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A
utumn leaves blanketed the trees when Lionel Tobin moved to Fort Wayne from utumn leaves blanketed the trees when Lionel Tobin moved to Fort Wayne from 
Arizona in 1991 to become the new CEO of WireAmerica of Indiana, Inc., a Arizona in 1991 to become the new CEO of WireAmerica of Indiana, Inc., a 
telecommunications manufacturer and distributor. His goal: prevent the financially telecommunications manufacturer and distributor. His goal: prevent the financially 
struggling business from closing.struggling business from closing.

“I braved the summer in Arizona and moved to Indiana just before it got “I braved the summer in Arizona and moved to Indiana just before it got 
blistering cold,” he recalls with a laugh. blistering cold,” he recalls with a laugh. 

Tireless in his efforts to save the company (founded in 1988), Tobin worked without a salary Tireless in his efforts to save the company (founded in 1988), Tobin worked without a salary 
for nearly one year and spent some of his own money rebuilding the firm. He was willing to for nearly one year and spent some of his own money rebuilding the firm. He was willing to 
make those sacrifices, he says, “because I believed in the company enough where I could make it make those sacrifices, he says, “because I believed in the company enough where I could make it 
profitable and make the salary later.”profitable and make the salary later.”

His strategy – improve customer service and build client relationships – worked. Under his His strategy – improve customer service and build client relationships – worked. Under his 
leadership, WireAmerica’s annual sales swelled to $91 million in 2000. leadership, WireAmerica’s annual sales swelled to $91 million in 2000. 

Just one year later, the market changed “when the bottom fell out from the Just one year later, the market changed “when the bottom fell out from the 
telecommunications industry” and Tobin began the process of closing down. At the telecommunications industry” and Tobin began the process of closing down. At the 
same time, he turned his attention to growing another business that has flourished same time, he turned his attention to growing another business that has flourished 
since, Stuart Manufacturing, Inc. (dba Stuart Integrated Systems), which produces since, Stuart Manufacturing, Inc. (dba Stuart Integrated Systems), which produces 
electrical components for commercial customers and the defense sector. electrical components for commercial customers and the defense sector. 

Tobin’s dedication to his employees – and to community involvement – equals his Tobin’s dedication to his employees – and to community involvement – equals his 
commitment to business success. commitment to business success. 

BizVoice®: Tell us how your career led you to Stuart Manufacturing.: Tell us how your career led you to Stuart Manufacturing.

Lionel Tobin:Lionel Tobin: “I used to manage minority distributors for AT&T across the country  “I used to manage minority distributors for AT&T across the country 
and WireAmerica (which shared a building with Stuart Manufacturing) was one of and WireAmerica (which shared a building with Stuart Manufacturing) was one of 
my accounts. In 1991, Clarence Stuart, Stuart Manufacturing’s namesake, owned my accounts. In 1991, Clarence Stuart, Stuart Manufacturing’s namesake, owned 
the majority of the shares of WireAmerica. I came in and bought half of WireAmerica. the majority of the shares of WireAmerica. I came in and bought half of WireAmerica. 
Clarence and I were co-owners up until 1997. Clarence and I were co-owners up until 1997. 

“WireAmerica was entirely telecommunications. We had eight warehouses across “WireAmerica was entirely telecommunications. We had eight warehouses across 
the country (and 83 employees) before I shut it down. We were one of the top African the country (and 83 employees) before I shut it down. We were one of the top African 
American companies in the country. I really thought I would save WireAmerica.”American companies in the country. I really thought I would save WireAmerica.”

By Symone C. SkrzyckiBy Symone C. Skrzycki

C o m m u n i t y  F o c u s – Indiana’sLeader

Lionel Tobin:
Making Manufacturing  
Personal

Stuart Manufacturing specializes Stuart Manufacturing specializes 
in cable assembly and offers a in cable assembly and offers a 
variety of additional services.variety of additional services.
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BV: Describe your early days at Stuart Manufacturing.

LT: “In 2001, when I purchased Stuart Manufacturing (prior 
to closing WireAmerica), it had 35 to 40 employees and gross 
sales of less than $3 million. Now we have 280 employees and 
do right at $30 million in annual sales.
 
“Stuart Manufacturing was not doing well when I shut down 
WireAmerica. Companies, often times, don’t realize what their 
assets are. Stuart Manufacturing had quite a bit of technical 
knowledge and expertise, but they never really marketed that. 
I had no doubt that when we showed them (potential 
customers) what we could do and that we had a desire to do 
more, we would get more business.

