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RV Tech Certification is Key for

Felton’s RV Service
The Houston service shop benefits from its owner being an RVIA master certified
technician, as well as the shop’s strong focus on doing generator repairs.
By Stephanie Patrick

F

elton’s RV Service was a tough boot
camp for a young RV technician
when Mitchell Graska joined the
small, family-owned Houston shop in 1985.
Perhaps that’s not surprising given that Felton’s founder, Felton Machost, was a former
World War II motor sergeant under the command of U.S. Army Gen. George Patton.
Still, it was a much simpler time when
it came to doing RV repairs, Graska
acknowledges.
“Back then, you had a simple box for a
coach and systems were so much simpler.
Felton taught me a lot about customer service and about providing quality, custom
work,” says Graska, 52. “I remember a
remodel on an old Pace Arrow because the
guy who owned it was 6-foot, 2-inches and
didn’t have enough headroom. We raised
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the front and side walls of the coach by 6
inches during an entire update to the coach,
including a one-piece metal roof.”
Of course, the RV industry has changed
and grown tremendously during the past
several decades. Today, it’s not unusual for
Felton’s and other service shops to encounter
RVs with four slide-outs and systems that
would bewilder even the most skilled
mechanics of Machost’s generation.
“There is something new every year. Electrical systems are more centralized and printed
circuitry has taken the place of switches and
relays,” says Graska, who took over ownership
of Felton’s when Machost retired in 1996.
“There are so many RV builders going out
of business, or changing ownership.”
He says other companies are left to pick
up niches, building obsolete parts necessary

to keep some RVs functioning and on the
road. Still other companies have formed to
sell used parts that are reusable.
“In the automobile industry, they have to
make the part for 10 years. The RV industry
isn’t forced to do that,” Graska says. “You
may have to integrate a newer version of a
system or a replacement for the original to
successfully repair a vehicle.
“Everybody reengineers and redesigns to
whatever they see (are) the best. You look at
the motorhomes going down the road now,
and you can spend $50,000 to $300,000
very easily.”
Many Benefits to Being
Mastered Certified

As even the least-expensive RVs become
more sophisticated, Felton’s is called upon
rv-pro.com
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Consumer demand has led American Brass Manufacturing to expand its offerings. The 120-year-old
faucet maker now provides the largest selection
of top-quality water fixtures in the RV industry.
Six distinct finishes are available − antique brass,
brushed nickel, oil-rubbed bronze, biscuit (an offwhite shade) and chrome.
American Brass expanded upon the standard white and chrome fixtures
dealers have seen in the past, for what is now an unprecedented aftermarket
selection. The company gives RV retail stores the ability to offer the same style
and look of fixture as consumers might find in their residential home. The
pricing makes selling high-end fixtures a no-brainer.
With a 35 percent share of the OEM market for RV fixtures, American
Brass enjoys an economy of scale which translates into competitive pricing
on its higher-end products. Just two years after the company entered the RV
aftermarket business, American Brass has become the industry’s fastest-growing
company in the fixture segment. The fifth-generation family business, supplies both a non-metallic line, Empire (rvfaucets.com) for the price conscious,
and a metallic line, American (americanbrass.com) for RVers demanding
unmatched luxury.

Creating Demand, Supplying Selection

THE

BRASS COMPANY
SINCE 1903

National Sales Manager Matt McConville says retail stores should be aware
that RV owners are choosing metallic fixtures more and more. He says
upgrading old faucets is a great way to generate profit while adding value to
the customer’s experience at the dealership.
McConville says consumers coming in for scheduled maintenance should
always be asked, “On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate the water pressure in your shower? Would you like us to increase the flow with the latest
innovation in showerheads?”
“You’ll have a guy that had a plastic sink faucet installed at the OEM level
and now he wants to upgrade his faucet,” McConville says. “Our company
is focused on giving the dealer the ability to compete. With our American
line, we’re giving the dealer the durable product they need, at the price point
they need to compete with the big-box stores. In the past, dealers were losing
sales to the big-box stores by not having the right product at the right price
point. That has all changed in the last two years with us entering the market.”
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“The American and Empire faucet lines complement each
other,” says McConville. “We have the ability to cater to somebody
looking at a price point. And, we also have the ability to take care of
those customers who want to upgrade to a metallic line. We really
have something for everybody.
“Up until about 10 years ago, most of the coach manufacturers wanted the cheapest thing they could put in the coach. Over
the last decade, OEMs have wanted fixtures like consumers use in
their homes,” McConville says. “We are now seeing the aftermarket
accept the trend, just like the OEMs have. And we give dealers the
ability to capitalize on the trend.”
“In our business, there’s always something new coming
aboard, whether it’s a different handle, a different spout, or sensor
faucets. Our particular product is a décor item and so we have to
keep up with the trends. Dealers may not realize this, but décor
trends are very fast moving.”

