
DickRobert_19920409 

 

RICHARD SHARPLESS: [00:00:00] This is an interview with Robert 

Dick of 3840 Spear Street, Bethlehem Township, 

Pennsylvania.  It is April the 9 th, 1992 and it is 8:00 p.m. 

in the evening.  The interview is being conducted in Mr. 

Dick’s house. 

ROBERT DICK: I’m glad you termed this my “house,” because this 

is not a home.  We’re camping out.  (laughs) 

RS: It’s your rental house. 

RD: No, we were buying it, but we don’t intend to stay here 

until -- well, we’ll stay here until I retire. 

RS: Okay Mr. Dick, how old are you? 

RD: Sixty. 

RS: Sixty, okay, and where are you from originally? 

RD: Portland, Oregon. 

RS: Portland, Oregon?  Okay, and where did you go to school? 

RD: Oregon State University, Oregon State College then. 

RS: Okay, and you were trained as? 

RD: An agricultural engineer, and by practice and by 

registration in a couple of states, I’m a mechanical 

engineer. 
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RS: [00:01:00] Where did you begin your career, your 

professional career? 

RD: With Allis-Chalmers in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 

RS: Okay, and how long were you there? 

RD: Just about three years, I believe, and it was indicative of 

the late ’50s, early ’60s that the personnel -- I enjoyed 

the work.  I worked in the tractor division.  We designed 

and built farm tractors, and it was after a couple of years 

there, that I found out that the college graduates were 

making more money than I was, and so I brought this to 

their attention, and they said, “Well, you know, that’s 

curious.  You make a lot more than a lot of people that 

have been around here a lot longer than you.”  So, I went 

for greener pastures.  I moved out to Utah, into the mining 

equipment business. 

RS: [00:02:00] Okay, and how long were you there? 

RD: I was there seven years, and the company kind of went out 

of the end of the business that I was associated with, so, 

again, I moved.  I was working with the mining equipment, 

construction equipment, design and systems for those, and 

they just got out of it, and small companies don’t compete 

very handsomely against the Caterpillars of the world, and 

so, it was a lot of fun, but it didn’t last.  Then, I moved 
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back out to Portland, Oregon just in heavy industry, 

mechanical engineering with big, heavy steel equipment. 

[00:03:00]  

 

And again, for purely economy reasons, one of the guys I 

had worked for in Utah in mining equipment called me, and 

it turns out he was the general manager for my company’s 

largest competitor on the West Coast, and so he lured us 

down to the Bay Area, California, and again, I enjoyed 

that, but they closed that division, and I was given the 

option to join their operations back in Oklahoma or go find 

another job, so I elected for Oklahoma, and because that 

was at the time when they cut off the SST at Boeing and the 

space programs were really down -- 

RS: That was in the ’70s? 

RD: That was in the seventies, yeah, in the early ’70s. 

[00:04:00] And mechanical engineers were a dime a dozen on 

the streets of California, so we moved to Oklahoma, and we 

were there, again, for eight or nine years. 

RS: So that’s two great cities, Portland and San Francisco. 

RD: Yeah, we enjoyed it.  In California, we were near San 

Francisco.  We were up on Suisun Bay in the city of 

Venetia, which is California’s first capital, and we lived 
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in Concord, so you’re close enough you could get into San 

Francisco, Oakland.  And we did.  We enjoyed it, so it was, 

again it was -- but we were pleasantly surprised with 

Oklahoma.  We really enjoyed Oklahoma, and I didn’t enjoy 

my employment with the same company there in Oklahoma. 

[00:06:00] I had gone off to Oklahoma principally because I 

had begun a program with them to design and build engine 

room coolers for the 688 class nuclear submarines, and it 

was kind of an ambitious program.  We were in the middle of 

it, and I wanted to complete it, and we did.  I stayed 

there until we got that first ship set built and shipped, 

and it involved a lot of testing. 

RS: This was what company then? 

RD: The company’s name was [You?], but they’re still out there 

in Oklahoma.  They’re in heat transfer equipment, and so, 

you know, upon completing that particular bit of work, I 

started looking around for something else to do, and 

eventually that’s where I went, to Vickers. 

RS: What years was that when you went to Vickers? 

RD: Oh, it was probably 1973. 

RS: Seventy-three? 

RD: Yes, and we were there with Vickers.  I was really 

fortunate with Vickers. 
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RS: [00:06:00] This was in Michigan, right? 

RD: No, this is a Michigan-based company.  Vickers, they had a 

manufacturing facility in Tulsa, Oklahoma.   

RS: Oh, I see. 

RD: Gear products, and so, I went with them in I think July one 

year, and before the year was out, they made me chief 

engineer, the biggest thrill of my life.  You know, every 

graduate engineer wants to be a chief engineer, you know? 

And I was, and I thoroughly enjoyed it.  I did a good job, 

good enough I guess that they -- well, they used the Tulsa 

operation as a training camp, if you will, for people on 

the move in Vickers.  They sent marketing people down 

there.  They sent people down to manage that plant.  They 

would be there three or four years, then they would move 

onto a bigger job, and I don’t know.  [00:07:00] I was up 

in Michigan at the headquarters there one time, and I met 

with the top guy in personnel, and I kind of said, “You 

know, I see a lot of people move through Vickers here in 

Tulsa, and they move up to better jobs.  How’s come I never 

get an opportunity to do that?”  And they said, “You don’t 

have any marketing experience.”  And I said, “Well, then, 

get me some.”  And it wasn’t too long, they sent me to 

Europe, and I was over there for four years. 
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RS: Where? 

RD: We lived in England, and I worked in all countries on the 

continent, and I had a manufacturing plant.  [00:08:00] At 

the end of our stay there, I managed a small manufacturing 

plant down in Hof, at that time West Germany, well, maybe 

an hour-and-a-half drive from Nuremberg, and I had a small 

manufacturing plant up in the north of France which was not 

manageable.  (laughs) 

RS: I won’t ask why.  I’ve got a good idea why. 

RD: Well, they eventually sold -- closed the plant in the north 

of France.  Vickers is pretty good at doing that.  They 

would buy smaller companies and then wreck them. 

RS: These were competitors? 

RD: Yeah, sure. 

RS: Smaller ones. 

RD: Yeah, small competitors.   

MARTIN DESHT: What do you mean, “wreck them?” 

RD:  Hm? 

MD:  What do you mean, “wreck them?” 

RD: Close them. 

RS: Close them. 

RD: I mean, get them all fouled up with financial systems that 

didn’t fit their companies.  They’d get them all messed up 

6 

 



with engineering systems that weren’t applicable to their 

product lines, and eventually, they would close them. 

[00:09:00] They would think they could run it better than 

the guys that opened them, and started them, and made them 

prosper.  And then, they wrecked them.  They did that to a 

lot of companies. 

RS: Here as well as over there? 

RD: Oh yeah, sure.  Yeah, both in the US and over there.  I 

take a great deal of pride in the fact that the one in 

Bavaria, in Germany, it was losing a lot of money when they 

gave it to me, and we turned that around and made it 

profitable. 

RS: How did you do that? 

RD: We had to get rid of people, and we had to rationalize our 

product line.  We had to come out with some new products. 

