
BY ED BALLAM
WEST SAYVILLE, N.Y. – It

might be an overstatement,
but not by much, to say that
nearly all fire apparatus and
ambulances built today have
some pieces made by Kuss-
maul Electronics Company
Inc. on board.

For nearly 40 years, Kuss-
maul has been quietly carving
itself a niche in the fire service
and emergency response mar-
ket developing products to
solve challenges and problems
with vehicles – like dead and
overworked batteries and
inadequate pressure in air
brake systems.
“Most of our products were

developed out of people telling
us of a problem and us looking
for a solution,” says Ernie
Kussmaul, the founder, presi-
dent and co-owner of his
namesake company, which is
located in a small town on
Long Island, N.Y.

Defining The Problem
“The one thing that I’ve

learned over the years is if you
have properly defined the
problem, and you clearly
understand the market and
what the customer will pay to
solve the problem, you will
create a successful product.”
While Kussmaul has had some

successful ones, “we have some
that are not so successful.”
That’s a modest statement

from the man who built a
business with no revenues
from a small room in a garage
to a company with more than
$8 million in annual sales
worldwide, 55 employees and
a new expansion that brings
the total plant square footage
to 34,050.

Family-Owned
The company is privately

held by Kussmaul, who holds
51 percent of the company
stock, and his wife Marilyn,
who holds 49 percent.
“When we have a board

meeting it’s very democratic,”
he quips. “We take a vote and
do it my way,” he jokes. “There
are some people who want me
to retire and I am getting bet-
ter at it. Now, I only work 40
hours a week and I take a Fri-
day off here and there.”
Kussmaul says that building

the business from scratch to a
multi-million dollar enterprise
had more to do with “staying
power” than talent.
Company vice president

Tom Nugent, who has worked
for Kussmaul for 20 years, calls
his employer’s tale a “typical
American success story.”
“He’s an engineer who

started a business in his garage
and it has grown from there,”
says Nugent, who had a signif-
icant hand in the company’s
success. He is a quintessential
jack of all trades, doing every-
thing from marketing and
designing catalogs to research
and development on new

products to actually making
tools and dies in the com-
pany’s machine shop. He even
runs the company’s injected
plastic molding machine.
Kussmaul, which is pro-

nounced “coozemall,” recently
started building a market with
products designed for police
vehicles. Kussmaul’s Safety
Lock system allows officers to
take the keys for security and
leave the car running.
If someone shifts or steps on

the brake to move the vehicle
without the key, the engine
stops. A running engine keeps
the battery charged and the

warning lights, scene lights,
radios and other electrical
accessories operating.
The police market accounts

for only five percent of the busi-
ness at this time, but it looks like
an area of significant growth.
It’s the fire market, however,

that’s the company’s bread and
butter, according to Nugent
and Kussmaul.
“We work with just about

every vehicle manufacturer,”
says Nugent. “We do sell some
industrial chargers and equip-
ment, but 95 percent of what
we do is related to emergency
services vehicles.”
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“Ernie Kussmaul’s tale
is a “typical American

success story.”

Tom Nugent, Vice President
Kussmaul Electronics

Kussmaul’s Creativity Solves Vehicle Challenges

Kussmaul Electronics Company’s Vice President Tom
Nugent, left, and Ernie Kussmaul, president and founder of
the company, display products for emergency apparatus.
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“I decided I didn’t want to
work for other people any-
more,” Kussmaul says. “I
decided I had enough.”
It was September 1967

when he pulled the plug on
the corporate 9 to 5 life and
started doing contract design
work and engineering in a 10
feet by 22 feet area in the back
of his garage.

Learning Marketing
“I didn’t know anything

about selling or marketing,”
Kussmaul says. “I was a design
man, so I sold my design work
and my engineering experi-
ence for a number of years.”

His clients were people who
knew him, including Fairchild
Stratos, a textile company that
needed help with fabric
inspection equipment and re-
rolling speed controls and a
medical firm that needed
moveable, positionable tables
for their imaging machines.

