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OAK LAWN – Driving northeast along Southwest Highway in Oak Lawn, a sizeable, yet non-
assuming brick building with the sign “Meyer Tool” would normally not be noticeable. 
But behind the doors underneath Meyer Tool’s sign is a surprising array of projects that is 
changing the world as we know it – and it’s very likely most the people of Oak Lawn have no 
idea what’s inside.

In 1969, the company’s founder Frank Meyer, a machinist, was laid off from Argonne National 
Laboratory and started his own machine company in his southside garage.  He worked at and 
ran Meyer Tool until his death in 2006.

In the early 1990s, just as she was about to graduate from business school, Meyer Tool’s current 
CEO Eileen Cunningham joined her father’s company with the assignment of expanding and 
updating its accounting system. 

“As time went by, I became more responsible for things and became more and more a part of 
the decision-making team here at Meyer Tool,” she said. “Then when it was time to for him to 
set up a succession plan, and he asked me if I would be interested in being in the plan. “
She told him she was interested, and with that, the former Ms. Meyer agreed to carry on the 
family business for her father.

Now a wife and mother of three sons and a daughter, Mrs. Cunningham says her father 
entrusted her with the company’s finances and business development, while other team 
members with expertise in engineering, physics and tool making are entrusted with the Meyer 
Tool tradition of creating mechanical tools, products and prototypes.

Among its history-making projects, Meyer Tool manufactured eight cold boxes for CERN’s Large 
Hadron Collide. CERN, the commonly used name for the European Organization for Nuclear 
Research, is home to the world’s largest particle accelerator, located in Switzerland.  Renowned 
physicist Stephen Hawking contributed to the project, and was photographed with Meyer’s 
work.

TMA Member featured
TMA member Compass Automation in Crain’s Chicago Business

TMA member Compass Automation, recently featured in Crain’s Chicago Business “Why MIT 
grads bypass the Fortune 500 for Elgin” and ranked 55th on Inc. Magazine’s top 500 fastest 
growing American Companies (and #1 in Manufacturing), is a company you should know.

Based in Elgin, Compass designs and builds custom manufacturing equipment, including, but 
not limited to, high tolerance inspection machines, assembly automation, material handling 
systems, and robotic finishing lines used to automate a variety of manufacturing processes. 

Compass’ customers include Peoria-based Caterpillar Inc. and Johnson & Johnson Inc. of New 
Brunswick, New Jersey, as well as smaller firms such as food-equipment maker Prince Castle 
LLC in Carol Stream, and TMA Members Camcraft, Ramcel Engineering, and Kay Manufacturing. 
Over the past year Compass doubled in size—both in employees and in sales—with the goal of 
reaching $10 million in revenue this year. 

Story continued on page 2

Story continued on page 2

Meet your fellow members
An interview with Meyer Tool CEO, Eileen Cunningham



TMA NEWS BULLETIN

2

In addition to Switzerland, Meyer Tool has provided 
components for projects at nearby Argonne National 
Laboratory and Fermilab, and as far away as National 
Synchrotron Radiation Research Centre in Taiwan.
“Our work is competitive locally, nationally and 
internationally, “ Cunningham said.

A current project with Princeton University will send 
a weather balloon above the South Pole in order to 
evaluate infrared rays and their penetration of the 
earth’s atmosphere. 

These projects are exciting and challenging, 
Cunningham says, but the job of continuing Meyer 
Tool as a successful business is a challenge in and of 
itself in a fast-paced, highly-competitive culture. 
Besides the personal struggles of balancing family 
and marriage with the demands of Meyer Tool is the 
responsibility of providing for other families, she said.
“Being at the helm of a company where members 
of 35 other families are depending on you for their 
living and their ability to enjoy life, that’s a big deal,” 
Cunningham said. “I always try to keep in mind how 
what we do will affect them when making company 
decisions.”

But it’s even more complicated than that, she said.
“Business challenges definitely include responding 
to the always increasing economic pressures – 
whether they be increasing taxes and fees or the 
Internet increasing competition,” she said. “When the 
economy gets bad, others may jump in to do what 
we do and diversify, so there’s a low cost, low quality 
provider that doesn’t even know what they’re getting 
into. With that, it becomes a challenge to maintain 
relationships with our customers and remind them of 
Meyer Tool’s quality and low project risk.”

And that low project risk is key, Cunningham said. 
“We’re building things that often have never been 
built before, or something that’s been built, but you 
don’t need the same particle accelerator – you need 
the next generation,” she said. 

People come to us and say ‘I have this idea, can 
you prototype it for me?’ Reducing that project 
risk means when you have a big, long production 
run, you iron out the kinks in the first couple of 
pieces. You get your process down, and then you 
build how many thousands of flawless parts,” she 
said.

In the type of work Meyer Tools does, they don’t 
have opportunity for trial and error. “When 
we’re building the first one, it has to work as the 
customer intended it to,” she said. “We’re dealing 
with scientists, physicists, people who may not 
have built things before, but they know what they 
need it to do. We help them make it happen.”

Some of Meyer Tool’s work is design built, some 
is “built to print,” but Cunningham says they 
try to work closely early on in development to 
prevent losing time and costing the customers.
“When you’re building something unique or 
complex, that’s when we shine,” she said. “We try 
to realize catches and glitches before it goes to 
manufacturing.” 

Meyer Tool’s Eileen Cunningham

Compass Automation in Crain’s Chicago Business
On that rapid growth, Compass Executive Vice President Bill Angsten says, ”We want 
to continue to grow.  I doubt we’ll keep up that pace, but we have no intentions of 
slowing down.  We think our model is scalable and we think there is a lot more work 
out there for us to take on.  The future for us will be the addition of semi-standard 
product offerings and expanded support resources for all the custom automation 
deployed across America.”

Being featured in Crain’s validates all the hard work that goes into growing a 
successful company.  Angsten states, “It means we are doing something right.  
Most days you see all the things you want to improve or fix at your business 
(and there are many here), but it is nice to take a step back and recognize that 
what you are doing for your customers is being valued.”

Angsten is bullish on American manufacturing. “There will always be low-

wage manufacturing somewhere around the globe.  If American 
manufacturers focus on their processes and dedicate themselves to 
improving with automation, we will be able to compete with anyone.  The 
software and machinery available to American manufacturers levels the 
playing field.  America utilizes considerably less automation per capita 
compared to our counterparts in Japan and Europe.” 

TMA membership is important to Compass and since they joined two years 
ago, they have built relationships with several key customers and vendors 
that are part of TMA.  “It is apparent that TMA and its members are forward 
thinking and have embraced new technology,” Angsten concluded.   

Compass Automation will host a Regional Meeting in 2015.

Industry & Member News
Member Feature: Meyer Tool’s Eileen Cunningham

Meyer Tool has experienced toolmakers that have 
been doing this type of work for over thirty years, 
making the risk minimal.

In 24 years of work at Meyer Tool, Mrs. 
Cunningham has seen a lot of amazing projects 
and she’s very proud of the results.

“I take a tremendous sense of pride in what my 
father built, and that it is continuing on, “ she 
said.  “I’m so proud of what he accomplished 
from Argonne to this, that he had the courage to 
set out on a unique and different path.”

“Another part of pride is where our products go 
– they make an impact. I think everybody here 
has a sense of pride that the work they do has an 
impact on the world around them. “

Meyer Tool is at the company’s third location at 
4601 Southwest Highway in Oak Lawn, Illinois.

Fran Eaton is a freelance journalist, 
IllinoisReview.com news editor and former 
Chicago Sun-Times News group political 
columnist for the Southtown Star. 




