
History of the Silent Giant
By Jim Lemke

OVERVIEW
When introduced in the late 1950s, the SILENT GIANT was a unique and quiet aquarium air pump for 
its time, only producing a slight hum. Other vibrator type pumps were not as quiet and noisier. It pro-
duced more air than other vibrator type pumps, so much that it could “run up to 12 box filters” accord-
ing to advertising information. It also produced pressure in the 4-6lb range, whereas vibrator pumps 
put out about 2-3lbs pressure. It was considered the pump to own from the 1960s through much of 
the 1980s. 

INTRODUCTION
First of all, I have no direct knowledge of the history of this iconic aquarium air pump. My knowledge 
comes from operating a tropical fish shop starting in 1961, not many years after the SILENT GIANT 
was first introduced. The shop continued until 2016, far past the demise of the Silent Giant in the late 
1980s.

How I got started in opening the shop at the age of 15 is for another time. For a brief glimpse of my 
interest in fish, it started when I was 13 or 14. I got hooked on fish and soon ended moving my tanks 
into the basement. I never had a SILENT GIANT when I was a kid, but I remember having a blue noisy 
WIL-NESS vibrator pump and then a noisy Danner SUPREME SPECIAL piston pump. It should be 
noted that most of the air pumps were made in the US, except for the STAR pump, which was made in 
France. Soon, with the help of my dad, we moved the tanks into the basement, giving room to expand. 
We built a compressor to run them all.



It should be mentioned that most tanks at that time were stainless steel and were filtered with box 
filters, or hang-on-the-tank air-operated outside filters. Electric power filters may have been available 
for large tanks at that time, but air pumps were the way to maintain a tank. 

More tanks were added, and fish were bred and sold to local pet shops. As a family, we decided to 
start a fish shop in the basement of our home. We contacted Carl Naja, a wholesaler in Milwaukee, for 
fish and supplies. He suggested that I should carry the SILENT GIANT air pump as it would appeal to 
aquarists who had more than one tank and wanted a quiet pump. So that’s how I learned about the 
Silent Giant. 

THE BEGINING
From my research, a man by the name of R.R. Hull came up with a unique way to make air for aquar-
iums in the late 1950s. I can only surmise that he was a hobbyist and was frustrated with what was 
available. He must have had a mechanical mind because what he came up with was a pump mecha-
nism unlike any other pump available then or up to this very day! It was so unique that he was award-
ed a US patent, No. 2,961,149 on Nov. 22, 1960. Interesting that the patent was filed on May 14, 1957 
(Copy attached).  

This unique pump design was called an oscillatory compressor, basically a very short piston driven by 
an electromagnet instead of an electric motor, and only used 4 watts. The stroke was so short that the
seal, which connects the moving sleeve to the stationary piston, is not subjected to sliding wear. This 
inner mechanism was surrounded by gravel, a totally unique idea! It should be noted that the gravel 
type stayed the same for all years of production. 

Star Air Pump (made in France)



The patent was for the original quart-size, tin can or “cigar can” design. Apparently, cigars came in 
similar cans in the 1950s.

I noticed several differences in the illustrations of the patent from any “cigar can” pumps I’ve ever 
seen:
1.	 The patent calls for a domed lid filled with plaster to aid in sound deadening.
2.	 In the patent illustration, there is no mention of a felt in the inner can. 
3.	 The patent does not show an internal felt on the bottom of the outer can.
4.	 The patent does not show a removable outer prefilter that came with production pumps (Figs. 1 

and 2).

Figure 1 Version One Prefilter Figure 2 Version Two and Three Prefilter



It was sometime in the early 1960s that this early model was replaced with the iconic plastic case. I’m 
not sure if the design of this new plastic case was ever copyrighted or patented.

THE THREE VERSIONS
Perhaps this is a good time to mention the three versions of the pump. The dates mentioned below are 
my estimates:

1.	 Original Version One: 1957 to 1961. Known as the metal tin can or “cigar can” version.
2.	 Second Version: 1962 to 1969. Known as the plastic case “Vertical Label” version.
3.	 Third Version: 1970 to 1988 (?). Known as the plastic case “Colorful Square” version.

The following are some differences imprinted on the bottom base of the different versions (Figs. 3-5):
 
1.	 All three versions had an “R” after the Silent Giant’s name. The “R” means that the name was sub-

mitted to the United States Patent and Trademark Office and given authority to exclusively use the 
Silent Giant name. I believe a fee was required to keep the registration active.

