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 On a sunny summer day in 1990 the
Company celebrated its Centennial at the 
Chicago Plant. The event consisted of 
an open house and block party all tied 
into one where Company employees, 
management, extended families and 
Chicago politicians of the day celebrated 
together. Company president  Paul 
Armstrong and a spokesperson from 
Mayor Richard M. Daley’s office joined 
other Company and family speakers as 
they relived milestones throughout one 
hundred years of  company history. There 
were three  generations of Armstrong’s 
represented as the president’s father, 
Paul L. Armstrong, attended the open 
house and toured the plant to see modern 
CNC machines at work.  He was 93 years 
old at the time.
 In the years leading up to the centennial 
celebration it had been decided that the 
engineering department would undertake 
a project to improve the aesthetics and 
functional characteristics of the hand tool 
line. The goal was to improve the wrench, 
ratchet and socket line to a level never 
before achieved. A potential yardstick by 
which to judge the new quality level would 
be competitor Snap-on Tool Co., whose 
products were considered by many tool 
users to be of the highest quality available.
 The redesigned tools were indeed a big 
hit, however it took many years of effort 
for the changes and improvements to be 
made. And the effort had been costly. 
Equipment required included new forging 
dies and process equipment for the  
wrenches, new expensive castings and 
friction welding equipment for the ratchets 
and new CNC equipment and cold-forming 
presses for the sockets.
 The years immediately following  the 
centennial were difficult for business in 
general, with the U.S. economy suffering 
from the effects of a recession.  In addition, 
Armstrong was having challenges with 
growing internal costs and growing 
external pressure from competitors. 

Fourth Generation Armstrongs at Centennial Celebration Picnic
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   In particular, Snap-On purchased 
J.H. Willams & Co.  Williams had been a 
head-to-head competitor since the early 
1900’s, but had gradually deteriorated over 
the previous few years.  In the process, 
Armstrong had acquired many of their 
major distributors.  The acquisition by 
Snap-on presented a major threat to that 
business.  In addition, price competition 
from another traditional competitor, Proto 
Tool Company, had intensified as the result 
of their acquisition by Stanley Tool Works. 

 By 1993, efforts had been undertaken to reduce 
costs other than those necessary to achieve the 
improvements in hand tool design and 
manufacturing.  Consultants had been brought in 
to assist with this effort. All areas of the business 
were dissected and looked at for cost savings.  
Around this time, after the retirement of John D. 
Armstrong, Paul L. and Dan began to look into 
more cost effective ways to manufacturer the 
hand tool line, which included acquiring “blanks” 
or semi-finished sockets from other sources and 
finishing them to Armstrong’s quality 
specifications.
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Catalog circa 1940’s

First catalog post Danaher

 This movement entailed trips to other manufacturing 
plants including those of Danaher Corp., the company 
that manufactured most of the sockets and wrenches 
for the Sears Craftsman Brand. In addition to  
Craftsman and the DYI market, Danaher had 
penetration through their Matco Tool Line in the 
Automotive market, and in the hardware channel with 
their Allen brand.  Danaher lacked, however, a broad, 
quality line suitable to Armstrong’s industrial 
distributor market.  
 During a visit to Danaher’s Springdale Arkansas 
facility, Paul L. was given a tour of that impressive 
manufacturing plant.  Afterwards he entered the main 
conference room where displayed on the wall were 
wrench sets representing all the major brands of hand 
tools in order of perceived aesthetic value.  Right 
next to the top set of Snap-on was the Armstrong set, 
testimony to the effectiveness of the efforts made to 
improve the wrench and socket line.

