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Michael Hedlund started work at Co-Lin in 1977 
as a 15-year-old summer employee. The owner of 
the shop lived next door to his parents and asked 
Michael if he wanted a summer job at the grand pay 
scale of $3 an hour. He’s been there ever since.

Stephen Hedlund, Michael’s son, started work at 
Co-Lin in 2006 as a 14-year-old summer employee. 
His initial tasks were to clean the machines and 
sweep the floors for a robust $10 per hour. Stephen 
worked at the shop in subsequent summers, gradu-
ating to actually running some of the fabricating 
machines, but later went on to college and gained 
valuable industry experience at another nearby fab-
ricator. 

The Hedlunds reunited this summer as Co-Lin’s 
new owners (see Figure 1). They knew the metal 
fabricating business, but they also knew that their 
new metal fabricating business had to change.

The Dad’s On-the-Job Education
Michael went from being a summer worker to a full-
time employee during his senior year in high school 
in 1980. That year he attended classes until noon 
and then went to work at Co-Lin. When he gradu-
ated, he asked if he could work there full-time.

“It was a job, and I was glad I had one,” Michael 
said. “I liked doing it because I was doing something 
different every day. I learned a lot fast.”

As with any metal fabricating operation, Michael 
has seen plenty of projects come through the door. 
Custom fixtures for large aerospace parts manufac-
turers, industrial cabinets of all shapes and sizes 
(see Figure 2), custom machinery for specialty 
manufacturing applications, and gas tanks for clas-
sic cars are just a few examples of the work Co-Lin 
did in the past and continues to do today.

“For as long as I’ve been here, there is something 
new that happens every day that makes you go, 
‘Man, I didn’t think of that!’ he said. “After 35 years, 
you’d think you know everything.”

Co-Lin never advertised during Michael’s years 
there. Nearby OEMs and machine shops knew of the 
fabricator’s reputation, and business continually 
showed up at the front door. At least, that was the 
case until the Great Recession.

At that time Michael said he started seeing the 
work slow a bit, and for the jobs the shop did get, 
the job routers displayed the old familiar custom-
ers. New work was not materializing at the pace it 
was prior to 2009. 

Michael continued to work at his craft, but he 
knew that the company’s future was questionable. 
Would it be able to survive doing what it had always 
done?
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How important is the fax machine to your metal fabricating business?
What may sound like a silly question for a company in 2015 isn’t that strange to 

some people. Just ask Michael and Stephen Hedlund. Having worked there, they 
were very familiar with Co-Lin Metals Fabricating, and that fax line was a lifeline for the 
business—until this summer.

How did the business work for the past several years? The original owner either talked 
to the customer face-to-face or over the phone, collect the details of the job, and take 
the information home to work on the quote. When it was finally done, the quote was 
either sent by fax or personally delivered, in some instances. It could take as long as a 
week before the customer got the quote back.

Yet Co-Lin Metals Fabricating Inc., Rockford, Ill., still had work to keep it busy, even 
while others were relying on lightning-quick electronic communications, powerful 
computing devices, and state-of-the-art fabricating technology. In a shop that might 
have looked like it was trapped in the 1980s, skilled craftsmen produced industrial fab-
rications that local manufacturers needed. Co-Lin’s reputation for quality work helped 
the company survive years of outdated business practices. The Hedlunds witnessed 
this first-hand.

Figure 1
Michael Hedlund (left) went to work for Co-Lin Metals 
Fabricating in June 1980. On another June day in 2015, 
Hedlund went to work not as an employee, but as co-
owner with his son Stephen (right).
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The Son’s On-the-Job Training
Following in his dad’s footsteps—somewhat—Ste-
phen went to class for part of the day during his 
senior year and then went to work at Co-Lin for the 
rest of the day.

Timing plays a very important role in so many 
tales, and Stephen’s was no different. Upon gradu-
ation in June 2009, Stephen was ready for full-time 
work, but the manufacturing downturn at the time 
made that difficult. That’s when he decided to at-
tend the University of Wisconsin at Platteville and 
pursue a major in manufacturing technology man-
agement. That’s where he got his first taste of 3-D 
modeling. He also worked summers at Co-Lin and 
other nearby manufacturing companies, where he 
learned the craft in a way that can’t be replicated in 
a classroom, such as welding in 100-degree heat.

Upon college graduation in December 2014, he 
went to work for a Rockford, Ill., metal fabricator for 
which he had been an intern from January to Au-
gust in 2013. The fabricator was only a few blocks 
from Co-Lin.

“That’s where I learned all the real-world stuff, 
like what’s a flat pattern that you send to a laser cut-
ting machine, designing in 3-D, and interacting with 
a customer,” Stephen said. “I did all of the quotes 
there for a while. I was in charge of some pretty big 
stuff.”

Stephen was taking advantage of an opportunity. 
His employer was in transition as the fab shop had 
experienced some turnover in its programming 
department. Stephen became the go-to person for 
machine programming, part design, and training 
new engineers—just three months after graduating 
from college. 

“That’s where I learned how to think on my feet 
and to do something like this,” he said. “That was 
my biggest turning point.”

Michael wasn’t surprised when he heard about 
Stephen’s tenure at the other metal fabricating 
company. He had noticed that his son was quite ca-
pable of leading a business. It probably didn’t hurt 
that Stephen actually wrote a paper about wanting 
to run a fabricating shop for a scholarship after high 
school graduation.

“I knew he wanted to have his own business be-
cause he’s always been independent, since he was a 
baby,” Michael said. “I knew that it would be in some 
kind of business. I didn’t know it would be this.”

Time to Buy a Business
On Jan. 5, 2015, Michael went to work at Co-Lin and 
noticed that the owner’s son wasn’t at work. When 
he asked where the young man was, the owner re-
plied that he had quit and wasn’t coming back. That 
got Michael to thinking: If the current owner wasn’t 
interested in changing business operations to grow 
the company, and the son wasn’t interested in tak-
ing over for the father’s business, maybe this was an 
opportunity for him and Stephen.

That night Michael went home and had a three-
hour chat with his son. By the end of the evening, 
they had decided to pursue business ownership.

“So I came into work the next morning and about 
10 minutes after arriving, I went to see my boss and 
said, ‘I’ve got something to tell you. Stephen and I 
want to buy the place,’” Michael recounted. “And he 
said, ‘OK. Now what do we do?’

“I don’t know, but I’ll find someone who can tell 
us,” Michael said.

That led him to the local Small Business Develop-
ment Center (SBDC) at Rock Valley College in Rock-

ford, Ill. Brian McIntyre, the program director, actu-
ally grew up on the same street with both parties.

“It’s good when the buyer and the seller want to 
work together,” McIntyre said. “What I told Mike and 
the seller at the beginning is this: ