
The name Gleason is practically synonymous 
with gear manufacturing. Since the company was 
founded in 1865, the technology of gear manufacturing has 
been its focus, its core and its competitive advantage.

Staying true to that focus has been one of the keys to 
the company’s longevity, according to Chairman James S. 
Gleason. And he should know. Aside from the fact that his 
family name is still on the door, James S. Gleason has been 
with the company since 1959. “I was a so-called college 
trainee,” he says. “I started out in the foundry, doing pretty 
simple, fundamental, physical things. I systematically went 

through training with almost every part of 
the company.”

And through the years, he’s seen both the 
ups and the downs.

“When most history is told, there is almost always some 
sort of editing that goes on,” Gleason says. “Clearly there is 
a tendency to emphasize all the wonderful things that have 
happened and not put too much light on those things that 
weren’t. I think for any company, particularly ours, it’s prob-

ably more important that you learn from the mistakes than 
it is to celebrate the triumphs.”

For James S. Gleason, that means sticking to what you 
know. He points to the company’s time as a publicly traded 
company as one period when their focus was allowed to 
drift.

“That was not a very good fit for our business,” he says. 
“It tends to focus your attention on each quarter, and the 
cycle time of a lot of the events that are important to us 
don’t function very well on a quarterly basis.”

In the 60s and 70s, the company also made a number 
of acquisitions in an attempt to grow the business. Those 
acquisitions included a company that produced telephon-
ic exchange equipment and a number of parts producing 
companies, Gleason says. “Fundamentally, these were not 

businesses that we knew much about.”
But embracing those failures was an important 

turning point in the company’s history, Gleason says. 
It forced the company’s executives to reevaluate their 
strengths and refocus on what had made them suc-
cessful for so many years.

That meant staying true to and recommitting to 
their focus on gears.

“We’re almost unique in terms of machine tool compa-
nies in the sense that we know more about the end prod-
uct that our customers produce, in general, than they do,” 
Gleason says.
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Above: Chairman James S. Gleason in front of a 
modern Phoenix gear cutting machine. Right: The 

interior of the Gleason factory around 1891.

“We’re almost unique in terms of machine tool 
companies in the sense that we know more 

about the end product that our customers produce, 
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In fact, in order to stay atop their niche, 
the company has not only strived to under-
stand the current state of the art, but they’ve 
also continuously sought ways to advance 
it. Part of their mission is to find better and 
more productive ways to manufacture gears, 
inventing new technologies, processes and 
tools along the way.

“We have never been known as a high-
tech company — except that we really are,” 
Gleason says. “We have almost always had at the head of 
our R&D department and gear technology core the top 
people in the world. That has always been a hugely impor-
tant part of our leadership.”

That thought is echoed by John J. Perrotti, president and 
CEO.

“Technology is the engine that drives our company,” 
Perrotti says, adding that “Gleason continues by far to issue 
the most patents of anyone related to gear production.”

Of course, the focus on R&D and invention is nothing 
new. In fact, the company’s founder, William E. Gleason, 
was a well-known inventor and craftsman who had appren-
ticed in the Rochester, NY machine shops of Asa R. Swift 
and I. Angell & Sons, and who also worked during 
the Civil War at Colt’s Armory in Hartford, CT. In 
1865, he returned to Rochester and took over the 
Kidd Iron Works, which eventually evolved into 
the Gleason Works. In 1874, William E. Gleason 
invented the bevel gear planer, and the rest is gear 
history.

Through the years, many inventions have fol-
lowed, including highly specialized machines for 
manufacturing all types of bevel gears. But in addition to 
his knack for invention, the company’s founder also passed 
on an attitude and a way of doing business that still reso-
nates today.

In the lobby of the Gleason Works facility in Rochester, a 
large bronze tablet commemorates William E. Gleason. The 
inscription reads:

A MASTER CRAFTSMAN
ENDOWED WITH AN INDOMITABLE WILL
A SPIRIT OF INDEPENDENCE AND BROAD VISION
WHO CREATED A NEW TYPE OF MACHINE TOOL
AND FOUNDED THIS BUSINESS ON
IDEALS OF SERVICE AND FAIR DEALING

That last part about service and fair dealing are impor-
tant parts of the Gleason culture.

“I often describe Gleason as a company with the val-
ues and culture of a small, family-owned business, but 
with the sophistication of a very large, multinational com-
pany,” Perrotti says. “Gleason has survived for 150 years I 

think first and foremost because of its integrity and its fair-
ness — its fairness to its customers and its fairness to its 
employees. That’s a value we insist on.”

The company’s management continues to put a high 
value on its employees. And the employees — both current 
and former — seem to have a high level of loyalty towards 
Gleason as a result. This was clearly in evidence at the 
WZL Gear Conference USA, which was held at the Gleason 
Works in November.

“A lot of the people who are here today as visitors are for-
mer Gleason employees,” said Perrotti at the 
event. “I think they all, for the most part, 
have favorable memories.”

But keeping employees happy is only part of the battle. 
Keeping customers happy is the bigger part, says Perrotti, 
and Gleason focuses heavily on service as a significant part 
of what it offers.

“We have always tried to change and adapt as we’ve seen 
the markets evolving and as we see our customers’ needs,” 
Perrotti says. “We’ve tried to sharpen our focus on customer 
service, so we’ve invested more and more in developing bet-
ter information systems, training programs, and part stock-
ing strategies to support our customers.”

One of the keys to providing better and better service 
is creating the technology that allows for it, Perrotti says. 
“More and more of our industry will be pointed toward ser-
vice, but not in the classic way of a guy carrying a toolbox.”