THE DANAHER YEARS 

 In March of 1994, President Paul Armstrong was 
approached by the CEO of Danaher. It was made clear 
that Armstrong Bros. Tool Co. was not for sale, but 
in discussions over the next several months, aimed 
at working out an arrangement whereby Armstrong 
might work with Danaher to supplement their need for 
an industrial quality line, it became apparent that the 
only way to satisfy Danaher’s needs would be to sell 
the company to them.
 It also became apparent to Armstrong management 
that Danaher was a strong and rapidly growing 
company.  The much larger Danaher would be in a 
better position to deal with the building competitive 
pressures faced by Armstrong. 
 In the fall of 1994, the 80-some Armstrong share-
holders voted to sell the hand tool business to Danaher.  
On December 31, 1994, the last of the documents were 
signed, and Armstrong shareholders soon received 
shares of Danaher in exchange for their Armstrong 
holdings. The Company’s subsidiary, Griswold 
Machine and Engineering, was not included in the 
sale. The Armstrong family members who had been 
active in the business prior to the sale continued in 
various roles after the acquisition by Danaher.  Paul 
Armstrong, the serving president and last of the third 
generation, remained on to oversee the transition until 
retiring a few months later. Hugh Armstrong left the 
company during the first year of the transition and 
went into the printing business, opening a Sir Speedy 
franchise near Chicago. 
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Rob, Dan and Paul L. were all integral parts 
of the transition and served in high profile 
positions for the new Danaher Tool Group. Rob 
served for 5 years as Director of Marketing 
and as National Accounts Manager of the 
Industrial Products Division of Danaher Tool 
Group. He left Danaher in 1999 and shortly 
thereafter opened an independent insurance 
agency, Armstrong-Hailey Insurance Co., 
in Fayetteville Arkansas. 
 Paul continued on with the post-merger 
management team in Chicago as Director of 
New Product Development and Production 
Manager for Wrenches and Ratchets.  He 
worked with other Danaher facilities 
implementing strategic plans for the transition 
and integration of the Armstrong Brand and 
he helped bring the 220 mostly union Chicago 
employees into the Danaher Business System.
 During this time, Paul managed the 
development of new products with various 
marketing groups throughout the Danaher 
organization.  He also designed and field-
tested many customized tools for industry 
leaders such as Caterpillar and Amoco.  Like 
Dan and Rob he became fluent in the language 
of Total Quality Management (TQM) and 
used tools such as Kaizen, KanBan and others 
specific to Just In Time Manufacturing.  He 
was also active in implementing the ISO 9001 
quality control system which increased 
productivity over 35% in two-years.  Paul L. 
left  Danaher in 2001 and in 2003 purchased 
Edward A. Anderson Company, Inc. a century 
old construction company located in 
Winnetka, Illinois.
 Early in the new millennium the Chicago 
plant was beginning to shut down while 
production and some long time employees 
moved to other Danaher facilities. The plant 
was eventually demolished and the property 
sold, to be used for single-family homes. 
 Dan moved to Fayetteville Arkansas to 
become Manager of the Armstrong Plant there.  
He then moved to Alpharetta Georgia, as Plant 
Manager for JS Technologies where Danaher 
Torque Wrenches were manufactured.  Dan 
stayed on with Danaher the longest of all the 
Armstrong’s.  In 2003 he left Danaher and 
bought a residential cabinetry manufacturer 
outside of Atlanta, Georgia.
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 With Dan’s departure, the last of the Armstrong 
family had relinquished involvement with the product 
line that had been initiated by Dan’s great grandfather 
and his great grandfather’s brothers 113 years earlier.
 During the early years of Danaher ownership, the 
Armstrong line had continued to grow as an  
important part of the Danaher Tool Group. There 
had been a great deal of enthusiasm and new product 
development. Danaher continued to use Armstrong 
as its industrial market flagship brand, and also 
continued the work in product improvement that 
had been initiated prior to the purchase.  But as time 
passed, Danaher’s focus began to change. Their 
acquisition efforts became increasingly centered on 
companies with products of a more technical nature. 
 In July of 2010, Danaher combined their Tool 
Group, of which the Armstrong line had become a 
major part, with the Tool Division of Cooper  
Industries, to form Apex Tool Group. Cooper’s line 
of Tools and Danaher’s 

