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white building, no more than 500 sq.
ft. It was an old structure, with no
heating or air conditioning. The holes
in the walls were so big, a vibrant
breeze blew throughout the building.
Rocks rested on all the papers to keep
the wind from blowing them away.

Inside resided two second-hand
desks. Sitting at one of those desks
was 24-year-old Rick—a new father
and  brand new business owner—not
sure what to expect, but aware he
wanted to make a difference in this
industry. Looking out the window at
several large blue buildings across the
way owned by a successful forest
products company, he thought to him-
self: that would be really something,
to have all of that. I can’t imagine
what it’d be like to be that big. 

“Sure we struggled, but it was a

RICK RICHTER always saw his
father as a provider. Growing up

around the sawmill in the early 1950s,
watching his father Ken and Uncle
Dyke set a foundation for what he
wanted for his own life. 

“When I think of the best day in my
career, it’s probably the day I got mar-
ried. That started the whole thing. I
wanted a family. I wanted to be a
provider, to set an example for my
kids, and I wanted her behind me,”
explained Richter, founder of Chico,
Ca.-based lumber distributor Western
Woods. “I just hope people can look at
me and see respect, and know that I
did a good job serving this industry
that I care so much about. But really,
it’s not about me. I’m just proud of my
family, my employees, and what
we’ve managed to accomplish.” 

The seeds were sown when Rick
first went to work for his dad and
uncle in the sawmill in 1965. He
worked most of the jobs in the mill
until 1968 when they sold to Diamond
International, Red Bluff, Ca. After the
sale, he went to work at a wholesale
lumber company in Oroville, Ca.,
where he met Larry Whitaker. Larry
was from Chico, and a lot older than
Rick, but was a great mentor on how
lumber was sold instead of made. 

But the sale of his father’s mill had
been a turning point for Rick. “It made
me look for better opportunities,” he
explained, knowing that striking out
on his own would mean building
something from the ground up.

So in 1971 Larry and Rick started
their own wholesale lumber compa-
ny—Western Woods Inc., in a small

Wholesale success
starts with family

ONE ON One
With Rick Richter, Western Woods
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ball because it was ours,” Rick said
describing his very first days as owner
and founder of the 45-year-old lumber
company. “You never really forget it.
I was excited. I wanted to get started.” 

Fearless and ready to hit the ground
running, Rick had no desire for rest.
He wanted to be a strong resource for
the industry, and wasn’t all that ner-
vous, a trait he believes he got from
his father and uncle. “I watched my
dad and uncle work hard all my life
and I know that plays a huge part in
the way I do things today,” he added,
reminiscing on times as a child when
his father was more concerned about
getting his son into some comfortable
working boots, rather than the trendy
sneakers all the kids at school were
wearing. Hanging out at the mill most
of his childhood (and loving it), Rick
knew he was going to be different. 

In 1979 Rick’s dad and uncle
bought out Larry of Western Woods,
and five years later Rick bought his
dad and uncle out. “I was never really
in it for the money. I wanted to do
something great for my family and
this industry. I wanted success,” Rick
explained as he strolled around the

original white building he once called
his headquarters. Now, he resides in a
much bigger office, although he still
preserves the original structure close
by. While some would look at success
as having millions in the bank, a nice
house and nice cars, Rick sees it dif-
ferently. “As far as I’m concerned,
success means being happy, having a
good family, and raising your kids
right,” he said, as he smiled at his son
next to him, Chris, the current presi-
dent of Western Woods.

“My dad worked all the time and I
respected him for it He was an awe-
some provider,” Chris jumped in,
recalling moments like riding on the
forklift as a kid during summer.

Rick spent his early fatherhood
years introducing Chris to the lumber
industry any chance he could. A great
student, Chris was encouraged to fin-
ish school before he joined the team.
Rick explained school wasn’t his
forte. He wanted his son to have the
opportunity he never had, but shortly
after arriving, Chris knew school was-
n’t where he was meant to be. 

It took only a couple of weeks after
starting school in Oregon before Chris

started visiting home on the weekends,
to get to work with his dad. “I just feel
you have to give them that chance to
do something else, if they want to.
And I’m glad he came back,” Rick
said. 

In the 1980s two more members of
Rick’s family came into the company,
nephews Tom and Jerry Von Moos.
Tom is VP of Western Woods and
Jerry is plant manager. They keep the
company running. Jerry makes sure
we are producing products and Tom
makes sure we are selling it. 

When the right time came, Rick
was ready to turn the reins over to
Chris and he had no problem letting
go. Having the utmost confidence in
his son, Rick explained how although
Chris may run into mistakes from time
to time, the two still spend time
together, talking things through. “I
already knew he could do it, but it was
important to me that everyone under-
stood that just because he was my son
didn’t mean he would automatically
get the title,” Rick explained. He
needed to make sure the employees
knew Chris was fitting in and ready to
run the company. “There’s more than
just the business, there’s the people
part of everything.” 

Chris was ready to be patient with
the transition, as he wanted everyone
to respect him as a leader. “I didn’t
want anyone to think or say that they
handed over the keys to me because
my last name is Richter. I wanted
everyone to believe I deserved it and I
am the right guy for the job.” 