The First Product
“It was a table that could go

up and down and left and
right,” Kussmaul says of one
his first products. “They asked
me if I could build a table and
I said, ‘Sure I can build a table,
what’s there to a table?’ I said
yes to just about everything
back then.”
By then, Kussmaul had out-

grown his workshop and
moved into a rented old horse
barn about three-quarters of a
mile from his home. In that
space, which he occupied
from 1969 to 1980, he

While battery chargers
were the company’s point of
entry into the fire service,
some other products, includ-
ing the Kussmaul auto eject
and air eject devices, are even
bigger sellers.

Auto-Eject Devices
Ernie Kussmaul explains

the Auto-Eject devices auto-
matically disconnect power
lines and the Air-Eject ejects
the air lines from a vehicle
when it’s started. Electromag-
netic plungers push the power
cords and air chucks from
their connections, freeing
firefighters from the obliga-
tion of manually disconnect-
ing them during responses.
Auto-Eject is a registered

trademark of Kussmaul Elec-
tronics Co. Inc.
“The Auto-Eject is what

really put us on the map,”
Kussmaul says. “It is by far our
most successful product.”
He says he can’t even say how

it was created, but he knows it
was about 1986 and it was an
immediate success. “We’ve
always made battery chargers,
but theAuto-Eject is something
that when anyone sees it, they
say, ‘isn’t that a good idea.’”
Kussmaul says it was a

unique product. “The problem

with battery chargers is they
don’t do anything. They just
sit there and you can’t see it
work. But with an Auto-Eject,
you push the starter button
and watch the plug pop out.”
He remembers well how

the business started and how
it evolved into the fire serv-
ice market.
Kussmaul moved to Sayville

in 1941 when he was in sixth
grade and graduated from
Sayville High School, Class of
1947. He had a lifelong inter-
est in aviation (he’s now the
pilot of the company plane)
and had worked for a com-
pany designing switches, con-
trols and positioners for air-
craft antenna.

The Early Years
His engineering jobs

included one with Fairchild
Stratos Corporation, working
on aircraft air-conditioning
systems. At the same time, he
was commuting almost 80
miles a day and going to New
York University in the Bronx
and busy with a family life. He
and his wife have a daughter,
Annette Kussmaul, a Johns
Hopkins University graduate
who is a doctor with a federal
health care administration job
in Kansas City, Mo.

designed products, made pro-
totypes and did limited pro-
duction work for his small list
of clients.
Right about the time that

Kussmaul was building a new
factory, only a mile-and-a-half
from his home (he was
through with commuting) a
former classmate who was a
fire commissioner in Sayville
came to him with a problem
— dead batteries on fire
trucks. He needed a battery
charger and Kussmaul was just
the man to ask.

A New Charger
“Sure, I can build you a

battery charger,” was Kuss-
maul’s answer.
The product was a station-

mounted system that could
charge the batteries of 10
trucks at a time. The charger
was tucked into a corner of
the station and wired to
the trucks.
That first charger was a big

capital investment of nearly
$3,000 in 1980 dollars, accord-
ing to Kussmaul, but it was
still a winner with a few local
departments – very few as it
turned out.
Without advertising, or

marketing, West Sayville
officials said they wanted
one for their department, as
did nearby Bohemia and
later the Long Island town of
Center Moriches.

Draftsman Bill Johnson works on designing a battery
charger. Kussmaul uses computer-aided design and mod-
eling for product development. (Fire Apparatus Photo)

Kussmaul’s Auto-Eject auto-
matically disconnects power
and air lines from appara-
tus. It is the company’s most
popular product.

“I’ll do anything I
can to help out
firefighters and
EMS personnel.”

Gary Doyle,
Kussmaul’s Chief Engineer
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Margaret Nochese assembles load managers at Kussmaul
Electronics. Load managers help maintain battery condition
by automatically shutting off non-priority vehicle accessories.

“After we did the Bohemia
one, we said we ought to go
out and try to sell some of
these things,” Kussmaul says,
remarking that he and his
employees were engineers, not
marketing guys.

