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Transformers built to last

How the team at Olsun Electrics comes together to build transformers customers can rely on

In the late stages of the transformer manufacturing process, a terminal board for customer connections must be installed to the core and

copper coil.

By Selena Cotte, EA Assistant Editor

RICHMOND, ILL.—If you want to
understand how much Olsun Electrics,
the Midwestern manufacturer of dry-
type transformers, has grown, an exer-
cise in visualization might help.

The year is 1950, in northern Illinois.
Picture yourself in a dental chair, wait-
ing for your cleaning. Out back, there
is a strange commotion: some guys
are building something new, some-
thing strange. If you were to inquire,
they would tell you it’s a small bobbin-
wound transformer for an OEM down in
Chicago.

Seizing on the introduction of dry-
type transformer technology—as op-
posed to the more commonly seen
liquid-filled transformers, more often
referred to as those big green boxes
you see outside—Olsun built its way up
from the back of that dentist’s office in
Richmond 11, to its current facility in
the same small Midwestern town in the
"60s.

That facility is now 86,000 square
feet in area, after at least 10 expansions.
Nearly 100 employees work every day
to bring custom-designed transform-

ers from start to finish, according to a
specific customer’s specifications. Ol-
sun outputs 3,000-4,000 dry-type trans-
formers a year.

The most recent expansions, around
10 years ago now, doubled the size of
the building. They have come a long
way since working in that 60-by-25-
foot office space out behind the dental
clinic.

How demand spurred growth

“You can see [the changes] like when
you cut through a tree, you see all the
lines—one for every year,” Olsun’s di-
rector of manufacturing, Robert Rueth,
said about the renovations. “You’ll see
with the additions, one building has an-
other roof line than the next, or a com-
pletely different wall.”

This growth only makes sense once
you consider the ubiquity of the product,
and how the need for it has grown over
the years. Dry-type transformers specif-
ically are meant for indoor use, on roofs,
near buildings, and anywhere within an
industrial or commercial building. The
ones manufactured at Olsun range from
SkVA through 7,500kVA in voltage
classes through 34.5kV.
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So you see, for most everything that
needs to handle electricity, there has to
be a transformer somewhere in the mix.

“Everyone needs a transformer. They
may not know it, but everyone needs
one,” said Bruce Morem, the company’s
national sales manager.

Everyone is not an understatement:
the range of clients who use Olsun
transformers is incredibly varied.

“We service everything from elec-
trical contractors to OEMSs,” Morem
continued. “Industrials, too, whether
its hospitals, industrial plants, colleges,
government buildings. We do a lot of oil
and gas as well.”

Jeffery Jachowicz, the company’s
applications and product development
manager—and a musical theater direc-
tor in his spare time—was even sur-
prised by the company’s widespread
appeal.

The story goes that he was working
late one night when he received a call
from a guy who claimed to be working
with the Coast Guard and answered a
few of his questions. He ended the night
assuming he helped someone who was
in training, or something like that.

Please turn to next page
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Everything at Olsun is truly done in house, right down to the structural steel components that
must be welded together to form the base of a substation transformer.
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“I figure I’m talking to a second lieu-
tenant who just has some questions,’
he said. “A few weeks after that, we
received some inquiries from various
customers, and it turned out the fellow
was the key specifications writer from
the Coast Guard. He mentioned us by
name as a preferred supplier, but at the
time I had no idea who he was.”

Positive customer feedback

The U.S. military is not alone in its
support of Olsun products. Other clients
have similarly positive things to say
about the indoor transformers: They are

Liquid versus
dry-type transformers

There are two types of transformers: lig-
uid filled and dry type. Olsun makes the lat-
ter. To understand the difference, here are
some of the stats on both types:

Liquid Filled

¢ Are filled with mineral oil, silicone, or
fluorocarbon-based oils

e 25-35 year lifetime.

e Typically used outdoors.

* Higher environmental risk, due to pos-
sible spills and fires.

e Typically smaller and quieter than dry

type.
» Can be recycled and repaired easily.

Dry Type

* Composed of three cores surrounded by
coils.

e 20-30 year lifetime.

» Better for indoor use, due to air-cooling
applications.

* Lower environmental risk.

* Can handle extreme conditions better
than liquid filled.

* Are not usually conducive to recycling
and repair.—SC
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built to order, and they are built to last.

