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			To my wife, Mary Sue, who has stood by my side for over 45 years. 
Through good times and bad, she is my rock and the reason I survived the nightmare described in this book.
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			Introduction

			The year is 2017. I’m cruising comfortably at 30,000 feet, happily ensconced on my seat aboard Air Force One. Life is good, and I can’t help but marvel at the journey that brought me here. Back in early 2016, I was the first Member of Congress to endorse Donald J. Trump for president—a decision that changed the trajectory of my career. This moment in the skies, aboard the most iconic plane in the world, was one of the perks of that decision. President Trump never forgot my early endorsement, and let me tell you, it sure came in handy down the line.

			My memories of Air Force One are vivid and cherished, etched in my mind like snapshots of an extraordinary time of my life. There was a sense of awe in being part of history, surrounded by the hum of the engines and the aura of power that the plane represented. I was once called to join a meeting in the plane’s conference room—a room that carried the weight of monumental decisions. At another time, I found myself with Rep. Peter King, joining the president in his private office aboard the plane. Those moments were surreal, a blend of professional duty and personal honor.

			Back on the ground, the privileges didn’t end there. I was invited to parties at the White House—occasions that felt almost cinematic, with the grandeur of the setting and the mingling of influential figures. At speeches, President Trump would often point me out in the crowd, proclaiming, “that’s my guy.” The recognition was exhilarating, a momentary spotlight that made me feel special and appreciated.

			Yet, as Dickens famously wrote, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” Beneath the veneer of success and prestige, there was a shadow—a legal predicament that would change my life. As you’ll discover in these pages, I faced accusations that I believe were unfounded. In a desperate bid to protect my family, I made the painful decision to enter a guilty plea under pressure from our own Justice Department. It was a decision born of necessity, not admission, and one that left scars I carry to this day.

			And then came the chapter I never imagined living—prison. The stark contrast between the heights of Air Force One and the confines of a prison cell is a reality I grapple with even now. In Chapter 28, you’ll find the full account of that nightmare—a story of resilience, humility, and the hard truths of life.

			But before diving into that, I want to share the story of my life in business and politics—the experiences that shaped me, the victories and setbacks, and the lessons I’ve gathered along the way. It’s a journey I’ve been fortunate enough to live and now share, with my friends, my family, and anyone with the patience to read my story. My hope is that these pages offer insight, inspire reflection, and perhaps even spark a dialogue about the paths we take and the challenges we face.

			As you read my book you will find that I have included a few political cartoons, created by Adam Zyglis, to add some levity to the trials and tribulations that I have confronted. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Harder You Work, the Luckier You Get

			I originally wanted to call this chapter—and the entire book—“Serendipity,” which is the occasion of achieving a happy result when you are actually looking for something different. After thinking and discussing this, it felt like I was selling myself short. It wasn’t just plain “luck,” but perhaps a more intentional fortune. Hence, the title of this chapter. 

			At some point in our lives, we all encounter moments that feel like “luck”—those happy, unexpected outcomes that seem to fall into place effortlessly. However, as I reflect on my life, I realize that these moments were anything but random. The opportunities and turning points that shaped my journey were the result of preparation, persistence, and a willingness to seize the moment.

			At age eleven, a new friend in Glens Falls, NY suggested we explore Scouting. That casual suggestion set the stage for what would become an integral part of my entire life. Joining Scouting wasn’t just a matter of chance, it was a commitment to a path that offered lessons, values, and relationships that I continue to cherish.

			Later, adapting to high school in Hendersonville, NC, after growing up in New York, was no small feat. It took effort and resilience to navigate those changes, but a timely intervention from Coach Brown made all the difference. Noticing my struggles, he invited me to join the Key Club—a prestigious group that was highly sought after by students. Becoming a member required more than luck; it took Coach Brown’s mentorship and my determination to rise to the occasion. This experience shaped my teenage years and helped me find my footing in a new and unfamiliar environment.

			When I graduated from college, the choice between a design engineer position at General Electric and a sales engineer role at Westinghouse Electric wasn’t merely serendipity—it was informed by my father’s thoughtful counsel and my own drive to carve out a meaningful career path. Accepting the position at Westinghouse’s Birmingham, AL office set me on a trajectory for growth that I could not have imagined.

			My time at Westinghouse wasn’t without its challenges, but each step forward was built on a foundation of preparation and readiness. For example, being promoted to an outside sales position within two months of joining the Birmingham office wasn’t just a stroke of good fortune; it was the result of seizing opportunities and excelling in my work. Similarly, my decision to transfer to the Buffalo, NY facility, where I worked under Cary Mock, positioned me for rapid career advancement. His promotions created openings that I was prepared to fill, ultimately making me the youngest Division General Manager in Westinghouse history at age twenty-nine.

			One of the most pivotal moments of my career came in 1982, when Westinghouse decided to shut down and sell the Gearing Division I was managing. While it may seem like luck that I was in the right place at the right time, the reality is that my relationship with Cary Mock and my readiness to embrace change turned this challenge into the opportunity of a lifetime. Purchasing the Westinghouse Gear Division, which I renamed Nuttall Gear Corporation, marked the start of my journey as a serial entrepreneur, a transformation that required vision, effort, and courage.

			Looking back, I see a common thread through all these moments: the harder I worked, the more opportunities seemed to come my way. Call it preparation, persistence, or even intentional fortune—each step forward was built on the foundation of effort and a readiness to act when the time came.

			Intentional Fortune and My Marriage to Mary Sue

			In January 1982, a blind date that seemed destined for disaster brought me to a small restaurant and bar in downtown Buffalo where I first met my future wife, Mary Sue. I hadn’t spent much time downtown, and Cole’s on Elmwood Avenue wasn’t a place I’d ever visited. At thirty-one, I was ten years older than Mary Sue, and our paths likely wouldn’t have crossed under ordinary circumstances. But that night, what initially seemed like misfortune turned into one of the most significant moments of my life.