He wanted to be certain they knew
that he was right in the middle of this
change alongside with them, and he
wanted a slow change. “By slowly
taking over, it was a great transition,”
Chris added. By early 2013, he had
fully taken over, and it was as though
nothing had changed. 

PRIORITIES: The company works to never lose sight of certain key aspects that keep their cus-
tomers happy, such as convenient shipping as well as prompt, efficient delivery. 

TAKING THE LEAD: Nearly 45 years later, Western Woods is a repuatable carrier of in-demand hardwood, softwood, engineered wood, and composites.
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excitement. A change
in owners can be a
trial for family busi-
nesses, especially one
that’s had employees
for many years, in
which they’ve proba-
bly seen their new
boss grow up before
their eyes. Yet, Rick
and Chris managed to
have a smooth
changeover and
jumped this hurdle
without falling over. 

Some other chal-
lenges Rick had to face were in the
early years during some big downturns
in the market. “You might have some-
body who owes you a ton of money
and if they go broke…” he continues,
“if you want something that brings
character out, that’ll do it,” and with-
out lien rights at the time, the compa-
ny faced somewhat of an uphill battle.  

Rick never doubted that Western
Woods was going to make it. Even
during the recession they never laid
off a single employee. “We were com-
ing up with odd jobs so everyone
could have a paycheck.” Since many
employees at Western Woods have
been there since the beginning, Rick
didn’t want to take any chance of los-
ing them. “We just kept working with
the idea that someday this is all going
to turn around.” And it did. 

As their position in the supply
chain is not so simple and requires sta-
ble relationships on all ends, the com-
pany has managed to uphold its cur-
rent relationships, while still forming
new ones. 

Now, almost 50 years later,
Western Woods works to serve the
industry as one of the most credible
lumber distributors, and Rick owes a
lot of that success to the support of his
family and many long-standing, loyal
employees. He learned if he can serve
and provide for his family while also
serving the industry and his employees
to the best of his ability, he would
truly be successful. He also saw that
while you can work as hard as you
can, you’ll never have true success if
you’re not doing what you love to do.
Rick loves three things: his family, the
lumber industry, and helping people.
With Western Woods, he did just that,
and his family’s attitude during his
journey was what really allowed him
to be successful, he explained.  

Providing a healthy work environ-
ment for his employees is also a huge

REMINISCING: Father and son share a little bit about the company’s
past as the two stroll through the original office building in 1971.  

Like most companies can under-
stand, change is inevitable, and it was
important to both Rick and Chris that
the employees adjusted well to that.
“When a big change happens, people
just sit back and stare at it a little bit
and they don’t really know what to
think or expect,” Rick said. But the
right kind of communication with
employees and a gradual transition
made a big difference. 

Noting that while change can be a
struggle at times, Chris added, “the
bottom line is I’m carrying on his
legacy. He’s the one who built this
thing, it’s my job to keep it going.”

Like most children who takeover
their parent’s business, Chris definite-
ly feels the weight and pressure of
continuing his dad’s legacy. Add the
responsibility to support a team of
employees, and it’s easy to feel those
moments of pressure. “Our employees
rely on this company, so I want to be
successful for them, too. I want them
to feel like they have a home forever
and that there’s no exit plan.”

Chris taking over the business
meant a lot to his dad, who noted that
this kind of adjustment could be a
challenge for family businesses. It’s a
common tale when children want to
carve out their own career, but Rick
sees it differently. Perhaps this is their
chance to make it greater. “This is
their legacy now,” Rick explained.
“They don’t have to live in a shadow. 

Rick, who now has grandkids
working for the company, explained
how his son is taking the company to
new heights. Both of Chris’ kids spend
time working there. While his son
enjoys spending his summers with the
company, it’s his daughter who seems
to really be taking a liking to the
industry. Maybe Western Woods can
look forward to its first female owner
someday. 

“I can’t tell you how good it feels
to see my grandkids just be involved
with the business,” Rick said with

part of Rick’s definition of success.
Having respect and having people
know he’s fair and honest means
everything to him. 

“We can’t make it without them.
They’re so important to us. We know
they rely on their jobs to take care of
their responsibilities. It’s really impor-
tant to us to have respect for our
employees. If you don’t have that, you
don’t have anything.”  

Although there were times when he
thought he could have been more
aggressive when it came to expansion,
looking back he realized that because
he just kept pushing, his business did
in fact grow. “There are good things
about taking your time and not rushing
to expand,” he added. 

Looking ahead, Chris now plans to
continue that legacy as far as he can
take it with new branding and a new
website and marketing strategy. He
wants a thriving company that can be
passed on for generations to come. “I
don’t want an exit plan. I don’t want
to be the biggest,” Chris explained, “I
just want to be the best.”

Today, Western Woods has a solid
reputation serving the industry as one
of the most reputable distributors in
the West of modern in-demand hard-
wood, softwood, engineered wood,
and composites. 

And Rick is certain that if he were
24 again, he’d do the same thing all
over. He’s still working on some pro-
jects alongside his son and stays
involved in the business, but he
doesn’t have to worry about holes in
the walls anymore. He still looks at
those same blue buildings as he did in
his early days, only now from a differ-
ent perspective–because he owns
them. 

“In 1971 we were off and running,”
said Rick. “And there was nothing to
keep us from going as far as we want-
ed to go.”Chris and Rick Richter




