
Peter King: Kings Fourth Generation Woodworking Company 
 

Woodworker and entrepreneur, Peter King, is ensuring that the family business – 
manufacturing wooden bench tops and worktops – has every opportunity to involve a 
fifth generation. With its roots established in the nineteenth century, the business has 
progressed through successive generations of Peter’s family almost by default rather 
than any careful succession planning. 

Established in 1887, over the course of its long history Kings Fourth Generation 
Woodworking Company has gone from being a general provider of goods and 
services to becoming a specialised niche manufacturer. In 1986 Kings received the 
New Zealand Timber Industry Federation consumer products award for its 
Generation IV timber tops ‘in recognition of excellence in the development and use of 
New Zealand timber’. 

The entrepreneur 
If the firm is to maximize its potential it is important that Peter moves on from a purely 
technical role and takes on more of a managerial role while continuing to foster his 
entrepreneurial talents.  Because Peter no longer designs kitchens he is able to 
spend more time selling the merits of Generation IV bench tops, for example, by 
running seminars for architects and kitchen companies. Peter is quick to emphasise 
that keeping a good reputation is most important, especially among New Zealand’s 
small population.  Customers expect excellent workmanship and performance with 
guarantees that can be relied upon.  ‘Call it real value for money if you like.’  Clients 
are part of a small niche market of highly discerning people.  Mass production of our 
bench tops would make it impossible to maintain the standards demanded by these 
clients.  The need each timber and grain to be chosen according to their individual 
requirements and preferences.  This personal touch and the unique characteristics of 
each job are vital to our clients’ ultimate satisfaction. i.  

The enterprise 
The current firm of Kings Fourth Generation Woodworking Company has a history 
dating back to 1887 when Daniel Thomas King, builder, joiner, preacher, undertaker, 
established a general joinery and contracting shop in Carterton in the heart of the 
Wairarapa. Peter took over the joinery factory in 1976 and changed the name of the 
company to Kings Fourth Generation Woodworking Company. Around this time there 
was a boom going on in Wellington to renovate many of its old Victorian homes.  
Fortuitously, he found that they still had all the old profile cutters and blades 
necessary for producing 19th century period mouldings. It was during this time that 
Peter and his team learned what attention to detail really meant. Kings became well 
known for its work in the Wellington region and won a New Zealand timber industry 
award for its bench tops in 1986.   

The business came to an abrupt end when the land tax was introduced in Wellington 
Peter received a bill for $40,000.  After the kitchens showroom was closed down, 
Peter worked for about five years specialising in individually designed kitchens on a 
national basis.  But in 1987, just when things were beginning to go well, the stock 
market crashed.  As a result Peter lost the easier jobs.  Peter and his team had to 
take stock of the new situation.   

The decision was made in 1992 to stop all other functions in order to concentrate 
solely on timber tops to be launched under the Generation IV brand.  This entailed 
restructuring the firm.  In 1993 the business was split both physically and legally.  
Peter and his team took half of the factory space.  Two former employees went into 
the partnership and took the other half of the factory.  An agreement was arrived at 



for them to use some of the machines.  ‘They lasted about a year and we went on.  
The company has never looked back.’   

At an early stage Peter found no off-the-shelf finish suitable for the great variety of 
grain structures contained within the firm’s timber range.  So with typically innovative 
‘can do’ attitude he decided to devise his own resin-based formula he has called the 
Generation IV finish, which a trademark has protected since 1998. The company now 
has 38 timbers in its standard range.   

The firm devised its own total quality management system.  With characteristic 
bluntness and levity, Peter calls it the NFU (No Foul Up) system.  This was done in-
house without reference to any irrelevant and cumbersome externally designed 
systems.  The NFU system concentrates on accurate detail and necessary 
information to build each job only once, and deliver on time regardless of job 
complexity, timber type, and delivery address.  To achieve this, a comprehensive set 
of checks have been strategically placed throughout the manufacturing process.  
This system ensures that any errors have only a minimal impact on timing and cost.  
There is also a time-log to make sure that the committed delivery date is achieved.  
The system is self-regulating and self-administering. Since everyone on the staff had 
to invent their own NFU board, everyone is proud of it and co-operates to make sure 
it works.  

The firm has spent a lot of time getting good staff because of the very precise TQM 
system and the fact that it is a good team.  However, Peter feels that the training is 
not a problem if the person has good abilities and the right attitude. The employees 
are all local and everybody is encouraged to work as a team. Peter tries to provide 
treats for the loyalty of his staff such as bonus payouts and attending overseas 
conferences. 

The ability to work as a team is particularly important, especially in a small firm where 
people often have to cover for each other. ‘Hardly a day goes by when the business 
is not part of your life and your family. You can either be in the boat or out of the boat 
so if you’re in, you’re in. So we said right, let’s drive this family business from here, 
and we do!’  As a result Peter has created a very friendly workplace.   

Facing the future 
Peter King believes that the company must increase the price of its Generation IV 
bench tops to differentiate its products from competitors.  Such a strategy is 
necessary on two counts.  The cost of such timbers as rimu is going up because of 
the concern over sustainable logging of native species.  There is also a cost to 
introducing new materials like New Zealand elm, New Zealand oak, and American 
alder as alternatives to native species.  Kings has been ahead of its competitors in 
teaching joiners to use these new timbers.  But would a price increase reduce 
demand?  

Another option is to export but Peter is currently adopting a cautious approach.  He 
notes that ‘The export of an appropriate range of products is part of the future 
development possibilities, but must not be to the detriment of our existing NZ 
customers’. 

Will the next generation follow Peter into the family business?  Peter is 
characteristically philosophical on this issue.  “I cannot say at present whether a fifth 
generation is possible.  I can only do my best to ensure that the business itself 
continues to succeed & prosper independently of any future family participation.” 
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