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The following is the sixth in a series of articles about con-
tinuity of family ownership and leadership in ADSC com-
panies. During the next two years we will be reporting on
ADSC companies with multiple generations of ownership
and management. This article is about the Watson family of
Fort Worth, Texas and the history of Verne, Jack, David and
Doug. (Editor)

Nature versus nurture. Psychologists have debated for
years whether a person’s abilities and tendencies are innate
or learned. The Watson family story no doubt would pro-
vide fodder for a lively debate between the two camps. Have
four generations simply demonstrated the mechanical abil-
ities coded into their genes, or did a long history of prob-
lem-solving skills and mechanical innovation create a con-
centrated learning environment for the people living in it? 

The Early Years

Verne Watson was born in 1896 and grew into an adult
in an era when jobs weren’t handed out and no safety nets
were available for those who didn’t find work. He lived in
Fort Worth, Texas, in the middle of oil country. As a young
husband, his resourcefulness emerged quickly when he es-
tablished the Fort Worth House Moving Company circa
1922. He built a pole truck out of materials he had at hand,
hired a crew (including his brother, Paul), and began mov-
ing houses and other structures around the Fort Worth
area.  Construction methods and materials at the time made
house moving more economical than building new homes,
and there was sufficient need for the company to become
successful. At the time, “Being successful meant being able
to survive,” says David Watson, Verne’s grandson.
Verne’s mechanical abilities were immediately apparent

as he expanded into moving…everything. He first modi-
fied his pole truck to accommodate larger loads, then man-
ufactured cranes and chassis to achieve greater capacities.
Fort Worth House Moving Company secured jobs lifting
heavy loads, erecting machinery and structures, and mov-
ing equipment from one location to another. In general,
the company performed all sorts of what was known as
millwright work, which requires a wide spectrum of me-
chanical abilities and knowledge and a good dose of 
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Verne Watson (right) and brother Paul c1930.



Doug, David and Jack - Orlando Expo 2004.



innovation. Verne even figured out a way to move a large oil tank
for one project using blocks of ice.  
Throughout the early growth of the company, Verne’s priority

was taking care of his family. He and his wife, Ruth, had one son,
Jack, who was born in 1922. Verne’s hard work provided for Ruth
and Jack, and Jack showed an interest in the family business at an
early age. He spent long hours with his dad at their new shop,
which was only a few blocks from the house, and Jack was a fre-
quent visitor to the company’s many project sites. His parents fos-

tered this interest by sending him to North Texas Agricultural Col-
lege, (which ultimately became the University of Texas at Arling-
ton), where he majored in aeronautical engineering.
Verne’s family loyalties weren’t limited just to his wife and son.

His mother had made him promise as a young man to always take
care of his brother, and he was true to his word. He made Paul an
equal partner in the business, and later he found a place for one of
Paul’s children who was interested in being part of the company.
Verne had a reputation as a hard worker, but his generosity and

kind spirit were even better known than his work
ethic.
Fort Worth House Moving Company stopped

moving houses in the 1930’s as other forms of
work became more profitable. Verne expanded the

business significantly during World War II, partic-
ularly in conjunction with several aircraft manu-
facturers. One contract was with Convair, a pre-
decessor to General Dynamics and Lockheed Mar-
tin. Fort Worth House Moving became a major
player in the millwright business in Fort Worth
and in the surrounding area.
Starting with their first job in 1922, Fort Worth

House Moving Company was both a contractor
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Verne had a reputation as a hard worker, but
his generosity and kind spirit were even better
known than his work ethic.
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House moving project - c1940.

Verne Watson in his later years c1970.



FOUNDATION DRILLING August/September 2014 Page 49

and an equipment manufacturer. They constantly adapted their
own equipment to fit the parameters of the jobs they were hired
to execute. Verne Watson did not differentiate between contract-
ing and manufacturing in his business, he simply did what had to

be done to meet his customers’ needs. This versatility was a valu-
able asset and would prove to be a defining characteristic of the
business.  
Jack followed many of the men in the country into World War

II, where he served for
three years as a bomber
pilot and flight instructor.
Upon his return, he had
nowhere to live with his
new bride, Mary E. Barlow,
“Meb.” The son of a house
mover and a millwright
didn’t have the same con-
straints as the rest of the
servicemen returning to a
housing shortage. Verne’s
house had a detached dou-
ble garage, so the company
simply lifted the roof, con-
structed a second floor, and
the young couple had a
place to live.  Such was the
appropriate and auspicious
beginning of Jack’s indus-
trious era with the com-
pany.

