure of what was originally 
estimated. 

However the plant was set up and production 
got underway under the guidance of Tony Gill. 
Fortunately Harris was able to enlist the services of 
Colin Deane who had about seven or eight years 
prior experience with Feb products at Caribbean 
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“Harris has arranged many, many seminars. 
So many hours have been spent, not only 
in Barbados but travelling throughout 
the Eastern Caribbean taking samples, 
conducting training and interacting with all 
levels of people in construction. We have 
spent many years building awareness which 
has led to people being more sophisticated 
in their building. I have no doubt that we 
have contributed to that improvement in 
sophistication.”

Colin Deane, Building Chemicals Specialist

Chemicals and he was instrumental in launching 
the division. In Barbados, Andrew Phillips and 
his wife Wynona, held a lavish launch party for 
industry professionals at his home at Lion Castle, 
St Thomas. And Colin was dispatched to carry 
out training seminars in Dominica from as early 
as March 1990. This was followed in 1991 by 
further seminars in the OECS islands.

The construction industry is conservative by 
nature and even by the early 1990s not many 
people had a high level of understanding 
about specialist building chemicals and what 
they could do to save money and enhance 
performance standards. For this reason over 

the years training has been 
a key strategy used by 

Harris, making knowledge 
available to engineers, 

architects, contractors and all 
professionals in the building 
trade. It seems to have paid 

off. Today many of these 
products have become 

familiar tools and treatments 
such as mortar plasticizer 

for concrete plastering, 
waterproofing of pools and 

sealing of concrete floors 
are known and accepted 

standards.

While the division delivered 
a solid performance 

throughout the 90s and 
2000s, the manufacturing 

environment continued to be challenging with 
very little protectionism and rising costs of 
shipping and importing raw materials. On top 
of that the technology behind these products 
was ever evolving to new levels of sophistication 
virtually unattainable by small scale operators. 
About five years ago the decision was taken 
to increase efficiency by out-sourcing specialty 
products which Harris envisioned would be 
beneficial in a number of ways. It would streamline 
the remaining manufacturing portfolio; lower 
costs and increase efficiency; provide blue-chip 
technology and would ensure that Harris would 
be able to continue to deliver cutting-edge, 
quality solutions.

Kensington Oval, Barbados
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The Road to Automotive Art

In the early 1980s Harris decided to explore 
the automotive paint industry. After all, both 
Chairman Andrew Phillips and Managing 
Director, Ralph Johnson were legendary names 
in car racing and rallying in Barbados and the 
Caribbean, having raced on many of the regional 
circuits. What is more, we know that people in 
the Caribbean love motorsport almost as much as 
they love cricket! It seemed then that this avenue 
might perhaps bear fruit.

Working in partnership with a UK company 
called Valentine who supplied the tints and 
formulas, Harris set up the various tinting systems 
needed and mixed and packaged the paints at 
their Wildey, Barbados premises. David Tindale 
remembers the remarkable skills demonstrated 
by paint-mixer Darnley Carter who in those 
days mixed the paint by hand. “We didn’t have 
the computer technology then to do it, so it 
was all done on scales and a lot of it had to be 
adjusted by eye.” The business held its own but 
it became increasingly clear that it was a very 
different business to decorative paint requiring 
a completely different set of quality control 
standards and manufacturing techniques. 
It was set up under a separate division 
named Harris Automotive and 
Technical Coatings. 

It was at this juncture that 
there was a rather fortuitous 
meeting between the 
principals of Harris and 
the young enterprising 
duo of Dereck Foster 
and Hugh Blades, who 
had been running 
the automotive 

department at Blades & Williams for some years. 
In 1990, the twosome had just struck out on their 
own and become competitors backed by the 
premium Glasurit brand of automotive paint (a 
subsidiary of German chemical giant BASF). Their 
established distribution base was very attractive to 
Harris plus they had buckets of energy and sharp 
new ideas for revolutionising the automotive 
business. On the other hand, as a new start-
up operation, the pair was very short of money 
with which to grow their operation. As Dereck 
recounts, “Ralph doesn’t miss an opportunity and 
he said that he thought we should do something 
together”. Harris already had manufacturing and 
Dereck and Hugh’s new business, Automotive Art, 
was all about retail, the front end. The idea was 
born to combine forces in a 50:50 partnership 
with Dereck and Hugh running the operation.

Dereck Foster, who now holds the post of 
Executive Chairman of Automotive Art, 
remembers the early days; “Harris became very 
important to us because we could start off with 
a bigger customer base. Because they were an 
established company with a good reputation they 
were able to help us get more financing and that 
allowed us to grow quickly”. Finding themselves 
caught short in a rental contract, Harris offered 
them a small space in their building 
where at one time their nail operation
had been. They made a savvy manoeuvre 
moving immediately, four 
months before their lease 
ran out and were therefore 
able to transition all 
their customers 
to their 
new 
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(L-R) Hugh Blades and Dereck Foster

Wildey location.

Shortly after, Hugh, who was the operations 
arm and Dereck, who focused on business 
development, had moved all the equipment 
that was specific to automotive to their space 
(today the Service Centre) and took over the 
running of the factory. Their complementary 
skills and friendship were to make the pairing 
an enviably enduring and successful partnership. 
Almost immediately, in addition to the Valentine 
products, and the top-of-the-line Glasurit brand, 
they started to make products under the Harris 
Automotive brand, key products that they could 
manufacture to high quality with the equipment 
available such as clear coat, primer and body filler. 
Within two years they were exporting their range 
of products to the territories in which Harris was 
already being sold starting with Dominica and 
then Saint Lucia and Guyana. 

By the early 90s the world’s leading 
manufacturers of automotive paint industry had 
made revolutionary technological advances that 
would completely transform the industry. This 
technology was only available to the biggest 
companies, it was out there but it had not yet 
been introduced to the Caribbean which was 
perceived by some as a small market that was 
difficult and perhaps unable to embrace the new 

practices. The Automotive Art team had no such 
qualms. Dereck who had spent hours doing up 
old cars himself knew exactly what a saving the 
new technology would mean. Together with a 
brand new approach to sales, they made it their 
mission, with the backing of the BASF Glasurit 
brand, to bring this new engineering to Barbados 
and the Caribbean.

“When you painted a car before, you used to 
have to paint it, sand it, put on a coat, spray it”, 
remembers Dereck Foster. “You used to have 
to put on multiple coats and then when it was 
done painting you then had to polish it to make 
it shine; and to keep it shining for its life you had 
to keep polishing it! Generally speaking colour 
matching was iffy. The durability of the product 
was maximum five years. Plus in those days cars 
used to rust a lot - that doesn’t happen today.” 
Although the new products promised radically 
improved results with a lot less time and effort, 
they were about 50% more expensive. Dereck 
knew the old traditional sales approach wouldn’t 
work. You had to show people what the products 
could do. “Imagine when you painted a car, yes 
it was shining but when you painted with our 
paint, you could see your face in it! It was like 
a mirror! If you had two cars next to each other, 
any person, could look and see there was a 
dramatic difference between the two. And you 
didn’t have to polish it. So you could paint the car 
and eliminate an entire day’s work!”

In the first two years Dereck and his team 
visited nearly every body shop in Barbados to 
show automotive repair people how to use the 
products in their own environment. In this way 
the company developed a good bond with their 
customers, “they changed from seeing us as 
somebody that sold them paint to seeing us as 
someone that helped them do a good job. They 
could earn more; they felt more pride because 
this product was a whole different level of 
performance. They became very loyal. And the 
customers could see a big change. It made them 
look much more professional.” The strategy was 
extended to hosting demonstrations to the public 
at Automotive Art, another industry first. They 
became so successful that after the first few, they 
scarcely had to advertise. 

Outside of manufacturing, Automotive Art was 
established with its sights set firmly on retailing. 
To this they also brought a refreshing new 
approach. Before they got involved, automotive 
supply stores were somewhat of a dirty business. 



1291990s: Higher Standards

Stores were not eye-catching; they were typically 
a bit grungy with paint all over the counter. They 
tended to carry a small selection of goods that 
were available only from behind the counter. 
Automotive Art was able to capture market share 
by broadening the customer base, introducing 
more customer friendly stores, offering 
educational programs and cutting-edge products 
with enhanced performance. When they started 
in 1990 there were probably 15-20 companies 
selling automotive paint but the immense 
importance of the new technology was such that 
within two years there were only two.

With the new generation of technological 
products dominating the market, Valentine’s 
share had declined (coincidentally it was bought 
out by BASF in their centenary year) and the 
importance of manufacturing diminished. In 
1992, Doug Armstrong joined Automotive Art 
to head up the retail division, spearheading an 
exciting array of automotive accessories the like of 
which Barbados had not seen before. Attending 
several tradeshows Automotive Art was able to 
snag the distribution rights to the Caribbean 
for several lines that were as yet unrepresented. 

The size of the islands and the complexity of 
entering the markets were a barrier to many 
but presented a great opportunity for the young 
ambitious company. As the Automotive Art 
brand increased in strength, it was decided to 
re-brand the Harris Automotive products under 
the new label. Exports continued to strengthen 
and Automotive Art swept into new markets 
throughout the Caribbean.