2.	 Versions two and three used the phrase “AIR TO SPARE”. Version one and early version two 
pumps did not have an “R,” but later version one pumps did, as well as all version three pumps

3.	 Versions one and two had the patent number printed on the base. Version three had “Patent Pend-
ing”. I’m not sure if all of the early version three pumps had this. Apparently, the company didn’t 
pay the fees to keep the patent in effect.

4.  On July 1, 1963, the United States Postal Service began requiring zip codes to be added to ad-
     dresses on correspondence and mailings. It was not a legal requirement to have the zip code
     placed on the product. But at some point in the late 1960s, the zip code was added on the base of 
     version two pumps.
5.  The first version did not have a reference to “UL” or “SA”. These are agencies that test products 
     for safety and not how well a product works. I note that the “UL” symbol is on all the two and three 
     versions. The “SA” was missing from version three. There was also a City of Los Angeles sticker 
     (Fig. 6) that was on versions one and two (not sure about version three). This sticker showed that 
     the pump met the requirements of the electrical code for the City of Los Angeles.
6.  All three versions have the date of manufacture stamped on the base, many times unreadable. Ver-
     sions two and three also had a sticker on the side with a serial number.

Figure 3 Base of Version One Figure 4 Base of Version Two Figure 5 Base of Version Three



Figure 6 City of Los Angeles Sticker

Remarkably, there were very few differences in the working mechanism between the three versions. It 
should be noted that none of these differences improved the noise or air output level. These chang-
es must have been for cost savings and to make assembly more efficient. The following are some of 
these changes I noticed:
1.	 Version One pumps had the electrical cord and the air output coming out of the front of the pump. 

The other versions had the electrical cord exiting from the back.
2.	 Early Version One pumps and early Version Two pumps used a “C” wire clip to hold the rubber “U” 

cup in place (Fig. 7).
3.	 As in 2 above, the pumps used a spring to hold the muffler tube onto the piston nozzle (Fig. 7).
4.	 At some point in the early Version Two pumps, the piston was changed from zinc to aluminum. 	
      This didn’t last long, and the pistons were changed back to zinc (Fig. 8).
5.   In the early 1960s, a polarized plug was added to Version Two pumps as the US electrical code 
      was changed for safety.
6.   All three versions had a round piece of felt used as an inner air filter. Version One pumps had the 
     felt sandwiched between the inside on the steel base and a steel cover soldiered to the base (Fig.  
     9). Version Two and Three had the felt between the screwed on inner base and the screwed on 
     outer base (Fig. 10).



Figure 8 From left to right: Aluminum Piston with Aluminum Plug, Aluminum Piston, 
Early Version of Two Zinc Piston, Later Zinc Piston

Figure 9 Version One Felt Figure 10 Version Two and Three Felt

BACK TO HISTORY
When I first started my shop in 1961, I never knew the first version existed. Since I’m not familiar with 
the company’s origins, I do know that it was named Aquarium Pump Supply and was located at 314 
Whipple Street, Prescott, Arizona. However, only the city and state appeared on the “cigar can” pump. 
I assume they started selling them locally and probably through a local distributor, and expanded 
distribution later to all over the US.  I’m not sure how many pumps a distributor had to buy or if there 
were different levels of the quantities they had to buy. A retailer couldn’t buy the pumps directly but 
only through a distributor.  I’m not sure what the “cigar can” pumps sold for or how it was packaged. 
When I started selling them, it was the plastic case version two. The boxes were stamped with “FAIR 
TRADE” and a price of $14.95. What Fair Trade meant was that the manufacturer set the price it would 
sell for, apparently across the entire US. Thus, the consumer would know that the price would be the 
same wherever it was purchased. This was to change in a few years as FAIR TRADE became a legal 
issue.

Figure 7 Version Two Spring and “C” 
Clip



Figure 11A Brochure Front Page - Version Two and Three



Figure 11B Brochure - Back Page Version Two and Three



Figure 111C Instruction Manual - front page Figure 11D Instruction Manual - back page

Figure 12 Information sheet



Figure 13 Version Two Warranty Card Figure 14 Later Version Two Warranty Card

Another interesting marketing plan unique to the pump, was that they had a “LIMITED LIFETIME WAR-
RANTY” (Fig. 13). Once again, I’m not sure about the version one pumps, but what I have knowledge 
of is starting in the early 1960s, the version two pumps had a full two year warranty with a life time of 
repairs. After two years, you could still send it in for repair “for any such defect or replace your Silent 
Giant for its then-current service charge”.  Aquarists tended to think of the pump as having a lifetime 
guarantee and missed the small print. This also wouldn’t last.  Also, this policy is why I, as well as oth-
er retailers, got into repairing the pumps. At some point, the company came out with repair kits (Fig. 
15) that retailers could sell to customers who wanted to repair their own pumps. More on this later.

