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J.R. Smart keeps 
focus on future  
of Smart Motors
Racing is also a passion 
that drives company’s 
third-generation 
president. 
By MARV BALOUSEK
mbalousek@madison.com
608-252-6135

Smart Motors, of Madison, 
sells new  Toyotas and Scions, 
but the dealership is as old as 
the Model T Ford.

O.D. Smart started selling 
cars out of his father’s livery 
stable a century ago in 1908, 
the same year that the first 
Model T rolled out of the fac-
tory.

Most of the brands sold over 
the years by the dealership, 
including Studebakers, Pack-
ards, Crosleys and Hudsons, 
have disappeared, but Smart 
Motors has survived.   

J.R. Smart, the dealership’s 

third-generation president 
and O.D.’s grandson, said he 
remembers shoveling coal and 
cleaning the car lot as a child. 

“The car business is definite-
ly in my blood,” he said. “Both 
my grandfather and father 
got us off to a good start here 
and we expect to carry on the 

CRAIG SCHREINER – State Journal

J.R. Smart is the third-generation president of Smart Motors, which is 
celebrating its 100th anniversary this year.

J.R. sMART 

President, Smart Motors

Age: 54 

Business address: 5901 Odana 
Road

Web site: www.smartmotors.com

Employees: 152

Annual revenue: $100 million 

Education: Studied business and 
accounting at UW-Madison.

Family: Wife, Toni; daughter, Han-
nah, 17

Oil, energy drive 
Houston’s booming
economic growth
Strong manufacturing 
and construction 
sectors are also 
important to the health 
of the nation’s fourth-
largest city.
By JOHN PORRETTO
Associated Press

HOUSTON — Filling up in 
the nation’s energy capital is as 
painful as anywhere these days. 
Twenty bucks barely makes a 
dent on the gauge when gaso-
line prices are $3.25 a gallon 
and edging higher.

But after filling up in Hous-
ton, you’re not likely to drive 
far before seeing an active con-
struction site. Check the local 
classified ads and it’s hard to 
miss the pages of job openings, 
particularly in the oil field.

While much of America wres-
tles with a mortgage crisis, a 
credit crunch and higher living 
costs, the nation’s fourth-larg-
est city is bustling. At 3.4 per-
cent, February’s job growth in 
Houston led the nation among 
the 12 largest metropolitan 
areas in the past year, govern-

PAT SULLIVAN – Associated Press

Heavy traffic and a healthy 
construction market have not 
been slowed by high gas prices in 
Houston. While much of America 
wrestles with a mortgage crisis, 
a credit crunch and higher living 
costs, the nation’s fourth-largest 
city is doing well. February’s job 
growth in Houston led the nation 
among the 12 largest metropolitan 
areas in the past year.

Framed For  
big success
Nation’s largest  
picture-frame 
maker thrives 
in Waunakee
By BARRY ADAMS
badams@madison.com
608-252-6148

WAUNAKEE — Grow a company 
more than six-fold in 10 years and 
the details become pretty critical.

And if the growth projections over 
the next seven years for Uniek — the 
largest manufacturer of picture 
frames in the nation — hold true, 
keeping an eye on the minutia will 
continue, whether it’s the design of 
a frame, using recycled materials 
or buying better pallets to reduce 
damage to packaged frames during 
shipping.

The company’s leader, Tom Pyle, 
who helped resurrect battery maker 
Rayovac in the 1980s, also knows 
that his company is bucking the 
trend for picture-frame manufactur-
ers, most of whom do their work 
beyond U.S. borders.

“We are competitive on a global 
basis,” Pyle said. “But, more impor-
tantly, we have the ability to respond 
quickly. One of the things about 
sourcing in the Far East is that it’s a 
very long supply line. We can make it 
here relatively quickly and we can get 
it to the customer very rapidly.”

When Pyle, 66, purchased the 
company in 1998, it had annual rev-

enue of about 
$20 million. 
Revenue for 
2007 topped 
$130 million.  
Pyle expects 
that number to 
double by 2015.

Big name 
 customers

At the 
company’s mas-
sive plant in this 
growing village’s 
east side indus-
trial park, about 
400 workers 
make 30 million 
plastic picture 
frames a year. 

Uniek’s biggest customer is Wal-
Mart, but others include Green 
Bay-based ShopKo, Eau Claire-based 
Menards and Woodman’s, headquar-
tered in Janesville. Kmart, Wal-

unieK

Address:  
805 Uniek Drive, 
Waunakee

Type of business: 
Largest manufac-
turer of plastic 
picture frames in 
the nation

Employees: 400

Revenue:  
$130 million 

Web site:  
www.uniekinc.com

Tom Pyle helped 
lead Rayovac out 
of the red in the 
1980s. For the past 
10 years, his focus 
has not been on 
batteries but on 
picture frames as 
chairman of The 
Pyle Group, which 
bought Uniek in 
Waunakee in 1998.

About 400 people work at Uniek, the largest manufacturer of picture frames in the 
country. When production increases in the fall for the Christmas season, as many as 
550 people can be employed at the 240,000-square-foot plant. 

Photos by STEVE APPS – State Journal

Luis Pilla works in the manufacturing department at Uniek, a Waunakee company that makes about 30 million plastic picture frames 
a year. Pilla uses a power hammer to assemble large picture frames. Smaller frames are put together with an automated machine. 

eCOnOMiC snAPsHOT

i t is that time again. April 15 is looming. If you 
haven’t filed your taxes yet, this has prob-
ably been a busy weekend.  Even if you have 

already filed, you are probably wondering how 
many people pay federal income taxes and how 
much do they pay?  In 2005, Americans filed 134 
million individual tax returns. One-third of those 
filing were required to file, but paid no taxes.  The 
remaining 90 million taxpayers paid $935 billion 
in federal income taxes, or about $10,400 per 
taxpayer. 

The charts to the right provide more insight 
into who pays taxes and how much they pay.  

Tax time

Economic Snapshot  
is a weekly feature  
provided by the

QUESTIONS? Contact 
Professor Bill Pinkovitz, 
Center for Community 
and Economic Develop-
ment, UW-Extension at  
bill.pinkovitz@ces.
uwex.edu.

PART 1 of this month’s series on taxes.

Individual income tax with 
adjusted gross income of...

All individual federal
income tax returns

Total adjusted gross income
of all individual tax filers

Total individual
federal income tax

Average taxes $1,792 $6,427 $17,597 $58,339 $387,612

Less than 
$50,000

$50,000 to 
$100,000

$100,000 to
$200,000

$200,000 to
$500,000

More than
$500,000

53.5%

19.0% 28.7% 20.8%

30.7% 11.9%
3.0%

11.5% 20.1%

9.3% 19.1% 20.3% 17.1% 34.3%

0.9%

Percentages may 
not total 100 
percent due to 
rounding.

SOURCE: http://www.irs.gov/taxstats/indtaxstats