			The blind date itself was unremarkable—I had little in common with my date and couldn’t wait for the evening to end. Yet, during dinner, I noticed two women sitting at the bar who caught my attention. Gathering my courage after the meal, I struck up a conversation with Mary Sue and her best friend, Mary Mathews. It turned out Mary Sue had been hesitant about going out that evening, still navigating a difficult period in her life following the loss of her father and a faltering relationship. Our conversation that night wasn’t just a product of chance; it was the result of being present, observant, and open to connection.

			Mary Sue’s initial reserve stemmed from past experiences, but over time, I earned her trust. We began to connect more deeply through consistent effort and persistence. Though she often seemed “busy,” I remained patient, even stepping back for over ten months to let her decide when she was ready to invest in our relationship.

			After not seeing Mary for almost a year, a chance encounter reignited our connection. While out with my best friend, Bill Grove, I saw Mary walking into a bar with a friend. I joked about whether she was still “busy,” and this lighthearted moment opened the door for us to reconnect. From there, our relationship gained momentum, built not just on timing, but on mutual effort and willingness to engage with one another more fully.

			When Mary and I decided to marry in January 1988, circumstances once again tested our resolve. With her mother’s wish for a Catholic ceremony and the complexities of my prior marriage, I turned to Monsignor Robert Cunningham, Chancellor of the Catholic Diocese of Buffalo, for advice. He was a trusted confidant and good friend from our time spent together on the board of Kenmore Mercy Hospital. Father Bob, which is how I casually referred to Monsignor Cunningham, arranged for the annulment of my prior marriage, less than one week after I approached him for advice and guidance.
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			 January 9, 1988 Wedding Photo.

			On January 9, 1988, in the beautiful chapel at Saint John the Baptist Church, Mary Sue and I were married by Father Bob. Bill Grove stood by my side as best man, and Mary Mathews served as maid of honor. The day wasn’t just the result of happenstance; it was the culmination of effort, determination, and the relationships we nurtured along the way.
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			January 9, 1988 leaving the church in my DeLorean.

			Reflecting on these pivotal moments, I realize they weren’t mere luck. The connection with Mary, the guidance from Father Bob, and the unwavering support of friends like Bill Grove and Mary Mathews all illustrate the importance of being proactive and prepared to embrace the opportunities life offers. Intentionality made all the difference in bringing Mary and me together—and in building the life we share to this day.

			Intentional Fortune and Nuttall Gear

			Throughout my ownership of Nuttall Gear Corporation, what might appear as luck was often the result of preparation and seizing opportunities. For instance, my golfing friend Jim Simpson didn’t just introduce me to his professional network by chance—it was the trust and rapport we built over time that made him willing to help me secure the purchase of the Westinghouse Gear Division. Similarly, when my partners refused to sign a personal guarantee for loans, it wasn’t mere fate that led to my owning 60 percent of the company—it was my readiness to take on the risk and responsibility.

			Another turning point came when the manager of the Bell Aerospace facility in Niagara Falls read a Buffalo News story about my pending purchase. His outreach wasn’t random; it was my visibility and reputation that prompted him to suggest relocating the factory to their facility—a move that turned out to be a perfect fit for Nuttall Gear.

			Connections and Opportunities

			In 1998, Congressman Bill Paxon’s decision not to seek reelection to Congress opened a door for me to run against Congressman John LaFalce in a neighboring district. While some might call this serendipity, it was Bill’s mentorship and my willingness to step into the political arena that made it possible. Even losing that race to John LaFalce proved transformative, raising my public profile and leading to new opportunities, like my eventual run for Erie County executive in 2007.

			Hosting Senator Hillary Clinton at ZeptoMetrix early in 2001, after her election to the Senate in November 2000, wasn’t just a lucky break—it was the culmination of years of collaboration and effort. That meeting laid the groundwork for future partnerships, including securing government funding for critical research. My investment in Virionyx, which later became Innate Immunotherapeutics, was another example of being prepared to act when the right opportunity arose.

			ZeptoMetrix, Audubon Machinery, and the Pandemic

			When I returned to ZeptoMetrix in 2012, after losing my reelection as Erie County executive in 2011, it wasn’t chance that allowed me to uncover and address the company’s challenges—it was my proactive approach and leadership. The company’s eventual success, including its pivotal role during the Covid-19 pandemic, was built on years of hard work and strategic decisions. The same can be said for Audubon Machinery, whose oxygen systems became critical during the pandemic. The sale of both companies in 2020 and 2021 was the result of preparation meeting opportunity.

			Business Ventures and Relationships

			My investments in companies like Volland Electric, Niagara Ceramics, and Easom Automation weren’t random strokes of luck. They were the result of relationships I cultivated, like my friendship with my attorney, Guy Agostinelli, and my willingness to take calculated risks. Each venture required effort, vision, and the ability to recognize potential in challenging circumstances.

			Politics and Redemption

			In politics, as in business, my journey has been shaped by intentional choices and resilience. Withdrawing from the New York Governor’s race in 2010 wasn’t just a twist of fate—it was a strategic decision that allowed me to focus on other opportunities, including my successful run for Congress in 2012, defeating now Governor Kathy Hochul. My friendship with fellow Congressman Mark Meadows, which later proved instrumental in securing a presidential pardon, was built on shared experiences and mutual trust.

			Even my endorsement of Donald Trump’s presidential candidacy on February 24, 2016 wasn’t a matter of luck—it was a calculated decision that aligned with my values and vision. The pardon I received on December 22, 2020, which came just weeks before a Covid-19 outbreak at the prison camp, was a life-saving moment that underscored the importance of relationships and timing.

			A Life of Intentional Fortune

			Looking back, the events that shaped my life weren’t random. They were the result of effort, adaptability, and a readiness to embrace change. While some moments may seem surreal, they are a testament to the power of preparation and the opportunities that arise when you’re willing to act.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Growing Up

			May 20, 1950—the day I was born in Schenectady, New York, the first son of Gerald Edward Collins (born January 11, 1924) and Constance Messier Collins (born April 1, 1927). My parents married on July 22, 1947. I was baptized on June 4, 1950, at the Church of Our Lady of Grace in Ballston Lake, New York. My older sister, Geraldine Edith (who changed her name to Deene as an adult), was eighteen months older than me, born on December 10, 1948.

