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A history of continuous change

Pierburg and Kolbenschmidt celebrating their centennials

Together, Pierburg and Kolbenschmidt are celebrating their centenaries. A re-
view of the history of these two auto industry suppliers, merged under Rhein-
metall as the Kolbenschmidt Pierburg Group back in 1998, shows that the 
past decades have, above all, been a period of repeated change: on the one 
hand, marked by the major political events of the 20th century and, primarily, 
by all-embracing developments in engine technology. The corporate history of 
these two companies is closely linked to that of the car and its drive unit, the 
engine, the focal point of attention for the companies. Established as two se-
parate companies by Bernhard Pierburg in Berlin in 1909 and Karl Schmidt in 
Neckarsulm in 1910, along with their affiliates under the roof of Kolbenschmidt 
Pierburg AG they generated in fiscal 2008 annual sales in the region of €2.06 
billion. The internationally operating auto industry supplier employs presently 
at over 30 locations in Europe, North and South America, Japan, India and Chi-
na a workforce of around 11,000 and ranks worldwide among the 100 biggest 
names in its industry. In its role of longstanding development partner of the 
international automakers, the Kolbenschmidt Pierburg Group develops, produ-
ces and markets first-tier components, systems and modules for every aspect 
of the engine, for motor vehicle OEMs as well as the aftermarket shipped out 
through its six divisions Pierburg, Pierburg Pump Technology, KS Kolben-
schmidt, KS Aluminium-Technologie, KS Gleitlager and Motor Service.

For many decades during the past century, the name Pierburg has been syno-
nymous with the “carburetor,” the core mixture-formation component in the engine. 
The company was formed in the spring of 1909 when Dr. Bernhard Pierburg regi-
stered in Berlin his steel trading enterprise Gebrüder Pierburg OHG. Initially, the 
purpose of the business was trading in high-grade engineering steels and iron used 
in the manufacture of auto, aircraft and machinery parts and components. In 1928, 
Pierburg manufactured its first Solex carburetor for Hanomag, thus laying the foun-
dations for what would later become the best known and over many years predomi-
nant Pierburg product. Even though the factories were heavily damaged by the end 
of World War II and the remaining facilities earmarked for dismantling, Alfred Pier-
burg, the son of the company founder, recommenced the production of carburetors in 
1947. The same year saw the addition of Deutsche Vergaser Gesellschaft, Neuss, a 
company founded by Alfred Pierburg.  In 1955, he built the first two-stage or progres-
sive carburetor. The same year, the company acquired a site on Düsseldorfer Stras-
se in Neuss, still Pierburg’s headquarters.

Even though in the course of the sixties, the company supplied most German and 
European automakers with carburetors, throttle bodies, and fuel pumps, the product 
range was early on extended to include additional items. Since 1966, stricter emissi-
on reduction legislation has been spreading throughout the USA and also influencing 
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Europe; in response to this, Pierburg had been closely examining the subject of 
emission reduction and developing the corresponding engine components. To this 
end, Deutsche Vergaser Gesellschaft commissioned in Neuss at the close of 1969 
what was then Europe’s biggest R&D facility fitted out with advanced measuring 
instrumentation, engine test rigs, flow benches, and climate chambers.

Inseparably linked with Pierburg’s history is the unofficial strike of 1973. Under 
close media attention, the women workers at the Neuss factory, mostly foreign, em-
ployed in the assembly of carburetors and gasoline pumps, succeeded in putting 
through a higher hourly wage. In the wake of this wave of strikes, the “light wage” 
category was then abolished once and for all throughout Germany, thus leading to 
a revolution of the nation’s collectively negotiated wage system.

On the death of Alfred Pierburg in 1975, company management was assigned to 
his son and around 10 years later, in 1986, the then Rheinmetall Berlin AG ac-
quired from the Pierburg family a 80-percent stake in the company.