Increasingly retailers were brought from around 
the Caribbean to their Barbados headquarters 
for training and when they saw all the other 
things Automotive Art were doing – the tyres, 
wheels, batteries etc, they showed a keen 
interest. Out of this, Automotive Art began to 
franchise stores throughout the region, selling 
turn-key operations with mandated standard 
operating procedures for every business activity. 
Instead of just selling products, they could now 
sell knowledge. Approaching 2000, Harris who 
still held a 50% partnership in the company, was 
assessing a number of possible future business 
strategies the result of which could potentially 
have major implications for Automotive Art. 
Up until this time the partnership had been a 

Automotive Art, Welches, Barbados
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smooth one. Dereck remembers fondly how 
he benefited from the experience of Ralph 
and Andrew who sat on the Automotive 
Art board and were a steadying influence 
in the early days to his sometimes excessive 
exuberance! “They were brilliant directors 
and brilliant shareholders in that they never 
troubled us. Just offered advice and we 
made our decision for right or wrong. And 
once the decision was made, everyone was 
on board, even if they didn’t agree with it 

in the beginning.” He now took his concerns 
to the Board and it was agreed to transfer the 

Harris holding to the individual shareholders 
and in so doing the two businesses maintained 

their relationship and at the same time established 
a greater level of independence.

Today Automotive Art owns stores in Barbados and 
Saint Lucia and has a distribution centre in Florida. 
Between them they 

employ about 150-160 
people. In addition 

they have a presence 
in 26 different countries 
including 11 franchise 

markets, throughout the 
Caribbean, South and Central 
America including Colombia, 

Venezuela, Honduras and Mexico. 

“Great people build great businesses not the other way round. You 
have to get the right people at the right time and when they are 
not right, you have to recognize it and change fast. You’ve got to 
recruit great people. Keep them focused, keep them challenged and 
give them opportunities. We have done that very successfully. And 
those people have made us successful.”

Dereck Foster, Executive Chairman Automotive Art
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Harris Sets Regional Roots
Beyond Barbados, Harris continued to increase its investment in the region in an attempt to increase 
volumes and lower production costs. Despite the tough economic conditions that affected all territories 
in the early 1990s the overall group performance was strong which Chairman Andrew Phillips felt was 
particularly pleasing “as it is considered the aim of any company to come out of a recession with a 
greater share of the market than it went in with, even 
at the expense of some profit.” From their experience 
in Dominica and in Saint Lucia the company learned 
that they stood to earn a greater stake of the market 
when they had an active presence, plant or distribution 
company within that market and based on this they set 
out to spread their network in the region.

Dominica
Regrettably, the sister company in Dominica turned 
in a disappointing performance when sales faltered 
terribly in 1993-1994. This was most likely a result of a 
lack of management focus and a consequence of the 
distraction of the multiple other new enterprises Harris 
had entered into or were pursuing. While the local 
market remained strong, 65% of Dominica sales were 
exports and without clear focus and direction, sales 
flagged. The executives resolved to do better and the 
figures rebounded. The factory which had been built in 
1987 was also expanded slightly to respond to future 
needs. 

Saint Lucia
In Saint Lucia, a joint enterprise in a small retail 
outlet, Colour World of Paints, had been surprisingly 
successful considering the markets tolerance for 
low-cost and often low-quality paints. Despite this 
level of competition Harris was able to establish a 
considerable following and by 1993 was considered to 
be the market leader. When offered inviting concessions 
by the Government, Harris decided to set up a basic 
factory operation and warehouse on a rented lot in the 
north of the island which opened in 1994. The Saint 
Lucian company produced mainly Boss emulsion and 
was successful in growing the sales base considerably, 
turning in an outstanding performance in 1997, up 
30% on the previous year. 

Guyana
Located on the South American continent, poised for 
development Guyana was of considerable interest to 
Harris. The company investigated many options of 
entering this market as a manufacturer and when it 
proved to be unfeasible they decided to open a retail 
outlet to distribute imported paints. Importantly Harris 
Paints Director, Robert Jones had well-located property 
in central Georgetown and also owned and operated 
an established distribution agency there among other 
enterprises, which was a considerable asset. The 

Dominica

Saint Lucia

Guyana
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modest enterprise was financed to produce an estimated GYD$45 million per annum but by November 
1993 sales were already twice that figure. The company had achieved a high level of acceptance in 
a very short period of time and to grow the operation beyond the capital city now required further 
financing and investment in a sales vehicle and staff. By 1996 the company had established a very 
good distribution network extending to the country districts and hoped to start manufacturing in 
a couple of years. While they did achieve this benchmark and there were plenty of challenges of 
working within the territory, all agreed that Guyana was bursting with potential.

Trinidad and Tobago
By far the biggest disappointment of the decade was a move to enter the difficult Trinidad market 
which was home to a number of manufacturers who, due to home manufacturing advantages, could 
produce very competitively priced paints. Encouraged by the good results in Saint Lucia, Harris sought 
to enter into a similar joint enterprise with Trinidadian distributor Laughlin & Degannes in conjunction 
with agent Ken Marhue. The aim was to capture 5% of the market by targeting the top end or quality 
niche and at the same time to gain a footing in less competitive categories such as textured finish, 
Feb building products and automotive products. The venture which started in August 1991 was a 
bust. Harris Chairman explained the grim news to the Board on 30 December 1993. “A deepening 
recession in Trinidad and Tobago has played havoc with the paint market there... We have been unable 
to remain competitive without compromising the quality of our products and have been losing both 
sales and profitability to the extent that a decision was taken earlier this month to close operations 
in Trinidad until such time as we can find a way to market our products to the niche market that is 
prepared to pay for quality products such as ours. Unfortunately this means the loss of virtually all of 
our capital… some USD$77 000.” To make matters worse when Harris shipped the remaining stock, 
some nine containers to Guyana to be sold, they arrived in an appalling condition estimated at a 
further USD$20 000 in damages.

Stake in US Chemical Company
When Harris Tampa made plans to move north, 
the company’s Chartered accountant and 
Financial Officer, Steve Borusovic decided to 
stay in the Sunshine State and start a chemical 
distribution company. Steve had developed a 
strong collaborative relationship in the early years 
with the struggling Barbados company and Harris 
needed a convenient supply centre and was happy 
to become one of his first customers. 

Through Xport Marketing Services (XMS) Harris 
bought a large proportion of the raw materials 
needed for production. Apart from the regular 
shipping services available from the nearby Miami 
port, XMS extended a number of exceptional 
conditions that were very beneficial to the young 
Harris operation which had extremely limited 
resources. Most distribution companies operated on 
large minimum order quantities but Steve allowed 
Harris to purchase smaller, more feasible amounts, 
warehousing the remainder for purchase, as and 
when needed. At the time, credit facilities were 

extremely hard to come by for a small company in 
a far off island community, which to be fair, most 
people could not even identify on a map. However 
XMS gave Harris a generous line of credit which 
provided critical relief when Harris was under the 
most severe financial pressure. Throughout their 
relationship the two companies grew together. In 
1992 Harris took up an offer to buy shares in XMS 
(which they held for a period of just over 10 years) 
and the chemicals company expanded both its US 
operations and extended its service to other sectors 
in Barbados. 

Above all, the most valuable result of the partnership 
was the close, personal relationship that was struck 
up between Steve Borusovic, Andrew Phillips 
and particularly Ralph Johnson from the day they 
met some 40 years ago. The feisty New Yorker, 
affectionately known as ‘The Russian’, is credited 
with getting Ralph on the golf course, from which 
he has never looked back and together they have 
shared a warm, enduring friendship for many years.



1331990s: Higher Standards

Company Concerns
Twenty years on Harris was in a very different place. 
The company was estimated to have about 43% 
share of the Barbados market at the beginning of 
the decade and by bringing new technology and 
products to market, diversifying into related 
categories and expanding investment within 
the region, over the next 10 years Harris 
became the brand to beat. 

Managing the growth came with 
its challenges. Was it too much, too 
soon? This was certainly a concern to 
Andrew Phillips who wrote to Ralph Johnson 
in a letter dated 18 January 1993 where he 
considered “that the very future of Harris Paints 
is threatened by the spate of diversifications that 
have taken place. I hasten to say that each of the 
projects is a good one...if carefully looked after 
but I feel that each one of them is a potential 
disaster if not properly controlled and I do not 
feel that we have the manpower in the existing 
organization to look after them”. 

Up until this time the company had operated 
without any formal plan and the Chairman 
continued to place pressure on the Board to 
consider a more strategic approach to the 
future. In essence they were in agreement that 
considering the number of disparate enterprises 
a more centralized approach to raw material 
purchasing, financial management and export and 
sales planning areas would be advantageous. It 
would allow the company to leverage bargaining 
power, take advantage of economies of scale 
and ensure that energies were working together 
toward agreed objectives. While the mythical 
Five Year Plan never materialized, staffing issues 
and areas of responsibility required were to be 
addressed as a matter of urgency.

Approaching the end of November 1992 
Andrew Phillips expressed a deep and 
irreconcilable conflict of interest which arose from 
being a director and shareholder of both Harris 
and his own company (Fencing and Industrial 
Coatings Limited) which was being negatively 
affected. He proposed to resign from the Board. 
Instead the company offered him a paid position 
at Harris in charge of overseas territories. David 
Tindale, who was General Manager, was now 
taking on more responsibility than ever within 
the organization and would need an assistant. 
Further to this the company looked to fill the 
positions of Group Marketing and Group Finance 
Director. 