These were gear pumps, and so, we designed and introduced a 

new line of gear pumps and motors, and we phased out a lot 

of the old stuff. And basically we had -- 

RS: Did you have to invest in new equipment? 

RD: [00:10:00] Yes.  Heavy investment in capital there, so that 

they could --  it was a considerable investment in 

equipment for the factory. 

RS: They were willing to do that, Vickers? 
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RD: Vickers did do that, yes.  I take pride in the fact that 

that company was sold last year. 

RS: By Vickers? 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: To who? 

RD: A company up in Michigan bought them, but that was 12, 13 

years ago, and we did a good enough job over there turning 

it around that, 13 years later, it was worth something, it 

was operating, and it was sold.  So I have some good 

friends down here. 

RS: Classic story, yeah. 

RD: And then, we came back to Northeastern Ohio to manage a 

small plant. 

RS: Near Youngstown? 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: What did they do there, if you remember? 

RD: We made several things. We had all of -- [00:11:00] Vickers 

was big in the hydraulics business.  They didn’t do a lot 

by way of filtration, but they did have sort of a line of 

filters, and those were made in Salem, Ohio in the Vickers 

plant there.  Their main line had to do with the steel 

mills’ water valves, and they had some control valves that 
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were kind of innovative.  They never went anywhere, but the 

main line were descaling valves for the hot strip mills. 

RS: Steel industry. 

RD: Yeah, and they were successful in that, and it was kind of 

a little niche market, and they pretty well had equal share 

with a crosstown competitor.  [00:12:00] And it was about a 

$5 million a year operation in revenue.  And most of it was 

in the water valves.   

RS: It was a healthy, call it, enterprise? 

RD: Well, again, when I went there, it was losing money, and 

that was the first thing I had to do was to turn that 

around. 

RS: What year was that?  You didn’t mention. 

RD: It was -- we came back in 1983.  I guess, no, ’82. 

RS: Eighty-two? 

RD: Yeah.  Well, maybe it was ’81.  Yeah, I think it was ’81 we 

came back.  No, it was ’82, and we came back in December of 

’81 and started working January 1 of ’82.  Again, they were 

losing money, and there’s not much magic.  [00:13:00] It 

was a mini recession at that time. 

RS: Yeah, that was the middle of the recession, right. 

RD: Yeah, and it was a problem with, you know, not enough 

production.  And so, I hadn’t been there but a couple of 
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months, and we cut back on people.  And I wasn’t very 

popular with some of the people there, the way that I did 

that.  I was a general manager at that point.  I had the 

authority to do everything.  We had our own engineering, we 

had our sales marketing, total under one roof operation. 

RS: They had a union in there, right? 

RD: Nope.  We were non-union. 

RS: You were non-unionized? 

RD: Yep, and as I say, I wasn’t too popular with some segments 

of the people, but I just said every department’s going to 

cut 15 percent, and normally when you have a layoff, you go 

hit the blue-collar guys and leave the -- 

RS: [00:14:00] White collar. 

RD: -- white collar guys alive.  I said, “What?  You want more 

sales?  We can’t cut the sales department.  Well, you will” 

(laughs). They did that, and it turned out that it was an 

equitable thing to do, and it wasn’t long before we started 

bringing people back, because things started to pick up. 

RS: You were making products for the steel industry. 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: That was a period when the steel industry was really in 

decline. 
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RD: They had -- a lot of the work that we were doing was repair 

work, at that time, and the Salem Valve Company was the 

newer of the two crosstown rivals.  And their equipment was 

in all the newer mills.  We were up around Gary, and they 

didn’t have much equipment in these old mills down the Ohio 

River.  [00:15:00] And so, they maintained a pretty healthy 

position there through that, and we also did some other 

things.  They moved their operation into Salem at that 

time, which helped our position a little bit.  They closed 

a small facility up in Michigan and moved that in there. 

That did all of the unit repair for Vickers North America. 

There also was a -- I don’t know, they used us for products 

that had been phased out, and the main plants no longer 

made these things, and some customers just had to have 

them. And we made them at -- 

RS: How many people did you have working for you at that time? 

RD: Around 100 in a small plant.  Most fun I ever had in my 

life.  [00:16:00] It was good. It was really -- 

RS: Why do you say that? 

RD: You know, you have a lot of authority when you run a 

manufacturing plant. 

RS: It’s not too big, that it’s -- 
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RD: Right, and you know, one of the things that I found when I 

got to -- and business plans.  Vickers is big on business 

plans, and they had this business plan for pressure 

filters, and they were going to build pressure filters, or 

they were going to buy them.  They didn’t know whether they 

were going to buy them or maybe they were going to do them 

under license from somebody, and they had all these plans, 

and it had been going on for years.  And I looked on it. 

Good grief, we’ve got an engineering department here with 

two guys that dedicate their time to nothing but filters. 

Put them to work.  “You will design a pressure filter. 

You’ll get it done in three months,” because we had all the 

test facilities out there.  So I got to be a bit of a 

joker.  I knew their pressure filter was a filter that was 

designed under a good deal of management pressure (laughs). 

 

[00:17:00] Yeah, we started that product line, and it’s 

still in production in Vickers out of Searcy, Arkansas. 

That’s another thing that along the way we did something 

right, but they came down and announced they were going to 

sell the place one day. 

RS: Why did they decide they were going to sell it?  What was 

the background to this? 
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RD: This is a sheer opinion on my part. 

RS: That’s okay. 

RD: Vickers were for sale. 

RS: And they were already part of the Sperry Corporation. 

RD: Yeah, but they were for sale and the president of Vickers 

at that time was a guy named Ted Dunkin. 

RS: Excuse me, when did Sperry acquire Vickers. 

RD: I have no idea.  It was long before I came in. 

RS: Oh, okay, so it was not recent. 

RD: No, no, no.  Vickers had been part of Sperry for a long, 

long time, but they were for sale,  [00:18:00] the 

president of Vickers was a guy named Ted Dunkin, and my 

opinion is that he tried to shrink that company such that 

he could buy it.  A leveraged buy-out. And it was common 

knowledge that he was trying to buy it, but to make it a 

more manageable acquisition, he divested -- he compressed 

it, and they closed a lot of operations during those times, 

and we were just one of them. 

RS: When you say “a lot,” how many?  What are we talking about? 

RD: Well, under Ted Dunkin’s presidency, at one time Vickers 

was operated in 20 countries and had 17 manufacturing 

plants.  I think Ted Dunkin either closed or sold all but 

about four of them.   

13 

 



RS: Do you have any idea how much workforce is entailed?  How 

many people? 

RD: I have no idea.  It was considerable. And they maintained 

their main plants in North America.  They have --[00:19:00] 

Oh, no, no.  They came to me.  They closed Tulsa.  They 

closed Joplin, Missouri, and they still do maintain a plant 

in Searcy, Arkansas and Omaha, Nebraska’s their main plant. 

RS: So here’s a company that’s international. 

RD: Oh yeah. 

RS: It’s profitable. 

RD: Multinational, I guess. 

RS: Multinational.  It’s profitable. 

RD: Yeah, it was $500 million a year, at that time. 