Instead, the company is working hard to develop incre-
mental ways where it can provide value to its customers. 
For Gleason, that means smart systems that gather informa-
tion, encapsulate gear manufacturing knowledge and allow 
customers to make quick decisions.

Gleason employees outside the company's 
original factory, located at Brown's Race, 

overlooking the Genesee River (circa 1889).

“We’ve coined the expression Gleason 4.0, 
which is really our vision for the smart factory, 
digital manufacturing and the connection 
between the theoretical and mathematically 
proven way of optimizing both the design and the 
manufacturing.” — JOHN J. PERROTTI
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“We’ve coined the expression Gleason 4.0, which is really 
our vision for the smart factory, digital manufacturing and 
the connection between the theoretical and mathemati-
cally proven way of optimizing both the design and the 

manufacturing,” Perrotti says. “Gleason 4.0 is 
everything from machine monitoring to creat-

ing expert systems that gath-
er data, do sophisticated data 
analytics and feed that knowl-
edge back to the design and 
manufacturing process.”

Even though Gleason 4.0 seems to be focused on tech-
nology, it’s really more about service, Perrotti says. Building 
these systems is how the company can best help custom-
ers take advantage of Gleason’s 150 years of gear processing 
knowledge.

“One of the key things every customer 
will tell you is that we don’t have enough 
skilled people,” Perrotti says. “That’s why 
we need to continue to create expert sys-
tems and tools that help provide some 
of that process knowledge, so it doesn’t 
require having somebody with 30 years 
of experience to make those judgments.”

Clearly, innovation in products and 
a focus on service have been hallmarks 
of the company from the beginning. 
But perhaps just as important has been 
Gleason’s focus on global markets.

“At a very early stage, we said the 
world is our market,” James S. Gleason 
says. “As a matter of fact, my great aunt 
Kate was at the forefront of pushing the 
company, certainly into the European 
market, but ultimately, the world.”

Kate Gleason, daughter of the company’s found-
er, began working with her father at age 11, help-
ing with the bookkeeping. After attending Cornell 
University and studying engineering (the first 
woman ever enrolled there to do so), she returned 
to the Gleason Works, serving as secretary-treasurer 
and becoming the company’s chief salesperson at age 
25. She traveled unaccompanied to Europe and sold 
Gleason machines in England, Scotland, France and 
Germany. In 1917 she was the first woman elected to 
membership in the American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers.

The global focus of the company has continued through-
out its history. Today, Gleason says, the company does 
roughly a third of its business in the United States, a third 
in Europe and a third in the Far East.

Of course, the global nature of the company has expand-
ed dramatically over the past couple of decades. In 1995, 
Gleason Works (India) was established, and the company 
also acquired Carl Hurth Maschinen und Zahnradfabrik. 
In 1997, they acquired the assets of the Pfauter group of 
companies. In 2007, a factory was established in Suzhou, 

China, for the manufacturing of Genesis 
hobbers. In 2009, they added cutting tool 
manufacturing at Suzhou, and in 2012, a 
new 156,000 square foot facility was built 
in Suzhou to combine the machinery and 

cutting tool manufacturing under one roof. In 2013, they 
acquired Saikuni of Japan and IMS Koepfer Cutting Tools 
of Germany. These acquisitions greatly expanded Gleason’s 
global footprint in terms of manufacturing locations. Today, 
new Gleason machines and cutting tools are manufactured 

The pattern shop inside The Gleason Works, 1954.

“We’re proud of our past but even more excited 
about our future.” — JOHN J. PERROTTI

Gleason Cutting Tools facility in Loves Park, IL.
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in the USA, Germany, Switzerland, China, Japan and India. 
In addition, of course, there are numerous technical centers 
and sales offices around the world.

“We have 13 manufacturing plants around the world, and 
we have Gleason people in more than 25 countries,” Perrotti 
says.

Gleason’s recent acquisitions have also significantly 
expanded its product offerings. Whereas once the company 
was known mostly for its strength in bevel gear technology, 
now it aims to be the “Total Gear Solutions Provider.” Apart 
from significantly expanding its cylindrical gear technol-
ogy through the acquisitions mentioned above, Gleason has 
also added significant other gear manufacturing and relat-
ed technology, including gear inspection (M&M Precision 
Systems acquired in 2005); expanding mandrels (Lecount 
acquired in 2007); plastic gears (K2 Plastics acquired in 
2011); and automation (Distech Systems acquired in 2014).

“In effect, we’ve taken little pieces of expertise and tech-
nology and systematically added those, with an eye to also 
making sure that our geographic strategy of world markets 
was an inherent part of that,” says James S. Gleason.

“We are always looking at opportunities which are 
aligned with supporting our customers and that we think 
are not too far from our core competencies, and that main 
competency is gear process knowledge,” Perrotti adds.

Officially, Gleason’s 150th anniversary doesn’t take place 
until June. “We’re going to have a large gala celebration 
here in Rochester,” says Perrotti, “with a lot of our local 
employees, our leadership and our sales representatives 
from around the world.”

But clearly the celebration has already begun.
“We thank all of our employees, literally the tens of thou-

sands of employees who have worked for Gleason over the 
years,” Perrotti says, “and 
we thank our custom-
ers, many of which with 
whom we’ve had relation-
ships that go back more 
than a century. We’re 
proud of our past but 
even more excited about 
our future.” 
For more information:
Gleason Corporation
1000 University Ave.
P.O. Box 22970
Rochester, NY 14692-2970
(585) 473-1000
Fax: (585) 461-4348
www.gleason.com

The machine assembly bays at the 
Gleason Works in Rochester, 2014.

Gleason’s bevel gear turning department, circa 1911.
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