The cost of production was a perennial worry and 
the Sandiford regime of the early 1990s proffered 
little to manufacturers and had already seen off 
large microchip producers Intel. The Harris Board 
deliberated whether Barbados was the best base 
for the company operations and hired consultant 
Bill Bowers to undertake a feasibility study to 
research the design and cost of a modern factory 
in Dominica. In an effort to reduce overheads 
and tax liabilities, the company was restructured 
and after a valiant struggle Harris finally decided 
to sell the nail operation. Cost cutting was the 
top order of the day. Andrew was in the habit 
of sending a weekly circular of observations. 
Typical were headings such as ‘Savings by Using 
Group Purchasing Power’ addressing 1) Travel 
2) Outward Bound Freight and 3) Purchasing 
of Stationery – signed off in his ebullient style 
“That is all for this Friday!” David Tindale was 
also widely recognized by Directors as having 
done a tremendous job of managing the day 
to day finances and controlling costs in difficult 
economic times. 

For the most part Harris sailed through the 1990s 
with only a few bumps and bruises mainly from 
the debacle in Trinidad. Despite this it turned out 
to be one of the most difficult decades in other 
respects due to the loss of top executives, close 
friends and colleagues who all were considered 
to be vital men in their prime. These included 
Board representative Mickey Hutchinson 
in 1991, General Manager of Dominica, 
Ninian Marie (1996) and Chairman of Harris, 
Andrew Phillips in the same year. To a degree the 
close of the 1990s marked the end of an era.
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“If you don’t know where you are going, 
you might wind up someplace else.”

Yogi Berra

On the heels of the predominantly buoyant 
and fertile 1990s, it could be said that the new 
millennium would quickly deliver ‘The Good, The 
Bad and The Ugly. 

In an event that shocked the world, The Ugly 
unfolded on 11 September 2001 with the terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York 
City. The fear and considerable fallout was felt 
far and wide negatively impacting the airline 
industry and particularly long haul travellers. 
The Caribbean is said to be the most tourism 
dependent region in the world that accounts 
for about 750 000 direct and indirect jobs. The 
Caribbean Tourism Organization estimated a 
16.7% decline in tourism (air arrivals) in the period 
September – December 20011 (the first decline 
since 1981) which knocked many Caribbean 
islands, particularly Saint Lucia, sideways. 

However more fruitful times lay ahead. During 
the decade Harris invested much thought in 
adapting its strategic focus for the new global 
economy and developed a key partnership with 
ICI and subsequently Akzo-Nobel, the largest 
chemical company in the world. Harris continued 
to strengthen its position in the Caribbean by 
opening new factories in Saint Lucia and Guyana 
and undertaking an ambitious purchase of a 
locally owned and well respected manufacturing 
operation in Jamaica, Brandram-Henderson, 
better known as B-H. Barbados also expanded 
its facility by adding a new warehouse and retail 
store in 2006. In general by the middle of the 
decade optimism returned and many Caribbean 
economies were uplifted by the preparations to 
host the 2007 ICC Cricket World Cup for the 
very first time. Across the region this included 
the construction of 12 new stadiums and 20 
upgrades. Such was the enthusiasm that one 
Development Director at ICC Headquarters in 
Jamaica was quoted as saying “I would think that 
if any country failed [to meet the preparation 

deadlines] at the Cricket World Cup that the 
government would collapse.”2

There are two sides to every coin and while Harris 
aggressively tackled the need to redefine and 
restructure the company for future growth, it 
came at considerable expense. The result of many 
large scale initiatives occurring at the same time 
meant that coffers were being emptied rapidly. 
The management of these endeavours became 
increasingly overwhelming, distracting executives 
from the business basics on which it had been 
built. To make matters worse a downturn in 
the global economy unfolded in 2008. A US 
recession was sparked in part by the collapse of 
the housing bubble and risky lending practices 
by financial institutions, many of which folded 
and Europe fared no better with turmoil in the 
Eurozone. The negative shocks reverberated 
to the Caribbean, with 
tourism dropping 
in Barbados alone 
by 5.4% in 2009 
which was 
followed by 
a subsequent 
slump in the 
building and 
construction 
sectors by 
approximately 
30%. 

Despite the adversity, (perhaps some of the 
toughest conditions the company has had to 
endure) Harris has been able to re-engineer the 

1Arley Sobers. Caribbean Tourism Overview. http://www.onecaribbean.org/content/files/TourismOverview.pdf
2Carol J Williams. Caribbean Islands Scramble to Prepare for Cricket World Cup. Los Angeles Times. 2 April 2006
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Leadership

organization, hiring top executives experienced in the paint industry and endeavouring to recruit 
the best of regional talent to add critical depth and flexibility. Harris has restructured and invested 
in systems to increase operational excellence and efficiency. They remain committed to providing 
customers with products made to quality standards of an international level. And most importantly 
they are confident that they are better positioned than ever to be the leading paint distributor in the 
Caribbean and to move the company forward in the future.

The context of the decade is set against the 
critical crossroads Harris reached in terms of the 
leadership of the company. Ralph Johnson and 
Harris had grown to be virtually interchangeable 
but inevitably after 30 years of leading the 
business, Ralph was keen to take a less active role 
to enjoy his many other pursuits. In 2005 Ralph 
sold a number of shares (though retaining his 
position as Chairman) to business partner Robert 

Jones which established Robert by far and away 
as the largest Harris shareholder.

While Robert still had significant commitments 
in both Guyana and Venezuela, as President of 
Harris he was enthusiastic to develop a clear set 
of objectives and strategies that would support 
the growth of the business and effective future 
performance. In collaboration with Miami-based 
business and Branding consultant David 
Punchard, Harris took a fresh look at the business 
and the best opportunities for future advantage. 
As a result the company set course on a number 
of valuable and far-reaching projects which 
absorbed much of the energy and attentions 
of senior management. This was compounded 
by the demands of the acquisition of B-H Paints 
(Brandram-Henderson) in Jamaica. But in the 
maelstrom of activity, fundamental operational 
issues were being overshadowed and the business 
suffered. 

To his credit, President Robert Jones, realized that 
Harris needed to bolster its bench strength across 
departments and looked to recruit a CEO who 
had blue-chip international experience in the 
paint industry capable of bringing the company 
in line with modern standards and international 
best practices. He could think of no better 
candidate than Ian Kenyon who had represented 
ICI at negotiations in Barbados in 2007 and who 
had worked in the Caribbean, Europe, UK and 
Canada. Harris was pleased to welcome Ian to 
the team in 2009.

Under Ian’s leadership Harris has been able to 
marry the core strengths on which Harris was 
founded with a progressive business outlook. 
“There are three things that have always been 
essential to Harris and always will be. There will 
be no compromise when it comes to quality in the 
can, colour and customer service.” He believes 
that these business basics are key to success in 
establishing relationships, growing markets and 
edging out competitors.
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Re-Evaluating Business Strategies
Much had changed since what seemed like 
simpler times of the early 1970s. Harris now 
had operations in four different territories, 
manufactured a myriad of different products 
including decorative paints, fencing, building 
products, textured finishes and specialist coatings, 
which were sold in 14 different countries. The 
business had become choked by immensely 
complex unwieldy processes that stood in the 
path of efficiency and essential vitality for growth.

In addition, local companies were increasingly 
at risk from foreign competition as regional 
governments came under pressure to commit 
to the GATT frameworks (General Agreement 
on Tariffs and Trade) dedicated to free trade and 
open markets. Despite concerns, the outcome 
seemed inevitable and it was therefore more 
important than ever for Harris to become leaner 
and meaner in order to survive the threat.

The coatings industry itself had also become 
significantly more sophisticated due to advances 
in chemical engineering. The new generation 
of highly technical products required large scale 
research and development investment and an 
extremely high level of production capability well 
beyond the reach of small scale manufacturing 
operations. This meant that there was a new 

necessity 
to forge 
partnerships 
with industry 
leaders in 
order to stay 
abreast of 
advances in the 
field. 

These were some of the 
challenges that prompted the first 
management retreat which was scheduled in 
September 2000 and gathered together senior 
management to develop a plan and clear vision 
of the future. Corporate identity and branding 
specialist, David Punchard who Robert Jones had 
met when David worked in Venezuela, was drafted 
in to help guide the process. He was instrumental 
in helping Harris focus on the strength of their 
intangible assets – the experience, brands and 
route to market developed over many years. 
Robert Jones emphasized the point: “most people 
trying to get to this market are not interested in 
our factory operation or our trucks which are 
easily replaced but in the brands that we have, the 
recognition and trade links in over 15 countries.” 
This became a major underlying principle guiding 
strategic initiatives.

Retail Innovation
The retail environment plays a vital part in the customer’s purchase decision and is the main platform 
outside of traditional advertising, where do-it-yourself customers and small contractors interface and 
learn about the brand. There are a very large number of variables to be taken into consideration 
which affects decision making and product perception. Over the years Harris has been fastidious 
about merchandising activities, signage, quality of product labels and the 
replacement of damaged cans all in an effort to reinforce the quality image 
of the brand. However in an increasingly competitive and complex market 
these activities were no longer enough to set the brand apart. Harris 
therefore went back to the drawing board to develop a multi-faceted 
approach to re-energize retail operations. 

The first part of the plan was to re-brand the 30 year old ‘Dura’ range. In 
the past most of the advertising dollars had been put behind the Harris 
name but this was a targeted effort to produce a strong, forward-looking, 
consumer brand that would not only generate excitement, create a 
high-end image and modern aesthetic but one that could project across 
international markets. The result was the new fashion brand Ulttima which 
was launched in 2001 formulated using advanced colour technology 
which offered customers a superlative range of over 6 000 colours. At 
the same time, Harris upgraded the in-store automatic computer tinting 
systems with state-of-the art equipment capable of producing paint faster 
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and more conveniently with unsurpassed accuracy. While retailers would 
need to maintain stock of the most popular colours for grab-and-go 
customers, they could satisfy the growing designer trend by producing 
virtually limitless custom colours on demand with no added inventory. 

