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To start out, where did the name threshold 
originate? It's a common term we hear 
every day without even thinking about 
what thresh and holding even have to do 
with doors. The word "threshold" has been 
with us since the 1500s. It is commonly 
understood that the term comes from the 
reeds or rushes, thresh, that were thrown 
on the floors of simple dwellings in those 
times. A piece of wood would be installed 
in the doorway to keep the thresh from 
falling out of an open door - thus 
threshold.

The accuracy of this "common knowledge" 
is unclear, and linguists assert the source of 
the term comes from the Old English term 
therscold or threscold. "Thers" or "thres" 
meant "to stamp with the feet, to stomp 
noisily," which is exactly what people do at 
the threshold - some things never change. 
Of course, keeping rushes on our floors has 
changed, and the purpose of thresholds has 
evolved as well. 

Thresholds are no longer just pieces of 
wood shoved into a doorway. I, a modern 
threshold, began life a long way from this 
door frame. In fact, I'm typically made 
from the element aluminum, which means 
technically I've been around since the 
beginning of time. Aluminum is one of the 
most common elements on the planet, but 
much of it is found in the mineral bauxite 
which is difficult to process. That means 
that until the late 19th Century, aluminum 
was extremely rare and valuable (even 
surpassing gold in the 1850s). 

A little history tidbit - the Washington 
Monument is topped with a nine-inch, 
100-ounce aluminum pyramid. Its main
purpose is lightning protection, but when
the monument was first built in 1884
aluminum was $1.10 an ounce, so I believe

aesthetics played a big part in the choice 
of that expensive lightning rod. 

However, back to my story. I was mined 
as bauxite, a reddish clay rock that 
makes up about 8 percent of the Earth's 
crust. The name bauxite comes from a 
French town, Les Baux, where geologist 
Pierre Berthe first discovered the ore 
and its high aluminum content. Usually 
found in tropical areas, the biggest 
producers are Australia, China, India 
and Guinea. There are some bauxite 
reserves in Arkansas, Alabama and 
Georgia, but very little mining occurs in 
the U.S. 

Over 160 million tons of bauxite are 
mined every year, but it is estimated 
that there are 55-75 billion tons on the 
planet. Much of the aluminum we use is 
also recycled, so we won't be running 
out of aluminum any time soon! 
Bauxite is located in the topsoil layer 
and removed via strip mining, although 
this isn't the high-impact strip mining 
you might envision because bauxite is 
located so close to the surface. There 
are global efforts in place to ensure the 
topsoil is retained and returned to the 
ecosystem, reducing the impact of 
bauxite mining - about 80 percent of 
bauxite mines are returned to native 
vegetation. 

The bauxite is processed to become 
aluminum oxide via the Bayer Process. 
This process was invented in 1888 by 
Carl Josef Bayer, an Austrian chemist 
working for a Russian textile factory 
whose job was to extract aluminum 
oxide as a fixative for dyeing cotton. The 
standard procedure used acid 
extraction: he switched to alkaline 
extraction, and the rest is history. 

A brief description of this chemistry-heavy  
process is that the bauxite and sodium hydroxide 
are heated to 150°-200° F in a pressurized vessel, 
filtered, and crystallized. The result is aluminum 
oxide, which is then subjected to electrolysis to 
extract purified aluminum. 

Aluminum production in the past was expensive 
due to high melting temperatures (2000°F) and 
the cost of electricity required to generate that 
amount of heat. In present day, electricity is 
much cheaper to produce, and additives like 
cryolite are used to reduce the melting 
temperature. 

These improvements in processing have 
transformed aluminum from once being 
displayed as "the new precious metal" at the 1855 
Paris Exhibition (next to the French Crown 
Jewels, I might add), to the point where it can be 
found in kitchens, in construction, and even 
right here at the bottom of your door frame.

After "becoming" aluminum, next came the fun 
part - extrusion. Molten aluminum can be 
extruded into a huge variety of shapes; its mix of 
strength and flexibility makes it perfect for foil, 
cans, airplane parts, and of course thresholds 

tion. They serve as an advocate for the mentee whenev-
er the opportunity presents itself and are always seeking 
opportunities for increased visibility and deeper under-
standing. In many cases, playing devil’s advocate to help 
the mentee think through important decisions, strategies
or application.

Example: If Alex saw something on a project he was 
working on individually that could be used as a learning
tool, he would do something very di�cult. He would stop, 
call down to me and say “Son, grab your notebook and 
come down here. I have something you have got to see.” 
Some of the most challenging projects I worked on were 
the ones Alex pulled me into. He did not give me the 
answers; rather, he empowered me to think, and 
challenged me to understand and not be intimidated at
the chance of failure.

3. Regularly challenging you to be more. A mentor 
pushes you to hone and learn new skills while igniting a 
passion for your craft. They are willing to take you under 
their wing for the sole purpose of helping you stay 
motivated and discover your own identity and path. 
Mentors look for ways to make you successful; many 
times with the hope that you surpass their greatest 
accomplishments.

Example: Alex never spoke to me as if I was inferior. His 
expectation was clear—work hard, but more importantly
work smart. Enjoy what you do, share your passion with 
others and ask a lot of questions—just not the same one 
twice.

