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Introduction

In the annals of American industry, certain companies stand as enduring testaments
to innovation, adaptability, and sustained growth. Among these, Dover Corporation
occupies a distinguished position, not merely as a constituent of the prestigious S&P
500, but as a dynamic force that has consistently shaped the landscape of diverse
industrial sectors for decades. This book, A History of Dover Corporation: The Story of
an S&P 500 Company, embarks on a comprehensive journey to chronicle the
remarkable evolution of an enterprise that began with a singular vision and expanded
into a global industrial giant.

This narrative is more than a mere corporate chronology; it is an exploration of the
strategic decisions, technological breakthroughs, and human ingenuity that have
defined Dover's trajectory. From its foundational years, characterized by a nascent yet
ambitious drive for diversification, to its current standing as a diversified global
manufacturer, Dover has consistently demonstrated a capacity to anticipate market
shifts, embrace new opportunities, and overcome economic challenges. The chapters
ahead will illuminate how the company navigated the complexities of various eras,
from the economic booms and downturns of the mid-20th century to the
transformative digital revolution and the ever-evolving demands for sustainable
practices in the 21st century.

The story of Dover is intrinsically linked to the broader canvas of American industrial
development. It reflects the ingenuity that fueled the post-war economic expansion,
the strategic acumen required to thrive in increasingly competitive global markets,
and the persistent pursuit of excellence that underpins lasting success. We will delve
into Dover’s pivotal role in critical sectors such as energy, manufacturing, and
infrastructure, examining how its products and solutions have contributed to the fabric
of modern life and industrial progress. The narrative will highlight key acquisitions that
strategically broadened its portfolio, alongside divestitures that refined its core focus,
each decision a calculated step in a continuous journey of optimization and growth.

Beyond the balance sheets and market capitalization, this book will also explore the
vital human element that has been instrumental in Dover's success. It will shed light
on the leadership transitions that have steered the company through various phases,
the cultivation of a distinctive corporate culture, and the unwavering commitment of
its employees. We will examine how Dover has fostered an environment of innovation,
encouraging research and development that fuels future growth and ensures its
continued relevance in a rapidly changing world. The impact of its global expansion,
reaching far beyond North America, will also be a central theme, illustrating how
Dover established a formidable international presence and adapted to diverse
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regulatory environments.

To truly understand Dover Corporation is to appreciate the intricate interplay of
strategic vision, operational excellence, and an enduring commitment to creating
shareholder value. This book promises to offer readers a nuanced understanding of
how an industrial enterprise not only achieves but sustains its position as an S&P 500
company. It will serve as an invaluable resource for business leaders, students of
corporate history, investors, and anyone interested in the enduring principles that
drive long-term success in the dynamic world of global industry.

Ultimately, A History of Dover Corporation is a testament to the power of resilience,
the spirit of innovation, and the strategic foresight that transforms an industrial
endeavor into a lasting legacy. It is a story not just of a company, but of the people,
ideas, and decisions that have forged an industrial giant, leaving an indelible mark on
the landscape of modern commerce and technology.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of an Industrial Giant

Every monumental enterprise has a starting point, a moment when disparate
elements converge to forge something entirely new. For Dover Corporation, this
genesis wasn't a single flash of brilliance, but rather the culmination of a deliberate
strategy conceived by a keen financial mind in the mid-20th century. While the formal
incorporation of Dover Corporation occurred in 1955, its roots stretch back further,
intertwined with the acquisitions made by a discerning New York City stockbroker,
George L. Ohrstrom Sr., during the 1930s and 1940s. Ohrstrom, a seasoned investor
who had navigated the tumultuous markets of the 1920s and the subsequent
economic downturns, developed a conservative yet ultimately highly successful
investment philosophy. He sought out established, financially sound, often family-
owned or closely held businesses. These were companies whose owners were not only
looking to monetize their assets but also wished to secure a stable future for their
employees and, crucially, remain involved in their operations. Ohrstrom, at this stage
of his career, had little appetite for managing complex bureaucracies himself. Instead,
he desired a portfolio of profitable, modestly sized enterprises, each guided by
capable leaders who intimately understood their businesses and their customers.

These initial acquisitions laid the groundwork for what would become Dover
Corporation. Among these early holdings were four key manufacturing companies: C.
Lee Cook Company, Rotary Lift, W. C. Norris, and Peerless. C. Lee Cook Company
specialized in manufacturing seals and piston rings for compressors, a vital component
in various industrial applications. Rotary Lift was a producer of automotive lifts,
serving the burgeoning automotive service industry. W. C. Norris manufactured sucker
rods, essential equipment for oil-well pumping, placing Dover's nascent portfolio firmly
in the energy sector. Finally, Peerless contributed to the home heating market as a
maker of space heaters, though this company would later be divested in 1977. Each of
these companies embodied Ohrstrom's investment criteria: they were profitable,
possessed strong cash flow, and had a straightforward approach to manufacturing
products for niche markets. Furthermore, a key aspect of Ohrstrom's strategy was to
retain the existing management teams of these acquired businesses, allowing them to
continue running their operations with a degree of autonomy that would become a
hallmark of Dover's corporate culture.