RS: All right, they’re showing a profit and -- 

RD: Oh yeah. 

RS: -- on the whim of the chief executive -- 

RD: Well, I’m sure he did it with some approvals from above, a 

great deal -- 

RS: Okay, probably from Sperry? 

RD: -- Sperry, sure.  Yeah.  

RS: You have any idea why Sperry would agree with this method? 

RD: They had already made the decision to sell Vickers.   

RS: Do you know why? 
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RD: I have no idea.   

RS: [00:20:00] Did they get in any problem, trouble, or -- 

RD: I don’t know.  I really don’t know.  I believe that they 

said that the Vickers thing just didn’t fit into their 

future portfolio if you will, and that’s true.  They never 

did.  They were not a computer company, and neither was New 

Holland, and they were divested. 

RS: Oh yeah. 

RD: And fortunately, Ford picked them up. 

RS: Right, right. 

RD: And that’s a good marriage there.  I wish those guys a lot 

of good fortune because they’re two good companies. 

RS: It’s like the steel industry going in the energy business. 

RD: Yeah, right.  Yeah. 

RS: So in other words, it was obviously a decision made at a 

high level at Sperry, and acquiesced him by high level at 

Vickers. 

RD: Yeah, so they came down and announced they were going to 

close the place or sell it, and then -- 

RS: What year was this? 

RD: That was -- [00:21:00] I hadn’t been there a year yet. 

RS: So that was in ’82, I guess, right? 
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RD: Yep, it was 1982, yeah.  And they suggested that maybe I 

could buy the place, and I did try.  They said they were 

going to sell it to me, and then there was going to be a 

letter of intent within the week, and that I should get my 

--  I had the loans lined up and the investors lined up, 

and they said, “Get your investors together and start 

making things happen,” and -- 

RS: Who did you go to? 

RD: Yeah, I -- eighty percent of the Salem Valve Line was sold 

through eight reps in the field.  I went to those eight 

reps and I said, “Let’s buy this company.”  [00:22:00] And 

where they had enough wherewithal between those guys, so 

they had all been with the company for a long time.  They 

all made a lot of money.  Some of them were making, oh, you 

know, in the hundreds of thousands a year out there, so, 

yeah, that all came together very easily, but then when the 

letter of intent didn’t come down, I got cold feet and I 

decided I better delay this, and I didn’t want to be in 

debt for a million bucks with the local bank who promised 

to loan me a million (laughs). And then they came down one 

morning.  I came in, and my boss walked in the door 

unannounced, and they escorted me out of the place. 

RS: Just like that? 
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RD: Just like that.  And they sold it to a company up in 

Wisconsin.  And it is my firm conviction that they used my 

business plan to establish a value for that operation. 

RS: [00:23:00] So in other words, you went through the expense 

and the effort to develop a value for this particular 

place, right? 

RD: Oh yeah, I spent, there’s a --  the largest CPA firm up in 

the Youngstown area is a company called Hill, Barth & King. 

I spent $3,000 with those people to do the financial workup 

for this business plan, and they didn’t reimburse me for 

that. 

RS: No, of course not.  What kind of a sales place are we 

talking about at this time? 

RD: I forget.  I believe it was around $2 million. 

RS: Just $2 million? 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: And they found it, and they would sell it to someone else? 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: So in other words, they used you to do – 

RD:  Well, that’s my -- 

RS:  -- their work?  

RD: That’s my opinion.   
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RS: Well, that would seem to me, without having heard the story 

before, that sounds to me like that’s what they did. 

RD: And the company that bought them didn’t operate there. 

They just picked up the machinery and the equipment, and 

the drawings, and documents, and took them off to 

Milwaukee.  [00:24:00] And everybody was out of a job. 

RS: All hundred people that were working? 

RD: Oh yeah, everybody.  They didn’t take anyone with them. 

RS: Vickers made no -- they didn’t offer to put you someplace 

else in the firm? 

RD: Well, they said they were going to do that, but they 

didn’t. 

RS: They didn’t.  Okay, so did you or anybody else get any kind 

of severance pay or any kind of -- 

RD: Oh yeah. 

RS: -- compensation? 

RD: They put together a little package.  It didn’t amount to 

much, but -- 

RS: No golden parachute? 

RD: No, no, no.  No, it lasted for about -- it depended on how 

long you’d been with the company. 

RS: Sure, sure.  Yeah. 
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RD: It saw some of them through, but most of those guys -- a 

lot of those people, I don’t imagine have worked since, on 

anything other than odd jobs and putzing around. 

RS: Service jobs, yeah.   

RD: Yeah. 

RS: [00:25:00] That answered my next question, what happened to 

all those people?  Do you have any idea what --? 

RD: I keep in touch with some of them.  The sales manager, he 

got a sales job for another hydraulics company.  He works 

out of his house in Salem, Ohio.  The filter engineer, he 

got a job with a filter company up near Cleveland, and he 

makes that 50-mile commute every morning and evening, up 

and back a hundred miles a day.  He’s still doing that.  I 

don’t know.  One of the buyers there, a gal that we kind of 

clanned up together after we weren’t working for a while 

there, and she’s down in South Carolina now.  So, they 

drifted away and found jobs other places.  The younger ones 

could.  The older people are still there and retired, in 

one way, shape, or form or another. 

RS: [00:26:00] Well, you are now in your early 50s, right? 

RD: I was just past 50, yeah. 

RS: Which is a hell of a time to -- 

RD: That’s the worst time to get fired.  (laughs) 
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RS: -- get fired, right? 

RD: And I didn’t realize that.  And it took me a while to 

realize it.  When you pass the magic 5-0, no one wishes to 

talk to you about employment.  I’d never felt that I would 

be unemployed, or unemployable, and that’s a better term, 

unemployable. And that was kind of a rude awakening, and it 

was tough. 

RS: In what way? 

RD: Well, it was tough on our marriage.  It was tough on me 

physically.  My blood pressure went out of sight. 

[00:27:00] It was tough mentally because you’re looking at, 

“Maybe I’ll never work.”  And I finally found a job with a 

company up near Cleveland in Aurora, and the guy made me 

take a physical, a pre-employment physical.  And I’ll never 

forget the day.  I was lying on his gurney in his doctor’s 

office, and he’s taking my blood pressure in preparation to 

put me on a stress test, and he said, “Mr. Dick, I’m going 

to have to teach you how to relax.”  He said, “You’re all 

tense.”  He said, “I’m going to have to spend some time 

with you and teach you how to relax.”  I said, “Doctor, do 

you realize that what’s going to take place here within the 

next 10 minutes may determine whether I ever am gainfully 

employed again in my natural life?”  And I said, “You tell 
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me I passed the test, and I’ll tell you I will relax then.” 

[00:28:00] And you know, it was stressful. 

RS: Did you have any children? 

RD: Yeah, our youngest was still with us, and she finished high 

school there in Salem, Ohio. 

RS: Got college to think about too, probably. 

RD: Yeah.  She made an abortive attempt at Youngstown -- or at 

Kent State. 

RS: Kent State, yeah. 

RD: And she just turned out not to be interested enough in 

college to apply herself, and so, she went one year on the 

main campus up there in Kent, and then one year locally in 

Salem, and they had a branch down there.  She eventually 

found a guy and got married.  She has two children now. 