What is New?
American Brass recently introduced an air-jet shower head, in both
hand-held and stationary versions, which brings outside air into the
shower head for stronger water flow. Consumers will see a noticeable
difference in the water pressure with the air-jet models.
“Another part of our business that’s really taking off is the leadfree metallic faucets,” McConville says, adding that while some
competitors use plastic housings in their metal faucets, the American line uses metal for its housings and waterways. “We offer the
aftermarket a more competitive price on a better product. We’re
supplying a real metal faucet, not just a hybrid, at a better price
for the dealers.”
For those dealers who already offer the company’s products,
McConville says that some surprises are in the works.
“We’re looking at a couple of new finishes,” he says. “We do
have some exciting new designs on the drawing table. We constantly
keep our research and development department full of ideas. We’ll
definitely be introducing more products as the year goes on.”

The company takes great pride in its packaging because it has
such a huge impact on RV retail sales. The company believes it is
the best packaging in the industry with four-color, high-resolution
pictures. McConville says American Brass was the first faucet
company in the United States that put QR code technology on
its boxes.
“A customer can scan the QR code with their smartphone,”
McConville says. “This will drive them to our website and show
them even more faucets that are available.”
This translates into even greater selection at the dealership
without over-monopolizing shelf space. Their aftermarket distribution partners include Arrow Distributing Inc., Keller Marine & RV,
Northern Wholesale Supply Inc., NTP, Laurelhurst Distributors,
and Lightning RV Supply. McConville says these partners ensure
dealers quickly get whatever faucet they desire.
“Our competitive advantage would be that we understand the
RV industry because we’ve been serving it since 1950 on the OEM
side,” McConville says. “We have a long history of service and
reliability, plus we have a factory here in the states where we have
United States labor. A lot of our competitors don’t have that.
“We have the ability to test our product before it goes out, both
product we make here and product we bring in offshore. From a service standpoint, if people have issues out in the field, which are very
rare, we can fix them very quickly here. We have a very good service
rate compared to a lot of other faucet companies in this industry.”
Service, scale, innovation, products partnerships, and a long
reputation for quality and dependability keep the company thriving.
McConville expects that sales records broken in 2013 will be surpassed this year.
“There’s one thing we’ve learned from past generations,” he
says: “You’re running a business. It never stops. That’s why they
call it ‘running’ a business. We’re constantly paying attention and
listening to our customers. We take great pride in giving them what
they want. We work with people. We give people the best products
available out there.” 