Typically hardware and general supply stores cater to a wide variety 
of customer needs and provide thousands of products. It is therefore 
important for customers to be able to easily identify what they need 
with the minimum of frustration. The second part of the plan aimed at 
playing a more effective role at managing Harris’ in-store communication. 
This was achieved by promoting a ‘store-in-store’ concept, branded and 
renamed Harris Colourcentres, a distinctive space designed to showcase 
and heighten awareness of Harris products. The spaces are equipped 
where possible with the Language of Colour™ display units, a specially 
developed and unique system to assist customers with easy colour 
selection and coordination. In combination, the new premium paint, 
ultra-modern colour system and bright commercial concept served to 
further elevate Harris’ status as colour specialists and the leader in paint 
products.

To further build on these successful strategies Harris has continued to reinforce its product range 
which includes wood care, metal care, marine, building and a number of other specialty products. The 
company has particularly benefited from broadening the range of sundry items such as brushes, rollers 
and other preparatory and paint related products, which at one time only accounted for as little as 3% 
of overall sales (industry averages are 18% in Europe and up to 25% in North America). As part of the 
Colourcentre concept these ancillary products play a valuable part in providing Harris customers with 
a one-stop shop for all their needs for any paint project.

Harris distributors, dealers and retailers are and continue to be the backbone of the paint business 
which service established and loyal segments of the market. These partner affiliates are supported 

by a full range of Harris products, top 
technology, communication tools, 
training and sales promotion programs 
and customer service. The company 
continues to look for opportunities 
to increase their share of the market 
across the Caribbean. To this end the 
company has entered into a number 
of different type of retail arrangements 
including its own stores, joint ventures 
and store-in-store concepts where the 
retailer benefits from the Harris Brand 
experience in its entirety. And going 
forward the range of retail formats 
will continue to grow as Harris seeks 
to offer all its customers the ultimate 
Harris Brand experience! 

Strengthening the Supply and Distribution Network
Over the coming years Harris considered many 
ways in which to extend their network, taking 
into account possible synergies with other 
conglomerates in the region and contemplating a 

possible bid for Pinturas Montana, a Venezuelan 
paint company with links to the Caribbean, 
Argentina, Mexico, Columbia and the US. 
Although these did not end up being paths that 
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were pursued, Harris did encounter a company in Jamaica it thought was 
about the right size and price for an acquisition. The deal was sealed in 
the new territory in 2006 which provided a strong base for Harris in the 
northern Caribbean. While B-H in Jamaica also had established links to 
Belize and Cayman Islands, the most significant potential was within the 
country itself which Harris estimated could be expanded from 15 to 25% 
market share.

In other developments Harris decided to expand their facility in Saint Lucia, 
completing a new factory in 2001 and also opened a manufacturing 
operation in Guyana in 2006 in the hopes of lowering overheads. Space 
at the Barbados factory had become critical and in 2002 plans were 
submitted to develop the neighbouring site (Lot 1 and 2) which serves as 
the corporate offices today. Construction of the new warehouse started 
in October 2005 and the building which included offices and a new retail 
facility was officially opened in August 2006. Subsequent improvements 
were also carried out to the original building to maximize space.

Industrial Supplies Incorporated (ISI)
One of the major challenges the company 
experienced was the ability to respond to 
customer orders quickly and completely. As 
Harris added new operations each factory 
monitored their own requirements and dealt 
with a large number of raw material suppliers, 
placing orders and managing shipments more or 
less independently. This also included orders for 
ancillary stock items such as paint brushes and 
rollers that complement their paint products in 
stores. Coordinating shipments with different 
lead times was tremendously difficult and subject 
to delays; shipping services to the region were 
limited and often larger quantities than necessary 
had to be ordered to make up minimum volumes 
required. The bottom line was there was a lot of 
duplication, numerous costly inventory and stock 
issues and the system simply was not meeting its 
objectives. There had to be a better way.

To this end Harris formed a new 
company Industrial Supplies 
Incorporated (ISI) in 2007, to focus on 
the procurement and distribution of 
raw materials and ancillary products 
across the Caribbean. The centralized 
system would have several advantages 
in tightening up stock management, 
rationalizing product lines, improving 
cash flow and shortening supply chains. In 
addition to the procurement of raw materials 
ISI is also responsible for a central warehousing 
facility in Miami. By having a ready store of 
easily accessible stock items, shipments can 

be more easily coordinated, become infinitely 
more predictable and therefore Harris is better 
positioned to deliver “On Time and In Full”. 
Luke Ticknor, Senior Vice President of Sales and 
Marketing explains “Miami was the obvious 
choice being central to the region. It is used as 
a major transit point for Latin America, Central 
America and the Caribbean and for shipments 
coming from Europe and China, being held in 
storage there, being broken up and redistributed 
out.”

By holding stock in Miami, Harris is able to manage 
stores of raw materials purchasing ahead of price 
increases which have become a significant cost 

Miami Port
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factor due to on-going global shortages. The 
operation will also help the company achieve 

reliable deliveries in a predictable time frame 
(about two weeks depending on the destination). 
Where inter-island shipping within the Caribbean 
is often poorly serviced, there are a number of 
ports and shipping lines in Florida so there are lots 
of regular runs coming out to the Caribbean. What 
is more, if needed there are specialist companies 
that deal with Less-than-Container-Loads (LCLs) 
so ISI is even able to provide quantities of a whole 
portfolio of products to small customers. 

More recently ISI has added a third objective to 
its portfolio; to distribute Harris products from 
its North American location. The ISI sales team 
will be spearheading export sales to northern 
Caribbean territories and Central America.

Better Access to Information
The systems that had worked in the past were no 
longer robust enough to stand up to the increased 
size and complexity of the business and it was 
clear that Harris needed to make considerable 
investment to upgrade IT capabilities throughout 
the company. It was hoped that the new systems 
would lead to more accurate information 
produced consistently across the region and 
timely production of reports. 

In 2003 Harris initiated what would become 
a rather gargantuan task. It encompassed a 
new upgraded billing system for retail sales; 
an inventory programme for manufacturing, 
the installation of a new accounting system; 
implementation of new chart of accounts, as well 
as upgrades to the overall computer system and 

IT infrastructure needed to support and regionally 
integrate the new systems. The process was 
protracted and cost in excess of USD$1 million 
but was considered the ‘bitter pill’ that the 
company needed to swallow in order to set a firm 
foundation for future growth.

Slowly work progressed and the new billing 
system was working in the Wildey Colourcentre by 
December 2006; computers had security upgrades 
and back-up systems in place the following year 
and the manufacturing programme was 95% 
complete by December 2007. The whole process 
could be looked at as a learning experience but 
during the time it took to implement, Harris 
gained a significantly better understanding of 
what it actually needed and in essence the new 

system fell short. Robert Jones, Harris 
President observed: “What we did was 
understandable. We took what we did 
and tried to do it better. We spent a lot 
of money for the right reasons but we 
missed the mark.” 

Such systems are very complex and highly 
specialized fields and even extremely 
large and resourceful companies 
experience severe difficulties. One 
project manager estimates that 80% of 
new software applications and 67% of 
reengineering efforts are abandoned or 
fail to meet deadlines or the projected 
cost benefits. Mr Jones concedes that if 
they knew then what they know now the 
company would have taken a different 
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approach opting for custom systems to optimize 
both retail and manufacturing environments.

In 2009 Harris added further modules creating 
an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system 
or integrated information platform that is able 
to address wider aspects of organizational 
management such as customer relationship 
data, key performance indicators, departmental 

reporting functions and human resource 
administration. “It’s been a great deal of money, 
time and effort to create”, admits Jones, “but 
we are proud that we finally have a tool that 
can provide sound information to support 
informed decision making and despite the 
disparate geographical locations of our offices, 
link staff members around the region to promote 
communication and the sharing of ideas.”

International ISO Accreditation
This quality management programme speaks to 
operational excellence and Harris was among the 
first companies in Barbados to achieve the ISO 
9001 certification and has applied the system 
across its plants in the region. The widely regarded 
accreditation is internationally recognized and 
indicates the professional standard/competence 
of an organization to produce consistent, reliable 
quality of goods. 

The reality of oncoming trade liberalization in 
the region provided the impetus, in large part, 
for Harris to prepare for this eventuality. If the 
company were to successfully face international 
competitors, they would need to prove that they 
could go toe-to-toe on quality and standards. 
By the same token, if they were to seek to 
strengthen their position through alliance with 
a strategic partner, an internationally recognized 
pedigree could give Harris a competitive edge. 
Furthermore management of the organization, 
now with operations spread out across the region 
was increasingly dogged by an idiosyncratic way 
of doing things. What had before been seen as 
testing was now, with the increased size and 
scope of the company, becoming a problem.

In 1998, just one year after their 25th Anniversary, 
Harris set about training with Steve Hedman 
Consulting Services which had been recommended 
by Pine Hill Dairy. Managing Director, David Tindale 
remarked at the time: “I think it’s necessary if it’s 
going to put local industries in the same class 
as international industries. I think it’s something 
we have to move towards.” To economize they 
combined the training with Oran Ltd (producers 
of windows, doors, furniture etc) who were also 
seeking certification at the time and were in a 
non-competitive business. 