RS: And in this case, it was -- 

RD: Yeah, it was part of the equation.  It was stressful. 

RS: How long were you unemployed then? 

RD: A year. 

RS: A year? 

RD: [00:29:00] Yep. 

RS: That was a tough year. 

RD: Tough year.  I don’t know how we made it. 
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RS: Okay. Did other people you know in the company go through 

this same sort of thing?  I mean, obviously, you don’t know 

details, but did you feel that they had the same kind of 

experience? 

RD: To a lesser degree.  Yeah, a couple of them did. 

RS: What did you – what were your feelings towards Vickers at 

this point? 

RD: I had, and have, some active dislike for some people, not 

for the company.  Vickers was a great company.  [00:30:00] 

I don’t believe they are any longer, but at that time, 

still at that time, they were a great company to work for, 

and they did a lot of things very, very well.  And talking 

with a few people that I know yet in Vickers that are still 

around there that haven’t retired or been fired, it’s not a 

fun place to work any longer. 

RS: You know, we hear that story all the time. 

RD: I imagine you do because they -- as we were discussing over 

there, Harry Vickers was an engineer.  I don’t know.  They 

had names, Forrester and some other people, who were 

presidents there, and they were all engineers.  And the 

president at the time that I went to work for him, and up 

through most of my time there was -- I can’t remember his 

name right now, but he was an engineer, and Ted Dunkin was 
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an engineer when he moved up to the presidency.  [00:31:00] 

He is an engineer by education.  Like me, he was a chief 

engineer at the Tulsa division at one point, but he was a 

bean counter at heart.  He started the downfall of Vickers, 

in my opinion, and the guy that they have today is a guy I 

worked for.  I know him real well, and he hasn’t been very 

good for them either.   

RS: You think the business climate of the ’80s had anything to 

do with Vickers’ decline? 

RD: No. 

RS: You think this was just a decision by -- 

RD: Oh yeah.  See, Rexroth.  I work for Vickers’ biggest 

competitor, and the company’s name is Rexroth, German 

company.  And through the ’80s, Rexroth has grown like 

crazy in this country.  Not as fast as they perhaps could 

have grown, but they have grown, I mean, considerably. 

RS: [00:32:00] Why is that? 

RD: Vickers didn’t develop any new products and Rexroth has 

them beat technically.  I mean, in certain areas, their 

product lines are comparable, but you know, in the ’80s, I 

think one of the things that happened in the world of 

hydraulics -- and I think I know -- there was tremendous 

advancements, if you would, in the control of hydraulics. 
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I mean, the traditional hydraulics system is a pump and a 

cylinder, and that’s the muscle, the cylinder. 

RS: Talking about computerization? 

RD: Yeah, and in the ’80s, they computerized all this stuff, 

and made it much more efficient. 

RS: But Vickers didn’t do it? 

RD: They lagged. 

RS: They lagged? 

RD: They lagged in the technology. 

RS: [00:33:00] Classical story around here we hear a lot.  Why 

did they not keep up with hydrology or markets or whatever? 

RD: They got too well-organized. 

RS: That’s funny, too well-organized. (laughs) 

RD: They did.  No question about it. 

MARTIN DESHT: You mean they’re too entrenched in their own 

mental--? 

RD: Vickers were great followers of the automotive industry. 

You know, the “Giants of Detroit.” 

RS: That’s the last one you want to follow.  (laughs) 

RD: But you know the trends come in, and I know they talked 

about Matrix Management System, and they spent a lot of 

money on this.  And they put these product managers in 

place and did all this stuff, and it was a complete and 
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utter failure, but in the process then, I mentioned the 

business plan for the filters.  You don’t have to plan 

everything.  I mean it’s nice to maybe have an outline, one 

page, “This is what I want to do in product development in 

the coming year” or something.  [00:34:00] But you can’t 

make a five-year plan.  You don’t know what’s going to 

happen in five years, and Rexroth could come out with a new 

product faster than Vickers could come out with a plan.   

RS: (laughs) That’s true, then you got the management -- 

RD: Sure, it’s just management bureaucracy and overly organized 

in management. 

RS: That’s funny because we associate this planning with the 

Germans, you know, this is their -- 

RD: I’ve enjoyed working for these guys.  I’ve been with them 

six-and-a-half years now. And it’s scary at times, and the 

Germans sometimes can be a little stiff, but they don’t 

build fences around you.  I’m a mechanical engineer, and I 

can and do design things, and I’ll take and modify their 

products.  [00:35:00] I’ve come up with one little valve. 

It’s not a big deal, but it’s now in production as a 

standard product in the Rexroth – 

RS:  And they encourage this?   

25 

 



RD   Nobody told me not to do it, so I did it, and nobody came 

back later and said, “Why are you spending this money?  Why 

are you doing that?”   

RS:  And Vickers would’ve –  

RD:  Oh, Vickers, I’d have had to come up with a business plan 

and come up with a capital expenditure program that they 

could go back to the corporate and get the tooling to do 

all this stuff.  In the meantime, we just do it. 

MD: It sounds to me Vickers was more interested in the plan 

than they were the product. 

RD: A lot of them were. Yeah, not everybody, but a lot of them 

were, yeah. 

MD: The priority was the plan. 

RD: And a lot of people in Vickers used the plan to make an end 

run if you will.  We had a plant manager in Haven, England 

that he wanted a big CNC machining center in his plant, and 

they made him product manager of piston equipment for 

Europe, and he developed this big business plan, you know? 

[00:36:00] And it all kind of evolved around, that at some 

point, he was going to have to get a machining center to do 

these piston products, you know?  And this went on for a 

couple of years that I was involved with over there. And so 

it got up to the point, and they reserved the capital, 
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they went to Sperry and got the capital to buy this, what, 

$1 million, $1.5 million machine.  And he got the thing 

installed and on the floor, and it was working, and 

everything’s fine.  And at the next business planning 

meeting, he said, “This piston plant is no good.  It’s 

never gonna work.”  He got what he wanted, he got his 

machine. And the piston equipment plant never did go 

anywhere. 

RS: Now, Rexroth in this country uses primarily American 

personnel, obviously? 

RD: [00:37:00] Well, the top management’s German. 

RS: Yes, but I mean, the engineers -- 

RD:  The rest of us --  

RS:  -- and everything –  

RD:  Oh yeah, everybody else. 

RS:  -- people like yourself. 

RD: Yeah. And another thing that Rexroth does that Vickers 

doesn’t, and hasn’t for a long time, you know -- what does 

it say on that card there? I’m the manager of land systems 

or something? 

RS: Land systems. 

RD: I’m a peddler.  I sell, all of the stuff. 

RS: This is military equipment, is that correct? 
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RD: Right.  All of us at sales at Rexroth are graduate 

engineers.  They don’t hire salesmen. 

RS: And so, they hire regular engineers? 

RD: Oh yeah.  We’ve got a big group.  In our little group 

there, we have three areas that we operate in.  Motion 

systems, simulation for flight simulators and things like 

that, and marine systems, and I’m military vehicles.  And 

we’re all engineers, and we all have a young engineer 

working for us. 