complemented each other almost perfectly, with 
very little overlapping of product. Thus formed, 
Apex immediately became an extremely potent 
worldwide force in the tool industry.
  Danaher and Cooper continued their joint 
ownership of Apex until early 2013, at which 
time the company was sold for $1.6 billion to 
Bain Capital.
 The Armstrong line had gone from the little 
bicycle repair shop behind the three Armstrong 
brothers’ Chicago homes in 1890, through 
World Wars I and II, the Great Depression, 
periods of post-war recession and explosive 
growth, to finally come to rest in the hands of 
a company that will long be remembered as 
a source of contention during the presidential 
election of 2014, a company put on the map 
during his previous career by presidential 
candidate Mitt Romney.
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ARMSTRONG BROS. HOLDING CO.
 During negotiations in 1994 for the purchase 
of the tool business, Danaher had specifically 
stated they had no interest in the company’s 
subsidiary, Griswold Machine and 
Engineering.  They did not want to get 
involved with the automotive industry, and the 
majority of GME’s sales at that time had been 
for welded pallet racks used by General Motors 
and Ford.
 In the process of working out details of the 
tool business sale to Danaher, a new company 
had been formed, Armstrong Bros. Holding Co. 
(care had been taken to name the new company 
as closely as possible to the original compa-
ny, in honor of the Armstrong family and its 
company founders).  GME was rolled over into 
the new holding company, and Armstrong Bros. 
Tool Co. was then sold to Danaher.
 The plan was for the holding company to 
eventually acquire additional companies, but 
with the exception of one GME competitor, 
while a few were eventually looked at, none 
was ever acquired.
 As part of the plan under which Armstrong 
Bros. Holding Co. was established, it was 
agreed no family members would be active 
with this new organization.  Nor would they 
serve on the Board of Directors.  A “Liaison 
Committee” would be formed to provide input

to the Board, representing the wishes of the 
80-some family member stockholders.  The 
initial Liaison Committee was composed of the 
seven Board members serving at the time the 
agreement was reached to sell the tool business 
to Danaher.
 In addition to its rack (pallet) business, GME 
manufactured trench shoring and safety 
items.  While the trench equipment business 
represented only about 40% of the company’s 
total sales, it was estimated that GME’s 
market share on this product was well in 
excess of 50%, unlike the tool business’s 
market share which was well below 10%.
 Racks were quoted on a job basis, and though 
profitable, prices were highly competitive.  
Trench products, on the other hand, were 
cataloged, sold through distributors, and even 
more profitable.  In addition, trench safety was 
a rapidly growing market.  Contractors across 
the country had a history of fatal cave-ins, 
and while the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration had been active in the area for 
some time, old habits were hard to break, and 
accidents continued from time to time.
 Gradually over time, the trench product 
business grew at such a pace as to become 
the greater percentage of the company’s sales 
volume.  A manufacturing plant was built near 
Carson City Nevada, to service the West Coast, 
and the competing manufacturer, located near 
Lansing Michigan, was acquired.

Board of Directors (from L to R) Kenneth Groenewold, Patrick Cunningham, Joe Settimi, James Rudnicki and Don Sepeta 
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 In order to provide more space for trench 
product production at the manufacturing plants at 
the headquarters city in Union City, Michigan, a 
new plant was purchased for the manufacture of 
racks, in Ravenna Ohio.  But not long after that 
plant had gone into operation, it was decided the 
trench business was growing so rapidly, and so 
profitable as to be deserving of all the company’s 
attention. The rack business was discontinued, 
and the Ravenna plant sold. 

THE FINAL CHAPTER
 By 2010, serious consideration was being given 
to possible sale of the company.  Though the stock 
repurchase plan that had existed prior to the sale 
of the tool business continued to be offered to 
stockholders of Armstrong Bros. Holding 
Co., it was felt it would be in their best 
interests to place the value of the company 
directly in the stockholders’ hands.
 In 2012, the sale of GME then was finalized.  
Assets and liabilities of the company were sold to 
Trinity Industries, a diversified company 
headquartered in Dallas, Texas for approximately 
$40 million. By the beginning of 2016 all filings 
with the government had been completed and final 
disbursements were mailed out to all remaining 
stockholders. With this event 25 years had passed 
since the Armstrong Tool Centennial celebration 
and 125 years since the founding of the company 
by the Armstrong Brothers.
 In the company history published in 1990 in 
conjunction with the 100-year anniversary, no