The initial rounds of orientation training were 
followed by Harris’ own internal training to brief 

staff on the ISO concept. Work groups, steering 
committees and internal auditors were elected. 
The management system is applied to every part 
of the business including quality
control and control of raw 
materials. It requires 
checks and balances, 
special protocols, 
standard operating 
procedures 
and document 
control. 
“The hardest 
thing about 
achieving the 
ISO standard,” 
admits Hedman 
in an interview 
with the Broad Street 
Journal, “is developing 
the documentation. 
Everyone already has a job 
and now you are asking them to sit down and 
document everything they are doing; that is 
what really takes the time.” 

Accreditation was achieved in 2001 and Harris 
Barbados has upgraded and maintained its 
certification to date. In subsequent years the ISO 
framework has also been successfully applied to 
Harris plants in Dominica and Saint Lucia and has 
been instrumental in implementing a systematic 
operational approach requiring a high level of 
organization and detail. Harris is committed 
to continuing to further enhance efficiency of 
operations and recognizes ISO’s role. CEO Ian 
Kenyon remarks, “When you originate from a 
small island I think the pressure is always on to 
demonstrate in every way possible that we have 
the quality and standards to allow us to compete 
with any international brand and Harris, I think, 
has done that very successfully.”



Marguerite Prizes People

Getting down to brass tacks with Marguerite Desir, 
Harris’ Senior Vice President of Human Resources (HR) she 
would surely agree with the great American statesman 
Colin Powell: “Organization doesn’t really accomplish 
anything. Plans don’t accomplish anything either. 
Theories of management don’t much matter. Endeavours 
succeed or fail because of the people involved. Only 
by attracting the best people will you accomplish great 
deeds.” That is the key, she believes to accomplishing 
outstanding achievements. 

Since joining the company in 2006, Marguerite has 
guided HR development policies and programs for 
approximately 250 Harris staff members company wide. 
While plants are run by primarily country teams Harris 
has a multi-national team of departmental managers 
that work broadly across the region. Marguerite 
notes that the specific geography and diverse cultural 
heritage of the islands contribute to the uniqueness of 
the region. “We have a rich tapestry of cultures in the 
Caribbean and although as Caribbean nations we share 
much in common, we each are intensely proud of our 
individual nations.”

Certainly the environments present challenges such as 
differences in language, educational and technological 
development and the cost of travel in the region, 
however Mrs Desir believes that it also presents a 
tremendous opportunity. “Embracing diversity is central 
to building strong teams. Every team building theory 
states that to build a great team, there must be a 
diverse group of people on the team — a collection of 
individual experiences, backgrounds, and cultures that 
can view problems and challenges from a wide variety 

of lenses.” Further to that she stresses that people give 
Harris the competitive edge; the company seeks to train 
staff according to international best practices to deliver 
superior customer service and this can only be truly 
effective when combined with the local knowledge and 
relationships within the Caribbean.

The HR department has developed management plans 
that can be categorized in three broad areas that relate 
to individual, career and organizational objectives. 
Activities include assisting in identifying employees’ 
strengths and areas of potential development through 
the use of performance reviews, training programs and 
testing; matching individuals with the most suitable 
jobs and career paths within the organization; and 
organizational development incorporates aspects such 
as change management and focuses on aligning human 
(and other) resources with the wider business strategies 
and objectives. 

But there is more in the mortar than the pestle and you 
can find Marguerite behind any number of company 
activities that extend beyond the traditional work 
focus. She particularly enjoys bringing people together 
through shared experiences which she believes is 
essential to promoting understanding, a culture of 
friendship, cooperation and productivity. Marguerite 
and the HR team have organized many social outings 
and inter-company exchanges and they continue 
to spearhead programs aimed at enriching the lives 
of people wherever Harris markets its products and 
services. Marguerite understands that people are often 
motivated though the quality of their relationships and 
that recognition and appreciation on a job well done 
are important to maintain a positive performance. 

Since joining Harris as Human Resource Manager, 
Marguerite is currently not only the company’s most 
senior HR executive but is Head of the Business Units 
in Dominica and Saint Lucia and is a Company Director. 
The multi-talented professional is further distinguished 
by attaining 13 years banking experience prior to 
joining Harris and a portfolio that included retail and 
technical customer service management in Saint Lucia 
for a large regional company. Among her current 
ambitions are developing Harris’ Training Academy 
which was launched to assist in educating and training 
employees across the region and establishing Harris as 
an employer of choice and a magnet for top Caribbean 
talent. The endlessly energetic Desir credits her positive 
and courteous attitude for her success both personally 
and professionally. Her advice to young professionals 
is that above all “a person’s attitude determines his 
or her success in business and career growth, more 
so than their qualifications - their degrees and work 
experience.”
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Cuprinol Opens Doors to ICI
Most of Harris’ accomplishments have come 
as a result of a good deal of hard work and 
perseverance and on a few rare occasions, such 
as winning the Cuprinol account, lady luck has 
helped open avenues and opportunities that 
could not have possibly been foreseen. 

Cuprinol is an established and well regarded brand 
of protective wood treatments used particularly 
for outdoor decking, fencing and garden 
buildings. The trade name is said to have derived 
from the original formula used in Denmark (c. 
1911) to preserve fishing nets, (Copper in Oil). 
In the UK the brand is widely recognized and 
synonymous with summer. 

It was by some good fortune then that David 
Tindale, Harris Managing Director was in the 
office at 4.00 pm on a Friday afternoon when he 
received a speculative phone call from Cuprinol 
Export Manager, Paul Lewis. Looking at his watch, 
David amiably suggested they meet at the Carib 
Beach Bar to discuss what was on his mind. So 
over a couple of beers in late 1999 Paul, who was 
responsible for global export sales including Saudi 
Arabia, Asia and Africa, explained his position; he 
had been unhappy with the review conducted 
with the local company (a Harris competitor) 
who currently produced a range of Cuprinol 
wood coatings and preservatives under license 
and was looking for an alternative manufacturer/
distributor. Paul quickly learned that Harris 
had both the production capabilities and an 
impressive Caribbean-wide 
distributive network built 
up over nearly 30 years of 
operation. Harris on the other 
hand already carried a similar 
product but on deliberation it 
was decided that Cuprinol had 
a stronger pedigree regionally 
and furthermore it was an 
almost irresistible opportunity 
to one-up the opposition!

David and Paul Lewis forged an 
instant relationship and within 
a couple of months Harris 
was appointed by Cuprinol. In 
March 2000 David Tindale set 
out on a familiarization visit to 
the plant in England and quickly 
realized that considering the 
specialist nature and relatively 
low-volume of the products it 
would be more cost effective 

to import the finished items from 
the UK. Of additional benefit was 
that the products would come in 
the full livery which could not be 
matched by local production and 
would add value to the brand and 
its overall presence on the shelf. 
The line was enthusiastically 
launched in Barbados and across 
the islands with training activities 
and strong promotional support.

The real value from this alliance 
however would not be from 
sales alone but the doors it 
would open. Cuprinol had, as 
it happened, been acquired 
and was now owned by ICI, 
one of the world’s largest 
suppliers of specialty products 
and paints including leading 
brands such as Glidden, Dulux 
and Ralph Lauren. At the time 
they had little to no investment 
in the Eastern Caribbean and 
it was primarily through the 
good offices of Paul Lewis 
who promoted Harris internally 
and brought them to the attention of ICI. It is 
remarkable that a chance phone call led to an 
extremely significant collaboration with the 
parent company and would help shape the 
history of Harris.
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The ICI Partnership
Following the establishment 

of business with 
Cuprinol, Paul Lewis 

promoted Harris 
within ICI circles 
as a potentially 

valuable distributor 
in the Caribbean. 

Through Paul, 
Harris was first 

introduced to Tony 
Myers, ICI’s head of 

Decorative, Licensing 
and Export Business 

based in the UK who 
did a commendable job in 

allaying Harris’ concerns about 
working with the powerful conglomerate. 

Due to the geographic location of the island it 
was decided that negotiations would best be 
handled though ICI’s North American business 
in Cleveland, Ohio and specifically Gerry Amato, 
Vice President of International. Under Gerry’s 
leadership, and alongside his protégé Steve 
Nelson, Sales Manager for the Caribbean, terms 
and conditions of the contract were drafted 
and an agreement was signed November 2001 
(effective 1 January the following year). Harris 
has had a special place in Steve’s professional 
life: “Harris Paints is one of my proudest success 
stories”, admits Steve, “it was early in my career 
and Harris was the first client that was truly mine 
that I took from start to finish. I gained a ton of 
experience with Harris. It was really a big deal for 
me and it means a lot!”

From ICI’s point of view the relationship was 
wholly opportunistic rather than part of a 

regional strategy. Steve notes, “it would have 
been a logical partnership but we didn’t have any 
prior relationship.” The conglomerate did have 
some interests in the region from as far back 
as the 1950s and 60s but these were mostly in 
the northern Caribbean especially in Puerto Rico 
where Glidden was very dominant in the market 
and then to a degree in Jamaica, Grand Cayman 
and the Bahamas. In the south ICI had developed 
activity in Trinidad and a Glidden licensee in 
Aruba. “On the whole the eastern Caribbean was 
a bit of an unknown. Back then there were very 
high duties on imported paints and therefore the 
region was never developed. Other than Berger 
who we were battling in Jamaica and Trinidad the 
area was a bit of a mystery to us.” 