RS: [00:38:00] So you attribute their management system, 

actually, to their success?  Say, as against American 

companies? 

RD: No, I wouldn’t say that.  I would say that they’re -- 

RS: Their management style over there. 

RD: At Rexroth? 

RS: Yeah. 

RD: No, they don’t have any management style at Rexroth? 

RS: Oh no?  They just -- ? Alright. 

RD: Everybody just does their own thing. 

RS: And they let them do it? 

RD: They let them do it.  They don’t build fences. And in some 

sense, that’s been successful for them.  I think if it had 

been better organized, it could have grown faster and we 
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would have been larger than Rexroth is today. But the 

growth is there.  It’s been very positive, and nobody can 

knock it.   

RS: So then, you feel that American corporations or American 

management is, in some measure, responsible for it? 

RD: Oh, I think so, definitely, that we’ve gone away from, in 

industry, in the manufacturing areas,  [00:39:00] we’ve 

gone away from engineering people having a say in the 

management of the place to the financial people just 

completely dominate it now.  The MBAs and the -- 

RS: Right. You know, this is the charge that has been made 

against Ford, you know, starting back when the Whiz Kids, 

McNamara and his peoples, took over back in the ’40s, you 

know? 

RD: Yeah, Iacocca, McNamara, and -- So, I guess you asked me, 

was it, were there too many engineers today? 

MD: Yeah, I asked you about the -- 

RD: And I think there’s not enough opportunities for engineers 

today, and that’s the problem. 

MD: About Rexroth and Vickers, it seems to me, Rexroth seems, 

what they’re trying to [unintelligible] -- encourages 

imagination, innovation, toying with an old product, and 
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Vickers is doing what?  [00:40:00] They’re encouraging a 

plan? 

RD: Oh, the plan starts everything, yeah.  First, you do a 

market survey, which is a load of garbage because that 

shows you what’s in the marketplace, it doesn’t tell you 

what the marketplace needs. And, so they’re very big on 

that.  You do a market survey, then you start working up 

your business plan, you get your Matrix Management comer, 

and you make him a product manager, and it’s up to him to 

do the business plan or the product plan.   

MD: Well, why do you think that –  

RD:  Get him a little mini team.  He’s got his engineer, he’s 

got his manufacturing guy, he’s got his financial guy on 

the team, the product team, and they all get together, and 

they have meetings, and they devise this plan -- 

MD: Tell me about the -- 

RD:  -- and it doesn’t work. 

MD: When we were at the courthouse, we were talking about 

engineers running an engineering company.  [00:41:00] An 

engineering company versus bean counters running an 

engineering company.  Is that what you were saying -- 

RD: Yeah. 
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MD: -- regarding Vickers?  The bean counters had taken over the 

engineering company? 

RD: That was my appraisal, yeah, that the financial end of it 

got way out of line and had far too much control over the 

decisions that were made long term for the development of 

products and/or marketplaces that they would want to 

penetrate and stay in.  I know when I was with Vickers in 

Europe when Rexroth would show up in certain marketplaces, 

Vickers would just fold and go home.  That happened in the 

press market over there, it happened in the steel industry, 

and there were certain markets that would come along, and 

they would just fold up and go, you know? 

RS: They didn’t feel like they could compete with them? 

RD: Yeah, right.  Rexroth is feared in the world of hydraulics, 

or has been.  [00:42:00] They’re not so much anymore, I 

don’t think, but we have a lot of good competitors out 

there.  But at that time in the industry, Rexroth was 

widely feared because they were -- well, it’s a management 

style, I guess you would have to say, it’s quite different, 

because Rexroth was run and still is, to a large part, by 

one man, and his name is Werner Dieter. 
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He was a dynamic guy that they sent up there to a small 

company in Loire after the war to bring this company out of 

its “war shock,” if you will, and get it productive again. 

And they happened to make a few -- it was mainly an iron 

foundry, I believe -- and they happened to make a few 

mobile control valves for hydraulics.  And from that 

--[00:43:00] I guess it was, like, a $25 million 

D-Mark-a-year operation when he went up there.  When he 

left to go to the chairman of the Mannesmann parent 

corporation, we were a $15 billion-a-year operation. And he 

did that, and I tell you, people in the industry feared 

him. Because all he had to do was come in and say, “I want 

that.  You will come up with a new,” --  

 

I don’t know how much of that is rumor, how much of it is 

hearsay, but one of the rumours is that he sketched up a 

pump on the back of an envelope in his limo going down to 

the piston equipment factory one day.  He got down there, 

he said, “I want this for the American market.”  They now 

build over 100,000 of those things a year, and it’s a very, 

very successful product line.  I just sold $3 million worth 

of them this week. 

MD: Was he an engineer? 
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RD: If he wasn’t by education, he was certainly a good 

hydraulics engineer, yes. 

MD: [00:44:00] How about the CEO for Vickers? 

RD: Oh, Jim McKee?  He’s British, and I don’t know what his 

educational background is.  He’s not a technical man.  He’s 

had a good management training coming up through the ranks 

there.  When I went to Europe, he was general manager of 

the pneumatics and aero and defense arms of it over there. 

Well, aero and defense when I got there, then they acquired 

some pneumatics companies, they put them under him as well, 

so he had, you know, a good management background, and then 

they made him vice president of Europe and, as vice 

president of Europe under the leadership of Ted Dunkin the 

president, they sold off all of the wholly-owned marketing 

companies.  We had wholly-owned marketing companies in all 

countries in Europe, and they got rid of all those.  They 

sold off South Africa which was -- 

RS: [00:45:00] Why? 

RD: I don’t know. And they sold off South Africa, that was 

nothing but a money machine, and I mean, they just made 

money down there.  We’d go down there -- I never went to 

South Africa, but the people used to go down there, and 

they wouldn’t even go near the office.  They’d just go out, 
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on a safari, and horse around.  I don’t have enough larceny 

in me to do something like that. 

RS: This story, it makes no sense. 

RD: It doesn’t, it really doesn’t. And so they used to 

manufacture power units in pretty much all those marketing 

companies, and they totally got out of that, and as I say, 

well, what doesn’t make any sense is in the past year, they 

sold a gear pump plant down in Bavaria, and they sold a 

power steering pump line to another German company, and the 

power steering pumps are for Mercedes, BMW. And, it was, I 

think they made -- [00:46:00] when I was over there, we 

were making 250,000 steering pumps a year, and I think it 

was up closer to a million when they sold it. 

MD: This is Vickers? 

RD: Vickers, yes. 

MD: But Vickers is in business today? 

RS: Yeah, they’re still in business. 

 

[INTERRUPTION] 

 

RD: -- with the executives and all that stuff.  It was fine, 

but -- 

MD: It sounds like you really enjoyed, really loved your job. 
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RD: I liked Vickers, yeah. 

MD: A happy man is a man with a happy company. 

RD: Yeah, I liked working for Vickers.  I hated to leave. 

RS: Now obviously you know, your story is interesting, really 

interesting, especially because it doesn’t make any sense.  

RD: (laughs) 

RS:  But what do you think about what’s happened to the country 

and as American industry as a whole? 

