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Introduction

General Dynamics stands as one of the most influential and enduring companies in the
American industrial landscape. With roots tracing back to the inception of modern
naval warfare, the rise of General Dynamics is intimately interwoven with the
evolution of both the U.S. military and the global defense industry. Over more than a
century, it has played a critical role in reshaping how America, and indeed much of the
world, approaches security, technological innovation, and advanced engineering.

From its origin as the modest Holland Torpedo Boat Company in the late nineteenth
century, General Dynamics has consistently been at the forefront of breakthrough
technologies. It pioneered the modern submarine, ushered in a new era of jet aircraft
and rocketry, and redefined global standards in armored vehicles, shipbuilding, and
advanced mission systems. Not content to rest on its laurels, the company navigated
dramatic shifts in the international order, transforming its business portfolio and
adapting to the unpredictable tides of government policy, war, and peace.

This book explores the remarkable story of General Dynamics—not only as a history of
mergers, inventions, and military contracts, but as the story of an institution shaped
by vision, pragmatism, and continual reinvention. We will trace its evolution through
two world wars, the Cold War and its aftermath, the changing fortunes of aerospace
and defense, and the relentless pace of technological advancement. Along the way,
we will meet the visionary leaders, engineers, and workers whose ingenuity, ambition,
and sometimes controversial decisions forged this powerful enterprise.

General Dynamics is not merely a story of ships, jets, and tanks. It is also a reflection
of American industrial capability, corporate strategy, and the interplay between
government and business. As a top-tier defense contractor, the company stands at the
nexus of public policy, national defense, and technological innovation, shaping not
only the means of warfare but also the contours of international relations and
economic power.

Today, General Dynamics operates globally, employing tens of thousands and wielding
cutting-edge technology across sectors as diverse as business aviation, information
technology, and submarine manufacturing. Its financial performance, strategic vision,
and global influence underscore its significance not only as a business success story,
but as a key player in both American history and the international order. As the
company looks to the future—investing in artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, and
next-generation systems—the questions it faces about ethics, innovation, and global
security are more relevant than ever.
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This book invites readers to discover how General Dynamics built its legacy, navigated
crises and opportunities, and secured its place as a defining force in both industry and
society. Through triumphs and setbacks, General Dynamics remains an emblem of

American dynamism, adaptability, and technological leadership—a company whose
story is far from finished.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Holland Torpedo Boat Company:
Origins of Innovation

The genesis of what would become General Dynamics, a colossal enterprise
synonymous with American defense and aerospace, wasn't forged in a boardroom or
through a grand corporate strategy. Instead, it began in the fertile mind of an Irish
immigrant schoolteacher named John Philip Holland, whose singular obsession with
underwater craft would lay the foundation for a revolution in naval warfare. Born in
Liscannor, County Clare, Ireland, in 1841, Holland’s early life gave little indication of
his future as a pioneering inventor. He was educated by the Christian Brothers and
even spent time as a novice in their order, seemingly destined for a life of quiet
academic pursuit. Yet, beneath the surface of his scholarly demeanor lay an
engineering genius and an unyielding fascination with the mechanics of submerged
vessels.

Holland’s journey to America in 1873 marked a pivotal turn. Settling in Paterson, New
Jersey, he took up teaching, but his free hours were consumed by his true passion:
designing and building submarines. The concept of underwater attack was not new;
rudimentary submersibles had existed for centuries, often more curiosities than
credible weapons. What set Holland apart was his rigorous application of scientific
principles, his understanding of hydrodynamics, and his unwavering belief in the
submarine’s potential as a viable military instrument. He envisioned a vessel that
could truly dive, maneuver silently, and deliver a devastating blow from beneath the
waves, fundamentally altering the calculus of naval power.

His early designs, often built with his own meager funds and the assistance of a few
dedicated collaborators, were a testament to his persistence in the face of skepticism.
The first of these, a small, one-man submersible, was tested in the Passaic River in
1878. While hardly a strategic weapon, it proved the basic principles of buoyancy
control and propulsion he was exploring. Holland refined his concepts, learning from
each experiment, driven by a vision that seemed fantastical to many of his
contemporaries. He understood that a successful submarine needed not just to
submerge, but to do so safely, quickly, and with offensive capability.

The year 1893 proved to be a landmark, as it saw the official incorporation of the
Holland Torpedo Boat Company. This fledgling enterprise was established with the
explicit aim of developing and marketing Holland’s innovative submarine designs. It
was a bold step, moving beyond individual experimentation to a more formalized, if
still small-scale, business venture. The company’s focus was clear: to convince naval
powers, particularly the United States, that the submarine was not merely a novelty
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but an indispensable component of a modern fleet. This was a challenging endeavor,
as traditional naval strategists, steeped in the grandeur of battleships and cruisers,
often viewed submarines with suspicion, even disdain.

Despite the prevailing skepticism, Holland pressed on, tirelessly refining his
prototypes. His determination culminated in the construction of the Holland VI, a
revolutionary vessel launched in 1897. This submarine, with its gasoline engine for
surface propulsion and electric motors for submerged operation, represented a
monumental leap forward. It incorporated a host of innovations, including a single
torpedo tube in the bow, providing a genuine offensive punch. The Holland VI was not
just an experimental craft; it was a practical war machine, demonstrating impressive
maneuverability and the ability to effectively hide beneath the surface.

The success of the Holland VI began to turn the tide of opinion. The U.S. Navy, though
initially hesitant, could no longer ignore the compelling demonstrations of Holland’s
invention. They witnessed firsthand the submarine’s potential to approach a target
undetected and deliver a decisive blow. This growing recognition opened the door for
a crucial development in 1899, when Isaac Rice, a shrewd and visionary industrialist,
acquired the Holland Torpedo Boat Company. Rice immediately recognized the
immense strategic and commercial potential of Holland’s work. He renamed the
company the Electric Boat Company, signaling a new era of expansion and
formalization, and setting the stage for the mass production of these groundbreaking
underwater vessels.

Under Rice’s leadership, the Electric Boat Company, with Holland’s designs at its core,
moved swiftly to capitalize on the nascent interest from the U.S. Navy. The acquisition
by Rice infused the necessary capital and business acumen that Holland, the inventor,
perhaps lacked. It was a powerful combination: Holland’s inventive genius paired with
Rice’s industrial foresight. The company’s immediate goal was to secure a contract for
the widespread adoption of submarines by the American fleet, an ambition that
seemed audacious but was entirely within reach given the demonstrated capabilities
of the Holland VI.

In 1900, this ambition bore fruit. The U.S. Navy purchased its first modern submarine,
the USS Holland (SS-1), directly from the Electric Boat Company. This acquisition was a
watershed moment, marking the official integration of submarines into the American
naval arsenal. The USS Holland, essentially a refined version of the Holland VI, proved
the viability of submarine warfare and prompted further orders from the Navy. This
initial contract validated years of Holland’s painstaking work and established the
Electric Boat Company as the preeminent builder of submarines in the United States. It
was a humble beginning for an entity that would, through a series of strategic
consolidations and innovations, eventually evolve into the global defense powerhouse
known as General Dynamics. The company that started with a singular focus on
submerged vessels had now firmly planted its flag in the military-industrial landscape,
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ready for the expansions and transformations that would define its extensive history.
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