


W now have a snapshot of how three men in
e 1955 threw together a small engineering
firm; how they kept it alive despite unforeseen
challenges; how they got along; how they changed
their business plan along the way because of
changes in the marketplace and new laws.

The following is an excerpt from The Way They Wanted It, A History of BWSC's First 50 Years. We pick up the story

where Dan Barge, Jr., Bill Waggoner, and Billy Sumner decide to start their own company. Dan was working for the

Nashville, Chattanooga & St. Louis Railroad (NC&StL); Bill had his own firm (Waggoner and Associates), and Billy

was with another company finishing up design work for Nashville’s first central wastewater plant.

: gt e
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The three young men all had somewhat promising careers,
and so it certainly wasn’t necessary that they start their own
company. In hindsight, the main thing that caused the creation
of Barge, Waggoner & Sumner took place in another industry.

... [T]he Nashville, Chattanooga & St. Louis Railroad
was not the only railroad in town. Although the NC&StL
had the most local employees of any Nashville railroad,
the Louisville & Nashville was much larger nationally. In
fact, the L&N owned about two-thirds of the stock in the
NC&StL, and had done so since 1879. However, under
requirement from the federal government, the L&N and the
NC&StL ran as separate railroads.

By 1954 the world had changed quite a bit from the days
when railroads were king. And on November 18, 1954, the
L&N and NC&StL announced their intentions to merge
operations. “The reason for the projected merger is purely
economic,” the head of the L&N said at the time. “It grows out
of the terrific competition presented to the railroad business
today by trucks, private automobiles, and other forms of
transportation.”

Nashville officials were shocked by this news; the merger was

publicly opposed by the Nashville Chamber of Commerce,

Left to right: Sumner, Waggoner, Cannon, and Barge, 1970

several local congressmen, and Nashville Mayor Ben West,
who tried to fight the consolidation between the railroads in
court. The Tennessean even offered its criticism. “Nashville is
concerned about losing the headquarters of a major railroad
and about the effects of the ‘merger’ on the employees who
would be affected,” the paper said in an editorial. “The question
of how rail service is going to be improved by killing off one
efficient railroad to give another a virtual monopoly in a
vast area remains as unanswered as ever.” However, the only
body whose opinion mattered was the Interstate Commerce
Commission, which gave its stamp of approval to the merger.
Dan Barge Jr., as turned out, was one of the lucky ones. Of
the 839 employees of the NC&StL Railroad in Nashville, Barge
was one of the few offered a comparable job with the L&N in
another city. “He was a highly regarded employee—well-placed
and well-connected,” Sumner said. “As I remember it, he could
have a job in Louisville or a job in Mobile or somewhere like
that. But he didn’t want to move. So one day we have lunch and
Dan says, ‘We have to decide something and I have to tell them
something’ And of course by this time we had been talking
about starting our own company for years. So we just decided
to do it. That was it.” Looking back, Barge and Sumner said
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One-room school in Butler Co, Ala., where Barge attended
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Employee owners as pictured in a 1971 brochure.

| felt like we
represented the biggest
three fields of engineering
work available,” Barge
later said.”l had railroad
and transportation and
industrial parks covered;
while Bill Waggoner had
the structural side,and
Billy Sumner had the water
treatment and sanitary
area covered, which was a
big deal then.

that they had also talked about starting a company in 1947, when they roomed
together in a boarding house.

Technically, the three young men didn’t start their own firm but reorganized
another—renaming Waggoner & Associates to Barge, Waggoner & Sumner—and
redistributing the stock of Waggoner & Associates three ways. Later they said
that they made Barge’s name first on the letterhead for the most practical of all
reasons. “There were about 12 consulting engineering firms in town,” Barge said.
“By making it Barge Waggoner instead of Waggoner Barge, we went from last to
first on the alphabetical list in the phone book.”

The effective date for the new company was January 1, 1955, and it took over
the old office of Bill Waggoner and Associates, located on the first floor of the
Tuck Building at 1123 Church Street. Since the building was adjacent to a viaduct,
it was by no means Class A office space. “The view out my window was of the
underside of the viaduct,” Sumner said. At first, Barge, Waggoner & Sumner

shared a floor with a whiskey wholesaler.

Like everyone else who has ever started his or her own company, the three
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Founders and the executive committee in 1995. Front row: Sumner, Waggoner, Cannon
and Barge; Back row: David Davidson, Harold Fulghum, Lee Kribbs, and Jack Wood

partners had no real idea where they were going to get work—only energy and
optimism. “We didn’t know any better; we were ignorant,” Bill Waggoner said
jokingly many years later when asked why the founding partners started the
firm. They each had contacts, but they certainly weren’t the only young engineers
in Nashville with contacts. Meanwhile, it is not as if there weren’t already some
engineers around; most of the architectural firms of that era—Marr & Holman,
for instance—had engineers on staff. And although the firm would pick up a
handful of important clients in its first two years, the three partners didn’t have
very many when they organized.

Dan Barge later said that if there was a single project that inspired them to
start Barge, Waggoner & Sumner, it was the idea of landing construction-phase
services on the Capitol Hill Urban Renewal Project. “The thing that triggered
Waggoner and me to get Barge Waggoner started was so we could submit on that
project,” Barge said. What they didn’t know then was that their attempt to land
that job would fail.

One thing that did make the founding trio formidable was their
combination of skills and specialties. “I felt like we represented the biggest
three fields of engineering work available,” Barge later said. “I had railroad
and transportation and industrial parks covered, while Bill Waggoner had the
structural side, and Billy Sumner had the water treatment and sanitary area
covered, which was a big deal then.”

For what it is worth, the men also had a financial plan that was easy to
remember: Gross $50,000 the first year and pay each of the three founders $100
per week salary. And in an era before computer technology, they didn’t have to
spend a lot of money on equipment. In fact, the railroad merger that precipitated

the firm’s formation made equipment purchases even cheaper than they would
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