RD: Well, I think it’s been, you know, sent offshore for profit 

reasons.  [00:47:00] And I guess that’s a combination of 

profit and politics, but the climate isn’t such that it is 

beneficial for companies to manufacture and build stuff 

here.  And even the cars, you talk about, I say I’m driving 

an American car.  I’ve got a Sable out there.  I don’t know 

how much of that is made in this country and how much of it 

comes in from the Far East.  But the profits stay here, I 

know that.  

RS: Well, they come back. 

RD: Right, so. 

RS: When we talk to people in the steel industry, it’s usually 

the fact that management there just did not keep up. 

RD: They didn’t keep the mills -- 

RS: Mm-mmm, modernized. 
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RD: -- modernized and productive, yeah.  [00:48:00] So they had 

to be closed, and I guess the only bright spot, if you can 

say there’s any bright spot in the steel industry in the 

US, it’s some of the mini mills in the Southwest here that 

have done well. But that’s not going to make up for 

Bethlehem Steel. (laughs) 

RS: That’s right, that’s right, that’s right. No, no. 

RD: And I think we play in a tilted field, industrially, 

worldwide.  I think we’re frozen out from competition in 

the Far East and Japan, particularly.  I don’t understand 

why we do it, but we do, and we continue to play that game. 

RS: Did Vickers ever travel -- ever sell in Japan, the Japanese 

market? 

RD: We had a partially-owned operation in Japan, as does 

Rexroth, but I think, as I said earlier, Vickers at their 

peak was operating in 21 countries and 17 manufacturing 

locations.  That’s all been shrunk.  [00:49:00] And I don’t 

know if they’re operating in Japan at all at this point.  I 

would doubt it. 

RS: You don’t know whether that would be any trouble 

penetrating that market or not? 

RD: Well, no.  When they first started operating in Japan, 

Vickers was the market.  I mean, they owned the market for 
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many years, and they just got careless, and let the 

Rexroth’s of the world come in and nibble away at different 

areas and take it away from them. 

RS: The old story. 

RD: Yeah, so they had this whole profit umbrella they talk 

about.  So there’s plenty of room for people to come in, 

underprice them, take their business away from them.  That 

was a well-known, accepted fact in Vickers.  Again, they 

spent a lot of money on consultants to come in and analyze 

the situation and tell them what happened. 

RS: Pay somebody to tell you what you know? 

RD: Right. 

RS: Yeah. [00:50:00] A similar story was told to me by a 

Bethlehem Steel executive who said that back in the ’60s, 

one of their customers in Texas was buying Japanese steel, 

started buying Japanese steel, and it was undersold and the 

quality, it was better.  And Bethlehem was just, “Well, 

that’s a small part of the market.  We’re not worried about 

that.”  That was the attitude.  That was the attitude. 

RD: Well, the Italians did a number on them before that I 

believe, on tower steel, I know they did years ago. 

RS: Yeah, that was interesting. 

RD: A lot of that structural stuff coming in from Italy. 
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RS: What do you think the solution is?  American industry has 

really eroded in the last 15 years, and a lot of good jobs 

have been lost. 

RD: Well, I think that the -- [00:51:00] I mean, it’s got to be 

cooperation between government and industry to make some 

incentive to do investing. 

RS: Would you favor an industrialization policy, a national 

policy? 

RD: Well, I think that might be a good start.  I don’t know. 

MD: Right, that’s not going to be on the tape, is it? 

RS: No, that’s not on. 

MD:  His answer won’t be on the tape. 

RS: Oh, go ahead. 

MD:  It’s a good question.   

RS:  I said “Would you favor a national industrialization 

policy?” Thank you.  

RD: Yeah, I think that might be a good idea if they could work 

it without getting into being such a huge bureaucracy of 

types. 

RS: While encouraging research incentives. 

RD: Sure, oh yeah, I think so. 

RS: Import protection, things like this? 
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RD: And I don’t know.  At this point, I would favor, in certain 

areas, some protectionism.  I think we need it, because 

we’re not playing in the same game.  [00:52:00] You know, 

we’re just not, you know?  And another thing that, in some 

areas, like the automotive industries, in certain areas, 

and I think maybe it’s happening a little bit, that people 

should start thinking about buying American, and there is 

more sentiment that way today. Because that’s one thing I 

noticed when we were living and working in Europe is at 

that time, the Germans drove German cars.  The French drove 

French cars. 

RS: Still do. 

RD: And yeah, the French still do, and the English got so bad 

that they drive anybody’s cars. 

RS: Anybody but their own. 

RD: Right, and the same in Italy and Scandinavia with Saabs and 

Volvos.  And we, as an American company, operated under a 

disadvantage over there because we were an American 

company, even though we had manufacturing plants there. 

[00:53:00] And, in Germany, we put labels on those products 

in German and tried to be as German as we knew how to be in 

Germany.  And so, I think that would help in a lot of 

areas, not in the heavy industry I don’t think, I mean, 
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that’s not a commodity. But in the commodities area, some 

nationalism would help.  As I say, I bought a Sable. 

Basically, I thought it was a pretty good car.  I had a 

Chevrolet before that.  That was a lousy car, but yeah, I 

bought them, and I drove them, and maybe the Hondas are 

better, but I don’t care.  I travel on business and 

sometimes, they try and give me a Japanese car.  I won’t 

drive a Japanese car.  

RS: Well, a lot of people are like you.  [00:54:00] I won’t buy 

a foreign car either. Although, my God, I got a Buick and, 

like you, I have no idea how much of it’s American. 

(laughs) 

RD: Yeah, right.  I made a convert out of my brother.  He was 

buying Japanese cars for quite a while there, and his last 

car was a Jeep Cherokee.  He loves it, and he’s older than 

I am, and he was absolutely amazed to find out that he 

bought an “in” car.  I mean, he’s driving what the yuppies 

are driving.  He’s a professor of physics at the University 

of Utah.  

MD: I liked your comment about nationalism though, about the 

sense of nationalism about Americans buying American cars 

and you’re saying in Scandinavia, all you see is Saabs and 

Volvos.  What do you make in that sense of nationalism? 
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RD: [00:55:00] Well, they’re proud of what they do.  They 

really are.  Scandinavians, I think, are particularly 

clannish about that, that if it’s made up in Norway, or 

Sweden, or Finland, it’s got to be good, and they firmly 

believe that.  They build their own construction equipment. 

They’ve got a fairly thriving little hydraulics industry up 

there too. 

RS: So they buy their own stuff? 

RD: They buy their own stuff, yeah. And it’s good, and 

obviously the Japanese do the same thing. 

MD: Can you remember a time when that kind of sentiment was 

also widespread in the United States?  When people saw 

something made in the USA and knew it had to be good. 

RD: I don’t think it’s ever been the pride in USA, in my 

lifetime that you can recall.  I remember “cheap Japs.” 

You know, the cheap Japanese junk.  [00:56:00] And where 

you buy something when you were a kid, a toy that was 

really junky, and way down there, in little bitty, you 

know, fine print, it would say, “Made in Japan.”  And then, 

it was about in the mid ’60s I guess you started seeing 

things made in Japan in big print, and it was good stuff, 

and it’s been going on since then, and there’s nothing 

wrong with the quality.  I think we’ve always appreciated 
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the quality of the European stuff.  My dad always wanted a 

Mercedes.  Never had one, but that was his epitome of a 

fine automobile. 