Department Visits
“We printed up some liter-

ature and I went out and vis-
ited some fire departments.
That was a real waste of time.
You can’t sell to a fire depart-
ment because they’re not
there. It’s not like an indus-
trial or commercial business
where you can identify and
locate a person.”
Undaunted, Kussmaul

Electronics did some direct
mail and advertising of the
new product.
“Money was in very short

supply back then and here we
were making things, battery
chargers, and not getting any-
thing in return,” Kussmaul
says. “We were making other
products for other businesses
that were subsidizing the fire
department business.” He says
if it weren’t for that other
work, the emergency equip-

ment business would not have
been possible.
Then the big break came.
Kussmaul visited a local

ambulance company that
had expressed interest in a
battery charger system, but
never followed through. He
decided to make a personal
visit to see why they never
placed the order.
“I lost the sale and that was a

traumatic experience for me,”
Kussmaul says, reiterating that
he’s an engineer who makes
stuff, not a marketing guy.
“They said they didn’t want a
station-mounted charger; they
wanted a vehicle-mounted
charger, so they bought some-
one else’s product.”
Kussmaul came back from

that visit, met with Nugent
and on the spot they
designed a new vehicle-
mounted charger.

Vehicle Chargers
“I decided that it was never

going to happen again and I
was going to have both prod-
ucts available,” Kussmaul says.
The vehicle-mounted

charger would use the same

control board, the same
transformer, the same recti-
fier, the same everything — it
just needed to be reconfig-
ured and put into a shoebox-
size container.

The Signature Line
It was more than just

another product. This one
proved to be a signature line
for Kussmaul and a mainstay
for the fire service as well.
“We used to sell a few of those

big chargers every year, but now
we’re down to only one or two a
year,” Kussmaul says.

Moving deeper into the fire
service market, Kussmaul
Electronics started advertising
heavily in trade publications
and exhibiting on the fire
show circuit. People in the fire
service embraced the product
and gave Kussmaul employees
ideas for new products,
including the Auto-Eject.
Nugent says the Auto-Eject

is the company’s biggest-sell-
ing line of products. In fact,
the 2005 expansion of the
plant added an additional
20,000 square feet of manufac-
turing and stock space. New
and old shop areas are bright
and clean and occupied by
friendly, busy workers.

New Expansion
Nearly a quarter of the new

space is occupied by a team
of workers making Auto-
Eject devices.
Al Kane, production assem-

bly shop manager, says that
Kussmaul Electronics has

rearranged the Auto-Eject pro-
duction area to be more of an
assembly line.
“They were all cramped

into one little corner before,”
says Kane, who has worked
for Kussmaul for 10 years.
“Now, we have an assembly
line with drill presses and
everything we need to keep
production up all the time.
Our Auto-Ejects have always
been popular and it seems the
demand is growing.”

A Good Place ToWork
It’s Kane’s job to keep work

in-house. He goes to local high
schools looking for students to
help with some labor- inten-
sive tasks and even some
assembly work.
He says the people who are

hired usually stay with Kuss-
maul Electronics because it is a
good place to work.
“The people working on the

products test the products and
they take a lot of care in what
they are building,” Kane says.
“If there’s a problem, they
bring it up and we correct it.
It’s not like that in other com-
panies.”
And, being a small company,

Kussmaul can cross-train and
shift people around to get
orders filled. Typically, the
company is producing goods
to stock in anticipation of
sales. Every once in a while,
special orders will come

Chris Fichera displays a
Super 30 Auto-Eject.

“I decided I didn’t
want to work

for other people
anymore.”

Ernie Kussmaul, President
Kussmaul Electronics



Rich Tooker works assembling Super 30 Auto-Ejects. Each
unit is bench tested before shipping. (Fire Apparatus Photo)

Peter Parrillo, Kussmaul’s service manager, tests the output
and load of one of the company’s battery chargers.
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through, or there’s not enough
stock to complete the order.
“We can stop production,

move some people around and
get the job done,” Kane says.
He works closely with the sales
department to make sure the
shelves are stocked and special
orders are filled.

