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In 1969, a modest lubricant company in northwest 
Indianapolis celebrated 50 years of operation. In 
its newsletter, the D-A Weekly Letter, the company 
prominently featured a serialized history of the 
company, with the first installment beginning as 
follows: “The history of the D-A Lubricant Company, 
Inc. is a very interesting story, not alone because of its 
achievement and success, but because it was born at 
the same time as another great industry, and has had an 
active part in its growth and development ever since, 
from the standpoint of service and of specialization.” 
Today, as that same company celebrates its second 
full 50 years of operation, many of those same themes 
remain: success, growth, specialization, and service. 

For the past century, the D-A Lubricant Company 
has never wavered from its commitment to offering 
the most complete and superior quality products 
(engine oils, gear lubricants, engine coolants, 
transmission lubricants, hydraulic oils, greases, and 
specialty lubricants) in the market today. As the 
first company ever to specialize exclusively in the 
manufacture and distribution of heavy-duty lubricants 
designed especially for earth-moving equipment, 
D-A engineers have uniquely formulated products to 
meet the challenges in heavy industry of all kinds. 
Those include construction; above- and below-ground 
mining; short and long-haul trucking; landfills/co-
generation; natural gas transportation fleets; quarry 
(stationary and mobile equipment); agriculture; 
concrete/asphalt/super-pave; marine; industry; and 
specialty applications.

Introduction
With extensive lab facilities and a highly regarded 

research team, D-A Lubricant Company boasts 
lubricants formulations that are always responsive 
to and ahead of the changing market. The company, 
which is ISO 9001-2015 quality certified, offers a 
full array of greases, oils, hydraulic fluids, gear oils, 
and specialty lubricants that remains the top choice 
to extend fleet life and service hours. With a focus 
on customer-service, quality, and dependability, D-A 
enters its centennial celebration with pride for its past 
and optimism for its future. This is its story.
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The Great War had as profound of an impact on the world 
and the United States as any event in modern history. New 
technologies forever changed modern warfare, resulting 
in more death and destruction than ever before. With the 
armistice of 1918 (on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of 
the eleventh month) and the signing of the Treaty of Versailles 
in early 1919, World War I ended. In the United States, the 
end of the war signaled a watershed for political, economic, 
and social changes. Ratified in mid-January 1919, the 
Eighteenth Amendment prohibited the production, transport, 
and sale of alcohol. Later that summer, Congress proposed 
the Nineteenth Amendment for ratification, extending the 
right to vote to women. Economically, the Great War lead to 
a boom in the United States, with manufacturing focusing on 
wartime necessities and unemployment dropping from 7.9 
percent to 1.4 percent. 

It was at this time, following World War I, that engineers 
and designers began to apply the knowledge and mechanical 
design gained during the war to improve industrial and heavy-
duty equipment for peacetime application. They began to 
think in terms of complex gear assemblies, focusing on more 
horsepower, heavy pressures, and higher shaft and journal 
speeds to make more efficient and powerful machines. 
Despite improvements in these machines, the greases offered 
still applied to the principles of “wagon wheel” lubrication. 
“Grease was grease,” read a history of this period, “so long 
as it looked and felt greasy.”

To meet the requirements of the newly-designed 
heavy-duty equipment of the day, a lubricant company was 
established in our nation’s capital. D-A Lubricant Company 
was incorporated on January 7, 1919 in Washington, DC with 
an initial capital stock of $5,000, which was paid in full by 

CHAPTER 1:
Foundation and Early Years, 1919 – 1945

The original home of D-A Lubricant Company 
in 1919 in Washington, DC, located at 1811 
7th Street, NW. This image appears in a photo 
album owned by one of D-A’s first presidents, 
Frank Binford, on a page that reads “Great 
Oaks from tiny Acorns Grow.” (Image courtesy 
of the Indiana Historical Society [IHS]).
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Above- As seen in this 1919 brochure, the name “D-A” actually comes 
from “Dependable-Always” or “DepenD-Ability,” and not from the 
names of founders Dorsch and Atkins (as many have believed). From 
its DC headquarters, D-A sold lubricants in 5 lb. cans, 50 lb. cans, 
half barrels, and barrels.

Below- A $100 share from D-A’s first stock, during its time in 
Washington, DC. The company was incorporated with 
its initial capital stock of $5,000 in 
January 1919.

When Frank Binford purchased D-A 
Lubricant Company and brought it to 
Indianapolis, he moved the company to 
W. 29th Street, by the Indianapolis Water 
Company Canal and a railway. Pictured 
here is a view looking north from D-A 
Lubricant Company, south of 29th Street.

Signing the contract, undated.



- 6 -

Peter M. Dorsch (48 shares issued to him), J. Barrett Carter (1 
share), and Anthony H. Atkins (1 share). Dorsch was named 
President and Treasurer while Carter became Secretary and 
Atkins was named Vice President and General Manager. 
Operations began on March 1, 1919 at the company’s first 
facilities, located at 1811 7th Street, NW. 

Much speculation has persisted over the origin of the 
company’s name. As explained in early brochures and 
newspaper advertisements from the company’s time in 
Washington, DC, D-A Lubricant was named not for two 
of those founders (Dorsch and Atkins), but because of its 
dependable nature. “Dependable-Always: D-A Lubricant,” 
reads a 1919 advertisement from The Washington Times, “the 
lubricant you’ve been waiting for.” In its fiftieth anniversary 
history, the D-A Weekly Letter noted that one of the early 
company brochures gives an additional play on letters for the 
D-A trade name: DepenD-Ability. “We’ll wager you thought 
it came from Dorsch and Atkins,” the history chides.

Regardless of how the company was named, one 
thing was for sure: the original D-A lubricant was truly an 
exceptional product. The “densified oil,” which came in 
three grades (light, medium, heavy), was named D-A #1, 
#2, and #3. The “100% mineral lubricant for gears, worms, 
chains, cables, and bearings” was intended for automobiles, 
trucks, tractors, mining and farm equipment, stokers and 
elevators, and dredges. It was said to stick to metal while 

A drawing of D-A’s original facility in Indianapolis, 1919 (image 
courtesy of the IHS).

(From left to right) Louis Slicer, R.E. 
Russell, J.B. Candy, Frank L. Binford 
(seated), and L.S. Graham (image 
courtesy of the IHS).

also defying heat, cold, steam, and salt water. Initially, the 
original lubricants were offered in 5 lb. cans, 50 lb. cans, half 
barrels, and barrels. It was the quality and dependability of 
the product that caught the attention of a businessman from 
Indianapolis who would go on to change the history of the 
company forever.

Frank Binford became interested in the possibility of 
acquiring D-A Lubricant Company through William H. 
Bryson, who had helped Dorsch and Atkins incorporate 
the company in Washington, DC before he moved to 
Indiana. Throughout early 1919, Binford corresponded with 
Bryson about the progress of the company and the point 
of expansion. In August of that year, Binford and Bryson 
traveled to Washington to talk with Atkins about buying 
the controlling interest in the Company. After Binford 
returned to Indianapolis, the purchase of the D-A Lubricant 
Company continued, with an attorney, A. L. Handy (721 
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A copy of D-A’s stock from its early days in Indiana.

D-A’s facilities along the Indianapolis Water Company Canal, 1927 
(image courtesy of the IHS).

The company’s first tank car of oil received on December 17, 1926 
(images courtesy of the IHS).
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It is worth noting that many have erroneously stated 
that Binford purchased the patent rights for the original 
D-A Lubricant products, in addition to the company itself. 
In actuality, there was never a patent issued on the original 
D-A products, a decision made by Binford and other 
members of management. As longtime D-A chemist Jess 
Smither explains, “patents only protected the formulation 
for a period of seventeen years and then it became public 
domain.” To protect the formulations and preserve the 
propriety of the products, management felt it was in the 
company’s best interest to maintain them as secret. “This 
was done very effectively.”