RS: What do you think about the American workers?  There’s a 

lot of criticism of the American worker.  Of course, the 

Japanese recently claimed that, first of all, they’re 

illiterate and they’re lazy, and what have you.  Did you, 

over your span of years with various companies, notice any 

decline in the productivity or the quality of the American 

worker? 

RD: [00:57:00] I think the workers we had over in Salem, Ohio 

were the finest bunch of people I have ever been around, 

and I guess maybe partially because it’s a rural area, and 

some Amish input on them.  A good work ethic.  But down in 

Tulsa, Oklahoma, at that plant down there, I was there for 

seven years, and we had good workers in there.  They’d get 

silly from time to time with those union rules and 

different things, but fundamentally, it was a productive 

place. And I guess one of the things that will remain to be 

seen is how effective it is. But in the automotive 

industry, it will be interesting to see how this Saturn car 

goes.  That’s highly automated. 

RS: That’s right. 
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RD: [00:58:00] And in the world of hydraulics, when I first 

came to work with Rexroth about six-and-a-half years ago, 

you’d go over to the manufactories and they were fairly 

conventional for their time.  There was some CNC equipment. 

MD: What is CNC? 

RD: Computer controlled, you know, and at that time, it was on 

a perf-a-tape, you know? 

MD: Oh yeah. 

RD: And it was a programmed machine, so you’d set it up.  It 

had many tools and you’d put a part in there, and it would 

select a tool, and of course it would do what the computer 

told it to do, and do an operation, then put it away and 

grab another one, and do a lot of things.  It was good 

equipment.  Still is, for medium to small production 

quantities, but you go in their factories today and you 

don’t see too many workers on the machines.   

RS: Right. 

RD: They’re all run by computers. 

RS: Right.  Where’s most of your Rexroth machines made right 

now? Here, in this country? 

RD:  What, our -- ? 

RS:  Are plants here? 
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RD: [00:59:00] Yeah, we have a plant in Wooster, Ohio.  It used 

to be a Borg-Warner plant, and Rexroth bought it maybe 15 

years ago or something like that.  Then, they just opened a 

new plant three years ago down in Greenville, South 

Carolina, which is a small plant. 

RS: A lot of German companies are going to South Carolina. 

RD: I guess they figured the labor rates. 

RS: It’s cheaper there, yeah. 

RD: Yeah. 

MD: Where does the manufacturing machinery come from that’s in 

these plants? 

RD: In the Greenville plant, it comes from Germany. Because 

they want to produce the equipment on the same machine 

tools that they are doing it in the main plants, and so 

that they can then -- you go to Greenville, there’s a 

machine operator there and he’s turning out parts, but the 

machine is, you can put a computer on it and run it if the 

volumes justify that.  [01:00:00] I’ll be down there in a 

couple weeks.  I haven’t been down there in two-and-a-half 

years.  I was not very impressed with it two-and-a-half 

years ago.  Didn’t look like it was going anywhere. But by 

far, the vast majority of product we sell in this country, 
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we import it. And we have a container that comes into 

Bethlehem every Tuesday by air. 

RS: By air? 

RD: Plus, the sea freight that comes in.  You know, I consider 

that I’d rather be working for an American company. But I 

couldn’t find an American company that wanted me, and it's 

kind of nice to work for a world leader in your industry.   

RS: [01:01:00] Right. 

RD: And Rexroth is the world leader. 

RS: How did you get with Rexroth?  You told me after you left 

Vickers it happened, but how did you -- 

RD: Well, the hydraulics industry is kind of a small 

fraternity, and word of mouth, they were looking for 

somebody here to get in this military vehicle thing.  They 

wanted somebody that was a journeyman that could hit the 

deck running, and they didn’t have to train them and all 

that stuff. 

 

So they talked around, and they interviewed different 

people, and they say, “Oh yeah, Bob Dick, he’s up in Ohio 

there.  He’s not working in hydraulics.  Maybe he’d be a 

good guy.” 

RS: One of those places. 
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RD: So it was just word of mouth.  You have to know people. 

RS: Right, yeah. 

RD: And that’s -- in a job search in this environment and after 

the age of 50 -- 

RS: Common difference? [voices overlapping] 

RD: -- that’s the only way to get a job.  You have to know 

somebody. 

RS: Right, but no Americans were looking for you? 

RD: No, and I applied.  [01:02:00] You know, I knew people in 

-- there’s another hydraulics company, Sundstrand 

Corporation, they’re a good one, and I tried.  I couldn’t 

even get an interview. 

RS: Were all these other American companies going through the 

same sort of thing as Vickers? 

RD: I don’t know.  

RS:  Downscaling? 

RD:  A lot of them are.  There’s -- one of the major players in 

the hydraulics business in North America has been Denison. 

And they’re all but gone. I think they’ve gone from some 

4,000 employees down to they only have 135 left. 

RS: Oh my God. 

RD: And they’re up in the Columbus area, and another one, 

Husco, they were big and still are, in construction 
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equipment.  Valves, and gear pumps, and things like that. 

They had an employee buyout here a couple of years ago, and 

it’s not working, and they’re again for sale, and it’s 

questionable as to if they’re going to be around next year 

at all.  [01:03:00] Whether they will survive it. And yeah, 

Denison has been very big in the industry in marine 

hydraulics.   

 

This replenishment of sea equipment, stuff like that, they 

were a major player worldwide in the hydraulics industry, 

and they’ve just all but withered away.  You know, in the 

areas where they -- well, they were big in the aero 

equipment too, on-board aircraft hydraulics.  They and 

Vickers were the only two players, and now that’s been spun 

off, and it’s a company called Abex out in California, that 

-- they’re healthy and well.  And I would imagine they are, 

because Vickers in the aero end of it, is healthy and well, 

and Rexroth is not in aero equipment at all.  Well, they 

dabble in it.   

 

They are in Europe.  They’re not in this country, because, 

you know, to develop a new marketplace, or new products, or 

something in North America for Rexroth is not an easy task. 
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Because they’ll send somebody over.  [01:04:00] And you’ll 

say, “Hey, this is something I think we ought to do.”  You 

know?  And they say, “Yeah, yeah.  Let’s come look at 

this.”  And they come over, and they get all excited, and 

then, they go back to Germany and forget all about you. 

(laughs) We call that the Lufthansa syndrome.  

RS: (laughs) Lufthansa syndrome yeah, right, right. 

RD:  And they just -- 

RS:  The excitement lasts as long as the trip.  

RD: Right, yeah. 

RS: I know what you mean, right?  

RD:  So, it’s -- 

RS:  It happens in my business too.  So what do you think the 

future of American hydraulics is?  You’re not painting a 

very positive picture here.   

RD: I think hydraulics are going to be around for a long time. 

There are certain areas where DC electric drives have 

proven to be a better solution in some machine tool 

applications and things like that.  [01:05:00] So, if they 

ever develop super conductivity, hydraulics are gone. 

Permanently. 

