
arge marine gearboxes. More than a year in production,
each weighing 125,000 pounds, the gearboxes were for
U.S. Navy amphibious ships, for combining the power
of 10,000 hp diesel engines to drive propeller shafts.

They were also the last major gear products shipped from
Philadelphia Gear Corp.’s King of Prussia factory.

A mecca of the gear industry was closing. For more than 40
years, the mammoth factory (625,000 square feet) was a sym-
bol of Philly Gear. It was the embodiment of a company with a
long, storied history.

In 1892, Philly Gear was founded by gear pioneer George B.
Grant, builder of the first hobbing machine for cutting spur
gears. In 1916, it was one of nine gear companies to found the
American Gear Manufactuers Association. In World War II, it
was manufacturing 14-foot ring gears for battleship rotating gun
turrets, for America’s “arsenal of democracy.”

In 2001, though, Philly Gear was struggling to survive, and
its blue-and-white factory no longer fit into its future.

But the closing was part of a plan. Started in 1998, the plan
called for transforming then 106-year-old Philly Gear into a
company fit for the new economic order.

A New Direction
In 1998, Philly Gear faced up to a growing problem. Foreign

competition was reducing the profitability of the U.S. gear
industry. Many products manufactured overseas were proving
cheaper and equal or near equal to those manufactured in the
United States. Jules DeBaecke, Philly Gear’s vice president of
engineering, summed up the situation: “Too many suppliers and
not enough customers.”

So the company decided on a new direction: serve the after-
market. For Philly Gear, the aftermarket looked more profitable
than manufacturing gears for new industrial operations.

Also, the company appeared well positioned to serve the
aftermarket needs of the energy industry through its satellite
sites in California, Delaware, Illinois and Texas. Russ Ball,
chairman and CEO of Philly Gear’s parent company, explains
the sites were in areas populated with power plants. In the new
strategy, the sites would be made into regional service and man-
ufacturing centers.

Today, Philly Gear’s top three industries are energy related:
power generation, oil refining, and petrochemical.

As part of its new direction, Philly Gear changed its very
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Philadelphia Gear Corp.
Established: 1892
No. of Employees: 150–200
Industries Served: Power Generation, Oil Refining,

Petrochemical, Marine, Cement
Major Products: Gear Drives, Helical Gears, Planetary

Gears, Spiral Bevel Gears, Straight Bevel Gears,
Spur Gears

Quality Registrations: ISO 9001-2000 
Website: www.philagear.com

Industry Affiliations
• American Bearing Manufacturers Association (ABMA)
• American Gear Manufacturers Association (AGMA)
• American National Standards Institute (ANSI)
• American Petroleum Institute
• ASM International
• ASME International
• Association of Iron and Steel Engineers
• ASTM International
• Heat Treating Society
• International Organization for Standardization (ISO)
• Society for Mining, Metallurgy, and Exploration
• Society of Naval and Marine Engineers
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nature, from its physical structure to its employees’ culture.
A New Structure

The first major changes in structure came in ’01. In
February, Philly Gear moved its executive and engineering staff
from the King of Prussia factory to an office suite in nearby
Norristown, another Pennsylvania city. In July, the last gearbox
was shipped from King of Prussia. 

Besides closing the factory, Philly Gear added a regional
center in Alabama. Today, the five centers allow a national cus-
tomer to deal with one company for all of its locations and
allow a regional customer to use the center nearest its opera-
tions. Also, the California center provides specialized gear man-
ufacturing.

Changes in structure involved changes in personnel, too.
Philly Gear declines to provide exact numbers, but it employs
about 10 percent fewer people today than it did in 2001.

Besides these changes, the company also brought its archive
into the digital age. 

A New Archive
Philly Gear wanted its employees to have quicker, more

independent access to its records, to improve efficiency.
Previously, Philly Gear’s archive was two iron mountains.

Filing cabinets filling two warehouses contained the company’s
paperwork, including technical drawings, service records and
sales information—some 600,000 paper documents. To access
them, employees across the country faxed requests to the
Norristown office.

If stored electronically, though, the archive could be
accessed directly by employees via computer. So Philly Gear
took its papers and converted them into digital images, a $1 mil-
lion project.

Today, engineers and other employees, in Norristown and
elsewhere, have access to the documents via a password-pro-
tected intranet.

In 2001, a factory gave way to an office suite. While reorganizing itself,
Philadelphia Gear Corp. moved its headquarters from its King of Prussia
factory to a Norristown office building.
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CONTACT:
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SPIRAL BEVEL GEARS
(Transmissions)

Spiral & Straight Bevel Gear Manufacturing.
Commercial to aircraft quality gearing.

Spur, helical, splined shafts, internal & external,
shaved & ground gears. Spiral bevel grinding.

Midwest Transmissions & Reducers.
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Those records are useful to Philly Gear as an aftermarket
supplier whenever it’s called to service its brands of power
transmission products.

But Philly Gear services more than its own products. The
company expanded its repair and upgrade services to include
more than 30 other brands of products. 

According to DeBaecke, serving many brands of products
increased Philly Gear’s pool of possible customers.