No time was wasted in getting off the ground 
with new initiatives. Harris planned to continue 
with Cuprinol and was also very excited to add 
the famous Dulux brand to their portfolio which 
utilized ICI’s specially developed advanced colour 
system. Since the 1990s Harris had made colour 
king by being the first to introduce retail tinting 
technology and providing customers with an 
unsurpassed choice of colours. Rather than run 
two systems Harris now decided to adopt the 
new, cutting-edge technology across the board, 
to maintain their dominance in colour and to 
continue to provide the highest quality and 
standards to the Caribbean region. To coincide 
with these events, Harris also felt it was the 
logical time to re-brand its own label ‘the Duras’ 
(Duracote, Duratone etc) which it had sold since 
the 1970s and launch a modern, new-look brand 
for the future that would become known as 
Ulttima. It was a monumental task.
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Unfortunately Dulux, the UK’s premium brand, 
never really got off the ground. It was manufactured 
in Barbados as Harris Dulux and positioned as 
the choice for professionals. “It didn’t work out 
the way we hoped I think mainly because we 
overestimated the power of the Dulux brand 
name on the local market”, says David Tindale 
who was Managing Director at the 
time, “it was marketed at a premium 
price point and a lot of people simply 
didn’t remember it.” To be fair he 
admits that perhaps Harris didn’t put 
enough weight behind the range 
and that it got overlooked in the mix. 
On the other hand Ulttima which 
also launched in 2002 amidst much 
fanfare was very successful. Steve 
Nelson remembers the spectacular 
Ulttima television commercial that 
featured a dramatic action landing 
by a man in a hang-glider. “It was 
genius” he admits and adds ruefully 
“I knew that night that Dulux didn’t 
have a prayer!”

Despite these bumps in the road the 
relationship with ICI grew stronger. 
“What we found out after a while 
was that Harris is a really nice 
company to work with” confesses 
Steve and adds with a grin, “and 
they are always hungry for more!” 
Encouraged by Harris’ enthusiasm, arrangements 
were soon being discussed to expand the product 
portfolio to include Hammerite metal finishes and 
Polycell products including fillers, sealants and 
tiling aids, packaged under the Harris Brand. 

Perhaps one of the biggest sectors ICI has helped 
open for Harris is in High Performance Coatings 
or HPCs. David Tindale was quick to respond 
to Steve’s advice about the opportunities that 
existed in industrial maintenance and by 2004 
Steve had organized a Devoe Coatings Training 
Seminar in Barbados with Harris representatives 
from around the region about this range of 
extremely advanced and technical products. The 
potential did not escape at 
least one attendee that Steve 
remembers clearly, a rep 
from Guyana by the name of 
Kevin Welch who declared he 
intended to make something 
of Devoe in his home market. 
“I understood that Guyana 
was a difficult environment 

so I didn’t take his declaration all that seriously” 
remarks Steve “but I lived to realize that I 
seriously underestimated him and I had no idea 
what he could do.” Kevin embraced Devoe whole 
heartedly, he had the passion, the opportunity 
and did incredibly well. “Before you knew it we 
were not only dealing with steel but in floor 

coating systems as well. Not only was he NACE 
certified (an anti-corrosion special certification) 
he qualified to teach NACE classes too!”

Over the course of the first few years working 
together, ICI helped Harris balance its portfolio 
of products and brands but it was not until 
after the purchase of the Jamaican subsidiary in 
2006 that Harris became more open to strategic 
input. This could have been in part due to the 
fact that at the same time the period covered 
by the initial agreement was coming to an 
end and contracts with ICI would be up for re-
negotiation. To this end Harris had been working 
on a five year business plan to present to ICI 

Interactive Art Display. Ulttima launch

“One of Harris’ boldest moves was their 
investment in top-of-the-line automatic tinting 
machines across the region. Being tops in the 
Caribbean means being tops in technology and 
Harris is positioned as the leader in colour.”

Steve Nelson, ICI Executive
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executives. In February 2007 ICI introduced Harris 
to a business planning methodology developed 
by MIT3 Professor Arnaldo Hax, which they had 
worked with successfully in the past and believed 
could be useful to Harris. The session was followed 
by a strategy meeting held at an ICI marketing 
conference in Dubai later that year, attended by 
Tony Myers leader of ICI’s Decorative Licensing 
and Export Business in the UK, Steve Nelson 
and Harris executives including Robert Jones, 
President; David Tindale and consultant, David 
Punchard. Although the success of the meeting 
was limited as the detailed prerequisites for HAX 
could not be met, it was the first cooperative 
effort at strategy and was indicative of the depth 
of the relationship.

The 2007 contract negotiations now fell to Steve 
Nelson and to his then direct report, Ian Kenyon 
(who would later take up the Chief Executive 
Officer position at Harris) who flew down to 
Barbados, 12-13 April having hammered out 
most of the important points earlier that year. 
Steve recollects he had envisaged a very smooth 
transaction but became frenzied when he received 

a number of last minute request for changes 
in the contract moments before he caught his 
flight. Fearing the agreement would fall through, 
Steve called David Tindale and arranged to meet 
later that evening to get a grasp of the situation 
before their meeting the following day. Although 
things worked out well in the end it was obviously 

a tense moment and Steve maintains “I honestly 
think those couple of Extra Old’s at Nelson Arms 
saved the relationship on that occasion.” 
 
No sooner than contracts had been signed than 
rumours started to swirl of a buyout of the 
Dulux paint maker ICI by chemical giant Akzo 
Nobel. Over the next eight months Akzo made 
three separate bids to finally clinch the takeover 
of the British firm which, according to 2006 
figures, had some 26 000 employees and sales 
of USD$15.8 billion4. This news may have filled 
Harris with some trepidation for fear of losing 
hard won relationships in the amalgamation 
process but on the other hand it could be a 
tremendous opportunity; by association with ICI 
it now placed Harris in a relationship with Akzo 
Nobel, who through the acquisition became the 
undisputed global leader in the USD$85 billion 
coatings industry5, streets ahead of their nearest 
competitor.
 
In a further twist, Harris was seeking to strengthen 
its senior management capability and looked to 
recruit a top-shelf individual to take the company 
forward. Obviously impressed by his credentials 
and the fierce negotiating skills he had displayed 
in the boardroom in 2007, Robert Jones, Harris 
President approached an ICI insider for the role. 
Ian Kenyon joined the Harris team as CEO in 2009 
bringing 25 years experience in the international 
paints and coatings industry across the UK, 
Europe, North America and the Caribbean. His 
unique knowledge of ICI operations and products 
has been an additional benefit in helping Harris 
make the most of the alliance.

Harris executives acknowledge that Akzo does 
not have the history of working with licensees 
that was very much a tradition at ICI but believe 
the accord is a win-win for both sides. Steve 
Nelson assures, “nothing has really changed from 
Akzo’s perspective. Like all long relationships, it’s 
like a marriage and there are ups and downs. If 
you have good partners you should stick with 
them. Ultimately it has to be what both parties 
want.” He recognizes the positive strides Harris 
is making in the region. “Harris is growing so my 
hope is that we can continue to grow together 
and I look forward to another twelve years of 
collaborating with Harris in the region.” 

3Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
4‘Akzo Nobel ICI merger completed’. BBC.co.uk. 2 January 2008.
5Lagorace, Aude. ‘ICI tempted by Akzo’s sweetened $16 bln offer British chemicals giant agrees to open its books’. Marketwatch.com.
 6 August 2007.

Ian Kenyon (L) Robert Jones (R) at the opening of the
Fitts Village store
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High Performance Coatings (HPCs)
When it comes to endurance, toughness 
and the ability to withstand extreme 
conditions, High Performance Coatings 
(HPCs) are the Olympic athletes and ‘Iron 
Men’ of the coatings world. This category 
of elite products utilizes leading-edge 
chemical technologies designed to stand up 
to punishing conditions such as intensive 
corrosion, UV degradation, fire, abrasion, 
aggressive chemicals, proliferation of 
bacteria/biological growths and sub-sea 
conditions. They are used to provide 
outstanding levels of protection to concrete 
and steel surfaces subjected to highly 
demanding environments. 

Long before the term HPC was common 
currency at Harris, the company had in 
fact offered a few products in this special class 
of over-achievers which would include specialist 
marine coatings and Superglaze, which is a 
durable, crystal-clear epoxy sealer and waterproof 
coating for concrete surfaces introduced in the 
1990s and is still used by the company today. 
However, to develop the range into a meaningful 
category necessitated top technological support 
and resources that were beyond the limitations of 
a small independent manufacturer.

Further to the relationship that burgeoned with 
ICI in 2001, Harris recognized that the industrial 
maintenance sector utilizing specialist HPC 
products, could be potentially valuable and open 
an entire new area of business. Their interest 
resulted in a distribution agreement with the 
Devoe range of products which Harris launched 
with specialist professional training seminars for 
Harris representatives and trade in 2004.

Owing to their astonishing durability, HPCs are 
utilized in high-traffic areas such as commercial 
buildings in the worlds of leisure, hospitality 
and retail and in non-stop, around-the-clock 
operations such as airport facilities. They provide 

hygienic seamless surfaces in medical and food 
processing operations and are used in some of 
the harshest environments found within the 
fields of oil, gas and chemical industries. HPCs 
are utilized in the maritime world and in industrial 
settings such as ports; mining operations; power 
plants; pulp and paper processing and water 
management facilities. 

The possibilities were not lost on Harris 
representative, Kevin Welch who embraced 
the new direction wholeheartedly, immediately 
pursuing the industry recognized NACE 
(National Association of Corrosion Engineers) 
Certifications. Based out of the Guyana office 
Kevin built business contacts not only in Guyana 
but also in the key markets of nearby Suriname 
and Trinidad. These territories he felt, offered a 
preponderance of industries that could benefit 
from long lasting HPC solutions that would meet 
safety standards, reduce the need for costly 
maintenance or re-application and protect assets 
from degradation by all manner of environmental 
factors. 