RS: That would make up their minds. (laughs) 

RD: (laughs) But that’s not going to happen right away. 

48 

 



RS:  That’s a long way down the road. 

RD:  And until that time, hydraulics are going to be the best 

thing you can -- for a lot of things in ways of power 

transmission, it is the best way to go.  I’ve got a -- we 

delivered some equipment last week, to a company out in 

California, FMC.  They build combat vehicles for the 

government, and that’s about all they do in that one 

facility.  They’re in San Jose, and it was a 

1,500-horsepower hydraulic drive system for alighting craft 

for bringing marines from a mothership to shore and 

bringing them in fast.   

 

[01:06:00] And just power density, power to weight ratio, 

you can’t beat hydraulics in stuff like that. So it was a 

case of -- in that particular program, once we identified, 

“Hey, these guys are trying to do this,” went out there, 

and sat down with them, and explained what we had to offer, 

we didn’t have any competition. 

RS: Because you’re a German company. (laughs) 

RD: (laughs) Truly in that application, we just didn’t have any 

competition.  The competition supposedly is DC electric 

drives, but they’re not there yet.  [01:07:00] They’re not 

there yet.   
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No, what we do here in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, is, our 

biggest marketplace, I guess, biggest marketplaces would be 

the plastic injection molding machines, presses for the 

automotive industry, making hoods and things.  They’re 

fairly big in heavy industry, steel mills and aluminum 

mills and things like that.  Those are the three big areas, 

and then in the government-related work where I am, we’re 

kind of the small end of it.  Like I say, we have some very 

effective people and they’ve been pretty good.  A lot of 

the stuff came in because they started importing plastic 

injection molding machining machines from Italy, and 

Germany.  [01:08:00] And so, the Rexroth stuff comes in on 

those. 

RS:  Sure, sure. 

RD: Yeah, and then, the guy in the plant said, “Well, how about 

this?  You know you’re going to buy some new machines. 

You’re going to buy them from Cincinnati Milacron up here, 

but I don’t want to have Rexroth and Vickers valves in my 

plant for my maintenance plan, so put Rexroth on the 

Cincinnati Milacron machine.”  And so, it kind of comes 

around and Vickers starts losing out for a variety of 

reasons, all of which they recognize, and they know what’s 
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happening, but they haven’t been very effective in 

combatting it.   

RS: No, they haven’t. 

RD: And like I mentioned the Saturn plant, 100 percent Rexroth. 

RS: A hundred percent? 

RD: One hundred percent Rexroth in that plant, and that’s a lot 

of hydraulics because of the automation.  Yeah, that’s 

pumps, valves.  Tremendous amount of Rexroth equipment in 

that plant. 

RS: How about the other equipment?  Do you have any idea who 

manufactures that? For the robots and all that stuff? 

RD: I’ve heard the name.  I don’t know them. 

RS: Is it Japanese? Is it -- ? 

RD: [01:09:00] Oh, no, no, no.  I think it’s American. 

RS: Is it American? 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: But still, I mean, you’re a German company. 

RD: Yeah, no.  They won that from Vickers in a very bitter 

price cutting deal.  I mean, you can go on down there and 

destroy the market, if you will, but then they say, “Well, 

you get in the plant for the original equipment.  Then you 

can always replacement stuff for as long as that plant’s 

running.” 
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RS: Right, makes you money there, yeah. 

RD: Yeah. 

RS: That’s interesting. 

RD: And so, yeah, it goes back and forth there, you know.  I 

say it’s been fun.  I’ve been enjoying it right now because 

I decided to develop a little valve.  [01:10:00] The valve 

isn’t important, but the valve is part of a system, and 

that valve goes with a hydraulic motor and a hydraulic 

pump, and that’s what I consider my job to be, is to keep 

those plants over in Germany running.  Fill ‘em up. 

 

And like I say, last week, I did put in an order for 2,280 

pumps.  Oh, that’s a big order. 

RS: Is that for sale in this country? 

RD: Oh yeah. No, it’s Canada. 

RS: Canada? 

RD: It’s going into Canada.  Going to London, Ontario, General 

Motors. 

RS: General Motors. (laughs) Okay.  Martin, do you have any 

other questions? 

MD: [01:11:00] I wanted to ask you about labor unions.  Have 

you had any organized labor in your plant or any of the 
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plants you’ve worked at?  What kind of problems have you 

had with them, or did you have problems? 

RD: Yeah, the only plant I ever worked at that was unionized 

was down in Tulsa, Oklahoma with Vickers, and I forget what 

union that was.  It was not a traditional labor union that 

you would expect in the manufacturing facility. 

RS: A company union, maybe? 

RD: No, it was one of the major unions in the country, and they 

were affiliated with the major one, and they were a local 

of it, but it was not one that you would expect to find in 

a manufacturing plant.  I forget what it was, but they were 

just -- my appraisal of them is they were more silly then, 

and I guess at labor negotiation time, they had problems. 

Like anybody does.  But as I recall, they always settled, 

and I don’t recall them ever having a strike while I was 

there.  [01:12:00] But it was more restrictive than 

anything.   

 

You had material handlers’ jobs.  You had electricians’ 

jobs.  You had machine operators’ jobs.  You had all these 

things, and you couldn’t cross them at all.  As chief 

engineer, I was walking by the inspection cage one day. 

There was a little gear there, and I recognized that was 
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one that was going on a test bench out there in the lab, 

and I said, “Has this thing been inspected?”  And the guy 

said, “Yeah, yeah.”  I said, “Is it good?”  He said, 

“Yeah.”  I said, “Well, I’m going to take it then, get it 

out to the lab,” and I carried it on my hand, took it out 

to the lab, and they put it in the gearbox and started 

testing.  They filed a grievance on me.  That was material 

handler’s work. 

RS: Yeah, that’s tough. 

RD: Yeah, really, it’s silly. 

MD: Strange division of labor.  It’s minute division of labor. 

RD: So I don’t know.  It will be interesting to see what 

happens in Peoria.  I think those people in Peoria are 

absolutely crazy. You know, the -- 

RS: [01:13:00] Caterpillar? 

RD: Yeah, I think the workers up there are going to regret 

that.  There are many of those guys.  I mean, if you’re in 

Peoria, you’ve got to work for Caterpillar, you know? 

RS: That’s the only place. 

RD: Or WABCO.  They got a small operation -- a good-sized 

operation, but they’re small compared to Caterpillar. And 

so if you lose your position on Caterpillar and slam the 
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door, Caterpillar slams the door on you, you’re going to 

have to leave town. And where are you going to go? 

MD: Do you think the strike is a bad idea? 

RD: Oh yeah. 

RS: It’s been going on for what, six months? 

RD: Six months? 

RS: Or thirteen months, no? 

MD: Five and a half months there. 

RS: Five and a half months? Okay.   

RD: I think they’re nuts.  They have to be able to work 

something out that’s fair. 

RS: [01:14:00] Caterpillar has been called by -- been deluged 

with phone calls from all over the United States. 

RD: Oh yeah, people were flocking there to get jobs because 

they’re -- 

RS: Okay, Mr. Dick, thank you very much.  That was very, very 

interesting. 

 

END OF AUDIO FILE 
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