With the resolution by the EC members stating that starting from 1993 all newly 
registered cars would have to be fitted with a 3-way catalytic converter, the end of 
carburetor production was foreseeable and new subjects such as “fuel consump-
tion reduction” and “emission lowering” moved into the focus of the company’s 
interests. For around 40 years and nowadays still, an (initially vacuum-controlled) 
valve for exhaust gas recirculation (EGR) has been a key component of the pro-
duct range. Its development was launched in 1970 in cooperation with a notable 
German OEM. Since then, over 30 million pneumatic EGR valves have been built 
by Pierburg. They were joined in 1996 by electric EGR valves with a bigger nitro-
gen oxide reduction potential and savings in fuel consumption. At the Frankfurt 
Motor Show (IAA) in 2005, Pierburg underscored its world market leadership in the 
segment with a new kind of cooled exhaust gas recirculation system in which the 
exhaust gases are cooled by up to 70 percent in a cost-effective aluminum cooling 
unit. This represented an important step in homing in on EURO 5 emission stan-
dards.

The company also awakened vast interest in the automobile world with its variable 
intake manifolds which in various versions have been produced for almost 20 ye-
ars. The superlight intake manifolds built from magnesium alloys were first presen-
ted at the Frankfurt Motor Show in 1995.

Electromagnetic or solenoid valves nowadays represent an important product 
group at Pierburg. This is another sector in which the company is among the mar-
ket leaders worldwide. In the case of the electropneumatic transducers, the Neuss-
based manufacturer is worldwide no. 1, in the market for electric divert-air valves, 
no. 3.
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A tradition of pistons

The corporate history of both Pierburg and Kolbenschmidt was launched by two 
classical entrepreneurs of the period: just as Bernhard Pierburg in 1909, in the spring 
of 1910 Karl Schmidt, the son of the founder of NSU, Christian Schmidt, established 
Deutsche Ölfeuerungswerke in Heilbronn/Neckar (relocated to Neckarsulm in 1917), 
only assisted by his father-in-law Rupp, who was building the Pluto brand of cars in 
Apolda. To begin with, the business of the company was the manufacture of oil-fired 
metal-smelting furnaces. Only a few years later, the first aluminum-copper piston 
emerged from the mold. With this development, Schmidt was participating in a com-
petition staged by the German government and won second prize. This was, in fact, 
the foundation stone for the success story of Kolbenschmidt.

Whereas in the early years, the cast pistons were shipped out from the Neckarsulm 
plant in a “raw” untreated state, in 1934 an additional production shop was set up 
for machining the pistons. From then on, the company supplied its finish- or net-ma-
chined pistons directly to the automobile industry. Only a year later, in 1935, the first 
plain bearings were manufactured here, too.

The rising performance challenges confronting engines have necessitated repeated 
improvements to the piston: the ring-belt piston, developed as early as 1948, ensured 
controlled heat expansion of the piston shaft under elevated operating temperatures. 
Light-metal pistons with special ring carriers, launched in 1959, reduced piston and 
piston ring wear on large-bore pistons under heavy-oil operation. With the salt cores 
first introduced in 1965, sealed into the piston and washed out in the course of pro-
duction, it was possible to improve piston heat response in particularly temperature-
critical zones.

In the 1970s, the company once again assumed a pioneer role in the development 
of a piston pin bore shaping process which is still standard practice nowadays. By 
applying a sophisticated machining technique engineered by KS employees, the bore 
surface is shaped for optimum piston hub resistance and load carrying ability.

In the 1980s and 1990s, tighter emission standards were resulting in added stress 
on the piston as the key engine component. In response to the wishes of the auto-
makers for narrower and narrower head land (and hence reduced emissions) and in 
cooperation with the OEMs, this brought about further improved materials technolo-
gies involving alloys resistant to elevated temperatures and other features such as 
hard-anodization of the piston ring grooves. 

Of growing significance in piston design were and are such factors as high perfor-
mance, ample load-bearing capacity, low noise and best-possible piston cooling. With 
its innovative piston geometries, materials and longstanding know-how in down-
stream machining, KS Kolbenschmidt has developed pistons nowadays able to cope 
with present and future challenges. These extend from very small specialty pistons 
for powered saws via car and commercial vehicle pistons to large-bore pistons with 
64 cm diameter built into marine or stationary engines and include a series of light-
weight car pistons that although weighing about 15 percent less, are around 30 
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percent higher in endurance strength compared with conventional pistons. Another 
element of modern-day piston technology is a newly developed coating by means 
of which nanoparticles ensure low friction and good wear resistance.

