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The Company History 
 

 

GEORGE KOCH SONS, LLC is beating the odds.  

Studies show that 80 percent of US businesses are family 

owned or operated.  While 30 percent of these businesses 

reach the second generation, only 10 percent make it to 

the third generation.  In other words, 90 percent of all 

family businesses fail, dissolve or are sold before reaching 

the third generation.  Today, GKS is being run by Steven 

A. Church, a fifth generation family member.   

 

 

 

The history begins with George Koch, the founder of George Koch Tin Shop in 

Evansville.  George was born the fourth son of five to Phillip and Anna Margaretha 

Koch of Albig, Germany.  The Koch family set sail from their German home to 

come to America in 1843.  Their plan was to reunite with family members in 

Evansville, Indiana.   

 

Young George was always in search of an adventure.  Every year it was his custom 

to build a flatboat, load it with handcrafted merchandise, and float down the river 

to trade with townspeople.  One year, George decided not to return to Evansville.  

He had sold everything aboard his flatboat by the time he reached Vicksburg, 

Mississippi and decided to call this home.   

 

When the Civil War broke out in 1861, George enlisted in the Confederate Army.  

Little did he know his four brothers were fighting on the opposite side, in the 

Union Army.  Fortunately the men never came face to face.  After the war, George 

married and started a small tin shop in Vicksburg.  In 1872, a tragic fire destroyed 

his tin shop.  Shortly thereafter, George, his wife Anna and their 3 sons decided to 

board the Robert E. Lee Riverboat to return to Evansville, Indiana.  

 

George Koch 
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With his three sons, George founded George Koch 

Tin Shop in Evansville in 1873. 

 

Georgeôs three sons, George W., Louis and 

Albert , decided to follow in their fatherôs 

footsteps and began working for the family 

business.  In 1903, George Koch died and Louis, 

the 2nd eldest son, became President of the 

company.  Louisô older brother, George, then the 

Deputy Controller of Evansville, later joined 

Louis working for the family business.  Younger 

brother Albert later joined his brothers in sales.  

Albert sold furnaces, ductwork and metal roofing.   

 

In 1904, the three sons incorporated the company name from the George Koch Tin 

Shop to George Koch Sons, Inc. in honor of their father.  Though the name had 

changed, the sons maintained their fatherôs philosophy of hard work, quality, 

service, and innovation.   

 

At the beginning of Louisô term as President, many people thought young Louis 

would not succeed.  He proved them wrong with his passion to invent and build 

products that were ahead of his time.  Louis studied sheetmetal pattern drafting and 

led the company into the sheetmetal industry. The same year Louis became 

President, 1903, he married Clarice Ashburn.  Over the years, the couple had 9 

children, Roderic Malcolm, George Ashburn, Mary Ellen (Helen), Robert Louis, 

William Albert, Martha Lois, Amelia Virginia, Katheryne (Kay), and Louis Joseph, 

Jr. (L.J.).     

 

Because of his children, Louis was able to use his 

talents to keep George Koch Sons thriving during 

World War I.  During Christmastime in 1914, no 

toys were imported from Europe.  Louis 

experimented and developed tin horns as 

Christmas presents for his children.  Orders began 

pouring in, and George Koch Sons began 

production of its first mass-produced manufactured 
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product.  After World War I, the sales of tin horns slowed down and George Koch 

Sons stopped production.  Fortunately, Louis came through again.  Louis had 

formed a valuable relationship with Mead Johnson, Sr. who owned a company 

located two blocks from George Koch Sons. Louis solved Mead Johnsonôs 

production problem of their number one selling product, Dextro Maltose, a 

nutritional drink.  Mead Johnson, Sr. showed his appreciation to Mr. Koch for his 

achievement by guaranteeing all Mead Johnson jobs in Kochôs line of work.  Their 

relationship lasted almost two decades through the 20ôs and the 30ôs, and Koch 

provided them the services needed day or night.  

 

Toward the end of the 30ôs, Louisô oldest son, Malcolm, introduced George Koch 

Sonsô second manufactured product, metal floral containers.  Based on the 

experience gained in the production of tin horns, a process was developed to 

manufacture metal floral containers.  The new floral containers were in demand.  

Production expanded rapidly, and soon GKS products were sold to florists all over 

the country.  With aggressive monthly advertising, George Koch Sons became the 

largest manufacturer of floral metalcraft in the world.  Each of the sons worked 

after school and during the summers at the company, and following college they 

became permanent employees of George Koch Sons.  This succession of family 

helped provide a steady growth during a period when other businesses failed.  New 

ideas joined with age-old skills kept the company expanding.  

 

Roderic Malcolm, eldest son of Louis Koch, joined the company in the 1920s 

after attending the University of Wisconsin.  He later graduated from the 

University of Evansville and received an honorary Doctor of Humanities degree 

from the University of Southern Indiana in 1980.  The Koch Planetarium was 

named after Malcolm for his efforts to bring a planetarium to the Evansville 

Museum of Arts and Science.  Malcolm began his work with the company as a 

machine shop foreman in the 20ôs and served as the Executive Vice President from 

1939 until his death in 1981.  He was always thought of as the ñidea manò, and his 

creativity added a new dimension to the Metalcraft Division as well as other 

divisions in the company.  The ñRenaissance Manò was also used to describe 

Malcolm.   

 

George Ashburn was Louisô second son to enter the company.  After his 

graduation from the University of Chicago, he worked in Chicago and Omaha, 

Nebraska and then returned to work in and later direct the Personnel Department of 
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George Koch Sons.  In 1953, Ashburn became the resident manager for George 

Koch Sons in Portsmouth, Ohio, where the company had received the largest ever 

sheetmetal contract to build an Atomic Energy Plant.  Upon his return to Evansville 

in 1956, he served as Vice President and Industrial Relations Director, the position 

he held until his untimely death in 1959.  Ashburnôs community interest centered in 

the health field. He was the President of the Vanderburgh County Tuberculosis 

Association, President of the Mental Health Association, and helped establish the 

Youth Division of the Southwest Mental Health Center.  However, his two passions 

were George Koch Sons and politics.   

 

Robert Louis was the third son to join the 

family business.  Robert began work in the 

factory, but because of his perfect 

manuscript, George Koch insisted he work in 

the Accounting Department.  All work was 

handwritten at that time, and none of the 

other brothers had legible handwriting.  Bob 

received an honorary Doctor of Law degree 

from the University of Southern Indiana in 

1977.  Bob was very active in the 

community, serving on many community, 

bank, university, and business boards.  He 

later became President and Chairman of the 

Board in 1968. 

 

William Albert , the next son, entered the business in 1938 after receiving his 

degree from Purdue University.  He helped develop and standardize industrial 

finishing products.  He left for the Navy four years later.  Following the war, he 

directed advertising for the various divisions and later accepted a position at a 

subsidiary of George Koch Sons, Santa Claus Land, located in Santa Claus, 

Indiana.  Bill became manager of Santa Claus Land, and now he and his family 

own the Koch Development Corporation, which includes Holiday World, 

Splashing Safari, Holiday Village, Christmas Lake Village, and the Lake Rudolph 

Resort, all at Santa Claus, Indiana.  Bill has served on the board of the 

International Association of Parks and Attractions and has been most active in 

politics at the state and national levels.  Bill received an honorary Doctorate of 

Law degree from the University of Southern Indiana in 1977. 