For a man who reportedly loved a slide rule and
continued to tinker with airplanes long after his
military days, the family business was a perfect
home for a man driven to make things. Jack con-
tinued to fly, but also painted with oils and engaged
in gunsmithing, demonstrating the creative ability
so critical for real innovation.  

Changes Were Coming

Because the company’s activities involved heavy
lifting and rigging, soon the erstwhile house
movers were setting steel girders for the Texas De-
partment of Transportation for a bridge over the
Colorado River. Most foundation systems were
constructed on driven piles at the time, but a new
type of drilled and cast foundation was gaining
recognition, particularly in California. Verne had
observed numerous complications in lifting and
adjusting the girders on driven piles that changed
in elevation, so they wasted no time in considering
drilled shafts as an alternate foundation system for
the bridge. In 1940, they pulled an engine and
transmission out of an old Buick, attached it to a

modified pole truck using the modified rear differential of a truck,
and stabbed an oilfield kelly bar through the middle. Thus, the
first Watson drill rig was born. After experimenting with various
tools and drilling methods, design improvements were made to
create a series of drill attachments that mounted to Watson-made
cranes. 
Jack’s engineering mind was quick to find a means to prove the

capacity of drilled shaft foundations. In an early job he added re-
action piles to a constructed shaft and load tested a 20-inch shaft
10 feet deep. Company brochures heralded these data and trum-
peted the engineering evaluation behind them. Subsequent 

WATSON Contd.

(Continued on page 50)

Verne Watson did not differentiate between contracting and
manufacturing in his business, he simply did what had to be
done to meet his customers’ needs.

Jack supervises drilling. 

1928 version of what was to be.
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in-house load testing demonstrated capacities of up to 300 tons.
Load testing also was conducted in conjunction with the Texas
Department of Transportation. 
Reinforced concrete shafts proved to be perfect foundations for

the Texas geology, and soon the Watsons were installing shafts rou-
tinely. Fort Worth House Moving Company became the Watson
Foundation Company to respond to the change in the primary
function of the business. The foundation drilling business quickly
expanded to jobs throughout the United States. Watson opened

offices in Atlanta, Georgia, and Denver, Colorado. Soon the man-
ufacturing and contracting sides of the company became more dis-
tinct as the equipment developed into more complex machinery.
By this time, the organization was operating with
two primary activities: foundation drilling and
drill rig manufacturing.
Meb and Jack’s family expanded as quickly as

the company, with three children, John, David,
and Catherine born between 1946 and 1952.
Middle son, David, like his dad, began hanging
around the shop as a very young man. He re-
members his dad’s single-mindedness and pen-
chant for chasing an idea for a new piece of
equipment with an unswerving intensity. Along
the way, the Watson family work ethic was front
and center; David never knew any other option
than working hard to deliver a quality job to ful-
fill the client’s needs. 
The success of drilled shaft foundations be-

came known internationally, and demand for
equipment grew. Many U.S. foundation contrac-
tors were reluctant to buy equipment from a
competitor, so Watson set its sights on overseas

markets. In the 1960’s, Watson began delivering rigs
to England, France, Italy, Mexico, and Malaysia,
among other countries. As sales increased, their own
contracting jobs decreased, until contracting was al-
most an inconsequential part of the business and
Watson became primarily a manufacturer. An impor-
tant advancement came about in 1968 when Watson
sold its first “mobile” rigs in the U.S. and Canada. The
company had built its own mobile rigs in the past,
but this marked the beginning of sales to former com-
petitors. Many of the earlier customers were, and are,
prominent in the drilled shaft industry today, such as
ADSC Past President, Stan Anderson, Anderson
Drilling, (now Hayward Baker), Lakeside, California.
Stan, who is well known for his own machine design
proclivities, still visits Watson’s Fort Worth facility
every year.
Jack continued to be fascinated with modifying the

equipment to do a better job. He listened to clients and often en-
gaged in elaborate design and testing exercises to create a piece of
equipment to address a very specific and singular situation. His
need to understand the capabilities of the drilling equipment was
so strong that he once drilled a shaft into rock, lowered himself
into it, and had an operator drill an adjacent hole so he could
watch the auger cut rock from inside the rock!
Although Verne was not interested in the more complex man-

ufacturing, he continued to supervise local contracting work and
take care of his family. Watson’s sales increased, and the need for
more rigs grew as drilled shafts established a presence in the foun-
dation market.