A New Location for the Newly-Acquired Company
After Frank Binford took over control of D-A Lubricant 

Company, it was agreed by stockholders that the entire 
business would be moved to Indianapolis. The first parties 
agreed to build a facility at W. 29th Street, on a piece of land 
valued at $2,000 located adjacent to the Indianapolis Water 
Company Canal and a railway. That first building, located 
at 1331 W. 29th Street, was a 30’ by 50’ structure that cost 
$4,000 to build. It was financed by Binford and H.B. Burnet, 
who was one of Binford’s original business associates in the 
new venture. Burnet was also a member of Binford’s lumber 
business, which later became known as Burnet-Binford 
Lumber Company.
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515.91

6,132.22

Capitol Stock
Bills Payable
Commissions Payable
Pro�t & Loss

2,091.82
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2,662.39
605.91

6,132.22

Inventory
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Bills Receivable
Cash

Assets Liabilities

Southern Building, Washington, DC) drawing up contracts. 
Frank Binford traveled back to the capital, closing the deal 
and taking over the company on October 22, 1919. Binford 
became President and Treasurer while retaining Atkins 
as Vice President and making L.C. Slicer the company’s 
Secretary. The terms of the sale involved $5,500 paid in 
cash to Dorsch, while all outstanding stock in his name (48 
shares), as well as 1 share of J. B. Carter’s, was turned over 
to Binford, with Slicer receiving 1 share.

The statement of the condition of D-A Lubricant 
Company, as of September 30, 1919, read as follows:

An early look at D-A’s offices, 1929 (images courtesy of the IHS).
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As D-A’s sales grew in 
the early 1920s, so too 
did its facilities. This 
image shows the years 
when various additions 
to D-A’s buildings were 
completed. (Image 
courtesy of the IHS).

The brick section of D-A’s facilities, pictured in 1929 
(Image courtesy of the IHS).

(Images courtesy 
of the IHS).

While the new facility was being constructed, all the 
machinery, stock, and merchandise from Washington had 
been transported to Indianapolis. It was during this time that 
a boxcar uncoupled from the freight train that had arrived 
from Washington, DC. “A switch engine shunted the car up 
a spur line to a spot near 29th Street and left it there,” read a 
history of the company. “Although few people were aware of 
it, the D-A Lubricant Company had arrived in Indianapolis.”

In addition to physically relocating the company, 
management agreed that D-A would be organized in Indiana 
as well. On March 2, 1920, Binford, Atkins, Slicer, and 
Bryson met in the offices of W. Gage Hoag, in the Fidelity 
Trust Building of Indianapolis, to file application papers for 
the company and to place capitol stock at $50,000. A month 
later, the Indiana corporation opened a new set of books, and 
the balances of the Washington books were transferred to 
these new books.

By the end of the year, it was clear that the existing facility 
at 1331 W. 29th Street was not sufficient for the company’s 
operation. So D-A authorized an addition to the original 
frame building in November 1920 at a cost of $2,000. The 
company also eventually added additional facilities on the 
same street, notably at 1340 W. 29th Street.
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Early Years in Indianapolis
During its first few years in Indianapolis, D-A Lubricant 

Company grew by leaps and bounds. Customers soon 
recognized D-A products as “spectacular” when compared 
to the “primitive axle greases available at the time,” quickly 
gaining the company acclaim in various industrial applications. 
One unexpected early market was the textile industry, with 
customers utilizing D-A products in the spindles of looms and 
weaving machines. Still, the most significant development 
during these early years was the company’s entrance into the 
construction business as a primary lubricant supplier, which 
many argue was purely accidental.

As the story goes, one day a crawler tractor serviceman 
in Georgia heard of a new “miracle grease” and tried it out 
in the rollers and idlers on which the “caterpillar” threads 
move. The tractor owner was attempting to snake logs out 
of a swamp, but the grease that was available at the time 
continually mixed with the water and washed out of the 
rollers every 8 to 10 feet. Using D-A #2, the owner could 
make several trips from the woods to the haul road and back 
before re-greasing. The discovery was related back to the 
tractor manufacturer, who came to recommend only D-A for 
track roller grease thereafter. 

By 1923, tractor and truck owners had begun to realize 
that D-A Lubricant was ideally suited to their needs, leading 
the company and its products to be closely identified with 
the tractor, truck, and heavy-duty equipment fields. In 
1925, the Best & Holt tractor companies merged to form 
Caterpillar Tractor Company in Peoria, Illinois. Caterpillar 
distributors from coast to coast soon morphed into D-A’s 
salesforce, with a drum of D-A product accompanying 
every new crawler unit sold. 

With growing sales, the company recognized the need 
to expand its workforce. The company hired a “dynamic 
young salesman” named Ray Taylor in 1924. As many have 
noted, Taylor’s territory encompassed “the entire United 
States,” and he was hired to establish relationships with 
every Caterpillar dealer within that territory. Other important 
hires during this time included Ivan (Ike) Buckler, who was 
the first plant employee. Hired in 1925, Buckler worked for 
the company for 34 years until his retirement. The earlier 
office had one desk and one typewriter but no stenographer 

D-A’s office in 1937 (Image courtesy of the IHS).

A D-A Lubricant Company check from The Indiana National Bank.

The relationship with Caterpillar proved to be immensely important 
for the young company. It was said that a drum of D-A product 
accompanied every new crawler unit sold by Caterpillar by the end 
of the 1920s. (Image courtesy of the IHS).
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D-A plant storage tanks, 1937 (Image courtesy of the IHS).

(Left to right) Bob Russell, Pete Shaffer, Louis Slicer, K.E. Lemons, Roy Jackson, L.R. Anderson, L.S. Graham, J.B. Candy, 
H.H. Kendall, J.W. Newcombe, Frank L. Binford, and H.H. Gerraro in D-A’s offices, 1937. (Image courtesy of the IHS).

By the end of the 1930s, D-A’s facilities boasted impressive 
production and loading capacities.

or bookkeeper, meaning the office work often fell to Buckler. 
Some other noteworthy employees that joined D-A during 
these early years included Jesse Hughes (who joined the sales 
force in 1928), Homer Wright (active on the managerial team 
for 34 years where he was responsible for billing, inventory, 
shipping and later purchasing), Vaughn Bramel, Oakley 
Pribble, C.J. Rosenham, Paul (Pete) Shaffer, Al Medley, Jim 
Rider, and Ralph Bartlett.

As a result of market trends and growing capabilities 
in Indianapolis, D-A Lubricant Company began to grow 
throughout the 1920s. Sales increased from $41,910 (466,092 
lbs. of product sold) in 1923 to $60,000 in 1924 (608,487 
lbs.), $115,000 in 1925 (1,200,661 lbs.), $200,000 in 1926 
(2,178,212 lbs.), and $300,000 in 1927 (3,367,619 lbs.). 
Despite the rise in sales, the company was conservatively 
managed for many years, with management turning profits 
back into the business. The company paid its first dividend 
in 1928 of $10 per share. Five years prior, the Board of 
Directors had decided for the company to purchase the joint 
contract of Atkins and Bryson for $2,400 cash, meaning that 
by 1923 the company had completely severed all ties to the 
Washington operation.
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By 1928, D-A Lubricant Company had been on the 
market for nine years. Recognized by manufacturers, 
dealers, and operators of heavy-duty machinery “as having 
established an entirely new standard of quality, necessary for 
the successful lubrication of their equipment,” the company 
seemed poised for years of growth and prosperity. But the 
world economy was soon to change drastically, with late 
October 1929 looming in the near future.

D-A Endures the Depression
The Wall Street Crash of October 1929 and resulting 

economic downturn decimated domestic manufacturing, 
especially in the northeastern and midwestern states. 
Key growth industries like construction and automobile 
manufacturing experienced notable declines from 1929 to 
1932, ushering in a difficult decade for manufacturers across 
the country. 