As time went by, the Silent Giant was still a good seller, but there was more competition and more 
pumps were coming on the market, many of them imported. Also, there were other ways to filter a 
tank that became available. Little by little, aquarists began to run their tanks with power filters and 
power heads. Air pumps were mainly used for effect, such as an air stone or an air-operated toy, like a 
Penn-Plax burping clam, or a monster!

CHANGES TAKING PLACE
At some point, probably in the late 1970s, the Silent Giant pump was given a cosmetic makeover with 
a new colorful square label and a new, larger colorful box. The pump itself was not changed.  This may 
have been the time when the “ Limited Lifetime Warranty” was changed to a “Limited 2-Year Warranty” 
(Fig. 14). Nothing was mentioned about repairs after the 2 years. There were several versions of the 
2-year warranty cards. The final one changed “warranty” to “guarantee” (Fig. 15). The latest card also 
stated that the card should be mailed within ten days of purchase to enact the guarantee (Fig. 17).



Figure 15 Version Three Guarantee Card Figure 16 Version Three Reminders

In the early 1980s, the US patent ended on the pump. It doesn’t appear that the company tried to 
maintain the patent, since, on the base of later pumps, “patented” was changed to “patent pending” 
(Fig. 3). I do remember several companies marketing a pump of similar looks. I acquired one of those 
years ago and dismantled it to find out the mechanism was in no way similar, but a simple vibrator 
pump. There was also a “baby” looking pump, and that was also just a vibrator pump. They were both 
made overseas.

As time went on, probably in the mid-1980s, the brass output nozzle on the front of the pump was 
replaced with a clear plastic nozzle. A cost savings, I’m sure. But, there were problems in shipping 
with the plastic nozzles breaking off. It wasn’t long before the pumps were changed back to the brass 
nozzles. 

The plastic nozzle debacle was probably a sign that there was trouble brewing, in my opinion. The 
next big thing is that production was moved to Mexico. This didn’t go over very well as the quality 
control went down, resulting in many returns. I’m not sure if production in Prescott continued at the 
same time. I don’t think the manufacturing in Mexico lasted more than a few years. I’m not sure if pro-
duction returned to Prescott until the company ceased production in the late 1980s.

The company had never offered any other pump or product other than the repair kit.  At some time, 
probably in the early 1980s, they offered an inside air-operated filter. It was fairly large and seemed 
cumbersome and didn’t blend in with the tank decor. If I had to guess, I think the company lost money 
on it. Production didn’t last long. 



Figure 17 Mailing side of warranty/guarantee card



A CHANGE IN DISTRIBUTION
First, a brief view of how distribution worked for independent fish shops in the 60s through the 80s. 
Retailers bought their supplies from distributors. Some distributors also sold freshwater tropical fish, 
as saltwater fish were a rarity. Different distributors might carry different products, so the retailer might 
have several distributors. The distributors would have to buy a certain number of the products as re-
quired by the manufacturer. The retailer usually could buy just what was needed from the distributor. 

Carl Naja was my main distributor. I drove up to Milwaukee almost every week to get supplies to keep 
up my inventory. As for the Silent Giant pump, I would buy the number of pumps I sold the last week 
to keep my inventory up. Now, back to the Silent Giant’s history.

In the late 1980s, the company decided to eliminate the distribution of the Silent Giant through distrib-
utors. This was something new for the time! As a retailer, if I wanted to continue to sell the pump, I’d 
have to buy the pumps directly from the Aquarium Pump Supply Co. at a minimum of six at a time. I’m 
sure this didn’t go over well with the distributors or many of the retailers. I remember contemplating 
whether or not I wanted to continue selling the pump. I’d have to plan ahead what I wanted to stock, 
lay out more money at one time, wait for the time I mailed the check for the pumps to arrive, then wait 
for the pumps to ship, and finally, for the pumps to arrive at my store. I decided that I wanted to con-
tinue selling the pump as there was nothing on the market like it.  