Getting The Job Done
“More than 90 percent of

the time, we have the raw
materials in stock to get the
job done and get it out the
next day if that’s what it takes,”
Kane says.
That independence is

something that Nugent val-
ues greatly.
That’s why he’s directly

involved with research and
development of new products.
It’s also why he’s learned how
to operate the company’s com-
puter-assisted machine shop
tools so he can create needed
tools and dies.
It can take up to 14 weeks to

get new tools and dies,
Nugent says. “Doing it in
house, we can usually have it
done in a week. That allows us
to come up with new prod-
ucts a lot quicker.”
Kussmaul Electronics does

nearly all of its manufacturing,
including assembling printed
circuit boards. Only the sheet

metal work for product cases is
done off-site.
“It gives us far better quality

control and we’re better able to
meet our needs that way,” says
Nugent. The company doesn’t
have to wait a long time for
vendors and suppliers to fill
small orders. “We don’t have
that kind of time to spare, so
we just do it ourselves.”
Gary Doyle is Kussmaul

Electronics’ chief engineer. It’s
his job to design the printed
circuits and electronics to
make the products work.
Interesting gadgets and digital
testing equipment help him
lay out circuitry so detailed
that he must wear multiple
magnifying eye loupes.
“I’m honored to be working

for a company that produces
items for the fire and EMS
services,” says Doyle, who has
worked for Kussmaul for
three years. “I’ll do anything I
can to help out firefighters
and EMS personnel.”

An Honor To Serve
That’s a philosophy the

company embraces. If an
emergency department has a
problem, or needs a product to
get a job done, Kussmaul Elec-
tronics will try to help.
The Auto-Eject is one of

those products. That’s why

Nugent is working on a new
Super Auto-Eject 30 that will
be shown at the Interna-
tional Association of Fire
Chiefs show in Denver late
this summer.
Picking up a prototype of

the new product from his desk,
Nugent explains that because
the Auto-Eject is so popular,
the company needs to simplify
its manufacture to keep up
with demand. They decided to
make some improvements at
the same time.

New Auto-Eject
“The new Auto-Eject will be

for vehicles that have higher
loads, like air conditioning and
heaters, things that need 30
amps,” Nugent says. “The new
design will have a pin that will
serve as a plug detector. That
will stop any arcing when you
connect or disconnect the cord.”
The weatherproof cover and

the box that houses the unit
will also be improved.
Kussmaul hopes to have

them on the market by the end
of the year. “We’ll certainly
have a sample and a prototype
for people to see at IAFC,” says
Nugent.
Kussmaul Electronics also

manufactures and markets an
air compressor to hold pres-
sure in apparatus air brakes.

Ernie Kussmaul tells about a
department where they were
selling the chargers that com-
plained about air brakes leak-
ing down “and they couldn’t
get out of the house when the
air was low.”When the depart-
ment asked if Kussmaul could
do something to keep the air-
brakes up the answer, as
always, was “‘sure we can.’
That’s when we came up with
the Auto-Pump.”

Auto-Pump
Auto-Pump is a registered

trademark of Kussmaul Elec-
tronics Co. Inc.
The Auto-Pump can be

mated with the Kussmaul
automatic charger or bought
individually and retrofitted to
existing apparatus.

John Leavy tests a Super 30
Auto-Eject in the recent
expansion to the plant.
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Ernie Kussmaul is working
on an improvement to the
Auto-Pump system to demon-
strate at the IAFC show as well.
In his corner office, with

walls covered with photos
Kussmaul has taken over the
years of family and places he’s
been, he picks up a black con-
traption with wires sticking
out from his desk covered with
papers and printed material.

Auto Drain System
“This is this week’s project,”

Kussmaul says, holding the
device up. It is an auto drain
system that removes moisture
and water from the compres-
sor before it sends the air into
the vehicle-mounted air tanks.
“Air compressors accumu-

late moisture and we need to
make sure our Auto-Pump
doesn’t put any more mois-
ture into the air brake system,”

Kussmaul says. Whenever
their electrically-operated
pump shuts down, it automat-
ically drains the bowl.
Kussmaul says that the idea

for the auto-drain came from
a customer who said he had a
problem getting firefighters to
manually drain the compres-
sor bowl because it was diffi-
cult to reach.
“With this product, they

won’t have to worry about
that anymore,” Kussmaul says.
Nugent says the company’s

success comes from the rela-
tionship it has with fire
departments and responding
to their needs.
“The real way we became

successful is to market direct
to the fire departments,”
Nugent says. Departments

Neal Tuttle installs a cooling
fan in a charger case.

