
J
im and Cindy Gaskins were facing a life-altering decision in 1983. The
Petersburg steel plant her father operated, where Jim had worked since 1970,
was closing its doors. The choice, as Jim recalls, was to “either go to work for
somebody else – and move – or go into business for ourselves.”

The latter option was most appealing. Cindy had lived in the area her entire
life. It was where they wanted to continue to raise their daughters, 13 and 10

years old at the time. Thus, they sold their car, scraped together the start-up money and
Sisson Steel was born. The pair work together on the job in Winslow (a short trip south on
Indiana 61 from Petersburg, the Pike County seat) and in efforts to improve the community
they call home.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhyy wweerree yyoouu aabbllee ttoo ssuucccceeeedd iinn ssttaarrttiinngg aa bbuussiinneessss wwhheenn CCiinnddyy’’ss ffaatthheerr’’ss ccoommppaannyy
hhaadd jjuusstt cclloosseedd aanndd tthhee ssttaattee aanndd ccoouunnttrryy wweerree iinn ssuucchh ddiiffffiiccuulltt eeccoonnoommiicc ttiimmeess??

JJiimm GGaasskkiinnss:: “We didn’t have the overhead, so we could do the job cheaper. We subcontracted
all our fabrication work the first two years.” (The Gaskins purchased a small shop in Winslow
in the mid-1980s). Over the years, we’ve had a reputation of quality fabrication. The key to
our success is just doing the job right.”

CCiinnddyy GGaasskkiinnss:: “An amazing amount of work was put through that 60 by 40 foot building.
We’ve been able to respond quickly to problems, and we’ve always had good employees.”

JJiimm:: “For a while, we had one shift doing the fabricating and the second shift doing the painting
at night. They had to stay until the paint was dry and get the product out, so the shop would
be ready for fabricating in the morning. We learned about “just in time” (inventory) way ahead of
everyone else.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: IIss iitt ddiiffffiiccuulltt ttoo ffiinndd eemmppllooyyeeeess??

CCiinnddyy:: “We had two employees for awhile. The third person we hired has been here since 1986.
Another is nearing his 15th anniversary. He worked with us four hours a day after school when
he was in high school. We’re the only employer he’s had. We have about 17 people now.”
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Jim and Cindy Gaskins: 
Sisson Steel, Winslow
Building a Business, Serving the Community

Teamwork is essential for the
Gaskins in operating their
small business.



JJiimm:: “The person who came here in 1986 came up to me a few years later and asked me, ‘Are
you going to stay in business?’ I told him that was the plan. He had been laid off from the coal
mine, but they wanted to call him back. He decided to stay with us.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: AAlltthhoouugghh yyoouu’’vvee lliikkeellyy eexxppeerriieenncceedd uupp aanndd ddoowwnn bbuussiinneessss ccyycclleess tthhrroouugghhoouutt,, wwhhaatt
hhaavvee tthhee llaasstt ffeeww yyeeaarrss bbeeeenn lliikkee??

CCiinnddyy:: “We’ve been bidding in a wider geographic area the last couple of years. What you do,
though, is hang in there and keep trying to do a good job. You tighten your belt and don’t
spend as much money. We assume, that since we started in a downturn, that 20 years later we
can make it. That’s given us a lot of encouragement.”

JJiimm:: “If there is a downturn, we’re probably six months to a year away before we feel it. People
don’t stop projects that they have already going on. Likewise, if the economy picks up, we’re six
months to a year behind.

“With the economy today, things wouldn’t be so bad if the steel prices were less volatile. From
the time you bid on a job and guess the material costs to purchasing the steel, it could be six
months. Materials have been going up at a rate as high as 30% a quarter. My crystal ball has
been very cloudy.”

Sisson is preparing to start work on a library construction project for the University of Southern
Indiana. In order to offset some of the cost uncertainty,
materials will be bought up front for the job that will see
up to 1,100 tons of steel move through the facility that
has been home to the company since 1996.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhoo aarree SSiissssoonn SStteeeell’’ss ccuussttoommeerrss??

JJiimm:: “Most of our work is with general contractors who do
schools, hospitals. We’ve done several buildings at Crane
(Naval Surface Warfare Center). A lot of fabricators kind of
shy away from schools, but we like them.”

Cindy’s extensive community involvement – if there is a
board or committee in place, she’s likely on it, according
to Jim and Pike County Chamber of Commerce Executive
Director Alycia Church – keeps her busy away from the
company.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhaatt aarree ssoommee ooff tthhee cchhaalllleennggeess ffaacciinngg WWiinnssllooww
aanndd PPiikkee CCoouunnttyy??

CCiinnddyy:: “You always want to try and better the community physically,
to make it look better. Every county has its problems, but this is a
good place, a great place to raise children. We just have fewer resources
to draw on than when you have lots of larger companies. The same
people here have their doors knocked on very frequently. Working to
better your community is like voting. If you don’t try to make it better,
you can’t complain about it.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhaatt ttyyppeess ooff iimmpprroovveemmeennttss hhaavvee yyoouu sseeeenn ttoo eennhhaannccee tthhee
qquuaalliittyy ooff lliiffee??

JJiimm:: “Pride’s Creek Park was built in the early 1970s and there is
now a golf course there. That was done on minimal dollars. There
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The mid-1990s expansion to a
larger facility allows the company
to comfortably do more work
in-house.
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was a lot of donated labor and equipment. Help came from the
miners, the farmers and others. People put a lot of time in on
that project.””

CCiinnddyy:: “Most of our towns have great community centers. In
Otwell, they’ve put so much of their own dollars and own sweat
into it. They didn’t just say they wanted it, they went out and
did it.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: WWhhaatt iiss tthhee iimmppaacctt ooff tthhee aarreeaa’’ss lloonngg-ttiimmee rreelliiaannccee
oonn tthhee ccooaall iinndduussttrryy??

CCiinnddyy:: “To be focused on coal for such a long time was a real
detriment. We don’t have an interstate. Being a bedroom
community isn’t very lucrative. It doesn’t pay for the services

people want. Paul Lake (executive director of the Pike County
Economic Growth & Development Council) doesn’t give up easy.
We’re becoming more diversified. It’s going in that direction,
although it’s a slow go.”

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: AAlltthhoouugghh yyoouu ssaayy tthhee ccrryyssttaall bbaallll hhaass bbeeeenn cclloouuddyy
rreecceennttllyy oonn sstteeeell pprriicceess,, wwhhaatt’’ss tthhee oouuttllooookk ffoorr tthhee ffuuttuurree??

JJiimm:: “For the next two quarters, it’s status quo. By that time, I
think the steel market will stabilize and there will be an upturn
in the economy. With our business, we’re in it for the long
term. We have family (a daughter and son-in-law married to
their other daughter) we hope will continue in the business.”

CCiinnddyy:: “We’re already talking to our grandson about being an engineer.”
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