			The full weight of the Cold War descended on the American people in 1950. President Harry Truman ordered the Pentagon to begin work on a new, even more powerful nuclear weapon: the hydrogen bomb. North Korea invaded South Korea, and when the US and the UN stepped in, Mao Tse-tung hurled Chinese troops into the conflict, sending the Americans into retreat.

			In 1950, America was exploring its new position as the most powerful nation in the world. Marlon Brando made his first film, Guys and Dolls opened on Broadway, and Coca-Cola was unleashed as a weapon mightier than any H-bomb on a world eager to embrace American tastes.

			Schenectady, NY (Burnt Hills)

			My dad was working in the General Electric (GE) plant in Schenectady, New York, when I was born. He was a chemical engineer, having graduated from Norwich University in 1946. Norwich is a military college located in Norwich, Vermont. My mom was a stay-at-home mom who met my dad while she attended Vermont Junior College.

			Typical of many GIs following World War II, my parents had a small house situated in a suburb. Neighbors in the Burnt Hills area of Schenectady shared lawn equipment, tools, and other household items, which was typical for the times.

			We didn’t have a television when I was born. In 1950, only 9 percent of homes had televisions. When my family moved to Stamford, Connecticut, in 1955, they purchased their first television. By 1955, half the homes in America had televisions.

			While I don’t have many actual memories of my time in Burnt Hills, I’ve been told most of the moms gathered together every day and let all the children play together. The dads went to work in the early morning and arrived home for dinner each night. My older sister was my best friend. My sister Joyce was born on July 2, 1954. That was the beginning of the herd of children to follow: Claudia in 1956, Marilyn in 1958, Marcia in 1960, and Edward in 1962. Seven kids—five girls and two boys—born over a fifteen-year period.

			We had a neighbor in Burnt Hills who had a TV. My sister and I would go to their house and watch The Freddie Freihofer Show. The show, produced in Schenectady, was a fifteen-minute program that ran just before Howdy Doody. Sponsored by the Freihofer Baking Company, it featured “Breadtime Stories” told by Uncle Jim Fisk, who wore a Freihofer deliveryman’s uniform. My mom took me to the studio on my birthday, and I got to sit in the bleacher stands with about twenty-five other children who were also celebrating their birthdays.

			Stamford, CT

			My dad was transferred by GE to its headquarters in New York City in 1955. My parents decided to buy a house in Stamford, Connecticut, as a better place to raise kids than the city. My dad took the train each day into New York City and was home for dinner every night.

			We had a television, and my favorite shows were The Howdy Doody Show, The Lone Ranger, Leave it to Beaver, and I Love Lucy.

			My sister Deene and I loved to play outside. We had a very large sandbox where we would build cities, push cars on streets we constructed, and have fun pretending all sorts of scenarios.

			I was in elementary school in Stamford, Connecticut—kindergarten through the middle of third grade. From what I’ve been told, I was always a good student.

			Glens Falls, NY

			In 1959, my dad was transferred by GE to Hudson Falls, New York, as the materials manager for a plant that manufactured capacitors. Tragically, this plant later polluted the Hudson River by discharging over a million pounds of PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) into the water over several decades. PCBs, initially used as insulation in capacitors, were later found to be extremely toxic carcinogens that persist in the environment and are linked to diseases like Parkinson’s.

			I finished third grade at an elementary school in Hudson Falls. We lived in a rented house as my parents built a new home in Glens Falls, New York. There were five children in the family at the time: my older sister and me, plus three younger girls aged one, three, and five. I started fourth grade at Queensbury Middle School in Glens Falls. Our new house was in a large suburban neighborhood with lots of kids our ages. I was nine years old, and my sister was eleven.

			We lived close enough to the middle school to ride our bikes to school, weather permitting. The neighborhood kids all played together—dodgeball, badminton, basketball, and hopscotch. We built go-karts out of two by fours with scavenged axles and wheels. We rode our bikes a lot.

			My family seemed to divide into three groups: my sister Deene and I, the next three girls (Joy, Lynn, and Claudia), and Marcia and Ted (born in 1960 and 1962). Deene and I were independent, with a four-year age gap between me and my sister Joy.

			We lived a comfortable middle-class life. With seven kids and a stay-at-home mom, money was sufficient but there was nothing left for luxuries. I became active in the Boy Scouts, which was an inexpensive activity, and I had a lot of friends in my troop. I mowed lawns in the summer and shoveled driveways in the winter for spending money. I even earned money babysitting, as parents figured I could handle a couple of kids with my experience caring for five younger siblings.

			Deene and I learned to snow ski and play golf. My dad joined the Glens Falls Country Club, where he and my mom learned to play golf. I occasionally got to join them, which was always fun. Deene and I participated in the junior golf program, playing nine holes before heading to the club’s lake for swimming.

			In June 1963, my dad took me to the US Open Golf Tournament at The Country Club in Brookline, Massachusetts. Arnold Palmer lost in a playoff to Julius Boros. Jack Nicklaus, the defending champion from 1962, didn’t make the cut that year. I vividly remember the periscopes we used to watch the tournament. With seven kids, this was the only time I ever had a trip alone with my dad. It is a special memory.

			In the winter, we learned to ski with two friends, Dave and Cynthia Bannon. Deene and I bought used equipment to save money, while Dave and Cynthia had the latest gear. We weren’t jealous; it was simply how things were.

			Every summer, we traveled from Glens Falls to South Lee, Massachusetts, where my dad was born and raised. His parents, my grandparents (Gammi and Gampa), never moved from South Lee. My dad’s brother Bob, also a South Lee resident, had seven children. With fourteen grandchildren of similar ages, summers were lively.

			[image: ]

			 Typical summer day at camp in Stockbridge Bowl.

			My dad and Uncle Bob helped my grandfather build a cabin on Stockbridge Bowl, a small lake near Tanglewood, the summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. We called our cabin “camp.” There was a small five horsepower manual pull-cord motor for the rowboat, but it rarely worked well. Deene and I spent hours exploring a tiny island in the lake using the canoe. We caught frogs (which my mom cooked), fished off the dock, and swam at the beach. These summers are among my fondest memories.