Weatherproof caps are the
only part of Kussmaul’s Auto-
Eject system visible on vehi-
cles. (Fire Apparatus Photo) Chief Engineer Gary Doyle

designs all the printed cir-
cuit boards used in Kuss-
maul’s products.

spec Kussmaul equipment
and apparatus builders have
started to use their products
as a standard, he says.
Kussmaul Electronics sup-

plies parts to all the major
builders and will work with
any interested builder.
Products are also marketed

through literally thousands of
fire and emergency service
dealers across the country and
in Hawaii and Alaska.
The Kussmaul name is the

most dominant in the market-
place, Nugent says, but he says
departments should ask for
Kussmaul products by name.
“There are cheaper prod-

ucts out there and it’s all a
matter of money. There are
other manufacturers out
there, but they’re not as big in

this market and their name is
not as prevalent.”
While most of the com-

pany’s products are sold
domestically, there is a growing

George Christensen, Kussmaul’s senior machinist, drills a hole in a battery charger
heat sink. He is also a volunteer firefighter with the Holbrook Fire Department on Long
Island, N.Y. (Fire Apparatus Photos by Medora Hebert)
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work diligently to improve
products and make emer-
gency vehicles operate better.
“Any darn fool can design

something to solve a problem,
but you might end up with a
spaceship,” Kussmaul says.
“Sure, it will do all the things
you want it to do, but nobody
will buy it. It’s too big. It’s too
costly. It’s too whatever.”
The formula, which Kuss-

maul Electronics devised, is,

“You have to put in just the
right number of features,
including only those that will
give value to the customer.
That’s how we operate here —
giving the customer the best
products and the best value
for their money. It’s pretty
simple actually.”

market abroad. Kussmaul
Electronics has a strong
foothold in the United King-
dom with an aggressive and
savvy dealer, according to
Ernie Kussmaul, and is looking
to expand throughout Europe.
“This year for the first time

we’re going to Interschutz [the
world’s largest fire trade
show] in Germany and I’m
hoping to find a dealer who
can handle sales in that part of
the world,” says Kussmaul.
Kussmaul products are also

sold by dealers in Italy, Israel
and Asia to give the company
a strong and growing interna-
tional market.

Off-Shoot Products
In addition to the pumps

and the chargers, Kussmaul
has a large number of “off-
shoot” products, as Nugent
calls them, most notably
the Safety Lock for emerg-
ency vehicles.
“For police cars and ambu-

lances, the Safety Lock is
important,” Nugent says.
“Since September 11, vehicle
security is very important.
With our product, you can
engage the Safety Lock and

remove the key while it’s run-
ning. But, if someone tries to
move it, it shuts down. It sim-
ply parallels the ignition.”

Load Managers
Kussmaul Electronics also

has a line of load management
devices that help keep batter-
ies up by turning off low pri-
ority equipment through a
series of load-shedding elec-
tric sequencing.
“It works like someone

shutting off things when the
alternator output drops, only
it does it automatically,”
Nugent says.
Kussmaul Electronics also

has similar devices, one
called the Soft Start, which
powers up vehicle electrical
loads quicker and shuts them
down slower to avoid big
fluctuations in alternator
current that can damage
vehicle electrical systems.
A device that controls the

idle speed of vehicles’
engines to increase alterna-
tor output is also available
from Kussmaul.
Nugent says that product

automatically increases engine
speed to get more power out
of the alternator. He says it is
particularly well suited for
ambulances to keep the bat-
tery voltage up and proper
power to the accessories on
the unit.

Radio Transmitters
Recently, Kussmaul got into

the business of manufacturing
radio frequency transmitters
that will automatically open
garage doors, turn on exhaust
fans, or control traffic lights in
front of a station. Again, the
product was developed for
departments with needs,
according to Nugent.
The axiom, “necessity is the

mother of all inventions” cer-
tainly applies to Kussmaul
Electronics as staff members

Jeanette Singh assembles a PC board. Kussmaul installs
all electronic components on the boards
it uses. (Fire Apparatus Photos by Medora Hebert)

Jeff Weir silk screens the company label and logo on a
charger case. Weir cuts, by hand, all the templates for the
product labels. (Fire Apparatus Photos by Medora Hebert)

Efrain Bermudez assembles
charger components.

Kussmaul Electronics:
800-346-0857
www.kussmaul.com




