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Suppliers park themselves in Subtropolis
Auto-related companies
find homes in the caves

DAVE KAUP | KCBJ

Ora Reynolds and Mike Bell of Hunt Midwest Real Estate Development Inc. stand in 
front of new pickups inside the Subtropolis.

by James Dornbrook | staff wri ter

Ford Motor Co.’s plans to invest $1.1 
billion in its Kansas City Assembly Plant 
are proving to be a big driver of business 
for Hunt Midwest Subtropolis.

The underground industrial develop-
ment, roughly four miles south of the 
Ford plant in Claycomo, has four ten-
ants doing work for the auto industry, 
and Subtropolis officials are working to 
add to that group.

Clore Automotive Inc. has leased 
slightly more than 100,000 square feet 
of space in Subtropolis since 2006 for 
its battery pack and charger operations. 
AER Manufacturing Inc., which acts as 
a warranty engine and transmission dis-
tributor and remanufacturer for Ford, 
leased 38,000 square feet in 2007.

But Subtropolis officials started see-
ing renewed interest from automotive 
companies in the fall after Ford said it 
would retool its Kansas City Assembly 
Plant to produce the new Transit Van.

Knapheide Manufacturing Co. signed 
a lease in mid-March for 103,100 square 
feet, where it will install aftermarket 
accessories on commercial work trucks 
and vans. Knapheide General Manager 
Robbie Harris said the company con-
tinues to use its nearby truck service 
center at 7200 N.E. 45th St. in Kansas 
City.

Knapheide handles “ship through” 
business from Ford. It receives F-150 
trucks and Escape SUVs directly from 

the assembly plant and applies decals 
and other accessories that commercial 
clients, such as Progressive Insurance, 
want on their company-owned vehi-
cles.

Knapheide needs temperatures of at 
least 60 degrees for decal work, and 
Subtropolis’ underground space is a 
constant 70 degrees year-round.

But the company’s expansion really 
has the new Ford Transit in mind. Knap-
heide officials see a huge opportunity 
being near a Ford plant that produces 
trucks and vans, the types of vehicles 
service companies often use.

“If your hot water heater goes out, 
you don’t plan on just taking a cold 
shower — you get it fixed,” Harris said. 
“That type of business keeps going, 

while the installation business from 
new construction is going away. So the 
service business is the place to be right 
now.”

Harris said the new Transit will have 
the Eco-Boost engine, making it more 
fuel efficient and much more attractive 
to companies with large fleets.

“If you’re going to put a commercial 
vehicle on the road, you want it to get 
the best miles per gallon possible, last 
a long time and have all the compart-
ments in it to store the equipment nec-
essary to make service calls,” he said. 
“Imagine a fleet with 6,000 vehicles. If 
they can go from 12 mpg to 18 mpg, 
think of the savings. It’s huge.”

Harris said Knapheide rented space 
at Subtropolis to position itself to 
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fire: Company plans 
open house for May

 
 

Ironically, what puts Garrelts over 
the top this year may not be the dishes 
he serves at Bluestem, but the recipes. 

A cookbook he and his wife, Me-
gan, published in November may give 
his restaurant the exposure it needs to 
those Beard Foundation voters who 
haven’t made the trek to dine at his 46-
seat restaurant.

Garrelts finds out the first week 
in May at a ceremony in New York 
whether he will be the fourth Kansas 
City chef to win Best Chef Midwest and 
the first local chef to win while work-
ing somewhere other than The Ameri-
can Restaurant.

“It’s the place where you really have 
the opportunity to showcase,” Tio said 
of The American Restaurant. “It’s a 
learning ground for those who move 
up and out of the city and into other 
places.”

Garrelts cooked at the fine-dining 
restaurant in Crown Center while he 
was in culinary school and admitted it 
might be easier to win a James Beard 
Award if he were still there. But all of 
the past local winners went on to open 
restaurants, something Garrelts already 
has done.

Tio won her award in 2007, the first 
year Chicago chefs weren’t included 
in the Midwest region. She opened Ju-
lian in Brookside in 2009, serving ca-
sual fare.

When diners hear that Tio has won 
a James Beard Award, they sometimes 
expect fine dining and high prices. The 
same goes for customers who visit be-

cause they’ve seen her on TV. They ex-
pect the almond cake with hot-sauce 
fresh ricotta cheese and hot-sauce car-
amel that she prepared on Food Net-
work’s “Next Iron Chef” rather than 
the slow-cooked pork belly, parsnip pu-
ree and sherry-glazed pearl onions on 
her menu at Julian.