216.431.6565
www.americanbrass.com
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more often to repair units when other
shops and technicians either don’t have
the knowledge or the experience to do
the repairs. Graska says, without a doubt,
it’s his status as an RVIA master certified
technician that draws many of the most difficult RV diagnostics and repairs to Felton’s.
Graska proudly states he was the first
tech in Houston, and the third tech in
Texas, to become master certified. He
has been recertified three times since first
master certifying in 1996.
“We do a lot of troubleshooting via the
Internet,” he says. “When I go out on a service call, I take a helper with me and have
another technician researching the Internet
or calling the factory to research problems.
“A skilled RV technician diagnoses
and repairs RV generators, heating and
air conditioner systems, and appliances,
as well as AC and DC electrical. Carpentry,
plumbing, cabinet work and flooring work
are also commonplace, as are repairs to
slide-outs and roof and exterior repairs.
“It takes a long time to learn this trade.
It’s a long process. To be master certified
you have to have a minimum of five years
of experience and have the knowledge to
pass the test.”
He says good technicians master the
rv-pro.com
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At left on page 16:
Felton’s RV Service
owner Mitchell
Graska is pictured in
his Houston service
shop.
Above: Graska
observes Robert
Elder, an Onan
certified generator
tech, test electrical
currents on a part.
Felton’s RV is known
within its market
area for its generator
repair services.
At left: Graska holds
his Izaih Rowlands,
his 3-year-old
grandson, who
appears to take
after his grandfather
based upon the shop
tools he is holding.
Graska is an RVIA
master certified
technician and is
a strong believer
in RVIA’s tech
certification program.
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gray area between the RV body builder and
chassis manufacturer.
Master certification can prove lucrative, too.
Graska says Felton’s service work
increased 300 percent between 1996 and
1999 because of his master certification
plus the skills of three qualified techs. The
shop maintained the increase for 10 years.
Following a 2011 story about Graska’s
fourth recertification and an increase in
Internet advertising, he says Felton’s business increased 40 percent within months.
It’s an increase the shop maintains to this
day, he says.
Felton’s revenue exceeded $700,000 in
2013. Graska is confident it will reach the
same level this year – or may even grow
another 10 percent.
“I see this shop capable of $2.2 million
dollars in service, per year, with the right
support,” he says.
Shop Can Tackle Nearly Any Job

The shop boasts five service bays, plus
two bays in the generator shop.
“We do a lot of body work here, and
we did a $65,000 job on a 2007 National

Service tech
Benjamin Morris
uses an AC reclaimer
to process used
refrigerant from a
motorhome.
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Tropi-Cal last year,” he says. “It was
T-boned, and it was going to be totaled
until we saved it. It was a $250,000 coach
with custom paint.
“Everything we do here is customized
to the customers’ needs. We prioritize to
their schedule and cater to the travelers
and commercial vehicles.
“I have many subcontractors that I
use in specialized repairs such as ceramic
and hardwood floors, custom cabinetry
and upholstery.”
The Tropi-Cal project took eight months
to complete. Graska and his team custom
built all the interior sheet metal structure
for the Houston-area customer. They also
custom built a mobile gaming trailer for the
Houston Dynamo soccer team, as well as
another client’s special request in support
of the University of Texas Longhorns; the
coach had custom paint, awnings and interior designed by the customer, and a local
body shop equipped with a paint booth
assisted Felton’s.
Felton’s also completed work on mobile
command-post vehicles and blood mobiles.
The shop refurbished and sold a blood
mobile to UTMB Galveston.

“I also inspect RVs for customers prior to
the purchase of their RV,” Graska says. “It is
so much better to find the needs of the RV
before it’s purchased, rather than buy one and
then find hidden problems or regular maintenance necessary for a happy RV owner.”
Given that Felton’s does so much specialty work, Graska doesn’t stock many
parts. Generator parts and fast-moving
parts are on the shelves; everything else is
ordered as needed.
The majority of Felton’s customers reside
in a 60- to 90-mile radius of Houston,
and most repairs require two days to three
weeks to complete. Two weeks is a common
repair time.
Customers Appreciate
Industry Expertise

Customers just passing through
Houston, as well as those who use their
units for commercial uses, receive priority.
“(Customers) really appreciate the
knowledge we have, and they don’t mind
waiting for service when they know
someone who is master certified is working
on their RVs,” Graska says. “They may not
know what being master certified means,

Elder does service work on the generator of a Houston TV station news van. Felton’s
does work on mobile units and command centers from many businesses and
organizations, including other TV stations and the Salvation Army.
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Above: RV Technician Ronald Weatherly
sands a hole punched in the end cap of
an RV. Felton’s RV is capable of tackling
nearly any service or repair project.
Top: RV technician Terry Bell (left) and
Graska install wood flooring in a travel
trailer. Felton’s RV does a fair amount of
custom renovation projects.
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but they know the experience is priceless.”
Graska says it’s his experience that a
master certified tech will earn, on average,
$3 to $5 more an hour than a certified
tech, and about $10 dollars an hour more
than a noncertified technician. He adds
that the course is great when combined
with hands-on skill training.
Felton’s service team also includes
Robert Elder, a Level Three Onan-certified
and military-trained technician. Benjamin
Morris is the master chassis tech, and Terry
Bell and Ronald Weatherly are up-and-

