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FROM COTTON CULTURE TO GLOBAL LEADER
CONTINENTAL EAGLE CORP.

ROGER FERMACN, PRESIDENT OF
CORMTIMEMTAL EAGLE
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- _Direct de‘Ecénd;i.; #of a company

e ocused on producers in Africa
‘and Ausiralia to claim 65 percent

qf the world market.
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etween the two Prttville exits on [-

G5, you notice fwo of the more

cammon benchmarks of a theiy g
Souathern midland—a new Wal-Man Super
Store and 2 new Baprist church, which
excecds even the size af Sam Waltoni™s retal
tabernacle

Having two exits off an interstate is, ol
course, a mark of prosperily in itself. A
rapidly growing suburh of Monigomery,
Prativille ix in the midst of a residential
construction foom thas is the caly’s primary
source of commence—sparking the rising
retail and instilutional spises

A deeming center of indusiey 1s definitely
mid what you expect to find shonld i take
one of ihose exists,

Teeming—well. not exactly, bui
Frativille could sndeed press a clzim as the
atate's industeizl center. [1's a clam that's
miertled, and not becavse local indusirial
recrbers have been busy in recent years—
adding to the suburban glens, amang other
things, three plastic injection molding
companies, including s mnjor supplier 1o 1he
new Mercedes Bene utility vehicle plant
I 20 miles 1o the moatbes)

The ¢laim has merit in part because of
histary: Prativille is harme 1o 0 166-year-ald
company lhat was the lirst mnjor manwela:
turing enterprise in the stale—long before
anyane wis preaching a “New Soath”
industrial creed. But more significant is the
fact that that company—Continental Eagle,
Ine. & maker of colton gins—survives and
thrives teday a5 the world leader in it
indfustey—a hikely model of the newest
business creed, the plobal ECOTInY,

“For the moment, sales OVErssas ane
arcand &0 percent, and domestic sales are
about 40 percent™ of total company sales,”
says Boger Fermon, who headed the
company s export depariment far 10 WL
belore being nansed president in April,

H s the secomd generation of his family
Lo sew dhe company s seed on forgipn =il
His father, the company’s CEQ and
chizirman, Joseph Fermon, pioeered the
largest overseas markel as the vice president
for sales in Africa. A nutive Frewchman,
Joseph Fermon was a colton grader in the
customis business beforg joining the
compaity nn 1962, He became a 50 pereaen)
owner of the company in 1986, when
Continental merged with the third larges
cofton gin manufacturer, the Murray Co.. 10
become Canlinental Eagle, Two years Later
bie bought the rest of the company.

Prior o that time, expons wers less than
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M percent of tonl company sales, EEN
Boger Fermon, wha sees the company’s
global perspective 2s an essential survival
ol

Company sales can range widely, from
Bevween 540 million 1w 360 million a eI,
"depending on eyeles,” he says, and a diver-
sity ol geographic markels buffers the
swings in foriune,

"W face cycles and we nre also a very

" el SPIRAL MOYEMENT 5 GIVEN THE

COTTON WITHIN THE BOX OR HOPPER,
AND A FRESH SURFACE COMSTANTLY
PRESENTED TO THE SAWS, 50 THAT THE
COTTON WILL BE STRIPPED FROM THE
SEED WITHOUT BEING CUT OR EROKEN,"
~—Damaes Pratr
DESCRIBING THE GIN HE
PATENTED In 1857

sezonal besiness,” savs Fermon, “bat sinee
wiz lave exposure in the whiole world, we've
been able to maintain 4 pretty conslsten
amenl of business, since we don’t depai
upsan one ket

Armong the morg important markeds aver
the past decade, says Fernon, hove heen
Adrica and Avstralin, Contitent;l Eagle also
sells o castomers in the Middle East and
South Amenca, [Us a lane way from the
company’s raols in the Deap Sauth cotton
cilture.

Continentzl Eagle is the direct capital
descendant aof the Pratt Gin Company,
lownded in 1832 by Danicl Prag, Prag. 2
transplanied Mew Englander, patented an
:I:I[Il'll'-'-q.'l.'; version af the Tamows HyVENL e
of Eli Whitney and et up shap pradhecing if
on e banks of the Autioga Croeek pretly
much where the compuny™s present red
brsck Lactory it in the hear of downlgwn
Prawville, Frat’s ging became the mosi
poapular in the Alabamna Black Bel and
caught on throughowt the Seuch, By 15495,
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Prau Lrin was ase of the five lareest colion
2 manufaciurers in the country which that
sear merged e farm the Continental Gin
Corp,, predecesses 1o Continental Eagle,

The company is noow the leader s both the
domestic marker and in most overseas
markets, [ts clozest competitor 15 the
Lummus Corp.. currently based in
Columbus, Ga. but planning a move to
Savannah, Fermon 2stimates that his
company has o 65 e N percent™ share of
the warld market compared to “ahaar 25
percent” for Lumimes.

Unlike Lummus, which diversified ino
machinery designed for the jute industry,
Continental Eagle has rerazined focused an
Cben ans, contend 10 diversaily geographi
cally and, 0 some extent, inte ather
catlon-related equipment. Such equipment,
particularly de-linting machinery, now
comprises abaul 5 percent 1o 10 pereent of
tatal sales, with the balance sl being gins.

FFrom the time of Daniel Pratt’s first
patent, the engineering of mare productive
designe has been the name of te pams, "We
attach a lot of importance w research and
development,” savs Fermon, “hecause
lhat’s the main way for s fo soy ahead of
aur compeditors. That's what has roade us a
swcess over the years—encellence of engi-
neering in manwefaciering.” Signilicant
evidence of this tradition, he says, is the fact
that Cantinental Eagle is the only manufac-
tares o the industey to bave been centifed js
comipliant with the warkl-wide qualicy stan-
clard 1509001,

Those yeurs of experience in engineering
are an nnperiant pan of why global leadar
Continental is content to stay an the bank ol
the Autauga Creek, where Daniel Pran
sedtled. Fermom, whio was bom and eduzared
in Belgiom but who now lives in
Montgomery, iraveling oversens “five or six
LImees & yoan,” sees no reason 10 move,

“We ane in a good sitation here, close 1o
il the big cines—Birminglham, Atlanca,
Mew Orleans.” savs Fermaon, and we have
pond gonnections from "rj._;|||;'5|-.|-|-| ory Lo
Adlantn and froan there all over tie world,™

BBl the maie reason for staying, he £3YE,
are the employees, “We have a lot of people
with i lot of expenence,” in Alabama, “and
W LBt ses any reason 1o leave, All af our
ke ledpe is here.™ «

Chris MoFadven is editor af Business
Alabarna Monzhly.
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