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RV sales hit a 40-year high in 2016, the outlook for 
2017 is also sunny, and the economy continues 
to hum along. Macdonald’s RV Center – the 

oldest dealership in New England – is responding by growing 
strategically and adding staff.

“It’s a good place to be,” says Karen Macdonald, owner of 
the namesake dealership located in Plainville, Mass., which 
is celebrating its 70th anniversary this year. “It’s a wonderful 
industry and has provided a nice roof over our heads. But we 
continue to work hard and put one foot in front of the other 
every day — we don’t take it lightly. Hard work has always been 
one of our strongest principles.

“We stay true to ourselves and to who we are.”
As part of its 70th anniversary, Macdonald’s invited its newer 

In a consolidating dealer market, 
70-year-old Macdonald’s RV Center 
remains fiercely independent. The 
dealership is prospering in part by 
maintaining an entrepreneurial spirit. 

By Rob Merwin

Independent’s       
  Day
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Karen Macdonald began working at the dealership, then located 
in North Attleboro, Mass., at an early age, helping her mother 
as soon as she got off the school bus. In 1976, her father built 
the present 4.5-acre facility in Plainville and concentrated solely 
on RV sales and service, at which time Macdonald entered the 
family business full time.
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customers and its repeat clientele for a weekend camp in May 
at the Pinewood Lodge Campground in Plymouth, Mass. The 
dealership paid for their sites and provided catering and live 
band entertainment. 

“We’re excited and happy to share our success with our cus-
tomers,” Macdonald says. “We’re celebrating 70 years because 
generations of families keep coming back.”

Every month, the dealership is having something different 
going on for its celebration, from sales promotions to bid-
and-buy auctions and discounted slide-topper installations.

“Macdonald’s RV doesn’t have to be the biggest or high-
est-volume dealer,” Macdonald says. “Everything begins with 
our customers and the best interests of our employees. If we 
keep our employees’ best interests at heart, it leads to the best 
customer experience.”

As the RV industry continues its trend toward consolida-
tion, Macdonald says she is proud to remain an independent. 

“When I see consolidation, I’m reminded of what’s happened 

RV sales hit a 40-year high in 2016, the outlook for 
2017 is also sunny, and the economy continues 
to hum along. Macdonald’s RV Center – the 

oldest dealership in New England – is responding by growing 
strategically and adding staff.

“It’s a good place to be,” says Karen Macdonald, owner of 
the namesake dealership located in Plainville, Mass., which 
is celebrating its 70th anniversary this year. “It’s a wonderful 
industry and has provided a nice roof over our heads. But we 
continue to work hard and put one foot in front of the other 
every day — we don’t take it lightly. Hard work has always been 
one of our strongest principles.

“We stay true to ourselves and to who we are.”
As part of its 70th anniversary, Macdonald’s invited its newer 

Independent’s       
  Day

Early on, Macdonald’s was successful selling 
smaller RVs for couples or young families who had 
a six-cylinder vehicle with a 5,000-pound towing 
capacity. The company has come full circle, today 
selling a full line of lightweight Sonic trailers.

The staff of Macdonald’s RV Center in Plainville, Mass., is 
celebrating the dealership’s 70th anniversary this year. Every 
month, the dealership is having something different going 

on for its celebration, from sales promotions to bid-and-buy 
auctions and discounted slide-topper installations.
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to the automotive industry with corporate dealerships buying up 
the independents, which concerns me for our industry, because 
I see it happening and it saddens me,” she says.  

“As an independent, customers will never be taken care of 
the way we do, because we’re not beholden to anyone but our-
selves,” she adds. “We can make decisions on the spot without 
having to run it up a corporate ladder. We’re keeping the entre-
preneurial spirit alive.”

Another way the dealership stays competitive today is by 
linking itself to other strong independent dealers through the 
Route 66 RV Network, which the dealership joined in October. 

“We’re excited to be able to offer our customers extended 
warranties at attractive rates and its roadside assistance and 
technical support program. It helps to compete against the big 
corporate chains,” Macdonald says.

From Yesterday to Today
Macdonald’s grandmother, Irene, started the business in 

1947 when traveling across the country to California with her 
husband, Alvin Macdonald. They purchased a 1947 Westcraft 
(registration was $2.50) in Las Vegas, which she refurbished 
and then sold for more than what she had paid for it when they 
returned home to New England. 