coming techs in progress. All are paid flatrates, directly related to their experience.
Graska is a Level Two certified Onan
tech and in 1996 earned his associate’s
degree in automotive technology/RV repair
from Houston Community College. He
also taught RVIA courses in the mid-1990s.
“I left Felton for three years in 1992
to be service manager for a large dealership, and then taught the RV repair class
at HCC,” Graska says.
He completed the online RVIA tech
certification course, as well as completed
a Trouble Shooter Clinic in 2005. He was
on the RV Textbook Review Committee
and is factory trained by Onan, Dometic,
HWH and Newmar.
Generator work accounts for about 40
percent of Felton’s service business, and the
demand is growing.
“As far as I’m concerned, I have the
best generator technician in the country,”
Graska says. “We have serviced generators
for (Houston television stations) Channel
2, Channel 11, Channel 13 and Channel
26, and we do a lot of generator work for
many other businesses because of the generator training we have received.”
Felton’s performed service for the Salvation Army’s canteen units after Tropical
rv-pro.com
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Graska looks over a job ticket with secretary Beverly Montalbano. Pictured on the wall
above the desk is company founder Felton Machost, who was a mentor to Graska.

Storm Allison in 2001, as well as generator
work on mobile-response units and mobilecommand posts after Hurricane Ike in 2008.
“I like to tackle the most complicated
diagnosis and repair first on these coaches.
And generally, a generator is one of the
most difficult things you are going to work
on,” Graska says. “If you learn how to do
that first, the rest comes much easier.”
As Graska rose through the ranks early in
his career, training sources were few. Most of
what he learned before RVIA’s certification
courses came from his mentor, Macost, who
died in 2003, and from service manuals and
from other technicians. He also received a
strong foundation in service work from his
father, who was a master electrician, and
from his uncle, who was a mechanic.
“I think I was one of the last to learn
the old-school way,” Graska says. “It’s sad,
but fathers are not training their kids like
dads used to; and the kids have to get the
education somewhere.”
Graska is pleased that the RVIA recently
launched initiatives to encourage more
techs to pursue certification and convince
others in the industry of certification’s
value. Less than one-third of the RV industry’s roughly 8,000 techs are certified, the
RV Industry Association estimates.
rv-pro.com
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Promoting the Service Tech ‘Brand’

But Graska, who helped write some of
the RVIA manuals and administers RVIA
tests, wants to go a step further. He says he
wants to create a “brand” of service technicians and service centers that would work
with RVIA and RVDA.
Still in the initial formation stages via
LinkedIn and other grassroots networking
efforts, Graska says the brand would stress
the need for industry excellence through
education, experience and certification.
He would be willing to offer training, and
would seek the support from other master
certified techs, RVIA, RVDA, and generator and appliance manufacturers.
“What I would really like to do is reach
out to military vets who are generatortrained or mechanically trained, and get
them into the training program,” he says.
“I don’t know if they are aware of certification, and it could be a really great
place to start.”
For now, however, Graska’s focus is
Felton’s. He plans to hire two additional
techs soon, and plans to find them through
Texas Workforce Commission, LinkedIn
and RVIA social media.
He jokes, “If I could clone myself, we
would do really well.”

12 National Marketing
Representatives serving North
America are ready to visit
your Dealership:
• Commercial Insurance
• Physical & Casualty Insurance
• Health Insurance
• Employee Benefits
• Extended Service Contracts
• Sealants
• Tire & Wheel
• Gap Insurance
• Consumer Insurance for RVs,
autos, powersports, marine

Cut Your
Insurance Costs!
Increase Your
F&I Revenue!
Call Michael Neal,
Steve Freedman, or
Alan Gilbert right now:

888-866-9601

a dIVIsIon of Brown and Brown
Insurance of KenTucKy, Inc
sInce 1912

A Full-Service American
Broker For the Dealer!
www.reedbrothersinsurance.com
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