David Becomes Involved

In 1968, David returned to Fort Worth and Watson from the
University of Texas at Austin, where he was an engineering major.
He brought with him his new bride, Meredith. David also brought
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Reinforced concrete shafts proved to be perfect foundations
for the Texas geology, and soon the Watsons were installing
shafts routinely. Fort Worth House Moving Company 
became the Watson Foundation Company to respond to 
the change in the primary function of the business.
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Jack (left) works on new design.

ADSC Texas Chapter meets in 1983, its founding year.
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with him experience with the inner workings of the Watson op-
erations. He had spent summers at the company working in the
field as a swamper and in the office in the engineering department.
And so another hard-working Watson joined the family business
full-time. 
The fledgling nature of the drilled shaft industry was a boon for

companies such as Watson who had a foot in the door. But the in-
dustry was not organized, and infighting was rampant. According
to David, “The contractors fought with each other constantly, tear-
ing down any advances in the market. Everyone was concerned
with how big his piece of the pie was and not how to make the pie
bigger.” In 1971, a raucous bunch of Texas drillers were responsi-

ble for the advent of the ADSC. This organization immediately
served to unify the contractors and manufacturers, allowing real
advances in market share and innovation to take place. Jack was
a founding member and an early supporter of the value of the
ADSC, for which he served as the first President. Jack and his ven-
erable compatriots recognized that a cooperative approach would
allow them to increase the size of the pie rather than fight over it.
Their cohesive efforts helped put drilled shafts ahead of driven
piles as a preferred foundation element and forged the way for the
Association we know today.  
Because Watson made significant strides in the invention of new

and effective drill rigs throughout
the 1960’s and early 1970’s, their
productivity made them an attrac-
tive target for others who would
capitalize on their long years of re-
search and client development.
Two individuals approached Wat-
son in the early 1970’s and offered
to act as their exclusive sales rep-
resentatives. Known as Stratadrill
they were given offices within the
Watson facility. The arrangement
was a partnership and at the time
the arrangement effectively served
to separate the Watsons from their
longstanding client base by doing
all the sales contacts and leaving
the Watsons to do the manufacturing. “Jack was happy, because he
loved design and engineering and was less interested in sales,”
David observes. Due to some of Stratadrill’s sales strategies the re-
sult was decreased cash flow, which negatively impacted the once
healthy business. The financial decline reached a turning point
when in 1973 Watson’s own bank changed ownership and con-
solidated the companies under Stratadrill, who were in possession
of the rig orders. Watson suddenly was loaded with inventory but
with no sales agreements to convert the equipment into revenue.
Ultimately, Stratadrill and Watson parted ways. Ever true to his
family, Verne saved the company phone number during the battle
by installing himself in the Expressway Motel next door and
started a completely new company, which was a foundation repair
business. Rebuilding was slow, but the company reclaimed clients
and began to work on new developments in drill rigs. Certainly
men who were accustomed to moving oil tanks using blocks of
ice could not be beaten with a short-term financial setback.
The problems at Watson may have occurred relatively early in

David’s career, but he had a strikingly familiar incentive to restore
the family business. In 1973, David and Meredith had just given
birth to their second child, a son, Doug. David was cut from the
same cloth as his grandfather, Verne, and he knew he had to help
save the company to take care of his family.
David jumped into the effort of rebuilding with both feet.

Which is not to say it was an easy task. The staff had been depleted
to 20 employees, and a chasm existed between the Watsons and
their old clients. David worked hard to put his knowledge and ex-
perience to good use, most notably in the area of customer serv-
ice and support. The Watsons had learned a valuable lesson about
why their customers must always receive top-notch attention. In
time, the business disruption and lean times seemed to develop as
drivers for the Watsons, who refocused on building tough drill
rigs for good customers.
During the 1970’s, Verne stepped out of the business with the

knowledge that Watson was in good hands. He dabbled in his
foundation repair company, but that slowly tapered off. Jack shared
his father’s protective view of family, but his interpretation was
slightly different. By 1982, Verne and Ruth’s health had declined,
and Meb also was experiencing health problems. Jack hired Donna
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David Watson accepting Asso-
ciate Member of the Year.

Their cohesive efforts helped put drilled shafts ahead of
driven piles as a preferred foundation element and forged 
the way for the Association we know today.  