			My five years in Glens Falls—from January 1959 to January 1964—were some of the happiest times of my life. I often think of this period as my Leave it to Beaver days.

			Scouting

			The Boy Scouts of America (BSA) has been an integral part of my life since I was eleven years old. I joined Troop 2 in Glens Falls, NY, in the Mohican Council of Upstate New York, when I started sixth grade in 1961. I had always enjoyed playing outdoors with friends, and we collectively decided that joining the Boy Scouts for camping and hiking adventures would be fun.

			Throughout my life, I’ve been driven by a focus on success, and Boy Scouts presented a golden opportunity to challenge myself: earning the prestigious Eagle Scout rank. The criteria for attaining Eagle Scout status were clearly defined. Scouts had to progress through the ranks—Tenderfoot, Second Class, First Class, Star, Life, and finally Eagle.

			Earning the rank required completing various merit badges, as outlined in specific booklets. These included mandatory skills such as cooking, hiking, swimming, lifesaving, camping, first aid, and personal fitness. Additionally, Scouts had to choose from optional merit badges like coin collecting, skiing, astronomy, fishing, canoeing, journalism, basketry, leatherwork, woodcarving, and home repairs.

			Determined to achieve my goal early, I planned to earn my Eagle Scout rank by the eighth grade—an accomplishment that was almost unheard of, as most Eagle Scouts typically achieved the rank in their junior or senior years of high school.
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			 December 16, 1963 Eagle Scout photo. 

			By the end of sixth grade, I had advanced from Tenderfoot to First Class, mastering outdoor skills and participating in enjoyable activities like camping and hiking. In seventh grade, I shifted my focus to earning merit badges. By the end of that year, I had become a Star Scout and was on the verge of achieving Life Scout. During the summer of 1963, I attended summer camp, completed the mile swim, earned additional required merit badges, and advanced to Life Scout.

			At the start of eighth grade, I was a Life Scout and, after earning my final required merit badge, I achieved the rank of Eagle Scout on December 16, 1963 at the age of thirteen. Alongside this achievement, I earned the Catholic Ad Altare Dei religious award as a member of Troop 2.

			 

			In January 1964, my family moved to Hendersonville, NC when my Dad was promoted by GE to be the manufacturing manager of the outdoor lighting plant. I joined Boy Scout Troop 601 in the Daniel Boone Council. I was inducted into the Tsali Lodge #134 of the Order of the Arrow, Scouting’s honor society. Later that year, I attended the sixth Boy Scout National Jamboree in Valley Forge, PA, and the 1964 World’s Fair in New York City as a side trip with my troop.

			I remained active in Troop 601 until my junior year of high school. However, once I had a driver’s license and a car, my Boy Scout career came to an end.
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			 Camp Scouthaven with my son at summer camp.

			Years later, my 1998 congressional run, though unsuccessful, brought me recognition in Western New York. In 1999, I was invited to join the Boy Scout executive board of the Greater Niagara Frontier Council (GNFC), serving as vice president for administration before being elected Erie County executive in 2007. I chaired the GNFC committee for several Boy Scout National Jamborees (2001, 2005, 2010, 2013, and 2017). My son attended the 2005 and 2010 Jamborees, following in my footsteps.

			As a parent, I served as Den Leader for my son’s Cub Scout Den from 2000 to 2003 and as cubmaster for Pack 568. I organized summer trips to Camp Scouthaven in western New York and later joined Boy Scout Troop 93 as an Assistant Scoutmaster. I introduced the “First Year—First Class” program, aimed at helping new Scouts achieve the First Class rank in their first year.

			In 2008, I led our troop on a challenging high-adventure trip to the Philmont Scout Ranch in New Mexico, where my son and I faced demanding hikes and wilderness living. For my contributions to Scouting, I was honored with the Silver Beaver Award in 2011, along with other accolades such as the Cub Scouter, Den Leader, and Webelos Den Leader awards.

			Elected to Congress in 2012, I became the chair of the Congressional Scouting Caucus, supporting both Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. I hosted annual visits from the Boy Scouts of America chief executive and designed a unique Congressional Challenge Coin featuring the Scout Fleur-de-Lis alongside the Cub Scout and Boy Scout mottos. Additionally, I displayed the Scout flag outside my congressional office, a distinction I was proud to uphold.

			In 2016, I received the National Eagle Scout Association’s Outstanding Eagle Scout Award, a rare and prestigious honor. My son, inspired by his own Scouting journey, became the youngest Eagle Scout in New York at age twelve in seventh grade. He ultimately earned sixty-seven merit badges and nine Eagle Palms—an extraordinary achievement.

			Scouting profoundly shaped my life over the past sixty-five years, starting with my time in Troop 2 in 1961. The memories, lessons, and values gained through Scouting remain a cornerstone of my life, and the time spent with my son during his decade in Scouting remains one of my greatest joys.

			Hendersonville, NC

			When my dad came home one day in 1963 and announced we were moving to Hendersonville, North Carolina, I was very upset. I was in the middle of eighth grade, but my sister, Deene, in the middle of her sophomore year in high school, was even more distraught. Moving during middle school is hard, but moving during high school felt catastrophic to her. My five younger siblings, ranging in age from one to nine, adapted more easily.

			We moved to Hendersonville in January 1964. Deene and I attended Hendersonville High School, which at the time was segregated, while my younger siblings went to a private Catholic school. My initial impression of Hendersonville High was bleak. The building was old and run-down, a stark contrast to the modern Queensbury Middle School I had attended. The sight of men shoveling coal into the school’s basement on a snowy day only added to the dreariness.

			I was assigned to Mr. Swofford’s algebra class. He was, quite frankly, in my opinion an awful human being. The moment I walked into the classroom, he asked, “Who are you?” I introduced myself and explained that the principal, Mr. Lockaby, had assigned me to his algebra class. Without missing a beat, he interrogated me about my background and questioned why anyone would think I was qualified to be there.