It was during the earliest days of the Great Depression 
that the Caterpillar Tractor Company ordered its dealers to 
discontinue stocking and selling D-A Lubricant because of 
pressure placed on them by major petroleum companies to 
show impartiality. Initially a blow to the company (since it 
had no public warehouse setup and not enough salesmen to 
sell direct), Caterpillar’s decision proved to be momentous 
for D-A, which had actually experienced only limited 
repercussions by 1932. 

Though salaries had been cut 20% or more and the price 
of lubricant had been cut to 14.5 cents per pound (down from 
20 cents), the company persevered in part because of two 
distinct reasons. First, the Works Progress Administration 
(WPA) introduced contractors into business. Secondly, and 
most importantly, the United States government introduced 
an exclusive contract, issuing a “supply purchase specifying 
D-A #1, #2 or #3 be used in every crawler assembly owned 
by the United States.”  The company also proved that it could 
sell its products direct as well as through dealers. “At no time 
in the history of the Company has D-A experienced a serious 
financial slump,” read a history of the company. In fact, “we 
actually prospered during the depression years.”

During this period of significant economic hardship 
around the country, D-A Lubricant Company actually 
expanded its product line, introducing D-A Motor Oil in 
1934. The new product was a line of engine oils ranging from 
an SAE 10 to an SAE 50. By offering the superior motor 
oil to consumers, the company was able to secure more D-A 
Lubricant business, thus keeping the company afloat. D-A 
also initiated its longtime relationship with the Indianapolis 
Motor Speedway in 1934 by testing its first engine oil there 
through the private use by some racing drivers. 
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The Launch of the Laboratory
With new products and expanding blending capabilities 

at the Indianapolis facility, Frank Binford realized the need to 
establish a thoroughly modern laboratory and quality control 
procedures in order to maintain a level of quality he had come 
to expect at his company. In 1934, Binford had hired the 
company’s first chemist, J. Bentley Candy, and established 
a laboratory. Many people were skeptical of the laboratory 
concept at first, but with more testing, the company was able 
to convince all critics that the extra effort was needed to 
guarantee the quality of D-A products. The laboratory began 
as quality control and research (product development), but 
it eventually transformed into a customer-service based 
entity as it formed relationships with manufacturers from 
every industry that D-A served. Products were continually 
examined, checked, and analyzed, and laboratory data was 
key punched onto key punch cards which were translated into 
lab reports. The laboratory provided comparative analyses 
for salesmen, dealers, and customers.

By 1939, D-A Lubricant Company boasted one of the 
best specially-designed plants in the country, with up-
to-date machinery and appliances for the production 
and control of its entire product line. The company’s 
facilities had a capacity for 10,000 gallons of motor 
oil and 75,000 pounds of D-A Lubricant, with two 
tracks and large loading docks providing direct 
loading capabilities to ship D-A products to 
all parts of the country by rail and truck. The 
company had also grown nationally by opening 
warehouses around the country. By 1943, D-A 
had 48 warehouses in 35 states, not including 
its headquarters in Indiana and branch offices 
in California and Missouri. 
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The company continued to improve its product line 
during this time. In 1940, D-A became one of the first oil 
companies in the country to produce a detergent oil, which 
they named “D-A Diesel Oil.” Diesel engine manufacturers 
had begun to increase horsepower and reduce engine size, 
in part to develop more powerful tank engines for the war 
effort. These new engines necessitated a new diesel oil that 
would outperform a straight mineral oil. In response, D-A’s 
research chemists, notably Dr. Ulrich Bray, discovered a 
way to make an oil soluble detergent. The “all-purpose” oil 
had greater stability, improved oxidation inhibitors, and the 
important non-corrosive feature. It could be used 120 hours 
between drainings, while previous compounded oils needed 
to be changed every 60 hours.

When World War II finally consumed the country and 
the world, companies like D-A Lubricant Company were 
able to exhibit the full extent of their products’ quality and 
dependability. Despite coming to a complete day-to-day 
standstill because of severe wartime restrictions on raw 
materials, drums, and manpower, D-A benefitted from the fact 
that all of their customers were heavily involved in military and 
defense contracts. D-A products received the highest priority 
ratings available during these years. In fact, the company 
enhanced its already-stellar name by relaying hundreds of 
tales from operators and mechanics who explained that they 
could never have kept their equipment running without D-A 
products. D-A showed off its dependability during World War 
II through its process for the continuous manufacture of the 
aluminum soap grease that the government 
had ordered. Called the Votator 
method, the process utilized 
two charging kettles, or horizontal 
cylinders known as Votators, in the 
basement of the 1331 building on a 
24-hour shift.
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“Frank Binford was one of the best businessmen with 
whom it has ever been my pleasure to be associated,” wrote 
John P. Collett in a history of D-A Lubricant Company. The 
company’s first president in Indianapolis, Frank Binford had 
the foresight and determination   that enabled D-A to thrive 
in its infancy. As President for 35 years, Binford was a tough 
leader, but very concerned about his employees. “If there was 
an unexpected hospital bill or other expense that occurred to an 
employee, it seems like it always got paid, either by a loan or a 
gift,” writes Jess Smither.

Born in Greenfield, Frank Binford graduated with honors 
from Central Business College in Indianapolis in 1906. He 
worked for the Burnet-Lewis Lumber Company as bookkeeper 
before purchasing Lewis’s interest in the business in 1916. 
When Burnet passed away in 1931, Binford became president 
of that company, a position he held until his death in 1954.

As President of D-A Lubricant Company, Frank Binford 
was a tough-minded leader who was prone to challenging 
even his own judgment. He was notably conservative in his 
outlook of the company’s business, often courageously acting 
contrary to public opinion (especially when it came to selling 
stocks during times of strength in the stock market). He was 
characterized as “gentle, but independent with the courage 
of his convictions.” Most importantly, Frank Binford will be 
remembered at D-A for having initiated “the sense of quality in 
the company and its people” that persists to this day.

Frank Binford was not simply President of the D-A Lubricant Company. He also had a terrific sense of humor and was a 
devotee of sports, playing golf every day for many years and avidly following baseball. Binford was a recognized authority 
on taxation, sitting on the Taxation Committee of the National Association of Manufacturers for many years. In fact, he 
formulated plans for the income tax pre-payment plan in 1941, which assisted the federal government in obtaining much-
needed income. For his part in the project, Binford was honored at a ceremony in Chicago, in which he followed President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt in purchasing the first tax pre-payment note. 

A civic leader in his community, Frank Binford was also active in many religious and business organizations. He was a 
member of the Tabernacle Presbyterian Church, Masonic Lodge, Knights Templar, Murat Shrine, Chamber of Commerce, 
and Better Business Bureau, not to mention the National Association of Manufacturers and National Lubricating Grease 
Institute. A legendary figure at D-A, Frank Binford and his legacy live on every day inside the company’s walls.

The Life of Frank Binford

Frank Binford was the company’s first President and Treasurer in 
Indianapolis, taking over control of the company in October 1919. 
He is seen here in his new office in 1937. (Image courtesy of the IHS).
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From the end of World War II through the end of the 
1960s, D-A Lubricant Company experienced a period of 
intense transformation as a result of economic and political 
changes in the United States. As the country returned to a 
peacetime economy, the company quickly realized that it 
would not be able to live on past accomplishments. Instead, 
it was forced to evolve as heavy equipment engineering 
progressed in the late 1940s and into the 1950s at a rapid 
pace. “The lubrication picture was changing as rapidly as the 
equipment,” noted a company history from the 1970s, “and 
our high degree of specialization over many years was the 
key factor in allowing us to keep pace.”

