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LESSONS OF LEADERSHIP

Working On
The Railroad

By Michae! Barries
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fow 11;.-_1'1[;!31-1. ngo, i Kansas | The Harmens, Hob ona Cons
City, Kan,, nghtning atruck a | of the railroad i '
]IH" of ratlroad bes at H f'.'u_'.'_n_lrt
near Kemper Arenn. The blage
eonsumed 50000 tips
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tes how many millions of dollars had round water
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Robert E Gene” Harmon ""becaus drite Ted hnologies. an R oreent
the rallroads are giving the ties to us.  owned subsidiary of H..l'|'|-|-|l [-.-:;;
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That was hard for the press to undes ralliroads. Gene Harmon, 50, is Harmon
stand.” industries’ chadrman, president. and
f':'ﬂf‘ﬁ' Year, many thousands of chiel executive officer
wiosoden Fallroad tbies WEAr out .Lllni IMIAATL I..u-!-. W ter the fire. Codrite had | len-
e r"-.‘lllih'l'ri ["ILLH.I-.i‘I-f Of the old Lies tv of old ti left: about 120000 of
Ifl:l..- "Il!‘Tlr'li imnto a M §OT "n-,;-lm'hr L O LNem l'a:pl":. NeVeril sLoress high on nvi
the railroads, beeause the ties ar wres around the plant. Cedrite grinds
BOAKed I croosoto, WO [ireaerva the old tes into -'}‘Ii;- , miixes Lthe CHps

Uve. Burn the ties, and you pollute the | with n proprietary resin "
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and pours the | OVETY (WD minules

(rene Harmon has built
nis fathers “custom
engineering firm” into
a high-tech leader in a
resurgent imdustry,
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chinery 15 in place, production should
rise Lo
process is proven,” Gene Harmon says,
“The question is whether we can build

ties at & pace fast enough to recoup the

T L

. i ighre
one e gvery au seeands I'h

i"4:|'l:.4'lll cost of Lhe plant.”

The payoff for success will be large:
Not only are rallroads providing the
tes (and shipping them to Cedrite) for

free, but they have already placed or
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“Bob™ Harmon, founded the
company in 1946, when he went into
business in one corner of an upholstery
shop in Independence, Mo

Hob Harmon riacio
while serving as & Marine in the 11K0s,
and during World War 11 he worked as
an engmneer for an electronies company
After the war, that company tried to
move nto civilian electronics, selling

Robert (

learned aboult

In Karmon Electrenics’ main plant al Grain Valley, Mo., the Harmons inspect

circiit boarids of the kind that the company uses in gophisticated products that

control Both troins and crogsing signals

ders for the first two vears' production,
Harmon Industries did not invent the

LEearmiie process, DUl i olher respecis

the Cedrite plant typifies the Harmon
approach 1

to business, Repeatedly, Har
T - e
lF|-|:'a.".r..:'ll]".-'."

mon has embraced novel

Ahort-termm

jong-term gains:

th COMIFAnY f_*.‘_,lLl_'uH_'. :'i.l"_‘[}'.{'f b Or o

and absorbed
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Lechnologies

1 tf revenues on research and
development, It has, a8 a
vived and P [ f*mi-:% i a |_'I;-H._|||1.'-.'1. gLl
idly changing industry

Uramatic changes have occ irred i

[Erecent Ol
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just the 10 vears since Congress re
Inxed the federal government's regila
tory hold. Trains run todav with much
smaller erews than in the past, relying
ITl.--f-L'li'.'i LEE] ﬁ-ug;l'.l-.r-u-:ih--t +.'|t--"'r"||.1:i-'.- |-|"
the kind that form the backbone of Har
mon industries business

Harmon Indus-
[T"1'j'—l |LT‘="I:*.=.-L_'5_-:-.--r." WHR Dorn In a very
different world. Gene Harmon's father,

