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Get to know your stock: The Timken Company
Many family businesses can’t cope with friction but not The Timken Company (NYSE: TKR). Instead, it is what has literally kept the fifth-generation global manufacturing firm humming since its 1899 launch.  The company was founded by Henry Timken, a German immigrant and successful St. Louis carriage maker, shortly after he patented a tapered roller bearing to reduce friction and improve performance of mule-drawn freight wagons. A holder of more than a dozen patents, he also foresaw big market potential for his bearings in the budding automobile industry and other applications. 
Timken’s two sons ran the company—originally called The Timken Roller Bearing Axle Company— in its early years. In 1901, they relocated it to Canton, Ohio, the middle of nation’s then-booming industrial heartland. The company retains its global headquarters there today. 
The tapered roller bearing market was very competitive, and so were the Timken brothers. They sought to give their company an advantage through unique engineering advances and sophisticated manufacturing processes. In 1909, they first entered the overseas market through a licensing agreement in England. They also got involved in steelmaking during World War I to help control the quality and availability of steel for their bearings. Timken’s steel segment is still a significant part of its business, accounting for $1.7 billion of total 2012 sales of $5.0 billion.
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In the early 1900s, the company forged relationships with most of the nation’s leading automakers and the Timken brothers became substantial stockholders in Chrysler Corp. By 1919, the company had aggressively expanded its bearing applications into mining and agriculture. Timken took its stock public in 1922. During the mid-1920s, it broke into the expanding railroad market through its steel technology and tapered roller bearings. The Timken Four Aces locomotive, which weighed more than 355 tons, purportedly glided so easily that three women in high heels could pull it down the track.
While the company has had its share of strikes and other labor issues, it has also been a leader in organizational culture. At one time, it built housing for employees and guaranteed their mortgages. The company has also been a model for extensive training and career development programs, and currently supports programs for students interested in science. 

Timken currently employs approximately 20,000 people in 30 countries. It engineers, produces and markets bearings and engineered-steel bars and tubes, as well as transmissions, gearboxes, and related products and services. It serves more than a dozen market segments including aerospace, automotive, construction, consumer, defense, energy, industrial equipment, health, heavy industry, machine tool, positioning control, power generation and rail.
 

Like any manufacturer, Timken has experienced some tough economic times. Even so, it paid its 362nd quarterly dividend in 2012. 
Timken’s history is covered in Bettye H. Pruitt’s book Timken: from Missouri to Mars—a century of leadership in manufacturing—the source of some information included here. Engineering enthusiasts can learn much about Timken’s technology under “Tools & Guides” on the company Web site and can even take a course, “Welcome to Antifriction Bearings” (http://www.timken.com/AntiFriction/player.html).