One reason for D-A’s success in the post-War years was 
the expansion of its customer base. Just as D-A engineers 

had maintained a relationship with Caterpillar research and 
development through the years, the company established 
similar contacts at Euclid, LeTourneau, Gardner-Denver, and 
Allis Chalmers, among other companies. D-A also benefitted 
from influential federal legislation of the day. With the 
signing of the Federal-Aid Highway Act in 1956 (also known 
as the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act), the 
company began to assist in the creation of an interstate 
highway system. Not surprisingly, the major infrastructure 
project created much demand for D-A’s products. With these 
developments, the company’s capabilities grew as well. In 
the early 1950s, D-A established its own fleet of trucks, 
headed up by Paul Vincent and then Paul Gunning; prior to 
that, deliveries had been made by common carrier or by rail 

Growth and Expansion, 1946 – 1969
CHAPTER 2:

By the end of World War 
II, D-A prided itself on its 
locations and warehouses 
spanning the entire country.
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car. But the most important development during this time 
was the creation of a used oil analyzing service furnished 
to all D-A customers, free of charge, which set the company 
apart from its competitors for years to come. 

The concept for CLS, or Controlled Lubrication Service, 
had its foundation in D-A laboratory efforts involving used 
oil. Most of those samples were submitted after engine 
failures or when operating conditions indicated that there 
was a problem. Jess Smither, a newly-hired chemist, and 
Charles R. Isaacs, a sales manager, explored the potential of 
a used oil analysis program as a sales tool. They recognized 
that CLS would require an increase in capabilities to 
handle more samples. For instance, in 1953, Smither tested 
approximately 15 samples per week, or almost 800 samples 
per year. By the end of the decade, the volume of samples 
rose to approximately 100 per month. CLS soon became a 
regular feature of marketing efforts and an industry first, and 
by the 1970s, D-A was processing 10,000 samples a month. 
By the mid-1980s, D-A laboratories across the United 
States processed a quarter of a million samples each year, 
and the number continued to rise thereafter. It is difficult to 
understand fully how influential CLS was for D-A’s success 
in the second half of the twentieth century. A D-A brochure 
from the 1970s explained it best, noting that “CLS looms as 
the most important single step that D-A has ever taken” in 
its history.

The 1950s were a pivotal period of time in the company’s 
history for more than one reason. While the introduction 
of CLS would prove to be a monumental development for 
D-A, the company also experienced a major change in terms 
of its ownership and management. In 1954, Frank Binford 
passed away, leaving the company and his role as President 
to his son, Thomas W. Binford (see “The Life of Thomas 
Binford”). It was also at this time that D-A officially formed 
a relationship with the major organization down the road: 
The Indianapolis Motor Speedway and its 500 event.

To expand its reach in the post-WWII years, D-A continued to exhibit its 
products at road shows, seen here in 1948 and 1953.
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Start Your Engines: D-A Moves into the Motor Speedway
D-A established a relationship with racing and sponsored 

championship racing cars for two reasons: a recognition 
that racing provided an excellent “field laboratory” for 
the development of superior high performance lubricants, 
and a recognition that racing success offered tremendous 
promotional opportunities. After only a few short years, 
“D-A’s familiar yellow-and-black oval trademark” became 
instantly recognized by racing fans throughout the world.

By 1955, the company was ready for its full-scale venture into 
the racing world. That year, D-A sponsored driver Cal Niday’s 
race car, which crashed only 29 laps from the checkered wall in 
qualifications for the 500. The following year, D-A sponsored 
Bob Sweikert at the Speedway. Sweikert, who had captured the 
National Championship in 1955, ended in sixth place. It was 
also in 1956 that Dick Rathmann, Jimmy Bryan, and Johnny 
Thomson climbed into the cockpit to race under the D-A banner. 
The next year was a good showing for the D-A racing team, as 
Thomson finished 12th at the Speedway and continued driving 
the D-A championship car and dirt car to earn the seventh spot 
in the final national championship ratings. But with the election 
of D-A’s president, Thomas Binford, to the position of President 
of the United States Auto Club, the company decided to end its 
active sponsorship of a Championship car after the 1958 racing 
season to avoid any possibility of a conflict of interest. 

In 1958, D-A formed its Racing Division to market D-A 
Speed-Sport Oil and D-A Speed-Sport Gear Lube, which had 
been especially developed for use in competition and other 
high performance applications. Considered the “toughest 
engine oil in the world,” D-A Speed-Sport Oil was the result 
of long laboratory development and several years of testing 
in Championship racing cars. It offered all the advantages 
of racing castor with none of its disadvantages. Its high 
performance was considered superior to all else on the market. 

Another major innovation that emerged during this time 
period was the introduction of rudimentary technology in the 
company. On January 1, 1968, D-A put a new IBM computer into 
operation, a move that would foreshadow major technological 
advances to come. The new computer system enabled the 
company to handle “practically limitless corporate accounting 
data” as well as the entirety of used oil analysis information, 
which meant that the company could utilize the massive amount 
of data from past field performance to research future product 
formulation. The new technology also allowed the company to 
start providing its customers with comprehensive feedback on 
CLS data in order to judge the effectiveness of their equipment.

In the mid-1950s, D-A Lubricant 
expanded into the racing world. 
It sponsored Bob Sweikert in 
1956, the year after he won the 
Indianapolis 500, the National 
Championship, and the Midwest 

Sprint car championship 
(becoming the only driver in 
history to sweep all three in a 
single season).

Johnny Thomson finished 12th at the Speedway in 1957 under the D-A banner.

- 18 -
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D-A began to market its Speed-Sport product in its newly-formed Racing 
Division in the late 1950s.

Steve Waggoner was hired in 1967 to work as a lab 
technician in the used oil analysis process.

By the end of the 1960s, D-A Lubricant Company found 
itself in a position of relative strength. The company had recently 
completed an addition to its facility which cost approximately 
$300,000. By the end of 1969, D-A had reached sales of 
$11,194,000 in 1969. But as the saying goes, the only constant 
in life (and in business) is change. 

In late November 1969, D-A Lubricant Company, Inc. was 
acquired by Premier Industrial, a manufacturer and distributor 
of industrial maintenance products, firefighting accessories, 
specialty chemicals, and electronic components. The Cleveland-
based company, which had operating revenues of over $86 
million prior to the acquisition, offered D-A significantly greater 

operating capital, while D-A offered the company a nationally-
known brand and product line. Final approval occurred at a 
special meeting of shareholders on November 25. 

As with any company merger or acquisition, the move 
into Premier was met with varying degrees of trauma and 
trepidation by D-A employees. “It was kind of an exciting 
time and a little bit scary,” remembers Steve Waggoner, who 
had been hired in 1967 by Robert Bates (then chief chemist) 
to work as a lab technician in the used oil analysis process. 
“We were in a culture of Tom Binford coming around every 
day and making what we referred to as a ‘howdy round,’ 
where he went around to all the offices and said ‘hey how 
you doing, have a good day.’ So we went from that kind of 
management, a ‘small-feeling’ family-owned company, to 
remote management.
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D-A meeting, 1963 (Image courtesy of IHS).

D-A Lubricant Company was acquired by Premier Industrial Corporation of 
Cleveland, OH in 1969, as the company celebrated its fiftieth anniversary.

While the merger did require D-A employees to make 
some adjustments to the larger corporate structure, feelings 
were soon relieved as employees learned that many of 
Premier’s philosophies were the same as D-A’s. In fact, 
Thomas Binford quickly reassured employees, noting that 
throughout all the negotiations, he was “more convinced than 
ever that this marriage will be both fruitful and compatible.” 
He wrote in a January 1970 newsletter to employees, “We’ve 
seen the same philosophy toward customer, employee 
and product integrity that has motivated D-A. We see 
mutual respect. We see professional competency and an 
understanding of our business.”