“My grandmother told my grandfather, ‘I can actually do 

this,’” Macdonald says, “and my grandfather left his job to join 
her as business began to grow.”

Through the years, the business added mobile homes and 
acquired several mobile home parks. In the 1950s, Macdon-
ald’s father, Alvin Jr., who had just married her mother, Eileen, 
joined the business after having served in the U.S. Air Force. 
Shortly thereafter, they also began manufacturing Kon Tiki 
Truck Campers by Al-Mac at a plant in Rhode Island, which 
was going well until her grandfather suffered a major heart 
attack. Her father decided it was time to re-evaluate the var-
ious businesses.

“He pulled the reins in and sold the manufacturing busi-
ness and began selling off the mobile home parks as time went 
on,” she says.

Karen Macdonald began working at the dealership, located 
in North Attleboro, Mass., at an early age, helping her mother 
as soon as she got off the school bus. In 1976, her father built 
the present 4.5-acre facility in Plainville and concentrated solely 
on RV sales and service, at which time Macdonald entered the 
family business full time. 

And now?
“I’m still a working girl – I do whatever needs to be done 

and wherever help is needed,” Macdonald says. “I try to be 
active in every department.”

 Macdonald’s tries to differentiate itself with superior service for customers who may have tried to do it themselves the first time. “We 
correct a lot of wiring mistakes from consumers who purchase online and attempt to do it themselves or had another store perform 
an improper install,” owner Karen Macdonald says. “We really pride ourselves on value-added service.”
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‘Ultra Lites’ Come Full Circle
Early on, Macdonald’s father recognized a demand for smaller 

RVs for couples or young families who had a six-cylinder vehicle 
with a 5,000-pound towing capacity. At the time, she says her 
father won awards for being No. 1 in New England in sales 
with Holiday Rambler and Shasta Travel Trailers, and he would 
regularly travel to Indiana to pick up coaches on Saturday nights 
after work and be back for Monday.

“He built a good rapport with a few Shasta assembly line 
workers, who had identified a need for smaller units and 
decided to strike out on their own. The Shasta employees left 
and founded Sun-Lite Coach Co.”

Ultimately, her father made a difficult – but good – decision 
to leave the Shasta product line and take on Sun-Lite instead. 

“People would line up, 10 or 12 deep, outside his office waiting 
to buy a 14-foot Sun-Lite Travel Trailer,” Macdonald says. 

Soon, the lines grew to up to 25 customers.
“Sun-Lite’s success was based in its ability to build light-

weight, quality trailers that offered an avenue for people to start 
camping,” Macdonald says, adding that the units remained 
popular for many years, until larger travel trailers began to 

gain traction again as consumers purchased larger tow vehicles. 
Today, Macdonald’s is seeing a strong comeback with smaller, 

lightweight trailers.
“They’re not replacing the larger units, but they’ve become 

another important segment for the industry,” she says. “The 
industry is covering all of its bases.”

Retailing Quality Brands is Key
Macdonald continues to be vigilant in studying market 

trends to determine proper product mix. In the past 10 years, 
Macdonald says the dealership has concentrated on retailing 
top-selling brands by RV makers that emphasize quality. Previ-
ously, the dealership tried to be loyal to a particular manufac-
turer, but it wasn’t always in the best interest of the dealership 
or its customers. 

“A unit might be nice to look at and priced attractively, but 
will it last for the customer? We need manufacturers that stand 
behind us for servicing their brands,” Macdonald says. “The 
manufacturers’ end goal is to provide product to the consumer, 
but they need to realize that those consumers need to be taken 
care of and serviced by the dealers – and we can’t do that alone.”

Same-day Shipping

No Distributor Mark-ups

3-year Warranty

ORDER TODAY: 260-768-7990
www.pinesrvrefrigeration.com

REPLACEMENT COOLING UNITS
dealer-direct
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Macdonald says manufacturers need to focus less on high 
volume with smaller margins and more on lower volume with 
increased quality and higher margins.

“It would be a healthier opportunity for our industry if we 
can correct some of these challenges,” she says. “I hope that 
dealers don’t continue to beat each other up by trying to get 
one more unit sold off the lot that doesn’t meet quality stan-
dards. It’s foolishness. I don’t want to compete with dealers on 
low margins or at a loss. It’s a great industry; people will always 
want to enjoy RVing and we can help them do that, but as an 
industry we can do it smarter.”