In its infant years still purely an owner-run company, Karl Schmidt GmbH in 1924 
acquired a new majority shareholder in the form of Metallgesellschaft which in 1927 
then advanced to its sole owner. Over the next 70 years, this Frankfurt-based com-
pany controlled the destiny of the company which graduated to an internationally 
renowned auto industry supplier. April 1984 saw the company’s (now renamed 
Kolbenschmidt AG) IPO although Metallgesellschaft initially held on to a minori-
ty stake of 37.5 percent which was then gradually reduced. On March 5, 1997, 
Rheinmetall acquired a majority state in Kolbenschmidt AG and a year later in 1998 
merged Kolbenschmidt and Pierburg into Kolbenschmidt Pierburg AG. The latter in 
2006 then moved its headquarters from Düsseldorf back to Neckarsulm in 2006, its 
biggest location and the birthplace of the company founded by Karl Schmidt.

Competence in oil, water, and vacuum pumps

Back in the sixties, vacuum pumps had been used as brake boosters in diesel 
engines as well as for helping out with such functions as central locking. Since 
1965, what was then Alfred Pierburg Auto- und Luftfahrtgerätebau (APG) has been 
supplying manufacturers of car diesel engines throughout Europe with its own 
diaphragm vacuum pumps driven by a V-belt. These were then succeeded in 1980 
by more powerful piston-type vacuum pumps, in 1985 supplemented by swinging-
vane vacuum pumps and starting from 1997, step by step by today’s single-vane 
vacuum pumps.

In the following year 1998, Pierburg took over from Kolbenschmidt the latter’s oil 
and water pump product range whose key components nowadays are electric oil 
pumps, coolant pumps, and electric water circulation pumps. A focal point of attrac-
tion at the Frankfurt Motor Show in 2003 was the debut of an electrically operated 
coolant pump which largely contributes toward fuel savings since it is not continu-
ously operated via the engine’s V-belt but only switched on electronically as and 
when needed.

In 2007, the pump product range was spun off into a separate company, Pierburg 
Pump Technology GmbH. The main purposes of this company are the development 
of oil, water and vacuum pumps such as the water circulation pumps (WUP) of 
which over 10 million have been built and which are used for a variety of functions 
within the motor vehicle.

Specialist in engine blocks

Badly damaged by the end of the Second World War, Neckarsulm plant was initially 
placed by the Allies on their reparations and dismantling list; however, for political 
reasons it was not in fact dismantled. Two circumstances accounted for the fact 
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that the aluminum resmelting plant as the first Karl Schmidt factory, after initially ha-
ving its license revoked was then allowed by the US military authorities in 1946 to 
recommence operations. On the one hand, the suffering population was in urgent 
need of such household items as pots, pans and other practical utensils. And, the 
scrap necessary for running the resmelting plant was abundantly available in the 
ruins left over from the war. And secondly, the Americans were confronted with the 
need to restore the German auto industry in order for the occupying forces to cope 
with their administrative functions. Motor vehicles had to be serviced, repaired and 
rebuilt. And under these circumstances, Karl Schmidt’s aluminum foundry again 
booked an influx of orders. At the Neckarsulm facility, not only pistons but, since 
February 1946, engine blocks have also been cast, one of the customers being the 
neighboring NSU automobile company.

A milestone in foundry practice is considered nowadays to have been the acquisi-
tion of British know-how in the low-pressure casting of precision parts in 1955 and 
the repeated refinement of this technique. For the first time it proved possible to 
produce aluminum castings for geometrically complex parts such as the cylinder 
head of the new Porsche 356 Carrera sports car. Karl Schmidt GmbH extended 
its competence in aluminum casting in 1971 with the acquisition of US licenses 
for producing monolithic aluminum engine blocks from a hypereutectic aluminum-
silicon alloy along with the necessary pistons. 1973 saw the series production of 
air-cooled ribbed cylinders from this alloy, cast in low-pressure permanent molds as 
well as the Ferrocoat pistons for the Porsche 911. This was followed in 1977 with 
the start-up of standard production for the first Alusil engine block destined for the 
5.0-liter V8 engine from Mercedes-Benz.

In 1991, the Aluminum Castings unit was spun off from the then Kolbenschmidt AG 
and contributed to the new KS Aluminium-Technologie AG. Production refocused 
over the course of the years: whereas up to 2002, the emphasis had been on the 
actual casting of the engine blocks, in the years that followed the addition of down-
stream machining stages increased the vertical depth of production. Nowadays, 
KS Aluminium-Technologie handles the casting, the high-precision net machining 
of the engine blocks including the honing of the cylinders for all Porsche engines 
(6-cylinder flat and V engines).