Thomas Binford predicted that D-A Lubricant 
Company’s merger with Premier Industrial would add 
momentum to the modest-sized lubrication company. As 
the company transitioned into its second half century of 
lubrication services, time would tell how right Binford was.
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In 1954, 30-year-old Thomas Binford took over as President and 
General Manager of D-A Lubricant Company following the death of 
his father, Frank Binford. Thomas had worked for D-A (and his father’s 
second business, Burnet-Binford Lumber Company) since graduating 
from Princeton University in 1948. This began a long and noteworthy 
career at D-A Lubricant Company and in Indianapolis, where Binford 
would maintain an important role as a civic leader for years.

Thomas Wyatt Binford was born in 1924 in Indianapolis. He attended 
Park School (now Park Tudor) and Philips Exeter Academy in New 
Hampshire before his education was interrupted by World War II. After 
serving in the U.S. Army, where he was stationed mostly in the Philippines in 
the Pacific Theater, Binford returned to Princeton in 1946. When he arrived 
for work at D-A, he was only 24 years old. Binford remained at D-A until 
1974. During his tenure as President, Executive Vice President, or Chairman 
of the Board, Binford helped increase the company over five times in size. 

After leaving D-A Lubricant Company, Binford took over as President 
and CEO of the Indiana National Bank, helping the company recover from 
financial trouble. Soon after he formed his own consulting company, Binford 
and Associates, where he served as CEO until his death in 1999. Finally, 
he served as a Director of Jefferson National Life Insurance Company and 
Jefferson Corporation.

In addition to his impressive business roles, Thomas Binford was an especially influential individual in Indianapolis and in 
auto racing, notably holding the position of Chief Steward at the Indianapolis 500 from 1974-1995. He served as president of the 
United States Auto Club from 1957-1969, was the founding president of Indianapolis Raceway Park from 1959-1972, and was 
president of the Automobile Competition Committee of the United States from 1966-1970. Binford’s other notable sports-related 
position came when he served as president and general manager of the Indiana Pacers for one season, in 1975. He and six other 
people had formed a group that bought the basketball team, a franchise which at the time was in danger of going bankrupt.

Thomas Binford was active in many civic and charitable organizations in Indiana and, more specifically, in Indianapolis. He 
was the President of the Indianapolis Urban League, which he helped establish in 1965. He also served as president of United 
Hospital Services, Greater Indianapolis Housing Development Corporation, Board of Fundamental Education, Non-Partisans for 
Better Schools, and the Indiana Chapter of the National Conference of Christians and Jews. He served on the National Municipal 
League and National NCCJ Board of Governors and also worked with organizations such as the Greater Indianapolis Progress 
Committee, the Chamber of Commerce, the Anti-Defamation League, and the United Way of Greater Indianapolis. He served as 
interim president of DePauw University in 1975 and was visiting professor of business at IUPUI in the 1980s. For all his efforts 
and activities, Thomas Binford was even named Man of the Year by The Indianapolis Star in 1975.

Beyond his legendary status in Indianapolis and in auto racing, Thomas Binford’s legacy also lives on in popular culture. 
As legend has it, a salesman who was associated with D-A Lubricant Company and who knew Thomas Binford was working 
as a production consultant for Home Improvement, the ABC sitcom starring comedian Tim Allen. The salesman offered 
“Binford” as the name for the brand of tools on the sitcom’s fictional Tool Time show.

A true leader and driving force of D-A Lubricant Company, Inc. and its community, Thomas Binford remains a critical 
figure in D-A’s story. 

The Life of Thomas Binford

Thomas Binford was a memorable man, not only as 
President of D-A Lubricant Company but in all his 
leadership roles in Indianapolis and the entire state.
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With its acquisition by Premier Industrial, D-A 
Lubricant Company entered the 1970s with a certain 
amount of uncertainty about its day-to-day operations, its 
management, and its future. To better describe the company 
and its role in the industry, Thomas Binford traveled with 
two D-A vice presidents to Cleveland in early April 1970, 
where he presented the “D-A story” at a dinner meeting 
held for all Cleveland-based management personnel. Part 
of the presentation that was “especially helpful” to Premier 
management, notably Morton L. Mandel (President and 
Chairman of the Board of Premier), was a sound film strip 
about CLS and the valuable customer service 
that D-A provides. “It was a fascinating 
presentation,” said Mandel, “and we all 
learned a good deal.”

As part of the new corporate structure, changes eventually 
befell D-A leadership. Binford, who had been named 
Corporate Vice President of Premier Industrial Corporation in 
1970, was named Chairman of the Board of D-A in 1972. This 
new position meant that Binford would serve the Corporation 
in a consultant role, relinquishing his “line management 
responsibility.” Binford wrote to employees in the D-A Weekly 
Letter that he would miss the day-to-day challenges and 
relationships with his colleagues. But Binford was reassured 

Transitional Years, 1970 – 2001
CHAPTER 3:

Premier Industrial proved to be 
quite compatible with its new 
acquisition, and D-A Lubricant 
Company began to grow in 
the 1970s.

Thomas Binford (left) was named Chairman of the Board of D-A in 1972, 
effectively relinquishing his day-to-day management of the company.
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and optimistic by the management structure that were put in 
place. William A. Stenzel, Corporate Vice President, assumed 
the function of General Manager and took over responsibility 
for D-A’s overall management. “Bill understands quality 
products and quality service, and he knows the construction 
field,” Binford assured employees, expecting the new General 
Manager to foster “a climate in which both individuals and the 
Company will continue to grow.” Reporting to Stenzel was 
Charles R. Isaacs, Vice President and Director of Sales; Hames 
C. Coover, Senior Vice President; Robert W. Wright, Vice 
President of Operations; and Jess P. Smither, Vice President of 
Research and Technical Services. 

For the next two decades, D-A’s capabilities and operations 
grew at a steady pace. The company maintained two plants on 
the southside of W 29th Street, with its office on the northside 
of the street. The office, which was originally a parking lot, 
was built at 1340 W. 29th Street in the early 1970s. Plant 1, 
or the Old Plant as it was called, was augmented over the 
years, becoming a three-story building with a basement. Plant 
2, which was very small, was added to after the merger with 
Premier (including the addition of bulk storage tanks). Premier 
also completed the construction of a 60’ x 100’ garage with 
four bay doors in 1974. 

After the merger, D-A’s laboratory services grew, with 
the company opening up new branch laboratories around the 
country as the need arose. The first branch Used Oil Laboratory 
was opened in Baltimore, MD in the late 1960s. The company 
added a second branch facility in Ocala, FL in 1969, a third in 
Fort Worth, TX in the early 1970s, and another in Louisville, 
KY in the mid-1980s. Other branch laboratories were added 
in Huntington, WV; Tulsa, OK; and Sacramento, CA as well, 
and at one time the company even had Used Oil Laboratories 
in Vancouver and St. Paul, MN. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Research & Development 
and Technical Services became important elements of D-A’s 
success. The Research & Development laboratory worked 
to develop products that would meet and exceed new OEM 
(original equipment manufacturer) lubrication requirements 
that emerged as a result of new designs and changing 
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application conditions. The staff of experienced chemists 
remained at the forefront of technological innovation, working 
to custom design products for any application. Meanwhile, 
Technical Services provided customers with recommendations 
concerning specific product use or application, lubricant 
related operational challenges, and on-site consultation.

D-A continued to grow through the second half of 
the twentieth century, as it added new technologies, new 
products, and important new employees to its operation. 
The company introduced its bulk tank program for grease 
and lubricant fluids in 1986. The program, which provides 
customers with bulk storage and dispensing equipment, 
helps customers lower overall lubrication costs and improve 
inventory management. The company also introduced the 
lube van program, where D-A would transport a 48-foot 
trailer accompanied with six 1,000-gallon vertical tanks and 
pumping equipment to a construction site or other location 
for on-site service. “We’ve done a lot of them through the 
years,” says Curtis Bilbrey, who came to D-A in March 1986 
to work on the fleet before becoming shop foreman that May.

Throughout the years, D-A Lubricant Company has 
survived not simply because of its innovative products 
or capabilities but in large part because of its dedicated 

One explanation for D-A’s growth throughout the years has been its 
knowledgeable and dedicated workforce, with many of the company’s 
employees remaining at D-A for decades.