“We’ve grown more than 100% in the last year (increasing the 
workforce and annual sales by over 50%).” 

BV: What approaches did you take in your efforts to grow the 
company? 

LT: “One of the things we focused on with Stuart Manufacturing 
was not so much sales, but possibility. And delivering value to 
our customers. How we were going to do that was focus primarily 
on quality. We use Six Sigma and introduced a lot of lean 
properties in our operations. Focusing on quality allowed us to 
reduce our price so that we can compete with almost anybody.”

BV: Are most of the products custom-made?

LT: “Yes, we are a job shop. They give us the prints and say, 
‘build this for us,’ and we build it. In some instances, we are 
the source on the drawings for some of the defense military 
cables, but most of them (the products) are custom-made.”

BV: What are some of your signature products?

LT: “The thing we’re noted for is cable assembly (coaxial, power, 
battery, woven, data, multi-conductor and telecommunications). 
A large part of our business involves cables we produce that go 
into heavy trucks, tanks and armored vehicles.” 

BV: How would you describe your management style?

LT: “I’m very hands-on. I’m not one that is concerned with titles 
and layers. They can call me, ‘Lionel.’ They can call me ‘Mr. Tobin.’ 

“I have an (employee) empowerment style of managing. If 
they have good ideas, I’m interested in hearing them 
regardless of what level they are. We’re really strong on 
diversity here. We’re really strong on respect. I want everyone 
to know what part they play in delivering products to the 
customers and that we really do want their input on how we 
can run a more effective company and deliver more effective 
products.” 

BV: Tell us about a few employee activities and programs that 
make you proud.

LT: “The staff recently came up with a newsletter. We’re 
getting ready to have our semi-annual meeting where we’ll give 
turkeys out to everyone (for Thanksgiving, which was two 
weeks away at the time of this interview). In the last few years, 
we raffled off flat-screen TVs and had a number of gifts. It’s all 
driven by how well we do. 

“We had a new addition put onto the building. One of the 
things I’m really excited about is our tornado shelter. When we 
had it built, we had it reinforced to sustain 140 mph winds.” 
(Plans are also underway to expand the employee break area to 
include an outdoor patio.)

Continued on page 54

The company operates out of a 43,000-square-foot facility just 
outside the downtown business district.
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BV: How do you encourage professional development?

LT: “In terms of our staff, we send them out and require that 
they get training on computers. We’ve had consultants come in 
and do diversity training and sexual harassment training for 
every employee. We’ve also had human resources do that 
internally. For upper management, we don’t have an in-house 
training program, but we send them out to get training.”

BV: You recruit many of your employees from the inner city. 
Why is that so important to you?

LT: “On one level, it’s a way of giving back. Some of it is driven 
by the government. We’re waiting to hear back from the Small 
Business Administration if we’re HUBZone (Historically 
Underutilized Business Zone) certified. The business resides in 
an area that is economically depressed. If you hire 35% of your 
employees that reside in those areas, the government will set 
aside contracts specifically for that. Not only that, but the 
government requires that companies that do business with 
them do so much business with HUBZones. 

“We have some employees who have had some difficulties early 
on in life, ex-felons, that are doing an excellent job for us and 
they are people that other companies wouldn’t even consider.”

BV: Throughout the years, you’ve shown that building 

relationships – both in the business world and in your 
community – is a priority. Explain why. 

LT: “It’s everything. I feel that in the community, we (Stuart 
Manufacturing) need to get more exposure in letting people 
know the things we do. Because most of the products aren’t 
sold for use in Fort Wayne, it hasn’t been that important that 
we advertise the business. Most of our customers are USA 
companies, but they sell (our) products all over the world. We 
ship products out of the country for them.”

BV: Many people admire your “can do” attitude and passion 
for helping people. What motivates you?

LT: “Helping more people. How do I take this template I’ve 
established here and do things in smaller cities across the 
country that are having a difficult time? 

“I was in Chicago a few years ago and a young African American 
man approached me and looked like he hadn’t had a haircut 
probably in two years. He didn’t ask for any money. He just 
wanted to know, ‘do you have any work that I could do? I’ve 
asked so many people for a job and no one will hire me.’ 
That’s the kind of person I want to help. Those are the kind of 
people we are helping (at Stuart Manufacturing), and we want 
to help more people in other cities.”

Indiana’s Leader
Continued from page 49




