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The Timken Company
For decades, The Timken Company has been a global leader in bearings 
and mechanical power transmission, continually improving performance, 
reliability, and efficiency.

By Kenneth Carter 
Editor | Wind Systems

Products made by The Timken 
Company have powered many 
of the world’s largest wind 

turbines, traveled to Mars with the 
Curiosity rover, and supported drill-
ing of the world’s longest rail tunnel.

But when all is said and done, it’s 
not about what Timken makes; it’s 
about the know-how that goes into 
making it.

“We make it about our knowledge 
and not just about our bearings,” said 
Richard Brooks, manager — energy 
markets with Timken. “We are an 
engineering company, and you see 
our know-how and innovation in our 
products.” 

Brooks is responsible for Timken’s 
energy businesses including bearings 
and related products for wind-turbine 
maintenance and reliability. 

WIND — AN IDEAL MARKET
Although Timken and its subsidiar-
ies have a hand in many different in-
dustries, it’s in wind that it has found 
a simpatico business relationship.

“Wind is an ideal market for us es-
sentially because it matches the types 
of markets that have high-demand, 
challenging applications,” Brooks 
said. “The forces involved in wind are 
pretty spectacular. They need high 
reliability because these things are 

operating by themselves, hundreds of 
feet in the air, and repairs are expen-
sive. Our goal in wind is continuing 
to grow and maintain our position as 

a major supplier for new turbines, as 
well as their key system sub suppliers 
like gearbox suppliers.”

Over the past eight years, Timken 
has acquired about a dozen business-
es that deal with well-known brands 
that include related products and ser-
vices, according to Brooks.

“About half of these have some 
play in wind energy,” he said.

Timken has two major divisions: 
mobile industries and process indus-
tries. About 25 percent of process 
industries are for OEM-based new 
equipment. For example, equipment 
sold to a turbine builder or to a brand 
new steel mill or cement plant.
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An interactive display in the Timken product showroom conveys product information at 
various levels of technicality. (Images courtesy: The Timken Company) 

http://www.timken.com
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The remainder of that is the after-
market where distribution of services 
comes into play, Brooks said.

End markets Timken works with 
include general industry, automotive, 
rail, energy, defense, agriculture, 
metals, mining, civil aerospace, con-
struction, and paper/aggregate.

Energy makes up about 9 percent 
of those total markets.

“About half of that energy space is 
wind,” Brooks said. “It’s the largest 
of the energy segments and the most 
rapidly growing.” 

A GLOBAL FOOTPRINT
All of those industries give Timken a 
global footprint among 28 countries, 
57 sales offices, and 75 plants and 
service centers, but it still remains a 
major North American-based bear-
ing company.

Roughly 60 percent of Timken’s 
business is in North America. 

So it’s easy to see just how Tim-
ken’s products and services have 
stretched around the world, accord-
ing to Brooks.

“We’ve grown globally, over the 
last two decades,” he said. “We re-
ally expanded throughout the world, 
growing in Latin America, Europe, 
and Asia.

The core of Timken’s business has 
always been engineered bearings, ac-
cording to Brooks.

But Timken has been expanding 
into mechanical power transmissions 
and industrial services surrounding 
that drive train.

“We’re looking to grow what we 
do, still focusing on the challenging 
part of the drivetrain but adding on 
couplings or lubrication systems or 
other services,” Brooks said.

RELATIONSHIP WITH 
THE WIND OWNERS
When it comes to the wind industry, 
Timken maintains a constant rela-
tionship with the actual wind own-
ers, he said.

“In addition to working a lot with 
turbine builders and gearbox build-
ers, we have very close relationships 
with turbine owners,” Brooks said. 
“All those really big end users who 
own thousands of these turbines 
have learned a lot in the last 15 years. 
It’s still a new industry in many 
ways, and, therefore, there are a lot 
of problems with some of the exist-
ing turbines where we can bring our 
technology to bear. We’ve had a very 
collaborative effort with a lot of these 
end users to take the technology and 
the higher end products that we have, 
figure out where they’re having prob-
lems, and solve those problems.” 

NEW INNOVATIONS
That technology is responsible for 

several new innovations that Timken 
plans to unveil this year.

“We have a new grease for main 
bearings that’s launching this fall,” 
Brooks said. “We’ve been a little 
bit cautious in bringing on a grease 
in wind like we have in many other 
industries simply because we want-
ed to make sure it met the needs of 
the market.”

Timken also expects to launch a 
new line of generator bearings de-
signed to address some common fail-
ures in generator bearings from elec-
trical arcing, according to Brooks.

“There’s a common phenomenon 
where, instead of the electric cur-
rent going where it’s supposed to, it 
ends up going through the bearings 
and damaging them,” he said. “So we 
have a new line of generator bearings 
that are electrically isolated.”