			I told him I had moved to Hendersonville from Glens Falls, NY. With a smirk, he turned to the class and announced, “We’ve got a Yankee in our midst.” He then asked about my previous math class. I replied that I had been in “modern math.”

			He sneered, snorted, and chuckled simultaneously. “Let’s see how good this Yankee is with algebra,” he said. “Modern math sounds like a bad joke to me.”

			He called me to the blackboard, directing me to solve equations in front of the class. I solved them all, one after another. The class sat in silence, staring at me. This routine continued for five days straight. Isolated and without friends, I didn’t tell my parents about the ordeal.

			On the fifth day, he finally stumped me with a complex problem well beyond standard algebra. Turning to the class, he proclaimed, “I know Mr. Collins doesn’t belong in this class, but we’ll have to put up with him as he catches up to all of you.” He then told me to sit down. My classmates looked at me like I was from another planet.

			When I started my junior year of high school, I was sixteen, had a driver’s license, and owned a car. I worked at Holly-Swofford Shoe Store to pay for the car, gas, and insurance. Earning straight commission at 10 percent motivated me to become an excellent shoe salesman. I worked five days a week after school and all day on Saturdays.

			In a letter of recommendation dated May 31, 1968, Mr. John Holly wrote:

			“Chris Collins is punctual, loyal, and has developed into the best part-time salesman we have ever had. He handles men, women, and children professionally and seldom needs help with fittings. His quickness, intelligence, and patience usually make him the top person on the floor. Chris is a high-type young man, consistently on the honor rolls during his high school years, and one who will be sorely missed by our organization. We recommend him highly.”

			During high school, I played on the golf team, joined several clubs, was inducted into the National Honor Society, and served on the Student Council for three years. Despite being a Yankee, I had many good Rebel friends.

			In January 1968, my dad was promoted to General Manager of GE’s Somersworth, NH facility. At age forty-four, he relocated the family to Durham, NH. My sister, Deene, was a freshman at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), and I was in my senior year at Hendersonville High School. I refused to move mid-year, and surprisingly, my parents didn’t insist. They found me an apartment, helped furnish it, and moved to New Hampshire with my five younger siblings.

			Living alone to finish high school was almost unheard of. The administration didn’t know how to handle me. When I skipped school (occasionally), I wrote my own notes: “Please excuse Chris Collins’ absence from school. Signed, Chris Collins.”

			My apartment became a social hub. Parents warned their daughters against going there, but teenage girls are the same in every generation—they followed their instincts, not parental warnings.

			One wall of my apartment was stacked with empty beer cans, floor to ceiling. In 1968, the legal drinking age was eighteen, so getting beer at sixteen or seventeen wasn’t difficult. It’s safe to say my senior year of high school was memorable—for me and many others.

			I graduated near the top of my class of 135 students. After graduation, I drove to Durham, NH, where I got a job selling shoes. Not knowing anyone, I spent most of the summer working. It was a lonely, uneventful time.

			NC State University (Raleigh, NC)

			In the fall of 1968, I began engineering school at N.C. State University in Raleigh, NC. Freshmen weren’t allowed to have cars, so I flew from New Hampshire and shipped my belongings in a trunk. I lived in a dormitory my first year, in the Sigma Pi fraternity house my second year, and in an off-campus apartment for the remaining two years.

			The year 1968 was tumultuous. The Vietnam War escalated, marked by the Tet Offensive. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were assassinated. Richard Nixon was elected president, and on Christmas Eve, Apollo 8 became the first manned spacecraft to orbit the moon.

			As a Mechanical Engineering major, my coursework was rigorous, encompassing math, engineering, and science. Classes included Analytical Geometry Calculus, Applied Differential Equations, Thermodynamics, Fluid Mechanics, and Heat and Mass Transfer. To meet humanities requirements, I also took courses in Accounting, Economics, Corporate Finance, Business Law, Religion, and Science and Civilization.

			I made the Dean’s List every semester except for two—those coincided with the year I pledged Sigma Pi. Fraternity life proved to be a distraction, albeit a memorable one.

			On December 1, 1969, the Selective Service held its first Vietnam draft lottery. My fraternity brothers and I gathered to watch as 366 numbers, one for each day of the year, were drawn. We each contributed five dollars to a pot, which went to the person with the first number drawn—or, as we jokingly put it, “the loser.” The first number, assigned to September 14, became lottery number one. My birthday, May 20, was drawn as number 183.

			Draft boards called the first 195 numbers in 1970. Fortunately, my college draft deferment protected me. After I graduated in 1972, the war was winding down, and my draft number was never reached.

			After my freshman year, my parents moved from Durham, NH to Rochester, NY, when my dad left General Electric and became president of General Railway Signal Company. That summer, I moved to Rochester and worked two jobs: designing filters as a draftsman by day and selling shoes in the evenings and on Saturdays. When Neil Armstrong walked on the moon on July 20, 1969, I was driving from Rochester, NY back to Raleigh, NC for the fall semester in college.

			I stayed in Raleigh the following summers, avoiding the isolation of Rochester. I sold shoes and spent time with college friends who also stayed in Raleigh.

			On May 29, 1972, tragedy struck at the North Hills Shopping Mall where I worked. A sniper killed three people and injured eight before taking his own life. Among the victims was my fraternity brother, Mel Harrison, who was picking up his wife, Brenda, from work. Mel was shot as he drove toward the shopping center. It was a heartbreaking loss.

			College during the Vietnam War was fraught with protests and demonstrations. At N.C. State, we looked to the more liberal University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill for cues on activism. My junior year, a campus-wide protest led to the cancellation of final exams.

			When I graduated in 1972, calculators were a new innovation, and personal computers were still years away. Engineering students relied on slide rules for calculations. I like to say we sent a man to the moon using slide rules.

			Our graduating class was the last at N.C. State not required to take a computer science course. On May 13, 1972, I received my Bachelor of Science in Mechanical Engineering. In 2015, I was honored to be inducted into the N.C. State Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering Hall of Fame.