Propelled by Kevin’s enthusiasm and natural 

International HPCs used on Farnborough Airport



flair for understanding customers’ needs, 
Harris very quickly carved out a new role for 
themselves in this, until now, untapped segment. 
Projects ranged from temperature resistant and 
anti-corrosive coatings for tanks and pipes in 
the oil and gas sector; long lasting roof coatings 
and customized ultra-durable, protective floor 

surfaces for heavy industries, food processing and 
medical sectors. The rising demand, particularly 
in terms of concrete surface and floor coatings, 
can be attributed to the wide scale adoption of 
the HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control 
Point) standards and management system by 
government health and safety agencies which 

promotes the use of durable, 
seamless, impervious finishes 
that are slip resistant and easily 
cleaned.

In the meantime the Devoe 
brand was reorganized as a 
division of International Paint’s 
protective coatings division 
which called for a new round 
of paperwork. CEO, Ian Kenyon 
remembers “It took nine 
months of negotiation to get 
us to a point where we could 
sign the contract. International 
Paint only has about three or 
four distributors around the 
world so they are very selective. 
But they liked what they saw in 
terms of what Harris brought 
to the market. We have the 
largest NACE certified sales 
force in the Eastern Caribbean. 
They saw the pedigree of that 
talent that we have. They saw 
that what we needed was the 
technology solutions but we 

What is NACE?
NACE International has established widely 
accepted corrosion controls and standards relied 
on by many industries throughout the world. 
Further to this, they provide strong educational 
programmes and leading certifications that 
develop experienced, highly skilled professionals 
to work in this special field. The organization 
provides the expertise to thoroughly assess 
projects, recommend fitting solutions and to 
implement them according to specifications.

Originally known as the National Association 
of Corrosion Engineers (NACE), the body is the 
world recognized authority for corrosion control 
matters and is now renamed NACE International. 

For nearly 70 years this organization has been 
dedicated to protecting people, assets and the 
environment from the effects of corrosion. In 
that capacity they are involved in many industries 
from chemical processing and water systems, to 
transportation and infrastructure.

Corrosion prevention concerns resistance to 
some of the world’s harshest most demanding 
environments and calls on the latest advances in 
chemical technology. NACE certifications include 
technical knowledge of high performance coating 
applications, control of metallic corrosion using 
cathodic protection methods and inspection 
fundamentals.

(L-R) Eifion Jones, Martin Criado of International Paint
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had the people and it was a marriage made in heaven.“

The strategic partnership was finally signed in May 2011 
affording Harris the opportunity to consolidate and grow 
its HPC market yet further and allowing the company to 
offer a full range of HPC solutions. Harris reported that 
their HPC segment had been growing rapidly in recent 
years and currently represents about 10% of total sales 
and future indicators are very positive.

“The introduction of HPCs in the Harris portfolio has not 
only opened up a whole new area of business but beyond 
that it has allowed us to move into new segments”, 
explains CEO Ian Kenyon. “A key example is in Guyana 
where we have just provided all the coatings for the 
flagship hospital there. Harris was able to provide the full 
spectrum of coatings required, from hygienic floor and 
wall surfaces used in wards and operating theatres, to 
textured coatings for exterior walls. Virtually every surface 
is protected by Harris. Not only are we able to offer total 
solutions but it now opens up new possibilities within the 
medical sector across the Caribbean and perhaps even 
further, to go into new geographies.” 

Currently Harris has more than 30 trained representatives 
operating in 15 countries across the region and a number 
with direct training from International Paint. To date, at least 
90% of this business is outside of Barbados with principal 
potential markets in Jamaica, Suriname and Guyana. Due 
to the unique nature of each job and the highly technical 
nature of the products, Harris representatives offer 
bespoke solutions and coatings systems designed to fit 
the particular needs of the customer: the project goals, 
challenges, environment, product options, budgetary 
limits and life expectancy/warranty needs. 

The winning combination of local market knowledge, 
expert training, access to world-class technology 
platforms and solutions has put Harris as the leader in the 
race. Harris now has the ability to compete successfully 
with companies from outside the region. What is more, 
Harris is able to deliver the long-term service support and 
accountability that extra-regional companies often do 
not, once the products have been sold. Case in point, 
claims CEO Ian Kenyon, is the Suriname State oil refinery, 
Staatsolie, who requested coatings specifications for pipes 
and plumbing that sustain temperatures of up to 212F. 
“They received quotes from other American companies. 
They came to us because we offer the best value 
proposition. We have the world’s leading manufacturer 
of HPCs supplying technologies to us, and we deliver the 
service. We consult with the client, we present solutions 
that will solve the problem for the customer and provide 
appropriate implementation support and assistance.” 

To date Harris has worked with top regional clients that 
include: Sol Group; Exxon Mobil; Chevron Texaco; Sandals 
Resorts; Demerara Distillery Limited and Nestlé.

Man City Stadium

Gateshead Millennium Bridge 

Spinnaker Tower
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“Change your opinions, keep to your principles; 
change your leaves, keep intact your roots.” 

Victor Hugo

From decade to decade the team at Harris has 
worked hard to streamline operations and to 
maintain the best competitive form possible, like 
the boxer preparing for a prize fight. In just the last 
few years the company has completely reviewed 
steps in the procurement and supply of goods, 
to reach their “On-Time-and-In-Full” delivery 
targets and implemented a new business strategy 
aimed at better serving their valued customers. 
However, as every great athlete knows, the goal 
posts don’t stay put. Conditions change, there 
are ever new developments designed to gain that 
competitive edge and those that fail to embrace 
the future or adapt, will surely fall behind.

Progress is not always in a straight line. President 
Robert Jones is often reminded of an Irish joke: 
“A tourist travelling through the countryside 
stops and asks a local farmer for directions to a 
well known town. The farmer looks very worried 
and sagely admonishes: ‘If I was trying to get to 
where you want to go, I wouldn’t be starting from 
here’.” Robert chuckles and admits that Harris 
grew organically, adopting the best strategies 
available to them at the time. However he notes 
that the world has changed tremendously in the 
last 25 years, on many different levels, essentially 
driven by the extraordinary advances in computer 
technology. Due to the exceptionally fast rate of 
change, businesses are under continual pressure 
to re-evaluate their systems and processes and 
quite often approaches that once worked well, no 
longer stand up to the demands of the evolving 
market place.

One of the keys to Harris’ success is that they 
have been historically quick to embrace change. 
The company, despite their modest size, set out 
to be technologically progressive and bring new 
innovations to Barbados and the Caribbean. 
There have been a host of ‘firsts’. Among them, 
Harris was the first to introduce water-based 
gloss and floor paint and a one-application roof 
coating for concrete structures; Harris launched 
the Caribbean’s first colour-matching system 

and continues to bring unsurpassed leading-
edge colour technology to the region and no 
other Caribbean coatings supplier can boast a 
broader range of products including specialty 
high performance coatings, than Harris. Going 
forward Harris sees technology as a critical 
cornerstone to the brand and CEO Ian Kenyon is 
adamant that Harris will be proactive in seeking 
out the latest technology and the best partners to 
help them to continue to lead the field and deliver 
cutting-edge quality products to the Caribbean.

To stay centred in demanding situations and in 
an ever changing environment, a business must 
be fortified by strong values. In the 1970s these 
were a reflection of the men at the heart of 
Harris, the founders and the many close friends 
and associates that became shareholders. The 
unusually tight-knit unit was characterized by 
a deep sense of respect and trust that allowed 
for a frank and open discussion of ideas and 
perspectives without recourse. The company 
has been exceedingly fortunate to have 
maintained very many long-term relationships 
in the Boardroom which have provided stability, 
continuity, experience, diversity and the strength 
to overcome substantial challenges.

“The quality of everything that we do is 
underpinned by the quality of our partnerships”, 
exclaims Ian Kenyon. “Just as these relationships 
provided the core strength needed to survive 
the early years, today the market is getting more 
international, more global and more competitive. 
Our future lies in establishing and maintaining 
successful long-term relationships with the 
right suppliers, retailers and customers.” In an 
innovative new approach to secure the best 
quality raw materials at the best prices, Harris 
hosted the first Supplier Conference at the 
regional support centre in Barbados in 2011, 
considered to be a vital step in developing more 
rewarding relationships. The meeting presented a 
unique opportunity for European, Latin American 
and US partners to engage with the Harris team; 
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to more fully understand the Caribbean market and Harris’ raw material needs.

Over the decades, Harris has been blessed to have had many enduring and fruitful relationships 
with retailers and agents across the Caribbean. These include Coreas/Ace Hardware in St Vincent, 
L L Ramdhanny & Co Ltd in Grenada and TDC (St Kitts & Nevis). In Antigua, Harris has worked 
successfully for many years with David Goddard, owner of Paint Plus, an exclusive retailer of Harris 
products and looks forward to continued business with his son Jason as he one day takes over the 
reins. Through B-H in Jamaica, both Brumalia Hardware and Crichton Brothers represent these long 
lasting ties. There are of course many more Harris would like to recognize, who continue to make a 
valuable contribution and be an important part of the wider organization. It is Harris’ fervent wish to 
build and strengthen all such partnerships and so grow strong Caribbean companies for the future.  

In order to achieve top results, Harris knows it must attract top talent and is embarking on innovative 
new programs aimed at becoming a magnet to the region’s top talent and to ensure that their 
internal customers have satisfying work experiences. The recent win of top excellence awards in both 
Barbados and Saint Lucia was particularly affirming of their efforts. In Barbados, the honour of the 
Prime Minister’s Award given by the National Initiative for Service Excellence in June 2012, confirmed 
the high level of employee participation and its impact on customer service. As Ralph Johnson, the 
Harris Chairman duly noted in his acceptance speech, when employees get active and get engaged, 
that is when the magic really happens!