Among the RVs on Macdonald’s lot are Thor (Kodiak), 
Forest River (Cherokee, Vibe, Palomino), Dutchman (Kodiak) 
and Coachmen (Catalina). 

“We also carry Venture RV (Thor), and the Sonic is one of 
our latest additions,” Macdonald says. “We used to have the 
R-Pod, which was successful, but we heard from customers 
that they wanted more bathroom space while maintaining the 
weight. We couldn’t carry both, so we went with the Sonic and 
we’ve been very happy with it. We’re really fortunate to have 
the hot brands in the industry.”

Superior Service Keeps Parts Dept. Competitive
As online retail continues to grow every year, parts and 

accessories sales can be challenging for independent dealerships 
to attract customers compared to the Camping Worlds and 
Amazon-type online retailers.

“We’re turning our attention to our parts sales and making 
sure we’re not losing our footing and staying ahead,” Mac-
donald says. 

The dealership doesn’t focus on niche accessories, but rather 
stocks as much varied inventory it can in the department’s 
2,000 square feet. 

“We might not stock as deep as a larger dealer might be able 
to, but we always have ‘one to show and one to go.’ It’s always 
been what our industry has taught us and it’s a good practice 
to follow,” Macdonald says. She adds that parts delivery times 
have improved considerably in just the past two years.

Industry partnerships also are important to keep the parts 
department informed of the latest products and technologies. A 
Winegard factory representative recently visited the dealership 
for a presentation discussing satellites, Wi-Fi, and other new 
technology available to RVers. Macdonald’s has a prominent 
Winegard display in its retail department and showcases its 
products, such as the Rayzar HD digital antenna. 

Purchasing accessories, however, is not the same as installing 
them, which is where Macdonald’s can differentiate itself 
with service.

Sales representative Andrew Vaughan helps a customer make the best choice of a product to fit her needs at Macdonald’s. Owner 
Karen Macdonald says she places a high priority on choosing the right employees and making sure they are properly trained. She 
places importance on hiring someone with a balance of personality and character and a high level of integrity.

RVPAug.indd   32 7/14/17   10:42 AM



rv-pro.com	 August	2017 • RV PRO • 33
®

“We correct a lot of wiring mistakes from consumers who 
purchase online and attempt to do it themselves or had another 
store perform an improper install,” she says. “We really pride 
ourselves on value-added service.”

The dealership also does well with portable solar panel sales, 
even though the “green” consumer is a distinct segment of the 
customer base and there’s potential for increased sales by casting 
a broader net, Macdonald says. “There’s still a large portion of 
our consumers who are not taking advantage of the technology, 
and some of that might be that they don’t realize it’s available 
to them in our industry.”

Lippert Components staff have been frequent visitors to 
the dealership as well, providing new product information 
and training. 

“They’ve done a great job on educating my staff,” Mac-
donald says.

Staff Training is Paramount
Macdonald has been in a “hiring spree” for the past three 

years, which is a first in the dealership’s long history, after the 

Great Recession forced a reduction in staff to five employees. 
Today, the dealership’s staff numbers 18. 

“We’ve invested a lot of training in our new staff to get 
them up and running to the level our customers expect. We 
take pride in our service,” Macdonald says. “We’re fortunate 
to have the New England RV Dealers Association, which has 
been instrumental in offering seminars and training.”

Several employees also travel annually for weeklong training 
at Thor, Coachmen and Forest River facilities, in addition to 
attending Elkhart Open House Week. 

“The Keller Marine and RV Show also has a great event with 
seminars, as do the offerings from the Pennsylvania RV and 
Camping Association,” Macdonald says. “We’re so fortunate 
– even if it’s just online – to have the ability to learn more.”

Finding talent hasn’t always been easy, and new employees 
must fit into the company culture of “family.”

“We look for a balance of personality and character – with 
integrity being high on my list. We’ve been very fortunate,” 
Macdonald says of her employees. “We’re only as good as our 
staff, and I wouldn’t be here without them.”

Sales representative Andrew Vaughan helps a customer make the best choice of a product to fit her needs at Macdonald’s. Owner 
Karen Macdonald says she places a high priority on choosing the right employees and making sure they are properly trained. She 
places importance on hiring someone with a balance of personality and character and a high level of integrity.

800-405-2966 • info@trimlok.com • www.trimlok.com

Corporate Offices
6855 Hermosa Circle
Buena Park, California 90622

Midwest Manufacturing
1642 Gateway Court
Elkhart, Indiana 46514
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