Innovative force in bearings and bushings

Very early on plain bearings had also been manufactured besides pistons at Neck-
arsulm. In contrast to the pistons, however, it took quite some time for aluminum 
to take precedence over the proven bronze as a material for the bearings. In fact, 
plain bearings in aluminum have only been built at Karl Schmidt GmbH since 1935. 
The finished half-bearings were first used on the crankshafts of the Kübelwagen, 
the military cousin of the later Volkswagen Beetle.

With the Neckarsulm bearings production facilities stretched to their limits, a new 
plant at St. Leon-Rot near Heidelberg was set up in 1963. In 1969, the bearings 
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manufacturer Höveler & Dieckhaus in Papenburg, Emsland, a company founded 
back in 1888, was taken over. As a consequence, there was now a further produc-
tion location in northern Germany. KS Gleitlager GmbH is one of the biggest em-
ployers in this region. The location is particularly skilled in the production of heavy-
duty bearings for high-duty diesel engines. 

The St. Leon-Rot location nowadays produces on its state-of-the-art plant and 
equipment high-performance plain bearing materials as well as bearings and bu-
shings for highly specialized functions in motor vehicles. At the newly established 
R&D center, engineers are constantly looking into new materials and tribological 
formulas. These include new plastic coatings as well as bearings which, for envi-
ronmental reasons, fully dispense with lead.

Aftermarket business with all-in service

For some decades now, engineering support, after-sales service and training have 
been part of the lineup at both Kolbenschmidt and Pierburg. Back in 1973, the first 
carburetor school had been launched by Pierburg in Neuss and this very quickly 
acquired nationwide fame. Even older is the Neuss-based service workshop which 
back in the fifties of the previous century was frequently visited by the carburetor 
customers of the time.

Kolbenschmidt, too, for many years had had its technical support and service facili-
ties as well as a depot housing pistons, plain bearings and other engine parts. The 
merger of Kolbenschmidt and Pierburg allowed these two after-market operations 
to be combined in 2000. Today’s Motor Service division integrates the Pierburg and 
Kolbenschmidt aftermarket activities in Germany and abroad as well as a special 
marketing unit for Pierburg’s OEM business.

To cope with the mushrooming aftermarket activities, a new logistic center was set 
up in Neuenstadt in 2005 for the purpose of assembling piston and plain bearing 
kits destined for the independent aftermarket. In 2007, this location, meanwhile 
also the headquarters of the Motor Service division, was extended to include ultra-
modern warehouse buildings and in 2008 an office building. Since then, incoming 
goods reception, assembly, the finished-goods warehouse and the shipping de-
partment have all been combined at Neuenstadt. Annually, some 210 employees 
assemble 750,000 pistons, over 2 million plain-bearing and 2 million ring kits for 
shipment to all parts of the world.

Global player in a powerful group

Very early on Kolbenschmidt Pierburg had patterned its presence on that of its 
international auto industry customers and successively expanded its production 
and distribution network. In this process of internationalization the company is 
not acting to a specific formula but rather adapting its approach to the respective 
requirements and situations. This might involve taking over existing locations or 
companies, entering joint ventures or acquiring stakes or awarding licenses. Other 
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options embrace the establishment of new companies and setting up new plants 
of its own. As early as the 1950s Pierburg had ventured into South America and 
this very first investment abroad by Pierburg constitutes the launch pad for today’s 
global network of production locations in many European countries, in North and 
South America, Japan, China, and India.

In taking over all the shares of Kolbenschmidt Pierburg AG in 2007, the Rheinme-
tall Group has further expanded and strengthened its second mainstay of business, 
its Automotive sector. Today, Kolbenschmidt Pierburg is wholly owned by Rheinme-
tall and no longer listed on the stock exchange. The Rheinmetall Group’s diversi-
fication through two core sectors and the healthy financial situation of the Kolben-
schmidt Pierburg Group enable the latter to continue to concentrate on innovative 
products and technological leadership while at the same time through its proactive 
global organization strategy, address the ongoing internationalization trend within 
the auto industry.