			The recession in 1972 made engineering jobs scarce, but I was fortunate to receive six job offers through on-campus interviews. After careful consideration, I chose to start my career at Westinghouse Electric.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Westinghouse Career

			When I began working for Westinghouse Electric in 1972, I envisioned a lifelong career, with the ultimate goal of becoming the president and CEO of the company. Starting an entrepreneurial career was far from my imagination.

			My father had a successful career with General Electric, rising through the ranks in manufacturing. Every four or five years, he would receive a promotion, which often meant relocating the family to begin a new role. A chemical engineer by training, he started his GE career as a purchasing agent in Schenectady, NY, where I was born. Later, he was transferred to GE headquarters in New York City, prompting the family to move to Stamford, CT, where he commuted daily by train. In 1959, when I was nine, he was transferred to Hudson Falls, NY, as the manufacturing materials manager. By 1964, he was promoted to manufacturing manager for the outdoor lighting factory in Hendersonville, NC. His final role at GE came in 1968, as the General Manager of the Outdoor Metering and Instrument Transformer Division in Somersworth, NH. At just forty-four years old, he left GE to become president of General Railway Signal Corporation in Rochester, NY.

			As my graduation from NC State approached, I sought my father’s advice regarding my career. The job market in 1972 was tough, but I was fortunate to have received five or six solid offers. My top two choices were General Electric and Westinghouse Electric. GE offered a role as a mechanical engineer, while Westinghouse proposed a sales engineer position. I turned to my father for guidance.

			He advised me to accept the position at Westinghouse. He explained that while GE was a better-managed company, a successful engineering career there would be highly competitive and challenging. He shared that, during his time at GE, he had often struggled to demonstrate his ability to handle customer-facing responsibilities. By contrast, a sales engineering role at Westinghouse would allow me to establish that skill set early in my career. Moreover, Westinghouse, unlike GE, didn’t have a reputation for top-tier management, giving me an opportunity to differentiate myself and advance more quickly.

			Following my father’s advice, I accepted the sales engineer role at Westinghouse—a decision that ultimately altered the course of my life.

			Sales Engineer

			As a new hire, the sales engineer career path at Westinghouse involved short, month-long assignments at various sales offices. Most new employees found a permanent position after completing four to five assignments. I began in the Greensboro, NC, office, followed by stints in Charlotte, NC, and Tampa, FL, before securing a permanent role in Birmingham, AL.

			My career took an unexpected turn early on. After only two months as an assistant sales engineer in Birmingham, I was offered the opportunity to step into the outside sales engineer role—a position usually attained after two years of training. This rapid advancement came when the sales manager fired two outside sales engineers and offered me the chance to fill one of their roles. This unexpected promotion accelerated my career trajectory by at least two years, presenting both a significant opportunity and a challenge; I was in the spotlight and had to either succeed or fail spectacularly.

			While performing my duties as an outside sales engineer, I simultaneously attended training programs designed to prepare inside sales engineers for this position. My assignment involved selling the full range of Westinghouse Electric products to user accounts—companies that purchased equipment for their own manufacturing operations. Other sales engineers specialized in selling to distributors, consulting engineers, or original equipment manufacturers (OEMs).

			Alabama, with its robust base of heavy industrial manufacturers, provided a rich territory. My region spanned roughly half the state, covering Montgomery in the south to the Tennessee border in the north, and from the Georgia border in the east to the Mississippi border in the west. Key clients included Gulf States Paper, Kimberly-Clark, US Steel, Republic Steel, Reynolds Metals, Union Camp Paper, and many others.

			To excel in my role, I needed comprehensive knowledge of a wide range of products, including AC and DC electric motors, industrial gears, switchgear, transformers, relays, capacitors, circuit breakers, controls, and more. Sales ranged from $300 for a 5-HP motor to $1 million for an electrical substation for a major plant expansion. I joined professional organizations like the Association of Iron and Steel Engineers (AISE) and the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) to network with engineers and enhance my professional development.

			From 1973 to 1976, life as a sales engineer had its challenges. Without modern tools like cell phones, personal computers, or word processing software, much of my work involved driving several hours to meet clients, listening to AM radio during the drive, and taking clients to lunch. These trips, while sometimes monotonous, laid the groundwork for my future success.

			Always forward-thinking, I sought opportunities to enhance my qualifications and position myself for advancement. In November 1973, I applied to the MBA program at the University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB). Scoring in the top 3 percent on the Admission Test for Graduate Study in Business (ATGSB), I was accepted into the program in Spring 1974. With a flexible schedule, I was able to attend afternoon classes while working full-time. I focused my MBA studies on finance and accounting and completed the program in two years, earning my degree in June 1976.

			By this time, I had over three years of experience as an outside sales engineer and consistently exceeded my sales quotas, often doubling my targets. With my MBA in hand, I requested a transfer to one of Westinghouse’s factories and was offered a position as a market research analyst in the Buffalo, NY, Medium Motor & Gearing Division.

			Market Research Analyst

			I arrived in Buffalo in August 1976, just five months before the infamous Blizzard of 1977—a frosty welcome to the city. My supervisor, Cary Mock, became a mentor to me. He was a brilliant strategist and manager, and I worked closely with him for eighteen months on various projects aimed at driving growth for the Medium Motor & Gearing Division.

			The energy crisis of the 1970s created a demand for energy-efficient solutions, and Cary and I identified electric motor efficiency as a key marketing opportunity. While electric motors were generally efficient, there was room for improvement, especially in industrial applications where motors often ran twenty-four/seven. I led the development of the MAC-II line of high-efficiency motors, which ranged from five to 250 horsepower. These motors provided significant energy savings for heavy-duty users in industries like paper and steel manufacturing.

			By 1977, we launched the MAC-II motors, which quickly became the industry standard for high-efficiency motors. To promote the product line, I traveled extensively, presenting at industrial conventions and writing technical papers that explained the improvements we made and their cost-saving benefits. The MAC-II line was a resounding success, and in December 1977, the US Department of Energy recognized Westinghouse with an Energy Excellence Award for the development of these motors.

			This achievement brought me recognition from Westinghouse’s upper management and reinforced my reputation as a key contributor to the company’s success.

			Cary and I also worked on a strategic plan to elevate the Gearing Product Line, which had long been an afterthought compared to the company’s primary focus on motors. Gears and gearboxes, which were essential to transmitting power from motors to machinery, received little marketing or sales support. We proposed spinning off the Gearing Product Line into a standalone profit-and-loss (P&L) division. The plan was approved, and on January 5, 1978, Cary Mock was appointed General Manager of the newly formed Gearing Product Line Division.

			Strategic Planning Manager

			[image: ]

			 Typical Westinghouse management meeting.

			With Cary’s promotion, I was appointed Strategic Planning Manager for the Medium Motor & Gearing Division at just twenty-seven years old—a corporate-level management position that placed me in a pivotal role. Over the next two years, I supported Cary’s efforts to reposition the Gearing Division, creating new marketing materials, introducing innovative products, and refining cost analysis tools to focus on more profitable sales.

			One of my key responsibilities was managing the division’s centralized computer systems, which housed production, sales, and cost data. In the late 1970s, personal computers and tools like Excel didn’t exist, so I taught myself to write computer programs that provided actionable insights for the sales and marketing teams. These efforts helped the division identify sales trends, improve profitability, and streamline operations.

			Cary’s exceptional leadership earned him a promotion to Westinghouse’s Mergers, Acquisitions, and Divestitures department at corporate headquarters in Pittsburgh in December 1979. At just thirty-six years old, he left behind a well-positioned Gearing Division. Once again, I was in the right place at the right time, stepping into the role of General Manager of the Gearing Product Line Division. At twenty-nine years old, I became the youngest manager in Westinghouse history to hold a P&L corporate position.

			General Manager: Gearing Division

			Under my leadership, the Gearing Division experienced significant growth:

			 

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Year

						
							
							Sales

						
							
							Profit

						
					

				
				
					
							
							1978 (Mock)

						
							
							$6,255,000

						
							
							$0

						
					

					
							
							1979 (Mock)

						
							
							$7,734,000

						
							
							$0

						
					

					
							
							1980 (Collins)

						
							
							$14,107,000

						
							
							$2,000,000

						
					

					
							
							1981 (Collins)

						
							
							$23,254,000

						
							
							$3,500,000

						
					

					
							
							1982 (Collins)

						
							
							$15,973,000

						
							
							$1,000,000

						
					

				
			

			 

			The growth in 1980 and 1981 was driven by increased demand for gearmotors used in offshore oil rigs during the oil crisis, and the development of rapid rail transit systems in major cities, including New York, Washington, and San Francisco.

			In mid-1982, Westinghouse formed a joint venture with Francorail, a French company, to manufacture railcars for New York City’s R68 subway project. Francorail built the cars in France, and Westinghouse supplied the propulsion systems, including DC traction motors and gearboxes. I was offered the position of president of Westinghouse-Francorail—a role that came with apartments in Paris and New York City. At just thirty-two years old, I had the opportunity to oversee a high-profile project that aligned perfectly with my goal of becoming president and CEO of Westinghouse.

			I accepted the position and began working with the Westinghouse Transit Division to prepare for my new role. Since the official start of my presidency was set for 1983, I continued to manage the Gearing Division in Buffalo in the interim.

			After a decade at Westinghouse, I had firmly established myself as a fast-track leader within the company, consistently achieving results and surpassing expectations. My unconventional career path and relentless focus on advancement had positioned me to realize my ultimate ambition.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Purchase of Westinghouse Gear Division

			On September 13, 1982, I received an unexpected call from Cary Mock. He informed me that Westinghouse planned to phase out operations at the Buffalo plant, beginning with the closure of the Gearing Product Line Division. He asked me to keep this information confidential.

			Cary suggested that I consider purchasing the division and offered his assistance if I was interested. His proposal left me speechless—stunned, confused, and unsure how to respond.

			Sensing my hesitation, Cary elaborated, promising that Westinghouse would be fair and reasonable in supporting a Leveraged Buyout (LBO). He reminded me of the job offer to serve as president of Westinghouse-Francorail, assuring me that the position would remain available if the LBO didn’t materialize.

			I told Cary I needed time to consider my options and promised to call him back the next day. The idea of owning a company had never crossed my mind, and the prospect both intrigued and overwhelmed me. Successfully executing an LBO seemed daunting, yet the potential rewards were compelling.

			After weighing the challenges against the potential financial upside—and buoyed by Westinghouse’s offer to hold the joint venture opportunity open—I decided to proceed. The next day, I called Cary and confirmed my interest. He expressed confidence in my ability to succeed and encouraged me to move forward.

			I began researching LBOs and discreetly consulted four trusted colleagues at Westinghouse, whom I also considered potential partners:

			•Carl Becker, sales manager of the Gearing Product Line Division;

			•Dave Ashman, manufacturing manager of the Gearing Product Line Division;

			•Lou Masciantonio, manager of Repair Parts for the Gearing Product Line;

			•Chuck Kolkebeck, field sales manager in Birmingham, AL.

			They were as shocked as I was by the news of the division’s closure, but expressed interest in exploring roles in the potential new company.

			Negotiating Terms and Building the Plan

			I met with Cary Mock to discuss the logistics of relocating the operation from the existing factory. Several key issues needed addressing:

			•Union negotiations with the International Union of Electrical Workers (IUE),

			•Timing for vacating the factory,

			•Coordination of manufacturing operations to fulfill existing orders,

			•Sales force restructuring since Westinghouse sales representatives were dispersed across the US,

			•Partnerships with Westinghouse Electric Supply Company and Industrial Services for distribution and repairs, and

			•Payment terms and purchase price.

			Cary estimated the purchase price at $5–6 million and promised to draft a preliminary letter of intent.

			To navigate these complexities, I reached out to Al Hill, a corporate attorney at Moot & Sprague. We discussed financing options, including Industrial Revenue Bonds, bank loans, and SBA guarantees. Al emphasized the need to secure 20 percent of the purchase price from private investors, equating to roughly $1 million—a daunting figure for me and my prospective partners, none of whom had substantial funds.