E{‘I-r_r-lilh }I:irqu:rfl‘:lll-h.l

two-way radios to the rallroads: when
faltered, Harmon

into business for himself

[t was slow going at first, says Hob
Harmon, who just turned 77: “The rail-
rodds were VETY cConservative mn '11'[1H1|E
with new companies.” But, Gene Har
mon says, hig father found his niche by
accepting “'the totgh projects that no
hody in their right would take
On.
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the company wiernt

mind

forte, Lene SAVE, WIS

finding some way “'to transmit data
from point A to point B by stealing a
ride over some other ciregil’” For ex-

'.1I!1|F|I-.~ r:Li.T'u:lli_-- r-'|_ll' AL '.'l.'\'li'.' an ]"!'J'_'i'_llll
detectors—trackside that s«
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Live axie 'r|-=:¢rm;¢.~ (overheated |H:‘111"1..TL].:'-
are called hotboxes), they can freeze a
whee!l in place and eventually derall the
train. Bobh Harmon WHYS LD
tFiREmit guch illf!.ﬂ!'[iljlf_ii.l!i OviF {.-l.-'#.r"r'

ines or telephone lines, without mter

pouna

fering with other uses of the hines, so
that some central point could be noti-
fed about the hothox
could then be warned, by radio

lut after almost 20 years, Harmon
Electronics had become no more than
whit Gene Harmon calls a "custom en-
pineermy firm,” skilled at finding solu-
tions to problems but unable to trans
late those solutions into products that
brought large, continuing sales, [t was
a company with about two dozen em
ployees and less than #1 milhon in annu-
al revenues. That changed three vears
after Gene Harmon joined the company
in 1961,

the engineer

he Harmons lived on a farm ad-
joining the Harmon Electronics
plant in Grain Valley, Mo., and
*“from about 11 to 18 vears old, ]
toved with the ides of being a farmer,”
Gene recalls, He made 34385 from five
acres of corn one summer, but the next
summer, he put in 15 acres, there wus a
drought, and he made only £34. That
gettled him on railronds as a career, and
he went to work for Harmon Electron
s after gradusting from Georgis
Terh,

In 1964, Gene was visiting at the San-
i Fe headquarters in Chieago when he
earned that the railroad badly wanted
an mproved electronie track elreuit—
essentially, a switch on the track that
triggers a4 crossing gate and warning
“li.!'h'[.‘-i when a train erosses 1t 1n those
dayvs, 4 crossing gate might not open to
auto trafhe untal a train had gone 100
feet or more past it; the Santa Fe want-
¢d the gate 10 open as soon as the train
had clenred 1t IE'II'IH,' o feet.

Gepe presented the specifications Lo
his father and a staff designer, and, he
recills, “they both Li.j-_'i‘n_-wi that it should
be easy: What's the big deal?” When
the Harmons demonstrated their
switch, it raised the gate when the train
had cleared it '-IJ'J‘,.‘ - _,3':"1"-‘

As word of the Harmons' innovation
HIIfr:_‘.'ui. the orders ]HI-UI’wt in. At Iast,
Harmon Electronics had a product with
a long life. Butl as sales jumped into the
millions, Bob Harmon found himself in-
1"!'!'53.1-.i!lui.:|}' uncomfortable. "1 was pri-
MAaryy an engineer, nol 4 manager,  he
savs. "1 didn't really have any major
wiah to operate 4 larger company.

In 1968, Hob Harmon retired from
active management of the company
"He |.'I[+*l".'.i}|=_ eleaned out his desk and
left,” snys, and went on an ex
tended trip to Europe. Bob Harmon re
mained the majority gtockholder, but
until 1972, when Gene took the
company public

Throughout the 708 and nto the enr-
lv 'Sis, Harmon Electronics bult its
saleg on electromie controls {or grade
croasings, like those that first brought
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it success in 1964. Even now, such prod-

ucts aceount for perhaps $20 million of |

Harmon Industries’ annual sales, which

- hit almost $65 million in 1988, But, Gene

Harmon says, he recognized vears ago
thut there would be a ceiling on how
much the company could grow with
limited product line—especially consid-
ering how fiercely competitive jte in-
:iufatr}' was, and how effectively the
railroads resisted price increases. Hur
mon Electronics was consistently prof-
ituble, but not at levels that ancouragred
complucency,

