
SHORT HISTORY OF 

THORDARSON ELECTRIC MFG. CO. 
by PETER KA I LUS 

Backgrou nd : 

--Thordarson Electric Co. founded 
in Chicago, Ill. , 1895 
--Became a division of Burgess 
Battery Company in 1936. 
--Became a division of Maquire 
lndustries, Inc. in 1940. 
--Became Thordarson-Meissner 
(Division of Components Corp. ) 

The Thordarson Electric Manufact­
uring Co. was founded in 1895 by 
Chester H. Thordarson, origin a 11 y 
a native of Iceland. A manufacturer 
of electrical goods, it specialized in 
amateur equipment in the early days 
with emphasis on high voltage trans­
formers used in spark transmitters. 
Old time amateur well remember 
the Thordarson line which was avail­
able from 1/4 to several kilowatts 
with voltages over 25, 000 volts. 

or at the University of Wisconsin 
(1896) he acquired some equ4Jnent 
for the Chemical Engineering build­
ing from a newly formed company 
bearing the name "C. H. Thordarson". 
In time the two met and a lifelong 
friendship began. 

Forty years later (1936) the Thor­
darson Company was ir. desperate 
financial trouble with numerous bus­
iness debts. Creditors were prepar­
ing to put through a re-organization 
order by which Thordarson would 
be eliminated. He would also lose 
his valuable electrical library which 
had been mortgaged. 
After a lengthy research by Burgess, 
a plan was worked out whereby the 
Burgess Battery Company would fi­
nance the retirement of outstanding 
indebtness and become owner of 
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In addition to the spark transform­
er, the company made oscillation 
transformers and rotary gaps. The 
early transformers used a frame of 
molded cast or malleable iron. Later 
models used a frame of pressed 
steeel to reduce cost. An outstand­
ing feature on some models was 
the magnetic shunt control which 
protected the transformer from un­
due surges. 

Chester Thordarson had an inter­
esting life. As early as 1896 his 
path crossed that of Charles Bur­
gess (later of Burgess battery fame). 
When Burgess was an E. E. Instruct-
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Common stock. Thordarson would 
become owner of Preferred stock 
and President of the Com­
pany. The plan saved the company 
and in time he recovered his valu­
able library. 

Following WWI the company ex­
panded to a full line of power and 
audio transformers, choke coils 
and other radio items. The name 
became prominent in radio for the 
next 30 years and contributed much 
during WWII. 

A sidelight to Chester Thordar­
son' s life was his interest in Rock 
Island located in Lake Michigan 



near Green Bay, Wisconsin. He 
purchased the 900 acre island in 
1914 with visions of creating an Ice­
landic kingdom of his own, similar 
to the is 1 and he had known as a 
child. 

His most important legacy to the 
island was a huge stone boat hOuse 
which has become known as Viking 
Hall and at one time housed his 
valuable historical electrical 
library and one of the larg­
est collections of Icelandic 
literature in the world. 

Thordarson had become a 
book collector in early life 
and in 1941 moved his huge 
collection to Rock Island 
where the books were plac­
ed in tall cases around the 
walls of the great hall. 

Chester Thordarson died 
in 1945 leaving to his heirs 
the history-laden island. 

In time the magnificent 
library was purchased by 
and rmved to safety by the Univer­
sity of Wisconsin (1964). Rock Is­
land was purchased by the State of 
Wisconsin in 1964 and is present-
ly known as Rock Island State Park. 

-rtlORDARSON 
II R..-300 
AUDIO TRANS&:ORM~R 

S
UPREME in musical performance, the 

new Thordarson R·300 Audio Trans· 
former brings a greater realism to radio 

reproduction. Introducing a new core mate• 
rial, "DX-Metal" (a product of the Thordar­
son Laboratory), the amplification range has 
been extended still further into the lower reg­
ister, so that even the deepest tones now may 
be reproduced with amazing fidelity. 

TttORDARSON ELECTRIC MANUfACJURJNO CO. 
'7fan.sR>rww-S1J.clal./.lt1.flndJ1895 
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I Power Su1>1>1y Transform«• I Double Chok~ Units 

I Power Compacts I Speakf'r Coupling Trans-
formtts 

Au dio amplifier and powe r 
s u pply of the mid 20 ' s . The 
company also manu factured a 
line of amateur t r a ns mitters 
in the lat e 1930' s . 

PICKERILL COLLECTION 
given to 

CBI(OADC~ P!OJVgEI(S 
C°£IBI(AJ?Y 

Much of the soft-ware (books, cata­
logs, photos, etc.) remaining in 
the Pickerill estate has been given 
to the Broadcast Pioneers Lib1·ary 
in Washington, D. C. by his cousin 
Eugene Baker. 
"Pick" was a Honorary Member of 

AWA, pioneer wireless operator and 
aviator. The Association made a 
slide/ tape show of his career sev­
eral years ago before his death. 

CORRECTION: #5 slide in AWA Mus­
eum slide show is mounted in re­
verse. Turn slide over so contents 
of slide will match tape commentary. 