Brooks said in the last year Timken 
released a new main bearing design 
— called a TDI — that is designed to 
solve a lot of problems in many com-
mon turbine models.

The design is already being used 
in specific turbines, and Timken is 
looking to broaden that offering to 
even more assets, he said.

FROM KILOWATTS 
TO MEGAWATTS
An example of these turbine prob-
lems Timken’s new design should 

The Timken Company, a global industrial technology leader, applies its deep knowledge of materials, friction management, and power 
transmission to improve the reliability and efficiency of industrial machinery and equipment all around the world.
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correct stems from when the indus-
try began to grow from kilowatts to 
megawatts.

“Essentially, what they did is they 
took the existing designs that worked 
pretty well at 150 feet and 500 kW 
and scaled them up to 300 feet in the 
air at 2 MW,” Brooks said. “The forc-
es involved caused a lot of application 
problems that were not foreseen.”

A typical design for a 1- to 2-MW 
turbine uses a spherical roller bear-
ing in its main shaft for the main 
rotor bearing, which is the bear-
ing that sits right behind the blade 
and supports both the weight of the 
blade as well as the thrust from the 
wind, according to Brooks. That 
spherical roller bearing can handle 
the weight, but dealing with the 
wind thrust proved difficult.

“So working with those end users, 
we learned that they’ve seen poor 
performance,” he said. “The turbines 
were failing long before they were 
expected to. They wanted them to 

last 25 years, and they’re having to 
replace them at eight years. And the 
real problem is that, although that 
bearing may be a $20,000 bearing, 
you have to bring in a quarter-million 
dollar crane to replace that $20,000 
bearing. So it’s pretty much a disaster 
on their operating budget.”

BEARING UPGRADE
To help solve that problem, Brooks 
said Timken has come up with two 
different upgraded offerings for that 
spherical roller bearing.

One of those options is an upgrad-
ed spherical roller bearing equipped 
with a diamond-like carbon coating 
that can reduce specific problems and 
extend the life of the asset, he said.

“The other would be this TDI that 
I mentioned where we’re basically 
completely redesigning it and replac-
ing the spherical roller bearing with a 
tapered roller bearing,” Brooks said.

Timken is constantly striving to 
stay at the forefront of technology in 

order to maintain operational excel-
lence for industries that are used to 
working in extreme harsh environ-
ments.

“The Mars rover is a great exam-
ple where it’s a pretty extreme ap-
plication. And talk about reliability 
— it’s got to operate for years in a 
place where no human will ever see it 
again. That’s about as extreme as you 
can get from the reliability side of 
things,” Brooks said. “Along similar 
lines are offshore wind turbines. We 
are involved with most of the wind 
turbines in the world to one extent or 
another. So wind is a great example 
of how we showcase what we do.”

MATERIALS EXPERTISE
Timken has been able to take its de-
cades-long history with dealing with 
materials and combine it with innova-
tion and apply it to the wind industry.  

“One of the areas where we’re 
leading the industry, specific to 
gearboxes, would be our history with 

The atrium of Timken’s new building features a distinctive staircase.
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steel and material science,” Brooks said. “The way 
we’ve innovated in the gearbox side of things is tak-
ing that materials knowledge and materials science 
and applying it to the problems that the industry has 
been seeing in gearboxes and bringing in better-made 
bearings with better materials to combat a lot of the 
existing problems in the field. We’re one of the leaders 
in working with the gearbox builders as well as the 
turbine builders to apply these better technologies and 
higher quality materials to gearboxes to design out the 
problems that they’re having.”

But that history of knowledge is only part of the equa-
tion. Another is Timken’s hands-on collaboration with 
its end users, according to Brooks.

“We’ve got technicians in their turbines every day, try-
ing to figure out what’s wrong, and then working with 
their engineering teams to say, ‘OK, you’ve got problems 
here; let’s fix it,’” he said. “Let’s just not keep replacing 
that bad bearing; let’s replace it with a better bearing 
that’s not going to fail next time. And that collaborative 
process differentiates us as well.”

Even with all the growth and advancement Timken 
has experienced, Brooks said the company still prides it-
self as a family environment.

“Our story began with Henry Timken back in the 
1890s,” he said. “And even though we’re a publicly 
traded company, we have fifth-generation members of 
the Timken family still involved with the company. 
It’s kind of interesting in that you get the best of both 
worlds being a part of a large publicly traded company 
but still having that family sort of feel to it.” 

SEEKING  
OPPORTUNITY?

Scan Wind Systems website to enjoy a host of 
features, including:
– Our new jobs listing, for employers and jobs seekers alike
– Events calendar to keep you informed
– A searchable articles archive, downloadable individually
– View the digital magazine, or download entire issues
– Vendor listings, along with our annual Buyer’s Guide
– Company profiles and Q&As
– Connect to the wind industry through social media
– Wind industry news from around the world

Visit windsystemsmag.com today and get connected!
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