
would have a fence around it to identify the 

property lines. 

In 1969 Rex became the assistant regional 

manager for Merchant Products, a division 

of Continental Steel.  His territory became 

the central region of Indiana, Ohio, and 

Michigan. 

ñNo one worked on commission, everyone 

worked on salary,ò Fager said.  ñThe salary 

was comparable to a teacherôs salary.ò  

Fager noted that a bonus system was in-

cluded. 

In 1972 Fager was promoted to manager of 

chain link fence sales.  Then, two years later, 

he became regional manager for Merchant 

Products, which included chain link fencing. 

He was responsible for sales in Indiana, Illi-

nois, Michigan, and Wisconsin, supervising 

10 sales people.  Products sold by Merchant 

Products included nails, farm fencing, rebar, 

reinforcing fabric, and chain link fence. 

However, changes were underway at the 

company.  Fager recalls many actions going 

on behind the scenes that led to Continental 

Steelôs demise. 

 In 1965, Continental Steel was working 

on a merger with Hausman Steel in        

The Howard County Historical Society 

has dedicated 2009 to the fascinating, 

complicated and compelling story of 

Continental Steel Corporation. During 

the study, 14 oral histories were con-

ducted, and a wide variety of artifacts 

were collected.  On Tuesday, October 20, 

the historical society will present its find-

ings at a public program.  During this 

program, guests will have the opportu-

nity to share additional stories about            

Continental Steel.  
 

T he story of Continental Steel is 

the story of the people who 

served the company in a variety of ca-

pacities. Rex Fagerôs part of the story is 

that of a salesman for more than 30 years 

who ultimately lost his job when the company 

folded in 1986. 

Fager was hired at Continental Steel on October 

1, 1953, as a sales trainee in the chain link fence 

department. His sales territory was Kentucky and 

everything in Indiana south of Bloomington.  

In 1955, Fager returned to Kokomo and contin-

ued to sell chain link fence in Indiana north of 

Kokomo until 1961. One of his customers at that 

time was Crown Point Cemetery in Kokomo. 

Fager said it was his idea to set the fence up a 

little higher to 

compensate for 

leaf clean up in the 

fall. By doing so, 

the leaves did not 

get stuck against 

the fence, saving 

the city thousands 

of        dollars. 

In 1961 Fager 

moved to Detroit 

to handle the 

Michigan market.  

At the time, it was 

the largest fence 

market in the coun-

try. Fager said   

almost every house 
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at 7:15 p.m.: $5                 

Call the historical society 

at (765)452-4314  

to make a reservation.   

Galvanizing chain link fence rolls through the Kokomo Plant. 
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of merchant trade in 1975 and vice president of sales in 1981, a 

promotion he recalls as his proudest moment. 

Then the company filed Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection for 

the first time.  George Downing became vice president of opera-

tions, a man whom Fager recalls as ñthe best vice presidentò he 

worked for during his years with the company.   

Ultimately Fager said several events took place that finally 

brought the company to an end during 1984 and 1985. 

When the company filed for Chapter 11 for the second time, a 

lawsuit was filed regarding an order that could not be filled for 

rods.  A claim was made that the rods were faulty and the buyer 

did not pay the bill, resulting in a loss of significant funds.   

In addition, the company installed a continuous caster that was 

built by the Italians.  It could produce 175 tons of steel continu-

ously every three to five hours.  However, the workers could not 

operate the machine and thought is was too dangerous, Fager 

said.  The company brought the Italians back, but the machinery 

could not be operated.  In addition during this time, two strikes 

took place. 

In 1986 officers of the company, along with the company      

attorney, went back to court to file Chapter 11.  During the meet-

ings the company was forced into Chapter 7 bankruptcy.   

When the last billet was rolled in 1986, Fager was called to the 

plant to see if he wanted a piece of the steel, which he donated to 

the historical society.   

Ironically, when Continental Steel closed in 1986, it had the 

most orders on the books in its history.  Fager was head of the 

sales department at the time.  

Fagerôs last day of work was February 21, 1986.  He was 59 

years old and had worked at the company for 32 years.  

                                                                                                      

After learning he would lose 40 percent of his pension, Fager 

Michigan, trying to vertically integrate that company.  Penn- 

Dixie Cement Company was doing the same.  Ultimately 

Penn-Dixie acquired Hausman Steel, and its owner, Bill 

Hausman, told Penn-Dixie officials that they should con-

sider acquiring Continental Steel as well. This began Penn- 

Dixieôs efforts to take over Continental Steel. 

In 1967 Art L. Miller, president of the company, showed  

Fager plans for a continuous caster, which would have been 

the first in the Midwest.  At that time, Continental Steel had 

the funds to make this improvement. However, in 1969 Penn

- Dixie cancelled the plans for the continuous caster.   Fager 

said he felt this was the beginning of the companyôs failure.  

 ñPenn-Dixie prevented modernization of the mill,ò he 

said. 

In 1968 Jerome Castle, president of Penn-Dixie Inc., ob-

tained five percent of Continental Steelôs stock before any-

one knew it was Penn-Dixie.  

As Penn-Dixie began gaining control of the company,   

Castle arrived in Kokomo in a limousine, walked into the 

reception area, and asked to see president, Art Miller, Fager 

said.   

He reportedly said, ñMy name is Jerome Castle.  You can 

cooperate with me and save your job, or fight me and lose 

your job,ò Fager recalled. 

Many employees blamed Art for not fighting,ò Fager said. 

Three years later, Miller was gone. 

Fager said he had a low opinion of the way Castle took 

over the company.  He said in the early 1960s, Castle was a 

bartender in New York.  By enticing others with the oppor-

tunity of investing in Penn Dixie Cement Company, Castle  

organized a hostile takeover.  Fager said he took over     

Continental Steel in the same manner. 

In January 1971, Penn-Dixie brought in Jim Morrill, who 

was hired by Cas-

tle to be president.  

He brought along a 

man named Sapan-

ero to be the ex-

ecutive vice presi-

dent.   

ñFrom that point 

on Castle sucked 

the company dry,ò 

Fager said. 

In 1974 Conti-

nental Steel be-

came officially 

known as Penn-

Dixie Steel. 

Fager continued 

to climb the corpo-

rate ladder, be-

coming manager 

Continental Steel remembered, continued from page 1 

Bill Schwartz and Lester Ragen standing in front of stack of fencing at 
Continental Steel. 
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sought other employment.  However, he found it difficult to find 

another job at his age, at the same salary he had earned at Conti-

nental Steel.  Times had changed.   

Fager recalled the earlier years at Continental Steel and the job 

security employees believed they had.  ñYou went to Continental 

Steel, you had a job for a lifetime.  If you were not good at your 

job, they would find a job that you could succeed in.  There were 

third and fourth generation workers.ò 

Staff note:  From the early days of Kokomo Steel and Wire, to 

todayôs empty parcel of land , the treasured stories of Continental 

Steel, captured through the voices of the people who worked for 

the company, have been preserved for future generations. 

We would like to thank everyone who helped us with this very 

significant local history project.   
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Oral History Participants  

Continental Steel remembered, continued  

Donors of Continental Steel Artifacts 

The oral history project was made possible by a grant from the  

Community Foundation of Howard County. 
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Galvanizing chain link fence at the 
Kokomo Plant, Continental Steel Corpo-
ration. 
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An aerial view of the Continental Steel Corporation. 
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