Image on opposite page- D-A’s laboratory services and technological 
capabilities grew in the 1970s and ‘80s.
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workforce. “We’ve had a number of employees that have 
been here a long time,” says Mike Protogere, current owner 
and CEO. One such employee was Ron Davis, who was 
plant manager for over four decades. “He was a super guy, 
very company-oriented, loved his job,” says Curtis Bilbrey. 
“Everybody seemed to like him.” Other longtime employees 
who worked during this period include Bob Seacrest, Bob 
Stovall, Daryl Linder, Ray Croucher, Steve Waggoner, and 
Bentley Cromer, to name a few. Another critical employee 
was Gisela Miller, who began in 1985 in the office as D-A’s 
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controller. Miller eventually became CFO and President, as 
well as head of sales. “She did a lot for this company,” says 
Curtis Bilbrey. “She was very passionate about her job.”

The story of D-A Lubricant Company took another 
turn in the mid-1990s, when Farnell Electronics (of 
Leeds, England) purchased Premier Industrial in 1996. 
Considered by economists at the time to be “an ambitious 
US acquisition,” the purchase of Premier was characterized 
by Farnell’s chairman, Howard Poulson, as a “once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity.” Founded in 1939, Farnell had begun 
to focus on distribution at the time. The acquisition lead to 
some changes at D-A, with a more structured and regulated 
approach to business and office operations. But all that was 
to change again soon, as a new owner of D-A Lubricant 
Company was just around the corner.



- 27 -

Since the early 1950s, D-A Lubricant Company has offered customers analyses of used oil through an innovative program 
known as CLS, or Controlled Lubrication Service. The service involves D-A laboratory staff subjecting oil and fluid samples to 
rigorous tests in order to detect the presence of wear metals (such as iron, aluminum, copper, tin, nickel, lead, and chromium), 
fuel/water/antifreeze contamination, viscosity, Total Base Number, and more.

Since the inception of CLS, a major element of the service has been reporting and interpretation of the analysis of results, 
which become “the backbone to effectively managing a fleet’s maintenance program.” Decades ago, all laboratory reports 
were printed, stuffed in envelopes by hand, and mailed to customers. As technology progressed, the company soon utilized 
fax machines to send reports, and later email. 

Today, D-A brings oil analysis directly to a customer’s desktop with its online reporting service, CLS DataLink. The 
state-of-the-art online application offers customers database access to their fleets’ historical performance records, which helps 
the customer track trends and norms over time in order to manage their equipment maintenance program. Within 48 hours 
from the time samples are received, test results are available and ready to download. Data can be sorted by various items 
(equipment type, compartment, manufacturer, jobsite location), and color graphs offer “at-a-glance” information. With the 
innovative offerings of CLS DataLink, D-A Lubricant Company offers customers a truly one-of-a-kind management tool that 
is unparalleled in the industry.

Controlled Lubrication Service and CLS DataLink

A look at the earliest iteration of the CLS, or Controlled Lubrication 
Service, which offers customers analyses of used oil.

Today, the state-of-the-art online application called CLS DataLink gives 
customers database access to test results, performance records, and other 
important data.
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As D-A Lubricant Company entered the twenty-first 
century, the company found itself in an unfamiliar place. The 
company had experienced a period of relatively low growth 
in the late 1990s. But that all changed with new ownership 
in the new century. 

Mike Protogere began his career in a family business 
that was completely unrelated to lubricants or oil. When he 
sold that company in 1999, Protogere was on the lookout 
for another to purchase. With Premier Farnell divesting itself 
from anything not electronic in origin (in order to become the 
world’s largest electronic distribution company), Protogere 
jumped at the opportunity. In 2002, Mike Protogere purchased 
D-A Lubricant Company, taking over as Owner and CEO.

Under the new leadership, D-A quickly improved 
its productivity. Because of his lack of knowledge or 
background in the industry, the new owner’s first job was 
to learn as much as he could about the company and its 
markets. Luckily for Mike Protogere, Al Roush remained 
at the company. A longtime employee and Chief Research 
Chemist of the company, Roush spent the first few years 
of Protogere’s time at D-A teaching the new owner about 
the chemistry of oil. “Al was the kind of guy who would 
get excited about oil,” Protogere recalls. “He loved to talk 
to customers, and he helped train the replacements that 
we have.” To learn the company’s financial status in the 
marketplace, Mike Protogere actually accompanied several 
salespeople out on the road as well.

D-A Lubricant Company in the 21st Century: A Well-Oiled Machine
CHAPTER 4:

D-A’s owner, Mike Protogere, in front of the company’s Lebanon, IN headquarters.
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The company relocated its facilities to a state-of-the-art headquarters that 
it built in Lebanon, IN. The new 250,000 square foot building included 
space for offices, blending, processing, packaging, a technical lab, rail 
loading and offloading, and 11 dock doors.

As the new owner and CEO became more knowledgeable 
about the company, his immediate priorities came into focus. 
For one, the company needed to become more efficient in 
its quoting process, to change salesperson compensation, 
to invest in equipment upgrades, and to develop a small 
in-line packaging line. The company began to expand into 
other industries besides heavy-duty diesel engines, moving 
into industrial oils and eventually automotive industries. 
The company also remodeled its office building in the early 
2000s and added a tank farm between the two plants in 
2006, which was intended for bulk storage. These measures 
foreshadowed the major physical changes that were to come.
Relocating to Lebanon: D-A’s Facility Upgrade

D-A had already begun to increase its sales and profits 
by the mid-2000s when it became clear that the company’s 
headquarters were not adequate for the its growing operations. 
The Indianapolis facility had become landlocked with no 
place to expand, and weight limits on the adjacent bridge 
over the Indianapolis Water Company Canal constrained the 
company’s capabilities. The facility also had several notable 
deficiencies. As Steve Waggoner describes, “you could stand 
at the corner of the building and look down the side of the 
building and see the entire brick veneer was starting to lean 
out a little bit.” Also, the wooden first floor of the building 
had decades worth of oil soaked into it. It was obvious that 
the company needed a new home. 

In 2009, D-A started looking at existing buildings for 
its relocation. After several dead ends, the company arrived 
at a very receptive Lebanon, Indiana that was advertising 
its rail capabilities. The company purchased a 25-acre site 
in Lebanon Business Park, which offered D-A Lubricant 
Company an excellent growth opportunity on the rail line 
with immediate access to I-65 “We are extremely excited 
about our upcoming relocation,” said Gisela Miller, President 
and CFO at the time. “The new facility will allow us to 
consolidate our manufacturing and distribution facilities into 
one as well as provide additional manufacturing capabilities 
for product line expansion.”

Soon after purchasing the land, D-A hired an engineering 
firm to design a basic layout of the 250,000-square-foot 
headquarters and manufacturing facility. D-A broke ground 
in March 2011 and eventually took on the final design of 
workflow in-house, utilizing employees like Curtis Bilbrey 
to draw up the process piping (which measured over 8 miles 
in the facility). Bilbrey would also go on to oversee the duties 
of moving all the equipment and material from Indianapolis 
to Lebanon once the building was complete. “We built it very 
simply,” recalls Mike Protogere.
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The new building, which was opened in December 
2011, is a state-of-the-art office and manufacturing facility 
that includes a 13,000 square foot office, a blending, 
processing and packaging area, a technical lab, rail loading 
and offloading capabilities and 11 dock doors. Built by 
Duke, an Indianapolis-based industrial developer, the new 
facility improved the company’s communication, cut down 
on transporting materials from one building to another, 
and included more advanced particle-counting machines 
and larger solubilization kettles. With its new facility, D-A 
Lubricant Company once again proved to its customers and 
competitors just what kind of company it is.