non- Armstrong-family member employees were 
mentioned by name.  In part, this was because the
history was intended to be a record of the family’s 
involvement with the company, in part because there 
were so many who contributed to the company’s 
success over the 100 year period that it would have 
been impractical to mention them all. 
 In the case of Armstrong Bros. Holding 
Co. and GME, no family members have 
been involved, and there are again more non-family 
members who contributed greatly than can be 
mentioned by name.  There are three, however, 
Kenneth Groenewold, George Krauss and Donald 
Sepeta, who deserve special mention for their many 
contributions to the company’s success.
 During the 1980s, soon after Armstrong Bros. Tool 
Co. had acquired GME, George Krauss came to GME 
from a management position with Republic Steel.  
Replacing the general manager who had come along 
with the acquisition, and whose management  
technique had been detrimental to the business, 
George quickly turned things around and saw to 
continued company growth and profitability until 
his retirement many years later.
 Ken Groenewold started with Armstrong Bros. Tool 
Co. as Chief Financial Officer shortly after the 1990 
Centennial.  As CFO, he was involved with GME as 
well as the tool company, and played a major role in 
the negotiations with Danaher.  After the sale of the 
tool business and creation of Armstrong Bros. Holding 
Co., he served as Chairman of the Holding Company 
Board.   Over the years, he also served as coordinator 
between the Armstrong Family Liaison Committee 
and the Holding Company Board.  
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In 1998 upon George Krauss’s retirement, 
Don Sepeta took over the reins as Holding 
Company and GME president and Board member.  
His thoughtful, professional management skills 
carried the company to new heights both in sales 
and profitability.  Don also played a major role 
in negotiations that led to the sale of GME….at a 
price, incidentally, considerably higher than that 
for which the tool business had been sold to 
Danaher some 18 years earlier.
 With the sale of GME and liquidation of 
Armstrong Bros. Holding Co., the final chapter of 
the story that began in the Chicago bicycle shop of 
the original Armstrong Brothers had been written, 
at least so far as Armstrong Family ownership was 
concerned.  However, both brands, Armstrong 
Tools and GME Trench Safety Products, remain 
strong and continue to grow under their new 
ownership, which is testimony to the hard work 
and creativity of the original brothers and the many 
others, both family and non-family, stockholders 
and employees across a 125-year span of world 
history.
 In September of 2015 as the final business 
chapter was being written for the Armstrong 
family through the sale of GME, Armstrong Tools 
Inc. was celebrating a 125 year anniversary and 
as part of the celebration the company announced 
a realignment that brought several well known 
brands under the Armstrong Industrial Hand Tools 
banner.   The announcement reported by Yahoo – 
Finance read “…Armstrong Tools Inc. announces

that Campbell chain, JOBOX tool storage, 
GearWrench and Crescent hand tools and others 
are now positioned in the industrial market as part 
of the Armstrong offering.  Armstrong Industrial 
Hand Tools has long been known for its extensive 
line of over 4,000 Made in the USA hand tools.  
By leading the industrial portfolio, Armstrong will 
now represent over 15,000 products and 10 brands; 
Armstrong Industrial Hand Tools has focused on 
a broad range of strong, durable tool solutions to 
demanding industrial, commercial, government 
and military operations for over 125 years.”  
 Altogether, thousands of people have touched the 
companies over the years and continue to do so in 
one way or another, and each of these individuals 
has had his or her effect, large or small. The 
routine daily actions of all these people, including 
the Armstrongs, seem so insignificant at the time 
they are performed. Yet these many independent 
actions are what keep the companies in constant 
motion, vital, thriving, changing. Looking back, 
we can take a snap-shot of history, but even as the 
camera clicks, new history is unfolding all around us.

 To find out more about the history of this famous 
American hand tool brand go to the company 
website; www.armstrongtools.com and click on 
‘Heritage’ or go to our family Facebook page 
where you can see this booklet and share your 
Armstrong Family story.

ARMSTRONG BROS. TOOL FAMILY / FACEBOOK

Armstrong family stockholders present at the last stockholders meeting. Paul Armstrong, former President during the sale to Danaher 
and last surviving member of the third generation management team is on the far left. 



We acknowledge with thanks the efforts of Ross Llewellyn, Inc. in the 
preparation of the original edition of this booklet. Themselves a important part 
of Armstrong’s first 100 years, Ross Llewellyn, a Chicago based advertising 
agency, has been with us since March 1, 1932.

We would also like to sincerely thank Kobeco Graphic Communications, Inc., 
a Channahon, IL based advertising agency, for their help with this revised 
edition which includes the Armstrong post 1990 history.