I sent off my first check for an order of six pumps, the minimum a dealer could purchase. It probably 
took two weeks for the pump to arrive via the USPS. When I sold four pumps, I ordered another six. 
I repeated this several times: mail the check and wait two weeks. My last order didn’t arrive after two 
weeks, so I waited and waited. Finally, I wrote to the company but never got a reply. After another sev-
eral weeks, I wrote again and didn’t get a reply. The check was cashed, but the pumps never arrived. 
I was not a happy camper and vowed to never deal with the company again, even if the company still 
existed. I think this was the end.

This unfortunate occurrence most likely happened in the late 1980s. I never followed up to check what 
really happened to the company as I was not going to talk about or further promote anything to do 
with Silent Giants. 

Now that there were no Silent Giant pumps to sell or repair kits available, there was still a demand for 
repair parts. I had heard that there was a company making repair kits (Figs. 18 and 19). I contacted 
them and bought some kits to sell and use. After a few years, I tried to buy some more kits and they 
were no longer available.

So ended the era of the Silent Giant air pump, lasting about 30 years. As far as I know, there was nev-
er another pump using the oscillatory compressor design. The era of pumps made in the United States 
apparently also ended.



Figure 18 Fountain’s aquarium repair kit and letter - mid 1980s Figure 19 Fountain’s aquarium repair kit instruction sheet

Figure 20B Silent Giant repair kit instructions - back pageFigure 20A Silent Giant repair kit instructions - front page



Figure 21 Dealer Repair Notes Figure 22 Letter to repair persons and parts photo

Figure 23A Dealer repair instructions - front page Figure 23B Dealer repair instructions - back page



MY REPAIR HISTORY
I certainly didn’t intend to repair Silent Giants when I started in business in the early 1960s, much less 
any other aquarium-related items. I always liked tinkering and repairing things, so I naturally started to 
repair aquariums and equipment that customers brought in. 

After selling the Silent Giant pumps for a few years, some people had their pumps fail, mainly be-
cause they misused the pump by having too much back pressure.  The pump could be sent back for a 
free repair or for a charge after the warranty ended. But then the aquarists would be without a pump. 
Customers were not happy. This bothered me as I couldn’t repair the pump without parts.  I wrote to 
the company and inquired if I could repair the pumps. I’m sure some other retailers did the same. The 
company replied and sent me parts free and instructions on how to repair the pumps. Hence, I be-
came an authorized dealer. This was in the early 1960s when the company still had the two-year war-
ranty. The company would send me whatever part I requested. I think I charged the customer $5.00 for 
the repair, and would have it done the same day or the next day. 

Even though I followed the instructions, it was still a “learn as you go” process. Some repairs went 
well, but others gave me trouble. I slowly learned through trial and error. I felt there had to be a better 
way to make sure the pump was pumping at full potential. 

I thought that I should be able to measure the air output as well as the pressure. The company sug-
gested that a pump could be checked for air output by filling a bucket with water, then submerging a 
quart jar so that it is upside down and filled with water. The output hose is then placed in the quart jar. 
You record how much time it takes to fill the jar with air (Fig. 21). This seemed like a lot of trouble.

I mentioned this to Carl Naja, and he gave me a small glass flow gauge. But it was designed to use 
mercury, and it didn’t register the air output that aquarium pumps put out. I tried water in it, but it blew 
the water out. So I figured if I cut the glass tubes and made it longer and used water, it would resist the 
air output. It worked! So that’s what I still use today to test the volume, along with a pressure gauge. 

As time went on, I continued to repair the pumps for customers who didn’t want to send their pumps 
in and also for those whose pumps were out of warranty. In the early years, I’d give the customer a 
loaner pump and charge $5.00. There were also customers who would just buy a new Silent Giant and 
leave the old one. I’d throw the used one under my workbench. These were the ones that I would sell 
years later.

Sometime in the 1970s, I received a letter (Fig. 22) stating that they were changing the policy of free 
parts and would now be charging for them. Of course, I had to raise my prices.

That might have been about the same time that the company offered repair kits (Fig. 19) to retailers 
to sell to customers who wanted to repair their own pumps. I stocked these for those customers who 
wanted to repair the pumps themselves. I think they retailed for under five dollars. Some customers 
succeed with the repairs. However, there were many who couldn’t get their pumps to pump. Thus, 
they’d bring the pump back to me for repair. After a while, I told the customer when they bought the 
kit, that if they couldn’t get the pump repaired, just bring it back disassembled and I’d repair it for my 
normal price of $10.00 less the cost of the repair kit. Many customers took advantage of that.



Figure 24 List of parts and cost - 4/15/1978.