Exciting New Sponsorships, Partnerships, and 
Acquisitions

Since the completion of its facility, D-A has developed 
several new sponsorships and partnerships that have 
expanded the reach and exposure of the company. It also has 
added a transformative new product line that will make the 
company a major player in the market for decades to come.

In 2012, the company signed an exclusive agreement 
with Everspring Industry Co., Ltd., a multifaceted, 
globalized company out of Taiwan involved with all aspects 
of technology. Everspring Industry would become the sole 
distributor of D-A products in numerous Asian countries, 

including China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Philippines, 
Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, 
Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia. The business opportunity 
enhanced the distribution of D-A products already established 
on the continent and offered significant growth potential to 
the company. “The established quality of D-A products is a 
great match for the type of services and products we offer,” 
said Nally Chang, CEO of Everspring Industry.

Much has changed since D-A’s earliest days, as seen in the company’s 
trucks over the years.
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Two years later, in October 2014, D-A Lubricant 
Company made one of the biggest business decisions of 
its near-century history when it reached an agreement with 
American Refining Group, Inc. (ARG) to purchase the Brad 
Penn® Lubricants brand, which ARG manufactured at the 
privately-owned oil refinery in Bradford, PA. Founded in 
1881 at the beginning of the domestic oil boom, the Bradford 
Refinery is the oldest continuously operating lube oil 
refinery in North America . It was later renamed the Kendall 
Refinery after it was acquired by Witco Chemical in 1966. 
Kendall’s most noteworthy product with 50+ years of proven 
performance was the Kendall GT-1 High Performance Oil, 
known by many as the “Original Green Oil.” Introduced 
in the late 1960s, Kendall GT-1 quickly became a staple 

of racing enthusiasts and classic car owners. The Kendall 
GT-1 High Performance Oil was formulated with a unique 
cut of Pennsylvania Grade crude oil that has a natural metal-
wetting characteristic (lending to a tenacious “clingability”), 
is free of natural contaminants like asphaltent constituents, 
contains only trace amounts of sulfur and nitrogen, and has a 
naturally-high viscosity index.

When Witco sold the refinery and its existing inventory 
to ARG in 1997, the new owners had no name to sell its 
legendary oil under. ARG settled on Brad Penn, named for the 
refinery in Bradford and for the 100% Pennsylvania crude oil 
that it utilized. With D-A’s acquisition of the brand in 2014, the 
oil product would go through one final renaming soon after.
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PennGrade, the new name for the Brad Penn line, still 
includes the “Original Green Oil,” referred to as PennGrade 
1 now. Kenneth Tyger, Oil Monitoring Analyst and Director 
of Technical Services, has been associated with the Kendall 
Refinery in Bradford, PA for decades. “The PennGrade 1 
High Performance Oil is the only oil for classic, vintage, 
legacy, historic, street rod and muscle cars that will afford 
the end user exceptional valvetrain protection, particularly 
the flat tappet / roller cam(s). he explains. “Lubricants made 
from this unique crude oil have been the choice of equipment 
manufacturers and end users for well over 100 years.”

D-A’s addition of the Brad Penn line was a great 
opportunity for all parties involved. The agreement allowed 
ARG to continue to blend and package most of the Brad 
Penn® Lubricants product at the Bradford, PA facility. 
It enabled Brad Penn to build on its solid foundation with 
its distributors and to benefit from D-A’s 35-person sales 
force. Meanwhile, D-A Lubricant Company gained access 
to ARG’s refining capabilities and the Brad Penn® product 
while expanding its distribution network substantially.

In 2016, D-A expanded the reach of its PennGrade 
name by signing a $5.2 million, three-year deal with the 
Indianapolis Motor Speedway to make PennGrade Motor 
Oil the first-ever presenting sponsor of the IndyCar Series’ 

biggest race. “This company’s unique history and its ties to 
the Indianapolis Motor Speedway are one of the things that 
made it appealing to us,” said Speedway President Doug 
Boles, whose paternal grandmother actually was a D-A 
switchboard operator decades ago. The sponsorship was 
important not only for the company’s appearance, but it gave 
employees a sense of accomplishment and delight at their 
company’s success. “When we got into the Motor Speedway 
and sponsored the race, you have pride in your company 
and you want to see your company do things to grow brand 
awareness,” says John McCall, D-A’s current Chief Financial 
Officer. “Employees can get behind that.”
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Actor Chris Hemsworth waving the green flag at the 102nd Indianapolis 
500 in 2018, which was sponsored by D-A Lubricant Company. 

D-A signed a $5.2 million, three-year deal with the Indianapolis Motor 
Speedway to make PennGrade Motor Oil the first-ever presenting 
sponsor of the IndyCar Series’ biggest race.

One of D-A’s most recent business opportunities 
occurred in 2018 when PennGrade Motor Oil announced a 
new partnership with Porsche Club of America (PCA), with 
PennGrade 1 serving as the official sponsor for PCA and its 
PCA Club Racing programming. Founded in 1955 and now 
headquartered in Columbia, MD, PCA is the world’s largest 
single-brand auto-enthusiast organization with more than 
100,000 active members living across North America. “It’s 
an honor to partner with Porsche Club of America, a name 
that rings of excellence and prestige all at once,” said Scott 
Kear, PennGrade Motor Oil’s Executive Vice President. 

Since the acquisition of PennGrade and PennGrade 
Motor oil in 2014, Mike Protogere has been pleased with 
the performance of the “Original Green Oil” product and its 
continued growth amongst its competitors. “Adding PennGrade 
1 to our product family in 2015 has done nothing but allow us to 
continue to make great strides in the market place.”



- 34 -

20191919

  TESTED • TRUSTED

To increase the visibility of D-A and its products, the company attends 
shows like MINExpo (an international mining equipment and services 
exhibition), seen here in 2016.

D-A Lubricant Company at 100: A Successful 
Transformation 

As D-A nears its centennial anniversary, it has made some 
considerable changes and additions to its operations. The 
company hired several new employees, including a group 
of important new management personnel. John Noal, D-A’s 
Executive Vice President for Commercial and Industrial 
Sales, came to the company with a background in lubricants, 
having worked for Conoco (then a part of DuPont) and 
Valvoline. “I’ve known of D-A for a long time, and I always 
had a lot of respect for them as a service-oriented niche 
company,” Noal says. “Whenever [my previous company] 
would go through planning and strategy sessions and would 
list out acquisition targets, I would put D-A up there because 
of their heritage and developing specialty products.” The 
company also brought in a new CFO, John McCall, in May 
2017. McCall, who worked for another Klipsch family 
company, came to know D-A through Klipsch Marketing 
Agency, which D-A had used as its Marketing Department. 
Both John McCall and John Noal, as well as Scott Kear 
(Executive Vice President, Consumer Sales) have made 
major impacts on customer-service, marketing, and internal 
operations in their short time at D-A Lubricant Company.

The Lebanon facility has been a significant reason 
why D-A has sustained such success in recent years as 
well. An obvious upgrade from the inadequacies of D-A’s 
previous location, the new facility allows employees to work 
much more efficiently. While rooms in the previous office 
building lacked windows, the new location was designed in 
an open concept of cubes, so employees can look outside. 
The company also took safety and environmental measures 
into account when designing the facility, which can hold 
approximately 2.4 million gallons of oil in its tank farm. 
The company’s environmental health and safety officer, 
Scott Dill, has set up drills mimicking spills, tornadoes, fires, 
and other catastrophes while also ensuring everything in 
the building is up to code. “Everything was designed to be 
environmentally-friendly,” says Mike Protogere.

Another successful transition in recent years has been 
the implementation of new technologies and capabilities 
in the office and warehouse. The company updated the 
computer system in the facility, ensuring wi-fi accessibility 
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and analytics attached to nearly every electronic interaction, 
which leads to increased efficiency and productivity in 
the office and plant. The company has reinvested over $8 
million back into the company to automate new product 
lines. It also purchased a digital press to print labels (an 
important element of production, since the company creates 
approximately 8 million labels annually). And finally, the 
company has developed its cloud-based ERP (enterprise 
resource planning) system and begun to utilize its capabilities 
internally to their fullest. 