“We’ve had customers who have had
hurricanes rip through their areas, and
they came back and said ‘This whole
distribution center was under eight feet
of water, and when it subsided, your
product was the only one that worked,””
director of sales and business develop-
ment Dave Giffels said. “As far as I
know, it’s still in service.”

Dry-type transformers have a recom-
mended life of 20-30 years, but accord-
ing to Morem, some have been working
as long as Olsun has been in business.

“They’re out there still working, but
they’re grossly inefficient,” he said.
“They’re not to today’s technology, but
they re still taking 1,200 volts and trans-
forming it down to 480 volts. They’ve
been doing it for years, and they’1l prob-
ably keep doing it for years.” As far as
repairs go, that is another thing Olsun
can do, if a repair is possible.

“When a transformer fails, it is typi-
cally failing catastrophically. It’s not
something that can be fixed in the field.
It’s going to have to at least come back
here, and by the time we do that, we
probably could have built a new one,”
Morem said. But on the off chance that
this is not what has gone wrong, the Ol-
sun team has gone above and beyond
before in its service.

“We had a local end user who had
storms roll through their area that took
down one of the transformers. Being
relatively close to them, we jumped in
the van and went over and looked at it,”
Jachowicz said. “We were able to repair
it in less than two weeks. It was a criti-
cal part of their process, and because of
the unique size, makeup, and voltages,
we were able to turn it around in 10-12
days. That’s something we can do that
maybe others can’t.”

That is only one of many success sto-
ries the company has to tell about help-
ing out in unique situations.

In Mississippi some time ago, a ca-
sino called the company about a 2,500
kVA, 25kV transformer that failed,
desperate to get business back and run-
ning. Many can relate to the urgency of
needing power, and every day that ca-
sino was out of operation was a day the
client was losing money. Olsun was able
to build a new core and coil for them in
less than 10 days.

“We’re all sort of struggling with
unique things every day. It’s almost as
if those challenges are routine, because
it’s what we do. There are emergencies
all the time,” Rueth said.

Built nearly from scratch

The company’s bread and butter, of
course, is in that kind of work: creating
transformers almost entirely by scratch,
to meet a specific client’s unique needs.
Almost everything is done in-house
from start to finish. The only exception
is with certain larger cores, which are
occasionally easier to import from other
companies that have specific machinery
to handle them.

“Raw materials come in, the finished
product comes out. Aluminum and cop-
per foil, electrical core steel, sheet metal,
structural steel—all that gets processed
here, including the paint processes. And
out the door is a finished transformer,”
Rueth said.

It truly is an all-in-one operation.
Every department, from engineering to
sales to manufacturing, is located at the
one facility, as opposed to being spread
over different locations, struggling to
communicate in a timely manner.

“With some of our suppliers, you call
someone and they’re talking to a manu-
facturing plant in a completely different
zip code or time zone. We're all here,
under the same roof,” Rueth said.

The process itself is still completely
manual, which might seem odd for a
successful manufacturer in the 21st cen-
tury. Automation is seemingly the more
efficient option, but at Olsun, this is not
the case.

“We’re winding transformers the
same way we were in the 1950s, when
dry-type transformers came into being.
We’re a custom transformer manufac-
turer, so we’re doing a lot of things by
hand and by people instead of machin-
ery,” Morem said.

“There are things that could be done
through automation, but since we're
basically building one transformer at a

Please turn to page 26
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Safety goggles needed: The
clamps for the transformer
magnetic cores are fabricated
Jfrom steel channel, angle, and
| bar stock, in-house.
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In transformer manufacturing, the primary voltage windings must be added to the coil with
disc-wound construction.
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time, strictly for a customer, it doesn’t
lend itself to that.”

Products made to order

Why go through all this trouble when
they could just stock up on standard
sizes and be ready to go whenever a cli-
ent calls?

“Everything isn’t  cookie-cutter.
There are standards within the industry,
but typically in application, there could
be a space issue,” Morem said. “There
could be something special that they
want to do with the transformer. Maybe
they need a tap-changer, maybe they
need something that’s out of the ordi-
nary that’s not just a voltage coming in
and a voltage going out.”

While their competitors are more
than happy to squeeze an ‘“‘almost-

coil for a motor starter application.
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Everything at Olsun is done by hand, including the assembly of lead breakuts directly to a

right” transformer into the needed
space, the team at Olsun wants to go a
step further and ensure they make you
exactly the right transformer to go into
your space.