“I’m not cooking for ‘Iron Chef’ judg-
es,” she said. “I’m cooking to make a 
living. I’m trying to be a neighborhood 
place.”

Local, more relaxed eateries and 
the chefs behind them are showing up 
more often among James Beard Award 
nominees. 

Tio is excited by the change be-
cause not every chef will land in a situ-
ation with big budgets to pay for exotic, 
expensive ingredients.

“They’re going more toward who’s 
making solid, delicious, innovative 
food,” she said.

Smith leveraged his innovative food 
into two successful local restaurants: 
Michael Smith and Extra Virgin, which 
serves items like duck tongue tacos. 

Foodies care about the James Beard 

Award, he said, but common diners 
may have little idea what it is. Staying 
in business depends on continuing to 
provide high-quality food and service.

“You’re only as good as your last 
meal,” Smith said. “It doesn’t matter if 
you won the James Beard Award, if you 
won Food and Wine (Magazine’s best 
new chefs), if you’re on TV.”

But the award can make a difference 
to a very important group: investors. 
It can cost millions to open a new res-
taurant, and a James Beard Award can 
make a chef more bankable.

The award also allows chefs to recruit 
better cooks who want to work under 
an award-winner.

“It changes the culture in your kitch-
en,” Smith said. “Your kitchen becomes 
a better place to train.”

Smith won the Beard Award as Best 
Chef Midwest in 1999, the third year he 
was nominated. He and Debbie Gold 
won the award that year while work-
ing together at The American Restau-
rant. They later opened 40 Sardines in 
Leawood, which would win a James 
Beard Award for best restaurant graph-
ics in 2002.

Running a restaurant in Kansas City 
is difficult, Smith said, because many 
local diners are satisfied with corpo-
rate-owned eateries like The Cheese-
cake Factory.

“Kansas City loves chain restaurants,” 
Smith said. “Until Kansas City supports 
local, award-winning chefs with a fer-
vor, then (the award) doesn’t mean as 
much.”
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Richard Smith, vice president of opera-
tions at Wichita-based Metal Finishing Co., 
said that Contrast supplies his company 
with essential materials on a daily basis but 
he didn’t see any hang-ups after the fire.

“They’re currently involved with some 
of our significantly large projects,” Smith 
said. “They do a lot of the design. We 
have requirements we need, and they tell 
us what our equipment is capable of and 
what we’d need to do to meet the require-
ments. Then they give us an entire pack-
age, and we approve it. They’re a great 
group to work with.”

Contrast will show off its remodeled 
space to invited guests at a May 15 open 
house. But first, on May 12, it plans to 
sell off its old smoke-damaged equipment 
and office furniture.
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reCiPe for SUCCeSS
Here are past kansas city-area winners of 

the prestigious james beard Foundation award 
as best chef Midwest:

1998: stroud’s restaurant and bar, ameri-
ca’s classics award.

1999: Michael smith and Debbie Gold, best 
chef Midwest, american restaurant. (smith 
now owns Michael smith and extra Virgin.)

2007: celina tio, best chef Midwest, ameri-
can restaurant. (tio now owns julian.)

Chef: Beard Award raises profile — and expectations
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ContrASt eqUiPment Co.
Description: Designs, installs and services 
equipment used in painting, powder coating,  
gluing and other industrial fluid handling  
and finishing operations.
Founded: 1923
Top executive: ceo bob borman 
Employees: 10
Vendors: about 50
Address: 1449 n. topping ave., 
kansas city, Mo 64120
Telephone: 816-241-2412
Internet: www.contrastequipment.com

cessory work on Ford’s Transit Connect 
Van, the smaller European model.

Ground Effects Ltd., which applies 
spray-on bed liners for F-150 trucks, 
signed a lease in Subtropolis in October 
for 36,000 square feet in the underground, 
a 97,000-square-foot underground park-
ing lot and a 136,000-square-foot lot on 
the surface.

“What our operation doesn’t like is wa-
ter,” Ground Effects President James Scott 
said. “Our liner material can’t be sprayed 
on anything that is wet. We’ve got the 
parking lot above ground and one under-
ground. As the vehicles are dropped off, 
we take them into the Subtropolis to dry 
while we’re prepping the vehicles that are 
already in our facility.”

Scott said the business is growing so 
fast that he’s considering adding space. 
He also has an eye toward adding some 
Transit Van customization work.

Expansion in Subtropolis is cost-effec-
tive, he said.