No matter what position, role or title you hold, mentors 
are there. Seek out those special individuals who are
willing to share and invest in your growth. Thank you to 
all the mentors in our industry that take the time to 
uphold the integrity of our profession, share the passion 
for our work and take the time to put someone else’s 
success before your own. During the four years I spent 
with Alex before his passing, I did not realize how much 
of an impact he had, not only on my career but my life as 
a whole. Our relationship was more than a close working 
relationship that later evolved into a rock solid friendship 
built on trust and respect for each other. I am grateful to 
have had Alex Graham as my mentor, guiding me. 
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The Life of a Threshold: More Exciting than You Think
by Dan White

Hey, down here at the bottom of the door frame... no, not the welcome mat. It's me, the 
threshold! I bet not many of you notice me as you go about your day-to-day business, but I've 
led a more exciting life than you realize.
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This may start o� like a story your 
parents told you as a child, but it 
really happened this way. My first 
day of work in this industry started 
on a Monday, Jan. 22, to be exact. I 
had loaded all of my necessities into 
the back of my car the previous day, 
left the love of my life standing in a 
driveway (we got married a year 
later) and headed south from St. 
Louis to Memphis through a snow-
storm to start working for a company
I knew little about that specialized in 
an industry I knew nothing about.

Although I knew nothing about what
I was going to be doing, I did know I 
was going to make it work. So, I 
headed in early, anticipating the
excitement of filling out human
resource forms, finding out where 
the locker filled with pens and note 
pads was, and hopefully locating a
bathroom along the way. As expect-
ed, a woman named Nancy greeted 
me out front and said, “Follow me, 
we have some paperwork to fill out.” 
I smiled. No sooner than I had sat 
down, a man with a boisterous voice, 
suspenders and a Ventair hat came 
into the room and said, “Grab your 
things, we have work to do. Nancy, 
he can fill this stu� out tonight when 
he gets home.”

Until that point, I only knew this man 
as Alex, that I would be working 
closely with him and that the three 
people who had been given this 
opportunity before me were no 
longer employed there. Needless to 
say, I was apprehensive.

My first day with Alex consisted of, 
what I learned later, was a keying 
meeting, project walk through and 
multiple contractor visits. By the end 
of the day, I was beyond confused 
and tired but remember thinking I 
can learn so much from this man. 
Throughout that first day with Alex, 
without saying it, he made it very 
clear to me that he was willing to 
help me succeed any way he could, 
as long as I followed one simple rule:

Don’t ask the same question twice

So that night, after I filled out my HR 
paperwork, I purchased a package
of composition notebooks—you 
know the type with the black and 
white speckled cover—and made a 
few simple decisions:

• I would ask Alex a lot of questions.
• I would write down his responses.
• I would try my very best to respect 
his simple rule.

I soon realized that Alex was, in most 
situations, impatient. He would
express his frustrations with loud 
outbursts. I grew to love hearing the 
responses he gave contractors who 
wanted to change the hand of a 
frame or modify the lever design of a 
mortise lock after they had already 
been purchased. But when he 
worked with me he was composed, 
and, inadvertently taught me what 
authentic humility and grace looked
like.

When in the midst of the many tasks
and responsibilities those of us who 

have worked in distribution find
ourselves in, it was very common for 
me—greener than a four leaf 
clover—to run across something I 
was not familiar with or need a 
second opinion from a seasoned
veteran. I would first pull out my 
composition notebook and scour
through all the previous questions 
and answers to ensure it was not 
something I had asked Alex before. 
If not, I would gather the needed 
documents, my composition
notebook, swallow any pride that 
was floating around my throat and 
head down to his o�ce.

Mentors are, and Alex was:

1. Committed to the responsibility of 
mentoring. A mentor is an advisor
and coach who provides guidance,
gives feedback and freely shares
their experience and expertise. It
takes trust, respect and a deep 
understanding of the personal
development needs of the mentee
to take on this critical responsibility.

Example: There was never a time 
that Alex said he was too busy; 
never a response given that gave me 
an indication that he was not 
interested in sharing, engaging and
guiding me. He did not look for quick
responses; he gave suggestions, 
shared experiences and then had 
me do the work—most of the time 
with him by my side cheering me on.

2. Always recognizing opportunities 
to mentor. A mentor does not always 
wait for the mentee to ask a ques-

(to name just a few). The extrusion process forces the 
aluminum through a die, and the results are cooled, cut and 
processed into their final products. The whole system involves 
a hydraulic press, heating and cooling elements, and even 
more electricity. The diagrams for these presses are very 
complicated, but they can be thought of as a more complex 
version of a Play-Doh® press. 

There are a few different die shapes that create thresholds; 
different shapes serve different purposes. The standard type is 
a saddle threshold. The u-shape allows it to be mounted in a 
door frame and provide a barrier between the interior and 
exterior of the doorway. The threshold typically is one-half-
inch tall, which complies with ADA requirements while also 
providing a barrier to dirt, air flow, sound, etc.
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Varying heights are available for most thresholds, depending 
on the type of extrusion dies used. Different finishes and 
patterns can also be impressed into the surface to provide 
extra grip. Other styles beyond the simple saddle threshold are 
also available. A panic or ADA threshold has a protrusion 
with a rubber gasket that juts from the surface. This provides a 
better seal in the doorway.

Thresholds are also able to perform more complex functions. 
A thermal barrier threshold has a PVC spine encased within 
the middle of the extruded aluminum, connecting two separate 
pieces. The rubber transmits less heat than a solid aluminum 
piece and thus keeps the exterior temperature, low or high, 
from being transferred to the interior of a building. 

You now know all about my life as a threshold. My job is to 
block drafts and dirt, provide a sound barrier, and even act as 
fire and smoke protection. I've come a long way since I simply 
held reeds in medieval dwellings. I may be underfoot, but I 
hope I'm never overlooked.