Watson's first domestic mobile rig - Stan Anderson Observing -
1968.
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Shady as his personal assistant to attend to miscellaneous duties.
Part of those tasks included making sure that his family members
were cared for while his attention was directed toward the rapidly
growing business. She drove them to doctors’ appointments,
checked on them at home, and performed various jobs for Jack,
such as overseeing the renovation of his office. He appreciated her
work and treated Donna like a daughter. “Tell me a story,” he
would say, meaning “Come into my office and tell me how things
are going.”
John Monroe joined the company in 1984, and David worked

closely with him to move the business forward. John became Sales
Manager and was extremely customer-focused. David’s knowledge
of the products and applications, and John’s customer-driven en-
ergy created a dynamic business team. The Watson operation was

evolving, and this time the developments were positive.  
Verne passed away in 1983, and Ruth followed him in 1985.

Meb also succumbed to her physical problems and died in 1984.
Soon thereafter, Jack married his second wife, Vi Luchak, and his
life changed. Donna had become such a part of the Watson fam-
ily that Jack decided to put her under the wing of John Monroe,
who gave her a series of positions of increasing responsibility. Over
the years, she acquired the duties of environmental compliance
officer, safety manager, events manager, and facilities manager. She
even designed custom adaptations for specific equipment, thus
making an extraordinary transition from personal secretary to
management professional. In this manner, the Watson family grew
even though the founding members were gone. 

A New Direction

While the company gained momentum, a philosophical divide
developed between Verne’s side of the family and Paul’s. In 1984,
Paul’s son, Raymond, had decided to move from passive share-
holder to active Controller and Board Member after he retired from
a career in the food industry in the early 1980’s. He and his brother,
Duke, now held two of the four board positions, and none of their
family appeared to be interested in the future of the business. It be-
came evident that their preferred course of action was to cash in
their shares by making the company an attractive target for ac-
quisition. Jack and David were devoted to the vision that made
Verne such a pioneer in the 1920’s, but family loyalty now resulted
in a stalemate between the two sides of the family.  Thirty years
later, Doug can recall the defeated look on his father’s face as David
tried to explain what a Board of Directors was to an 11-year-old
Doug.  
Perseverance became the name of the game for David and Jack.

They were proud of the family business, knew its potential and
wanted to continue to try to make better drill rigs for their cus-
tomers, many of whom they could name as friends. The family di-
vision generated tensions within the business throughout the
1980’s and 1990’s. David didn’t let the tension limit his pursuits,
and he gained new clients and solidified existing ones. He con-
centrated on knowing his clients and understanding their equip-
ment needs as business owners. He drove the idea of customer

service deep into the company’s culture, which proved to be fun-
damental to Watson’s continued success. Jack continued to de-
sign, responding to the input being collected by David. Despite
the differing objectives of the family, the business leveraged the
strong economy of the 1990’s to grow beyond all previous levels,
gaining market share and expanding into the oilfield side of the
business with effective “rathole” rigs. Even though the two sides
of the family disagreed on most things, they both knew that the
good health of the company was the key to any successful out-
come.  

Enter Generation IV, Doug

David’s son Doug followed in his father’s footsteps, visiting the
shop on the weekends and studying drilling equipment from a
child’s perspective. He announced that he intended to join the
family business during his kindergarten graduation, and he even
drew an elaborate drill rig design in second grade. His parents di-
vorced when he was in grade school, and he spent a number of

years away from the company in
Massachusetts. But his mind had
stayed the course, and he at-
tended engineering school at the
University of Massachusetts be-
fore returning to Texas to attend
graduate school in mechanical
engineering at the University of
Texas.  He wisely decided to work
for several years in an unrelated
manufacturing field for a com-
pany acclaimed for having culti-
vated a productive and positive
working environment for em-
ployees. Doug absorbed and
stored the information, returning finally to work at Watson in
2002. Fortunately, Doug did not have to face the family disagree-
ment as his presence gave his father the needed leverage to nego-
tiate a buyout of Duke and Raymond. The dramatic benefit of a
common, rather than divided, vision was immediately apparent.
The company as a whole appreciated the positive environment

WATSON Contd.

(Continued on page 53)

Doug Watson - 4th Generation.

David’s knowledge of the products and applications, and
John’s customer-driven energy created a dynamic business
team.