In the 1980s, the sales of all air pumps were slowing due to the sales of power heads and power 
filters. My repair service of the Silent Giants was also declining.  When the company started selling the 
pumps directly to the retailers, and I never received my final shipment of pumps, that was the end of 
my sales of Silent Giants. Little by little, customers didn’t bring in pumps for me to repair. There were 
other pumps available, so the Silent Giant was just about forgotten.  

About 20 years passed, and one day a customer came in who had 4 Silent Giants but only wanted one 
repaired, and let me have the other three. That got me thinking that I should repair those old pumps 
under my workbench and sell them. People seemed to like the Silent Giants whenever they were men-
tioned. 

I still had a lot of extra parts, so why not try to repair them and sell them then? I sold some repaired 
pumps in my shop, but thought eBay might give me better exposure.

Luckily, I had lots of extra parts, but I was running low on some that I could reproduce. I was running 
low on the flappers. Years ago, I acquired some thin reinforced sheet rubber that I could use for the 
flappers, which was probably better than the original material. I made a die punch to make them the 
same diameter as the originals. I made a jig to cut out the foam for the prefilter that fits under the 
pump to catch dust. I learned how to repair cracked cases and fill in missing areas with pieces from 
old cases by solvent bonding them together. I also acquired some black foam rubber to make replace-
ment feet. All I had to do was cut them to the same size and glue them in.

TECHNICAL STUFF
There isn’t much that could be changed when repairing a Silent Giant. The few things that could be 
changed were making sure the flappers were seated correctly and the “U” ring was glued in correctly. 
Also, the distance between the electromagnet and the piston assembly was the correct distance by 
trying different thicknesses of the shims.

Early in my repairing days, I noticed many pumps that came in for repair smelled like smoke from cig-
arettes, as many people smoked in their houses in the 1960s. I also noticed that the string muffler in 
the output tube was black and sticky from the smoke. I could hardly blow through those muffler tubes! 
The string muffler (Figs. 27 and 28) was collecting the smoke and stopping the air from leaving the 
pump, causing back pressure and thus the banging of parts, creating metal dust, and further causing 
the pump to fail. I thought, “Why even have that string in there”? The only purpose I could see was 
that it made the pump quieter, especially when it wasn’t connected to anything, as when showing it to 
a customer, how quiet it was compared to other pumps. Later, I tested my theory on my flow gauge, 
and it also showed that without the string muffler, the pump could produce more air (Figs. 25 and 26). 
Thus, I always felt like that string was a gimmick and didn’t do much when the pump was put into 
service. 



Figure 25 Lower volume with muffler string Figure 26 Higher volume without string

Figure 27 New muffler hose with string Figure 28 Clogged muffler hose



I was asked many times: if the Silent Giant is such a good pump, why would it fail?
The simple answer is: misuse. Actually, that is true of all air pumps, especially those using the vibrator 
principle and rubber parts. What happens is that overheating degrades the rubber. The instructions 
that come with Silent Giant pumps mention this.  I always told customers to make sure they use ALL 
the air the pump can produce. The easy test for that is if you can blow through the air hose without 
“getting red in the face”. A simple test. But aquarists would not try that test as all their air-operated 
devices were working. Little did they know that heat would build up and slowly harden the rubber 
parts. At the same time, the electromagnet would make contact with the piston mechanism and bang 
together, making fine metal dust. This metal dust would get caught in the string muffler and make 
more back pressure, much like the cigarette smoke would do. It should be mentioned that the “bang-
ing” was not usually noticed because of how quiet the Silent Giant is, and also, the pump was usually 
placed out of view. In vibrator pumps, the “banging” wouldn’t occur, but the heat would cause the 
rubber parts to fail.

CONCLUSION
My involvement with the Silent Giant was not planned – it just happened. Just like many things in life, 
a lot is by chance. You go with it at the time, and sometimes the time runs on for quite a while. Then, 
as time passes and you look back, you can’t believe what has transpired, hopefully, for the best.

Things come and go. Some things come back, like vinyl records, and others fade away, like 8-track 
tapes. The Silent Giant is still admired and used by some, but as time passes, it might just fade away.

If anyone has more on the history or wishes to correct what I have written, I welcome all comments 
and thoughts.

Silent Giant Master Box Silent Giant Box



Invoice from MOAPH collection from Aquarium Pump Supply that includes Silent Giant Air Pumps and a Silent 
Giant repair kits. The date on the invoice is listed as 5/19/83.

Two ”knock-off” air pumps made to look like the Silent Giant. These were made after the Silent Giant’s patent 
had expired, although the inside mechanism was a simple vibrator type air pump.