Ora Reynolds, president of Hunt Mid-
west Real Estate Development Inc., said 
an existing space can be finished for a 
tenant in less than 30 days. New space 
can be constructed in about 90 days.

“What makes the underground great 
is that when you have these contracts 
with companies like Ford, they may 
only be a three- to five-year contract,” 
she said. “So someone isn’t necessar-
ily wanting to go construct a building 
that they will own. And if you look at 
our competition, they’re going to want 
a 10-year lease if they’re going to spend 
the kinds of dollars necessary to build 

something on the surface.”
To accommodate new automotive-re-

lated tenants, Subtropolis is about to 
open a new entrance at the north end of 
the facility near Parvin Road. This will al-
low tenants to acquire surface parking 
lots near the new entrance without hav-
ing to drive to existing entrances at the 
south side of the complex.

The road leading to the new entrance 
is called Derrough Drive, named for Lee 
Derrough, the former president and CEO 
of Hunt Midwest Enterprises who retired 
at the end of 2009.
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trAffiC PAtternS
Hunt Midwest subtropolis has become a hub for 
automotive industry-related tenants:

KNAPHEIDE MANUFAcTURINg cO.
Description: customizes commercial vehicle 
fleets, adding aftermarket accessories and decals 
with company logos.
Tenant since: March 2012
Lease size: 103,100 square feet

gROUND EFFEcTs LTD.
Description: a provider of spray-on bed liners 
and other automotive customization.
Tenant since: october 2011
Lease size: 36,000-square-foot underground 

facility; 97,000-square-foot interior parking lot; 
136,000-square-foot surface parking lot.

AER MANUFAcTURINg INc.
Description: a Ford Motor co.-authorized en-
gine and transmission remanufacturer and dis-
tributor. it handles all of Ford’s warranty work.
Tenant since: 2007
Lease size: 38,000 square feet

cLORE AUTOMOTIVE INc.
Description: an aftermarket supplier of battery 
packs and chargers.
Tenant since: 2006
Lease size: 100,262 square feet

DaVe kauP | kcbj

A worker with Ground Effects Ltd. sprays a bed liner onto a new Ford F-150 truck 
at the company’s facility in the Hunt Midwest Subtropolis.
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Ironically, what puts Garrelts over 
the top this year may not be the dishes 
he serves at Bluestem, but the recipes. 

A cookbook he and his wife, Me-
gan, published in November may give 
his restaurant the exposure it needs to 
those Beard Foundation voters who 
haven’t made the trek to dine at his 46-
seat restaurant.

Garrelts finds out the first week 
in May at a ceremony in New York 
whether he will be the fourth Kansas 
City chef to win Best Chef Midwest and 
the first local chef to win while work-
ing somewhere other than The Ameri-
can Restaurant.

“It’s the place where you really have 
the opportunity to showcase,” Tio said 
of The American Restaurant. “It’s a 
learning ground for those who move 
up and out of the city and into other 
places.”

Garrelts cooked at the fine-dining 
restaurant in Crown Center while he 
was in culinary school and admitted it 
might be easier to win a James Beard 
Award if he were still there. But all of 
the past local winners went on to open 
restaurants, something Garrelts already 
has done.

Tio won her award in 2007, the first 
year Chicago chefs weren’t included 
in the Midwest region. She opened Ju-
lian in Brookside in 2009, serving ca-
sual fare.

When diners hear that Tio has won 
a James Beard Award, they sometimes 
expect fine dining and high prices. The 
same goes for customers who visit be-

cause they’ve seen her on TV. They ex-
pect the almond cake with hot-sauce 
fresh ricotta cheese and hot-sauce car-
amel that she prepared on Food Net-
work’s “Next Iron Chef” rather than 
the slow-cooked pork belly, parsnip pu-
ree and sherry-glazed pearl onions on 
her menu at Julian.

“I’m not cooking for ‘Iron Chef’ judg-
es,” she said. “I’m cooking to make a 
living. I’m trying to be a neighborhood 
place.”

Local, more relaxed eateries and 
the chefs behind them are showing up 
more often among James Beard Award 
nominees. 

Tio is excited by the change be-
cause not every chef will land in a situ-
ation with big budgets to pay for exotic, 
expensive ingredients.

“They’re going more toward who’s 
making solid, delicious, innovative 
food,” she said.

Smith leveraged his innovative food 
into two successful local restaurants: 
Michael Smith and Extra Virgin, which 
serves items like duck tongue tacos. 