The Harris team is energized as it looks forward to an optimistic 
future which they believe is full of opportunity. The company 
intends to stay true to its Caribbean roots and as a corporate 
citizen supports the communities in which it operates. The very 
principle on which the company was founded was to provide 
customers with the best quality products at the best possible 
price and Harris has never been more customer focused. By 
listening carefully to what is important to customers, Harris 
intends to continue to deliver leading-edge innovations through 
effective partnerships and products that answer consumers’ 
demands for convenience and care for the environment. 

Strengthened by the lessons and traditions of 40 colourful 
years, Harris is prepared to embrace a yet brighter future that is 
built through hard work and steadfast determination, carved 
out one colourful day at a time.

Two Generations of Scantleburys at Harris
Harris is extremely proud to be associated 
with two generations of Scantleburys at the 
company’s Barbados support centre. Susan Gill 
(née Scantlebury), Harris Sales Associate, won the 
coveted Employee of the Year award at the January 
2012 Staff Awards ceremony and continues a 

family tradition. Her father started with Harris, 
back in the 1970s, conducting deliveries and after 
a period of long service, retired. Susan, who joined 
Harris almost seven years ago to the day, is sure to 
be one of the rising stars in the company’s future.

Top right: Susan Gill assisting a customer
Bottom: Victor Scantlebury



I met him at about the age of nine at Dunford 
House, Fontabelle when he managed The Merrymen 
and sold water skis. Of course I never imagined 
at the time the paths our lives would take.

Mr Johnson, or ‘The Boss’ as he was more familiarly 
known had a very special bond with us and used 
to christen us with some special titles; we were 
honoured to have Lords, Sirs, Mistresses and Miss 
titles bestowed on us and we hoped one day 
that he himself would be granted a knighthood. 

We remember the old-time Christmas Eve office 
parties. Work stopped at 11am and the party began 
at the office but who knew where we would end 
up. We would swing up by Coles Printery, where 
they were usually having a blast, then head down to 
town to a bar called The Office (now Nelson Arms). 

One Christmas luncheon that stands out was at Brown 
Sugar. You could say that we overstayed our welcome 
and Michael Carter begged the kitchen staff to make 
more Jug-Jug. Finally they told us that they were 
closing, and Mr Johnson said ‘Let’s head to Casuarina 
Hotel’ where we continued to party with things getting 
really wild. Suzette Edghill was drinking some blue 
drink which had her rocking down the place. Linda 
Marshall’s shoe ended up in a tree and thankfully 
James Johnson (who was only 
a young boy back then) 
was there to retrieve it!

Cecile Herbert

Memories of Bygone Days
A Tribute to Ralph Johnson

Both Cecile and Wendy knew of Ralph from a young age and later joined Harris Paints Barbados in the early 1980s. 
At that time they did not realize that they not only got a new boss but someone they would come to consider a 
father figure and who would make a lasting impression on their lives. Below is a selection of their memories:

“A heartfelt thank you for giving us the opportunity to achieve what we have today and thanks for the many 
fun-filled memories. We will never forget your generosity and kindness and we have been fortunate to have 
shared so many years with you.”

Wendy Del Castilho and Cecile Herbert

My earliest memory of Ralph is as a young child. 
My parents would take us on Sunday afternoons to 
the old Seawell Airport to watch the planes landing 
and taking off. There I saw him wearing huge gloves 
guiding the planes in to park on the tarmac. Little did 
I know at the time that this same person would be 
so instrumental in guiding me along my career in my 
adult life. 

I have often said that ‘The Boss’ as we affectionately 
called him, had a sixth sense and that is the ability to 
win the hearts of people of all walks of life. We did 
our jobs with the knowledge that we were respected 
as team players and our loyalty to do a good job for 
the Boss was a foregone conclusion.

The Boss’ door was always open for us staff (once 
you could catch him there!) and he would be always 
willing to lend a listening ear and take our suggestions 
which made you have a sense of being appreciated. 

I used to sit outside of Mr Johnson’s office next to his 
Secretary Suzette Edghill. In those days we had the 
telephones where the buttons would light up when 
the phone was in use. Mr Johnson was known to 
have very long telephone conversations and the calls 
would be backing up. We discovered a sign to tell if 
he was soon finishing. The Boss would lean back in his 
chair and ‘lay float’ during the long conversations and 
we would hear the chair squeaking when he leaned 
forward to an upright position - that would signal 
that the conversation was being wrapped up and we 
would have the all clear to put through another call!

Wendy Del Castilho
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1972 Sep 15 Harris Paints starts operations at Carter & Co bond, Corner of Victoria and Middle Streets,  
  Bridgetown, Barbados (re-packaging ready-made product)
1973 May 15 Manufacturing begins at Lowlands factory, Christ Church, Barbados
1973 Sep Offices and warehousing relocated to the BICO Building, Bay Street, Barbados
1974  Harris is in financial jeopardy compounded by oil crisis and world recession
1975 May 6 Harris wins critical additional local investment from key shareholders
1975 Jun Lowlands operation closed and entire enterprise relocated to Bay Street premises
1976  First exports shipped to agent Ninian Marie, Turkey Lane, Roseau, Dominica
1978  First overseas factory established at Fond Cole, Dominica
1979 Oct 1 Harris wins valuable distribution deal with sales agents A S Bryden & Sons Ltd
1979 Oct Official opening of new Wildey factory, Christ Church, Barbados
1980  Harris pioneers the local manufacture of automotive paints and nitro-cellulose furniture   
  finishes. Troweltex and marine paints are also added to the Harris range
1981  Purchase of nail operation and launch of Harris Nail & Wire Works Ltd, Barbados which  
  produced galvanized nails, barbed wire and chain-link fencing
1981  Harris launches in-house canning operation, Wildey, Barbados
1985  Dominica exports within OECS including Antigua, St Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, St Vincent  
  and Grenada
1986  Dr Jaap Leguijt begins period of technical consultancy that spans approximately 10 years
1987 Oct 29 Completion of new modern factory at Canefield Industrial Estate, Dominica
1987 Nov 25 MD, Ralph Johnson marks Harris’ 15th anniversary year by participating in the international  
  Atlantic Race for Cruisers in the 100% locally made boat Bruggadung, underlining the   
  company’s willingness to take on foreign competition
1988 Apr 21 Official opening of Polyfilla plant, Wildey, Barbados manufacturing powder products under  
  license from Polycell through the mid-1990s
1988  Distribution agreement made with Colour World of Paints, Castries, Saint Lucia
1990 Mar Harris Feb Caribbean Inc is formed to manufacture and distribute the Feb range of building  
  products throughout the region
1990 Aug Merger between Harris Automotive and Technical Coatings with Automotive Art
1991  Launch of Durashield – the Caribbean’s first thixotropic paint
1991 Aug Distributive arrangement launched in Trinidad and Tobago with Laughlin & Degannes but  
  Harris withdraws  in Dec 1993 due to adverse conditions
1992  Harris invests in US chemical supply company Xport Marketing Services (sells in 2003)
1993  Distribution outlet opens at Water Street, Georgetown, Guyana 
1993 Sep Harris celebrates 21 years
1994 Aug Harris launches Colour Creations – the Caribbean’s first computer colour matching system  
  and adds automatic dispensing system by Dec 1996
1994 Sep Small manufacturing plant opens at Massade, Gros Islet, Saint Lucia, to produce Boss Emulsion
1995  Harris pioneers water-based enamel (Duragloss Hydro Enamel)
1998  ISO certification program is initiated in Barbados and then across subsidiary companies
2000 Mar 3 Harris wins Cuprinol account from major rival and embarks on familiarization trip to UK
2000 Sep First corporate management retreat to develop future vision of company
2001 Jul Official opening of new 15 000 sq ft factory facility at Bois D’Orange, Saint Lucia
2001 Nov A landmark licensing agreement with ICI is signed, effective 1 Jan 2002
2002  Harris re-brands architectural paint line and launches Ulttima 
2003  Harris initiates extensive overhaul of regional IT network and financial reporting systems
2004  Launch of Devoe Coatings range to develop industrial maintenance sector
2005 Feb Fire destroys retail outlet at Wildey, Barbados
2006  Small production plant opens in Guyana to produce Boss Oil
2006  Harris acquires B-H, Jamaican paint manufacturer Brandram-Henderson, Kingston
2006 Sep New corporate offices, warehouse facility and retail Colourcentre opens Wildey, Barbados
2007  Distribution firm ISI is formed to facilitate the timely supply of goods throughout the region
2007 Apr Agreement with ICI is renewed
2009  Harris implements broad-based Enterprise Resource Planning system to facilitate integrated  
  operations around the region
2009 Mar Ian Kenyon is appointed CEO
2011 May Strategic alliance with International Paint announced, world leaders in HPCs
2011 Dec B-H Jamaica proudly celebrates 50 years
2011 Dec Launch of new mid-range paint line Perma
2012 Mar 3 Saint Lucia Manufacturing Association awards Harris five top prizes for excellence
2012 Jun 15 Harris wins four out of five top awards at the National Initiative of Service Excellence Gala  
  including the Prime Minister’s Award for service excellence
2012 Jul Harris is first company to achieve Tier 2, Green Business Award, Barbados
2012 Sep 15 Harris celebrates 40 years and looks forward to a bright and colourful future