Although focused on the aftermarket and the energy indus-
try, the company still serves all industries on request and has
both foreign and domestic customers. Industries still receiving
new Philly Gear products include power generation, sugar pro-
cessing, rubber, cement, pulp and paper, petrochemical and
marine.

Aftermarket Services
“They have excellent repair services,” Stephen Goodberry

says.
Goodberry is lycra® maintenance planner for Invista Inc. He

plans all maintenance work for the fiber and chemical compa-
ny’s lycra-making machines, including their gearboxes. He also
obtains the parts to keep the machines running.

In his job, he’s worked directly with Philly Gear for 10-plus
years. In the past, he’s mainly used them as an OEM for new
parts for new projects and for replacement parts. The last few
years, though, he’s also been using them as an aftermarket sup-
plier, in part for repair services. 

And why are those services excellent? Quick replies to calls,
listening well, and expedited, quality repairs, Goodberry says. 

“Once it’s repaired,” he adds, “it’s fixed for good.”
For example, three years ago, Goodberry learned of an

impending problem with the gear reducers in his lycra spinning
machines. Oil ferrography and vibration analysis showed
excessive gear wear in the boxes.

The problem:
Invista hadn’t specified
the boxes correctly; the
oil pumps weren’t the
right size.

Goodberry contacted
Philly Gear, and the com-
panies got to work on the
problem. They were look-
ing at fixing 21 boxes in
the lycra division, located
in Maitland, Ontario,
Canada.

The boxes were
switched out three at a
time, sent to Philly Gear,
who quickly turned them
around, and then put back
in their machines. In

President and CEO Carl Rapp stresses
Philly Gear’s new aftermarket, service
strategy to employees, reminding them
“what the scoreboard says and how the
strategy’s being executed.”

Custom Bevel Gear Mfg.
Per your Sample and/or Blueprint Specs

-    Spiral Bevel Gears:  66" PD
-    Straight Bevel Gears:  80" PD
-    Spurs, Helicals, Spline Shafts
-    Gearbox Repair
-    Heat Treat Facility In-House

BREAKDOWN SERVICES

1-800-238-0651  -  Fax 731-456-3073
email:  inquirygt@brgear.com

website:  www.brgear.com
CALL FOR BROCHURE

Sharon, TN
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about a year, all the boxes were fixed.
“We were able to overhaul all 21 gearboxes before we sus-

tained any downtime due to equipment failure,” says
Goodberry.

A New Culture
Philly Gear had long focused on engineering and quality

and on OEMs, but Carl Rapp, president and CEO, says: “It
wasn’t as sensitive to customer service.”

That culture may have been possible in the past, but times
have changed.

“Customers do have other options out there,” Rapp says.
In Rapp’s opinion, Philly Gear had already taken a crucial

step toward a new culture when he joined the company in
September ’01. Earlier that year, Philly Gear had closed its
King of Prussia factory—in effect, severing ties with its past.

That closing and the opening of the Alabama regional cen-
ter made clear: The new strategy wasn’t empty talk, it was real
change. 

To improve service, the company increased its on-time
delivery, communicated more with customers and improved its
sales force through new hires and more in-house training.

Philly Gear also changed its culture through communica-
tion, communication and communication.

“We reinforce regularly what it is we’re all about,” Rapp
says. “What the scoreboard says and how the strategy’s being
executed.”

The reinforcement comes in newsletters and monthly and
quarterly business updates. For the quarterly updates, Rapp visits
each regional center and talks to every Philly Gear employee.

Rapp says changing the culture took more than 18 months.
“It was bumpy,” he adds. “I think we’ve come through the
toughest part.”

The Outlook
Philly Gear’s new direction seems to be paying off. The

company’s aftermarket business has been growing annually.
And that performance is noticed by Russ Ball at American

Manufacturing Corp., Philly Gear’s parent company: “I am
extremely bullish on the Philadelphia Gear strategy.”

Transformed by the strategy, the company continues to man-
ufacture power transmission products for customers, including
the U.S. Navy. At its California center, Philly Gear is still man-
ufacturing 125,000-pound gearboxes for Navy amphibious
ships.r

mG miniGearsNorth-America
2505 International Parkway
Virginia Beach VA 23452 - U.S.A. 
ph. (757) 627-4554 fax (757) 627-0944 
e-mail: mg_usa@minigears.com 
internet: www.minigears.com

moving precision 

Astrarium built in Padua in 1360 by Dondi dell’Orologio with different kinds of gears, some
of which never designed before. Reconstruction present in mG miniGears s.p.a. – Padua.

To miniGears, precision is the attention given to developing gears
designed for the specific needs of every application. It is the reliability of
a sole supplier, who is able to offer a variety of different solutions: bevel,
helical and spur gears, all of which are available in cut metal, powder
metal or plastic, in addition, complete transmissions and motors are
also offered. It is the flexibility of a company that is accustomed to
dealing with internationally renowned customers. It is a quality based on
more and more restrictive parameters, granting miniGears world-wide
competitiveness. Precision is everything to miniGears. Tell Us What You Think . . . 
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