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Why Doesn't Everybody Nucor? 

A Working Manager™ Series by Helen Kelly 

 

Article Eight 
Nucor's curious genealogy 

 

 Ken Iverson was a corporate CEO who 

answered his own phone, flew coach class, 

never had an executive parking spot and ran  

a multi-billion dollar company from a nondescript 

building with about 30 people. He printed every 

employee’s name on the annual report and 

excluded top executives from the top perks.  

 -- Stella Hopkins, Charlotte Observer, April 2002  

 

Jokingly people say that NUCOR is an acronym for Nieces, Uncles, Cousins and 

Other Relatives. That’s because from the early days Nucor built plants in rural 

southern agricultural towns and employed many relatives. Nucor treated 

employees with respect, production workers enjoyed dignity and excellent pay, 

and Nucor created a stable source of employment.   

A not-so-surprising history of invention and innovation  

Ransom E. Olds, a high-spirited inventor 

and entrepreneur, was born in 1864 to a 

blacksmith and a housewife. Ransom’s 

father opened a store and soon a business, 

the Olds Gasoline Engine Works. 

His brother joined the firm but young 

Ransom had other plans. 

At age 22, he invented a 3-wheeled, steam-powered vehicle that could travel up to 

18 miles on level ground and received his first patent for a gasoline-powered car. 

After trying and failing to make carriages and a foray into engines, at last he 

created a gasoline automobile.  He called his car the Curved Dash and it proved 

very popular.   

The following year his now-flourishing Olds Motor Works moved to Detroit, 

Michigan.  By 1906 he had sold 1000 Olds vehicles.  
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 Seven years later he invented a four-wheeled steam 

car that he sold to a firm who sold the vehicle 

abroad, and was proud to be named the first 

American exporter.  Ransom went on to invent a 

lawnmower and found a company, the Ideal Power 

Lawn Mower Company, to make it. To give 

something back, in 1913 Ransom founded a town 

near Daytona Beach, Florida called Oldsmar.   

Ransom Olds broke with his partner and went on to found REO (Ransom Eli Olds) 

Motor Vehicle Company to manufacture trucks. Ransom ran REO from 1904 to 

1924 and REO outsold Olds Motor Vehicles. He designed Oldsmar, Florida as a 

restful place where ministers of all faiths could retire, and the town exists today.      

       

The Oldsmobile Company designed the first air bag 

When Ransom Olds passed away in 1950, he didn’t know that Oldsmobile would 

create the first air bag, and he would never have dreamed that one of his first 

company’s progeny would innovate a cost-effective way to create flat steel sheets 

needed to produce the very Oldsmobile he’d invented.  Yet that’s exactly what 

happened.  

Olds’ first company becomes Nuclear Corporation 

Through a series of transactions, in 1955 the first company Olds had founded was 

by then Nuclear Corporation of America. By the mid 1950s the company was 

involved in the nuclear instrument and electronics business. Nuclear Corporation, 

headquartered in Phoenix, Arizona, bought several companies over the next few 

years including Vulcraft Corporation, a South Carolina maker of steel joists and 

joist girders.   

In 1965, Nuclear Corp. was virtually bankrupt but Vulcraft SC was not.  In fact 

Vulcraft was profitable and growing, so Nuclear asked Vulcraft’s GM, Ken Iverson, 

to take over the top Nuclear spot, and asked Sam Siegel, a Vulcraft accountant, to 

manage Nuclear’s finances.   
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Iverson and Sigel agreed. They sold off unprofitable Nuclear operations and 

concentrated on Vulcraft. They streamlined management and put responsibility 

principally in workforce hands.   

In 1966, when Nuclear moved its headquarters from 

Phoenix, Arizona to Charlotte, North Carolina, 

Iverson was increasingly worried about the high cost 

of steel. After considering traditional routes Iverson 

decided, “Never mind trying to buy steel bars; we’ll 

make our own.”  And in so saying - and then in so 

doing - he changed the course of the steel industry 

worldwide.   

For Iverson’s idea was to do something no one in the industry had done, using 

equipment not yet built.  In a leap of creativity Iverson decided to bypass the 

integrated manufacturers - those who melted iron ore in a blast furnace and sold 

steel to steel products manufacturers like Nucor (see Exhibit X, Making Steel). 

Instead he would melt scrap metal - and in a furnace called an Electric Arc 

Furnace (EAF) which was still in the design stage in Europe.  

Iverson studied the technology painstakingly. He was convinced that if it worked - 

and he thought it probably would - melting scrap would be profitable and 

environmentally responsible. He took an educated risk, and won.  

This first EAF, or electric arc furnace mill - 

also called a bar mill because the output 

was bars of steel - opened in Darlington, 

South Carolina in 1969.   

The method proved so profitable Nuclear 

built several more minimills including a high 

capacity mill in Crawfordsville, Indiana built 

in 1987 that featured another innovation, 

thin slab sheet casting technology  

The company went on to make a great variety of steel products - including sheet 

steel suitable even for car makers, which until then had been strictly the province 

of the large-company integrated steel makers. the company had come full circle.  

In 1972 Nuclear changed its name to Nucor Corporation and the rest is history.  
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This generation 

Thirty years later Nucor was paying a predictable price for its ingenuity. Mini mills, 

which Iverson had pioneered, were the competitor’s standard and had become so 

prevalent, the distinction between minimill and the integrated manufacturer was 

blurring.  At that time, demand and prices were down worldwide, and low-cost 

imports were taking an increasing share of the US minimill market.    

 

Nucor’s Board considered strategic options such as building an integrated 

manufacturing blast furnace, buying existing plants instead of building new ones, 

diversifying back into non-steel products, and changing the long-standing flat 

management structure.  All were anathema to Iverson who refused to depart from 

the build strategy.   

His insistence may have contributed to his departure. Sixty five (65) year old David 

Aycock became Chairman, Chief Executive and President of Nucor and instigated 

an acquisition strategy that he sustained during the very lean steel years of 2000 

to 2003.   

Aycock also broke with tradition and appointed a new layer of management, five 

executive vice presidents (EVP) which included the CFO, an EVP for Business 

Development and three product sector EVPS.   

To date Dan DiMicco, Nucor’s current CEO appointed in September 2000, has 

made other changes, looking again at the diversification strategies, international 

joint ventures, and moving from the unremarkable building that the company had 

used since Iverson’s time to a larger new corporate office.  

With company-wide annualized revenue of 14 billion there are 12,000 employees 

working at thirty five facilities in seventeen states and still just 70 at this corporate 

headquarters in Charlotte. The new building is spiffy, yet the building 

accommodates principally administrative staff. Most vice presidents have their 

offices in the mills.  
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