Some of Doug Watson's first designs - 1983 (age 10).
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and forward progress was exponential.
Doug wasted no time in putting his abilities (and long years of

observation) to work to create an American version of a European
style drill rig. The “Model 4400” was introduced at the 2004 Geo-
Support held in Orlando, Florida. It was a culmination of Doug’s
thoughts over many years on drill rig innovation.
Doug has brought his own slant to the business, by working to

preserve what has made Watson’s rigs successful while also in-
corporating better manufacturing and new drilling methods. By
studying drilling equipment as part of the jobsite as a whole, he too
has shown a creative side that is innate in true innovators. He
builds on the solid relationships his dad has established with

clients by supplementing David’s knowledge of the client’s busi-
ness with a greater understanding of the demands customers are
facing with jobsite logistics and scheduling concerns. “Where does
the rig fit into the project equation?” is a twist on the traditional
approach to designing and selling drill rigs.

Watson and Soilmec Join Forces

Doug and David continue to work and build the business with
a shared vision. Until his death in 2006 Jack was less present but
still contributed to design discussions, mainly by critiquing Doug’s
design work. Shortly thereafter, Watson Drill Rigs’s success caught
the attention of the Trevisani family, owners of ADSC Associate
Member, Soilmec, an Italian equipment manufacturer. Discussions
ensued, and both companies believed that a partnership would
help the two businesses increase market share internationally. In
addition, Doug stated, “We both had strengths and different types
of experience with certain phases of business. This was an oppor-
tunity to learn from each other.” The partnership was formalized
in 2009, weathered the global financial storm of 2008-2009, and
is strong today. The companies operate independently and coop-
erate when beneficial, while still having an individual presence in
the marketplace.
Despite the storms that befell the Watson organization over the

years, a number of employees, similar to Donna Shady, have hung
on for the long haul. Terry Kepley started with the company as a
superintendent in 1970 when Watson still was in the contracting
business and endured the challenges of the 1970’s and 1980’s,
bringing continuity to the operation during the ongoing changes.
Paul Haybe, a longtime employee in the assembly department, “al-
lowed” another employee, Johnny Richmond, to wed his lovely
daughter. Their son, Richard, is the latest in this line to join the
Watson organization. And John Monroe, who was an instrumen-
tal and valuable part of the organization as Vice President of Sales
and Marketing, served in stellar fashion for 28 years until his re-
tirement.
Watson Drill Rigs is a solid player in the drill rig manufacturing

industry, and all signs point to success in the future. Doug married
his wife, Trish, in 2006, and they quickly started building a new
generation of hard-working Watsons. In 2013, at his kindergarten
graduation, their son, Parker, declared his intention to work at the
company when he grows up. He has a basic understanding of drill
rigs and his father’s drawing skills. All the pieces are in place for
another chapter in the Watson saga. Perhaps Parker will be start-
ing his career there nine years from now as the company celebrates
its 100th year in business. 
What remains to be seen is how Parker, or perhaps his sisters

Madison and Sarah, will complement what must be a genetic pre-
disposition for creating mechanical equipment that solves prob-
lems. Verne’s resourcefulness was driven by his need to take care
of his family. Jack reveled in devising a solution for a particular
need, addressing his customer’s specific problems with concen-
trated study. David has recognized the value of staying connected
to his customers as people and understanding their businesses.
And Doug is looking at the drill rig as part of a larger operation,
seeing his client’s jobsite needs both at the ground level and from
10,000 feet.
It also should be noted that both David and Doug followed in

Jack’s footsteps in yet another way, that being proactive involve-
ment in the ADSC. David served several terms on the ADSC’s
Board of Directors, held the office of Treasurer, and as such was a
member of the Executive Committee of the Board. Doug was the
President of the ADSC’s South Central Chapter, and remains very
active in chapter and international association affairs. Watson has
always encouraged its personnel to be involved in ADSC activi-
ties at the highest level. Western Region Sales Director Tony Kraut
is a current board member, and is the Chairman of the associa-
tion’s Education Committee. John Monroe served on the ADSC
board as well. Watson Drill Rigs has been a sponsor and supporter
of the ADSC and its programs since its very beginning.
There might be an inclination to believe that the success of Wat-

son and the quality of their products comes from the fact that the
Watsons grew up in the business and this is all they know how to
do. But true innovation doesn’t come through osmosis. And each
generation has added more complex flavors to the soup. Surely
there must be some part of this success that comes from the Wat-
son blood. “Have ice blocks, will travel.”

To see more historical photos, go to www.watsonusa.com/#/upcom-
ing-exhibits/photo-gallery.
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“Where does the rig fit into the project equation?” is a twist
on the traditional approach to designing and selling drill rigs.

Gen 5 leadership team?  Parker Watson and friends at family day
event.