Foodies care about the James Beard 

Award, he said, but common diners 
may have little idea what it is. Staying 
in business depends on continuing to 
provide high-quality food and service.

“You’re only as good as your last 
meal,” Smith said. “It doesn’t matter if 
you won the James Beard Award, if you 
won Food and Wine (Magazine’s best 
new chefs), if you’re on TV.”

But the award can make a difference 
to a very important group: investors. 
It can cost millions to open a new res-
taurant, and a James Beard Award can 
make a chef more bankable.

The award also allows chefs to recruit 
better cooks who want to work under 
an award-winner.

“It changes the culture in your kitch-
en,” Smith said. “Your kitchen becomes 
a better place to train.”

Smith won the Beard Award as Best 
Chef Midwest in 1999, the third year he 
was nominated. He and Debbie Gold 
won the award that year while work-
ing together at The American Restau-
rant. They later opened 40 Sardines in 
Leawood, which would win a James 
Beard Award for best restaurant graph-
ics in 2002.

Running a restaurant in Kansas City 
is difficult, Smith said, because many 
local diners are satisfied with corpo-
rate-owned eateries like The Cheese-
cake Factory.

“Kansas City loves chain restaurants,” 
Smith said. “Until Kansas City supports 
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Richard Smith, vice president of opera-
tions at Wichita-based Metal Finishing Co., 
said that Contrast supplies his company 
with essential materials on a daily basis but 
he didn’t see any hang-ups after the fire.

“They’re currently involved with some 
of our significantly large projects,” Smith 
said. “They do a lot of the design. We 
have requirements we need, and they tell 
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age, and we approve it. They’re a great 
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space to invited guests at a May 15 open 
house. But first, on May 12, it plans to 
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and office furniture.
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that they will own. And if you look at 
our competition, they’re going to want 
a 10-year lease if they’re going to spend 
the kinds of dollars necessary to build 

something on the surface.”
To accommodate new automotive-re-

lated tenants, Subtropolis is about to 
open a new entrance at the north end of 
the facility near Parvin Road. This will al-
low tenants to acquire surface parking 
lots near the new entrance without hav-
ing to drive to existing entrances at the 
south side of the complex.

The road leading to the new entrance 
is called Derrough Drive, named for Lee 
Derrough, the former president and CEO 
of Hunt Midwest Enterprises who retired 
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A worker with Ground Effects Ltd. sprays a bed liner onto a new Ford F-150 truck 
at the company’s facility in the Hunt Midwest Subtropolis.
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go along with that trend. It also has 
partnered with Sortimo International  
In-Vehicle Equipment, which already 
is doing interior accessory work on 
Ford’s Transit Connect Van, the smaller 
European model.

Ground Effects Ltd., which  
applies spray-on bed liners for F-150 
trucks, signed a lease in Subtropolis 
in October for 36,000 square feet in 
the underground, a 97,000-square-
foot underground parking lot and 
a 136,000-square-foot lot on the  
surface.

“What our operation doesn’t like is 
water,” Ground Effects President James 
Scott said. “Our liner material can’t be 
sprayed on anything that is wet. We’ve 
got the parking lot above ground and 
one underground. As the vehicles are 
dropped off, we take them into the 
Subtropolis to dry while we’re prep-
ping the vehicles that are already in our 
facility.”

Scott said the business is growing so 
fast that he’s considering adding space. 
He also has an eye toward adding some 
Transit Van customization work.

Expansion in Subtropolis is cost- 
effective, he said.

Ora Reynolds, president of Hunt 
Midwest Real Estate Development 
Inc., said an existing space can be fin-
ished for a tenant in less than 30 days. 
New space can be constructed in about 
90 days.

“What makes the underground great 
is that when you have these contracts 
with companies like Ford, they may 
only be a three- to five-year contract,” 
she said. “So someone isn’t necessarily 
wanting to go construct a building that 
they will own. And if you look at our 
competition, they’re going to want a 
10-year lease if they’re going to spend 
the kinds of dollars necessary to build 
something on the surface.”

To accommodate new automotive-
related tenants, Subtropolis is about to 
open a new entrance at the north end of 
the facility near Parvin Road. This will 
allow tenants to acquire surface park-
ing lots near the new entrance without 
having to drive to existing entrances at 
the south side of the complex.

The road leading to the new entrance 
is called Derrough Drive, named for 
Lee Derrough, the former president and 
CEO of Hunt Midwest Enterprises who 
retired at the end of 2009.
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