In 1984, Gene Harmon started acquir-

| ing companies that complemented Hap.

man E}cectmnh:s. (Harmon Industries
was set up as a holding companv
1986, with Harmon Eﬂncfrnnitﬁpis}u;g
of its subsidiaries,)
Une acquired com-
pany makes the
hardware—eross.-
ing gates and
flashing lights and
s0 on—to go with
Harmon Electron.
s’ electronie con-
trols; another
makes electronic
equipment that's
used to control the |
flow of railroad |
traffie, In the span
of a few vears,
Harmon

you get

the railroad equiv-
alent of a men's
accessory shop,
selling just about everything except the
trousers and coats—that is, the trains
and the tracks.

And even that may change, In 1987,
_Hnrmun'set up & subsidinry that holds
mventories of railroad equipment; it
can quickly assemble such equipment
nto complete kits, so that, for exnmple,
o railroad that needs o signal installed
Can get everything at once from Har-

plant.”

| mon, The warehoose subsidiary is,

Gene Harmon hopes, one way that Har
mon Industries will get a leg up on the
future, as the railrosds lean more and
more toward contracting gut.

It is, however, at the current main
plant of Harmon Electromnios that the
luture seems to have already arrived
Take hotbox detectors; When 5 detector
$pots a hotbox, no longer is it nuceu-ﬁnry
o transmit & warning to a central
point. Now the detector speaks directly
0 the engineer; in radio messapes pro-
vided by a voice synthesizer; o
can tell an engineer not only that his
train has a hotbox but also exuetly
whera it fs,
: Just as remarkable, perhaps, is the

Speed limiter," It was develaped fol-
lowing & 1987 aceident that killed 16

“It's not very often that
nee to

a cha
Solve a major !
envtronmental problem
and make some% |
doing it, ... The
question is whether we
can build ties at a pace
ndus- fﬂSt mgh to recoup
tries has become the mpimz cost ﬂf tke

tector

people at Chase, Md. A Conrail train of
three locomotives went through a stop
signal, Iintruded onto a high-speed
track, and was struck by sn Amtrak
passenger train traveling over 100 mph.

| The Federal Railroad Administration

mandated that railroads in the North-
east Corridor adopt equipment that
would slow a freight train automatical-
ly if the engineer failed to heed warn-
ing signals. The task was complicated
by the need to avoid stopping trains
abruptly, Gene Harmon explains;

“On a passenger train, you ean put
the brakes on in an emergency, and
about all you're going to do is throw
the passengers around a little bit
y?‘u'rﬁ not gomg to derail the train.
With a freight train, you have & high
probability of de-
radling the train by
locking the
brakes,” because
lvaded cars may
alternate  with
empty cars, and
“the heavy car be-

tends to want to
push it off the
track.” If a freight
traun should derail
while it's passing
A passenger train,
| 80 much the
| worse.

| Harmon's speed
- limiter was chosen
| over & competi-
1 tor's, and now,
Uene Harmon says, it is being installed
on locomotives all over the US. “Our
tquipment looks down the track and
says, 'Okay, in 40 seconds from now
you need to be at 80 miles an hour.' If
the engineer doesn’t start braking in a
sufficient time, we start applying the
normal brakes for him." The system
automatically—and gradually—takes

the train to a complete stop if the engi
neer fails o act.

It's easy o imagine such technalogy
being extended to other kinds of traffie:
think how much safer highways would
be, for instance, if cars could respond
automatically to hazards.

Gene Harmon isn't particularly inter-
ested in such applications now, but with
the railroads, and transportation of all
kinds, evolving rapidly, perhaps in a
few years Harmon Industries will be
contemplating invitations w compete in
the design of sitogether new safety
Bystems.

"We love challenges,” Gene Hurmon |

says. “We jump on those things. When
somebody says, '‘Okay, you design this
product and we're going to compare it

W this guy's product,’ that's all we

need.” @
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Plan your next busingss
facilty with confidence

Butiding Methods
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VP Buildings offers this
valuable guide 1o construchion
ngluding a special planning
worksheet . fres to bullding geci.
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project’s potential and 10 avosd
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ning and construction, wnte or
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