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hen Paladin Industries was first presented with
Wthe opportunity to manufacture automobile

shift knobs, the Kentwood, Mich.-based com-
pany looked at machining hardwood blanks as a fairly new
challenge. That’s because since 1985, Paladin specializes in
precision 3- and 5-axis CNC machining, membrane press-
ing and casegoods assembly. But since the company prides
itself in being on the cutting edge in craftsmanship and
taking on projects others say can't be done, the decision
to accept the job was an easy one. Perfecting the process
down the line, however, required quite a bit of innovation
and the implementation of a steel-collared worker.

“Part of the uniqueness of our company and what
sets us apart from the competition is 23-plus years of
experience in CNC machining and programming, and
over those years, we have done so many different types
of projects,” says Larry Bell, CEO of Paladin Industries.
“We strive to deliver quality and value, but also peace
of mind. Those years have given us a lot of knowledge
and expertise on fixturing, holding parts while they are
being machined. In addition, we've always been willing
as a company to spend the capital to acquire new tech-
nology. These factors are what allowed us to success-
fully take on manufacturing the shift knobs.”
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ifts gears

Paladin Industries revs up for robotic sanding

By Brooke Baldwin Wisdom

“When we first saw the shape of the part, we could
pretty well grasp what could be done,” says Alan Apple-
gate, vice president of business and development for
Paladin. “In the early stages, the initial challenge was
trying to identify what would be the most efficient way
to produce the shape with the equipment we had. We
quickly came to grips with how to do the fixturing,
because again, that’s our expertise”

But when it came to the sanding phase of the
knob, the Paladin team realized it was time to call
upon some of the lean manufacturing techniques
it had learned four years earlier when grant money
from the state of Michigan paid for a consultant to
come in and help identify methods to better produce
parts throughout the plant. “It became apparent pret-
ty quickly that something needed to be done when it
came to sanding the knobs,” says Craig Bell, president
of Paladin Industries. “There was inconsistency in
the sanding, and we were having problems training
people. Not everyone is suited to standing there and
hand-sanding a shift knob all day long. Some would
leave and some were better at it than others, so we
always had to wade through some people to find the
right person. By then we'd fall behind.”
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Seeing the labor input required in making the knob,
Paladin drew from those lean manufacturing concepts
and decided to implement a work cell. To make the entire
operation as efficient as possible, capital would first have
to be spent on a custom boring machine to do some of
the pre-CNC machine operations. Then Thad Bell, vice

How it all works

president at Paladin, and Steve Swanson, plant manager,
suggested the idea of a robot to do the biggest portion of
the sanding of the knobs. Discussions were held among the
Paladin team, along with input from Stiles Machinery.
“We've all seen robots work at trade shows, but it has
always been in material handling,” says Applegate. “I've