In recent months, D-A has placed more importance on 
customer service and dependability. The company worked to 
improve the company’s selling platform, change its pricing 
mechanisms, improve the product portfolio, institute order 
quantities, and consolidate its product literature (which at 
one point totaled 38 different versions). With improvements 
in the ERP system, the company has set a goal of shipping 
products within 5 days of an order. “One way to differentiate 
ourselves is having the best back-end,” says John McCall. 
The company has also begun to implement the “sunset rule,” 

D-A exhibiting at the SEMA (Specialty Equipment Market 
Association) Show.

Ken Tyger at the Good Guys Show.

meaning that a customer with a question or concern will 
receive a response by the end of the day, even if the response 
is to let them know that the company is still working on an 
answer or solution.

With 23 salespeople and two sales managers in the field, 
D-A has sales personnel who focus on mining, OEM and 
private business, international, and landfill/gas recovery to 
bring the best service to potential customers. D-A attends 
shows like CONEXPO-CON/AGG (North America’s 
largest construction trade show), MINExpo (an international 
mining equipment and services exhibition), the SEMA 
(Specialty Equipment Market Association) Show, and the 
PRI (Performance Racing Industry) Show to increase the 
visibility of the D-A brand and name. 
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D-A has benefitted from major partnerships and 
sponsorships, a state-of-the-art facility, new hires, 
technological advancements, and a renewed emphasis on 
quality, customer-service, and dependability. Since Mike 
Protogere took over the company, D-A has seen a momentous 
increase in sales and profits (which have grown by more than 
500 percent since 2002) accompanied by an increase in staff 
(which has nearly doubled in size to 140, half of which work 
in Indiana). For D-A to continue its success, the company 
must sustain those improvements being made in Lebanon 
and around the country through relentless dedication, quality, 
and customer-service.

Looking Toward the Future 
When looking back on 100 years of a company’s history, 

it is natural to look forward, to anticipate what changes may 
be on the horizon in the company and in the industries it 
serves. All employees of D-A Lubricant Company, from 
management to office workers to manufacturing personnel, 
are excited and hopeful for a successful future. The reason 
for that optimism is multi-faceted. For one, D-A benefits 
from a happy and engaged workforce. “There’s a lot more 
collaboration going on between people,” says John McCall. 
“The people who work here really like working here and like 
each other.”

D-A has benefitted from major partnerships and 
sponsorships, a state-of-the-art facility, new hires,
technological advancements, and a renewed emphasis on 

 customer-service, and dependability. and dependability. and  Since Mike
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Looking Toward the Future
When looking back on 100 years of a company’s history, 

it is natural to look forward, to anticipate what changes may 

The company has emphasized marketing its product 
lines more extensively, which will improve customer 
recognition in existing markets where D-A is well-known 
(such as construction and the heavy-duty industry) while 
adding other markets (such as racing and automotive). 
Part of improving marketing and advertising requires more 
consistent packaging and appearance of products, as well 
as an updated website that the company is revamping. The 
site will include an eCommerce portion that will enable 
customers to place orders on smartphones or tablets. “It’s 
all about making it easier for our customer to do business 
with us,” says John McCall. People will be able to “log in 
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John Noal, EVP of Commercial 
& Industrial Sales (left), and 
John McCall, CFO, are two 
of several new important 
management figures who are 
leading D-A into its future.

Current map of D-A’s distribution network across the United States.
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easily, place an order on their iPhone, get confirmation from 
us, and check the status of their orders.” Technical Services 
and other departments will be critical in continuing to build 
brand awareness, especially through major trade shows and 
expositions, as well as online dialogue and social media 
platforms. Along with Customer Service, Technical Services 
remains essential for brand building on the commercial and 
automotive sides.

Another exciting effort at D-A has been and will continue 
to be the transition from direct sales to a hybrid business split 
between direct selling and distributor partners. D-A currently 
has distribution centers in Huntington, WV; Lebanon, IN; 
Sacramento, CA; Tulsa, OK; and Waterbury, CT. To build its 
distributor network, the company has convened a Distributor 
Council in the past. Consisting of six of its top distributors 
across the U.S., the Council has met for a weekend of strategy 
sessions and feedback on proposed efforts. In order to have a 
successful network, the company must find distributors who 
are also partners, those who not only try to make sales but 
also elevate D-A products as they work with customers. 

Looking toward the future, there are exciting 
opportunities that the company could undertake to bring D-A 
to its next level. While the company expects to continue to 
invest in programs like CLS, it has discussed the potential 
of adding another blending facility in another part of the 
country, most likely on the West Coast. “As we grow, I see 
us expanding outside of Indiana,” says John Noal. “From 
a production and office standpoint, we’re very Lebanon-
centric, and I see that evolving as we move forward to better 
serve our customers.” D-A has also discussed the likelihood 
of expanding its current facility an additional 160,000 square 
feet. D-A built the facility with that possibility in mind, even 
purchasing land to the east of the current location.

As for other expectations for the future, many employees 
have different hopes and fears about what is to come. Some 
are interested in how the company will change its product 
portfolio as more hybrid and electronic cars emerge in the 
automotive industry. Some employees, like Kenneth Tyger, 
want to see D-A’s current products used more widely. 
“PennGrade1 High Performance oil should be in every 
classic, legacy, historic muscle car or street rod in the United 
States,” Tyger says. Other employees note how they would 
like to see D-A achieve other impressive goals or hit realistic 
targets. Steve Waggoner remembers celebrating with his 
fellow employees when the company hit $1 million of 
sales a month in 1967. “It would be nice to someday see 
this company do $200 million a year. I think that would be 
great.” Meanwhile, Curtis Bilbrey is excited for the prospect 
of D-A’s longevity. “I’d love for D-A to continue for another 
100 years,” he explains pointblank.

No matter what the future holds for D-A Lubricant 
Company, there are several certainties. The company will 
always take care of its employees. It will always maintain 
the feel of a family-owned and operated operation, whether 
it is or not in actuality. The company will always innovate, 
modernize, and grow its technologies and capabilities. And 
of course, D-A Lubricant Company will always dedicate 
itself to ensuring that each customer receives the best quality 
product that is right for that application – a problem solving 
component that has been part of D-A’s heritage since 1919.
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Mike Protogere “is very much a go-getter who wants to build the company,” says Curtis Bilbrey about D-A’s 
current owner and Chief Executive Officer. Protogere, a Carmel resident who graduated from North Central High 
School, actually earned his degree in zoology from DePauw University in 1983. In addition to owning and running 
an industrial catering company, Protogere developed condominiums in the Florida panhandle and had a brief career 
as a stockbroker. 

Mike Protogere soon realized that the financial industry did not suit him, and after selling his industrial catering 
company, he began to look for another business to buy and run. “D-A had a considerable amount of assets and the 
price was right,” Protogere notes. In fact, the assets of the company were greater than the purchase price. So in 
2001, Protogere bought the company from Premier Farnell.

Since Mike Protogere took over as owner and CEO, the executive has spearheaded a pattern of “constant growth 
and expansion of capabilities.” As Protogere himself explains, “My eyes are always on growth. We want to have 
controlled growth, but we don’t want to limit growth in any way.” In addition to his successful management of 
D-A Lubricant Company as it nears 100 years, Mike Protogere has also been great to his employees. “I think Mike 
Protogere has been very good for the company,” says Steve Waggoner, “and hopefully the company’s been good for 
him. He is a really nice guy.” D-A looks to its fearless leader to it into another century of success.

Mike Protogere, Current Owner and CEO 

Mike Protogere has spearheaded a pattern of constant growth and expansion of capabilities since taking over as D-A’s Owner and 
CEO in 2002.
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