They can also build accessories into
the transformer, commonly including
dust filters, provisions for forced air,
rodent-proofing measures, space heat-
ers, temperature monitors and alarms,
and thermal switches.

Don'’t think that just because it’s what
they do all day, every day, that it means
their jobs are any easier for it. There are
many challenges to designing and creat-
ing a transformer to fit every need, but
that’s what makes it all so exciting.

“Sometimes the sales team overprom-
ises things. You see our slogan, ‘We can
do that’?” Jachowicz said, referring to
the tagline seen underneath the Olsun

4

logo on the company’s website. “So, a
lot of the times, we’ll tell the customer,
“Yeah, we can do that.” Then it gets to
engineering and they have to figure out
how we’re actually going to do that.
And I would put them up against any
competition when it comes to design-
ing specials. But once they design it, we
have to figure out how to make it.”

The value of quality

From time to time, a client doesn’t
know why they would want a custom
transformer over a standard-built alter-
native, and that can be a difficult thing
for the sales team at Olsun to commu-
nicate.

“Not that we like to brag, but at times
people want a Cadillac for a Chevy
price,” Rueth said. “It’s tough to talk
about the intangibles with the work-
manship, the robustness of design, the
reliability, just the little things we do in
our product. Put it side-by-side with an-
other, standard transformer, and some-
one that’s trained can see the difference
in workmanship.

“In this day and age, the front-end
price is what you get held to. For us, the
challenge is getting new customers. It’s
very easy for us to get repeat custom-
ers, because once they own Olsun trans-
formers for a long time, they understand
the value of an Olsun transformer,” he
continued.

While many companies try to com-
pete on price, Olsun knows that their
products are worth their value. If they
ever become insecure, they only need to
hear customer testimonials to reassure
them.

“I sat with a customer in Houston.
He’d been around the industry for a
long time,” Morem said. “He said “You
know, you guys are still more expensive
than everyone else.” I wasn’t sure where
he was going, but then he smiled and
said, ‘but I've never had a failure.” It was
pretty powerful.”

“And if American-made is important
to a customer—and it is to many—well,
everything’s done here,” Giffels added.

Current challenges

The company is not shy about its
struggles in the current international
climate. Many foreign competitors are
popping up, creating new competition,
and in the wake of recent steel tariffs
created by the Trump administration,
Olsun must learn how to navigate the
changing landscape and still come out
on top.

Juan Pablo Medina, Olsun’s director
of engineering, cites the steel tariffs as
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the most pressing challenge facing the
company today.

“Transformers are different from oth-
er products; the steel content is 80% of
their weight, compared to a can of beer
or any other product, so those tariffs are
hitting us,” he said. “All of us that build
in the U.S. are affected.”

At the same time, the market is
changing in some more positive ways
that allow for innovation and new ap-
plications.

“A transformer is a transformer,” Me-
dina said. “But we follow what indus-
tries are doing out there. Something we
see coming is a lot more electrification
in cars, and that requires a certain type
of transformer.”

Jachowicz adds, “The nature of
electrical loads is changing, as is the
uniqueness of the loads. We can design
transformers to accommodate these
changes.”

The ever-growing world of renewable
energy offers a new market for trans-
former manufacturers as well, where
specialized transformers can integrate
with renewable sources of energy like
solar power.

Clear communication

While this seems like a lot of work to
be done and considered every day, the
key to the company’s success is similar
to what one might hear in a marriage
counselor’s office: communication.

“What is unique about Olsun—and
refreshing—is that if a customer calls
us and has a question, we can walk out
and see what’s happening and make a
change,” Giffels said. “If we’re trying
to expedite something, there’s a lot of
communication that goes on here. I
haven’t seen that at other companies
I've worked for. Every Monday morn-
ing, we have a meeting in the conference
room with manufacturing, engineering,
and sales, and we talk about everything
that’s going on that week. If there’s an
issue we need to address, we commu-
nicate it. We’re able to communicate it
to the customer right away so it doesn’t
fester. We're very efficient here.”

“We’ve all been at other companies,
and coming from a larger organization,
it is like a family,” Jachowicz added.
“Someone from sales can go talk to a
winder and learn what he’s doing on a
project, and he can share with the cus-
tomer. Everybody’s pretty comfort-
able around here. I like to tell my wife,
‘There are no jerks at Olsun. Everybody
gets along, everybody works together
very well, and it’s a very nice environ-
ment.””