The pivotal year was 1955. It was then that George Ohrstrom Sr. brought in Fred D.
Durham, a man who had previously owned and successfully led the C. Lee Cook
Company, to manage these four manufacturing entities. Durham, a firm believer that
creativity and initiative thrived in an atmosphere of maximum autonomy, was
appointed Dover's first president. This appointment was not merely a ceremonial
gesture; it set the tone for Dover's distinctive decentralized management philosophy,
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a principle that continues to guide the company to this day. Durham's vision was to
foster an environment where executives at the operating companies could work
creatively, unburdened by excessive bureaucracy. This "run it like you own it"
mentality became a core tenet of Dover's operational style.

In December 1955, a significant milestone was achieved: Dover Corporation was
formally listed on the New York Stock Exchange, with 930,000 common shares of its
stock made available to the public. This initial public offering (IPO) transformed the
company's financial structure, broadening its ownership base and attracting a wider
array of investors. The corporate offices were established in Washington, D.C.,
marking the official beginning of Dover Corporation as a publicly traded entity. This
was the moment when a collection of sound, independently operating businesses truly
coalesced into a unified, albeit decentralized, industrial giant.

The formation of Dover Corporation in 1955 also saw an internal spin-off: Dover
Elevator, which had previously been part of Rotary Lift, became an independent
operating company within the newly formed corporation. This strategic move
underscored an early recognition of the potential within the elevator business, a sector
that would play a substantial role in Dover's growth in the coming decades. Indeed,
between 1955 and 1979, Dover embarked on a series of acquisitions aimed
specifically at building out its elevator business. The first of these significant steps
occurred in 1958 with the purchase of the Shepard Warner Elevator Company,
signaling a clear intention to expand in this market.

The early years of Dover, guided by Fred Durham's leadership, were characterized by
a deliberate, yet flexible, approach to growth. While the initial four companies formed
the nucleus, the company was far from static. The strategic acquisition of companies
like Shepard Warner demonstrated an eagerness to enter new markets and strengthen
existing segments. This initial period was crucial in establishing the foundational
principles that would define Dover Corporation for generations: a commitment to
decentralized management, a keen eye for acquiring well-run businesses, and a
steady focus on profitable niche markets.

It's worth noting that the name "Dover" itself, while synonymous with the corporation
established in 1955, has an interesting historical echo in American manufacturing. An
entirely separate entity, the Dover Stamping Company, was established as a
partnership in 1857 and later incorporated in Massachusetts in 1871. This earlier
Dover Stamping Company manufactured and dealt in kitchen furnishing goods and
tinware, and was particularly known for its "Dover" egg beater. Despite the shared
name and a presence in the broader manufacturing landscape, there is no direct
corporate lineage between this historical Dover Stamping Company and the Dover
Corporation founded by George Ohrstrom Sr. in the mid-20th century. This historical
aside serves as a reminder that even prominent names can arise independently in
different contexts, yet it is the 1955 genesis that marks the true beginning of the S&P
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500 company we explore in this book.

Fred Durham's presidency, which lasted until 1966, was instrumental in shaping the
company's early trajectory. He instilled a culture where the presidents of the operating
companies held significant sway, effectively running their businesses with
considerable independence. This decentralized model was a stark contrast to the more
centrally controlled conglomerates that were common at the time. It fostered an
entrepreneurial spirit within each subsidiary, encouraging innovation and swift
decision-making tailored to specific market demands. This ethos allowed Dover to
grow without becoming unwieldy, a challenge many diversified companies faced.

The listing on the New York Stock Exchange also brought with it a new level of scrutiny
and accountability. Dover, now a public company, had obligations to its shareholders.
However, the foundational philosophy of empowering its individual business units
allowed it to navigate the complexities of public ownership while maintaining its agile
and responsive operational style. The company's initial focus on industrial products,
ranging from compressor components to oil-well equipment and automotive lifts,
positioned it squarely within the backbone of post-war American industry. These were
essential goods, driven by the nation's ongoing expansion and modernization.

The early acquisitions in the elevator sector were particularly prescient. As urban
centers grew and building technology advanced, the demand for reliable and efficient
vertical transportation increased exponentially. Dover's foresight in identifying and
aggressively pursuing this market segment through acquisitions like Shepard Warner
Elevator Company, and later others such as Acme Elevator and Reddy Elevator
Company in 1963 and 1964 respectively, proved to be a significant driver of its early
growth. These strategic moves laid the foundation for Dover to become, for many
years, the third-largest elevator company in the United States.

The vision of George Ohrstrom Sr., brought to life by Fred Durham, established a
corporate entity built on the strength of individual businesses. This was not a
monolithic corporation dictating every move from a central command; rather, it was a
carefully curated portfolio of strong, autonomous companies operating under a shared
banner and a guiding philosophy of decentralized management. This unique approach,
born in the mid-1950s, would prove remarkably resilient and adaptable, allowing
Dover to evolve and expand through countless economic cycles and technological
shifts in the decades to come. The stage was set for an industrial giant to begin its
ascent, one strategic acquisition and independent business success at a time.
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