			On October 19, I met with the Erie County Industrial Development Agency (ECIDA) to explore financing options, including bonds and Regional Development Corporation loans. An appraisal of the machinery was required as collateral.

			Meanwhile, Cary presented a concise four-page letter of intent. The terms included a purchase price of $3.1 million for assets and $1 million for inventory, with Westinghouse covering rigging costs for relocating machinery. These terms exceeded my expectations, and I agreed without negotiation.

			Incorporating the Company

			As I delved into the division’s history, I learned that Westinghouse had acquired the R.D. Nuttall Company in 1928. A respected name in the gearing industry, Nuttall pioneered the involute gear tooth and in 1916 founded the American Gear Manufacturers Association. Inspired, I decided to revive the Nuttall name, incorporating Nuttall Gear Corporation on November 4, 1982, as a Subchapter S Corporation in Delaware.

			Dave Ashman, Carl Becker, and Chuck Kolkebeck joined as founding shareholders. We set a fundraising target of $1 million for 20 percent equity, valuing the company at $5 million.

			Securing Financing and Facilities

			Over the next two months, I held numerous meetings with banks, the local Industrial Development Agency (IDA), the SBA, and potential investors. Despite challenges, progress was steady. I also began searching for industrial real estate and discovered the vacant Bell Aerospace plant in Wheatfield, NY. The facility, with its high ceilings and ample space, was ideal for our needs.

			Textron, the plant’s owner, offered favorable lease terms:

			•Two dollars per square foot for ten years, with a ten-year renewal at $2.50 per square foot.

			•Free heating and access to surplus office equipment at no charge.

			•Dedicated parking for 125 employees.

			The deal was extraordinary, reducing our costs significantly.

			Finalizing the Deal

			By year’s end, Westinghouse pressed to finalize the Letter of Intent. However, fundraising remained a hurdle. Marine Midland Bank required $1 million in equity for a $3.5 million demand loan and a $1.5 million line of credit. 

			After negotiations, Marine Midland agreed to reduce the equity requirement to $300,000, alleviating some pressure. We raised $100,000 from outside investors with a private placement stock offering. I provided $100,000 and my three partners provided the remaining $100,000.

			We finalized the allotment of founder’s stock as follows:
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							Chris Collins

						
							
							50.70%
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							Dave Ashman

						
							
							14.15%

						
					

					
							
							3.

						
							
							Chuck Kolkebeck

						
							
							14.15%

						
					

					
							
							4.

						
							
							Carl Becker

						
							
							11.50%

						
					

					
							
							5.

						
							
							Outside Investors

						
							
							9.50%

						
					

				
			

			 

			On December 28, 1982, I signed the letter of intent.

			Westinghouse, as a public company, issued a press release to announce the letter of intent agreement to sell the assets of the Westinghouse Gearing Products Division to Nuttall Gear Corporation. The Wall Street Journal published a short article titled “Westinghouse to Sell Its Gear-Making Assets.”

			On January 7, 1983 The Buffalo News published a more in-depth story titled “Westinghouse will lose another division, but the Buffalo area will gain an independent manufacturer.”

			The following months were a whirlwind of legal agreements, financing approvals, and operational planning. My team worked tirelessly to ensure a seamless transition.

			Closing the Deal

			The final agreement was signed on April 4, 1983, marking the official launch of Nuttall Gear Corporation.

			That evening, we celebrated at my home, coinciding with the NCAA basketball championship—a serendipitous victory for my alma mater, NC State, who defeated Houston 54–52. The ending of the game is one of the most famous in college basketball history, with a buzzer-beating dunk by Lorenzo Charles off a desperation shot from thirty feet out by Derek Whittenburg. The NC State victory has often been considered one of the greatest upsets in college basketball history.

			It was an unforgettable day, symbolizing both professional and personal triumphs.

			At thirty-two years old, I was a self-made millionaire on paper. Though challenges lay ahead, I felt confident in the future of Nuttall Gear and the journey we were about to embark on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Nuttall Gear Corporation

			Start-up and Transition to Bell Aerospace

			Prior to the closing on April 4, 1983, we spent considerable time at Bell Aerospace reviewing surplus office equipment offered to us at no charge. Most of the furniture was from the WWII era, consisting of gray and green metal desks, filing cabinets, and simple, utilitarian tables and chairs. We also utilized an older phone system, which sufficed during our start-up phase.

			[image: ]

			 Nuttall Gear Corporation company brochure.

			Our rented office space was a standalone 7,000-square-foot building on Niagara Falls Boulevard with a convenient adjacent parking lot. With the help of Bell Aerospace personnel, we moved the furniture we selected into our rented office. The main office housed me, Chuck Kolkebeck, and Carl Becker. There was ample space for design engineers, purchasing, sales and marketing, and accounting. Additional office space in a mezzanine area of the factory was designated for salaried production personnel, including quality assurance, production planning, manufacturing engineering, and Dave Ashman’s office. Surplus furniture from Bell Aerospace furnished all these offices.

			Our purchase from Westinghouse included drafting tables, blueprint machines, and filing cabinets filled with engineering drawings. I made an investment in three new IBM personal computer XT computers, which had been released just one month prior, on March 8, 1983. Each computer, featuring floppy disk drives and 128 KB of memory, cost $7,545—a significant expenditure at the time. These were assigned to Carl Becker, Chuck Kolkebeck, and me. Reflecting back, it’s amusing to think how revolutionary those computers seemed then.

			The Lotus 1-2-3 spreadsheet program, introduced on January 26, 1983, was a game-changer. Recognizing its potential, I ensured Nuttall Gear became one of the first companies in the USA to utilize IBM XT computers running Lotus 1-2-3 for daily tasks in sales, marketing, and accounting.

			We persuaded retired Westinghouse manufacturing executive Bill Meier to join Nuttall for one year to oversee the relocation of the Westinghouse machinery. This was no small feat—350 pieces of machinery, some so large they had to be disassembled, transported, and then reassembled at the Bell Aerospace plant. The largest, an Ingersoll planer mill, weighed one hundred tons. Several gear-cutting machines required pits beneath them for collecting metal filings, necessitating foundation excavations about six feet deep.
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