At Olsun Electrics, the transformer coils have primary voltage windings over secondary

voltage windings.

Employee loyalty

Some of the guys out on the floor
must be comfortable, considering plen-
ty have 40-plus years of experience at
the company. On a tour of the manufac-
turing facilities, Rueth points out many
of these longtime workers, who climbed
up from entry-level positions to tasks
that take serious skill, like advanced coil
winding.

“We have good retention amongst our
senior employees,” he said. “It can be
hard sometimes to find someone that is
trainable, dependable, and consistent,
though. A lot of hit and miss.”

But once someone who fits in finds
their way to Olsun, “it’s pretty consis-
tent once you’ve been here five-plus
years. It becomes home,” he continues.

Olsun tries to encourage that senti-
ment by cultivating many opportuni-
ties for employees to move around and
learn new skills. According to Rueth, if
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there’s something a worker expresses
interest in learning, there is every op-
portunity available for them to pursue
it. Many long-term employees’ jobs
followed that trajectory, starting some-
where completely different from where
they ultimately ended up. And many
find that even once they have moved up,
they are still able to engage in different
parts of the process. “Many of us wear
a lot of different hats here,” Rueth said.

“Continual growth, not only revenue,
but in our human capital here, is a goal.
We want to help everyone develop at a
rate that’s good for their career,” Giffels
said.

The bulk of the employees are local
to the factory, meaning they hail from
either southern Wisconsin or north-
ern Illinois. The small town of Rich-
mond, just under the Wisconsin border
line, is approximately one hour from

Please turn to next page
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HUSA.

Everest, or Evi for short, sits in front of a miniature substation model in the Olsun office
spaces. Substations are the most popular product sold by the company.

TRANSFORMERS from previous page
Milwaukee and two hours from Chi-
cago by car.

“Both Packers and Bears fans,” is
how Jachowicz puts it.

Football rivalries aside, Olsun attracts
a certain kind of Midwestern folk, with

a strong work ethic and a penchant for
hunting and boating. And golfing, too.
The most unusual employee, or should
I'say “employee,” is an older, brown dog
named Everest—Evi for short—who
runs around the office space and keeps
an eye on things in exchange for treats.

Because quality matters, the coils are inspected by a floor supervisor for correct dimensions,
materials, and construction.
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She’s the owner’s personal pet but has
called the Olsun office space home for
many years.

Combining art and science

None of the human workers has quite
as cushy a gig as she does, though.
Many of those working on the floor are
involved in the heart of the operation:
coils.

“The core competency of the compa-
ny is coil winding. My favorite saying
is that there’s a science behind all the
magnetics and coil winding, but in order
to wind the coil, there is an art to it. So
that art, and the ability to do it, is some-
thing we have to teach,” Morem said.
“We can’t put an ad in the paper and say
we’d like to hire a coil winder, because
it doesn’t work that way. Those are basi-
cally home-grown,” he continued.

There are three levels of winders,
and it takes a lot of work and training
to move up a level. But training is not
something out of the ordinary at Ol-
sun—it is something the company en-
gages in almost every day.

“We’ve got different levels of experi-
ence in every department. Some of the
senior people are helping guide the not-
so-senior people, and vice versa. Some
of the younger folks are bringing in new
ideas, so we try and learn from each
other,” Giffels said.

There are also monthly training top-
ics that help employees implement
safety techniques, as part of an initiative
set up five years ago to keep operations
smooth, safe, and efficient.

“The key is getting everybody in-
volved in the discussion on safety,”
Rueth said. “We rotate people on safe-
ty audit teams every six months or so.
You're looking for unsafe procedures,
and when you come back to your home
department, you see it differently.”

The program has paid off: the factory
floor is clean, safe, and efficient. The
team works on five to 10 projects a week,
with a typical lead time of six weeks per
project. Everything is happening simul-
taneously in its specific place, and it all
comes together at the end.

It is probably because operations
are run so smoothly that they feel so
optimistic about taking on challenging
projects.

“There are a lot of applications out
there that our competition shies away
from. Sometimes it’s a little scary, but
we embrace those applications and en-
courage them,” Giffels said. “That’s one
of the keys to our success.”

“If it’s weird and quirky, we’ll see
what we can do,” Morem added. EA
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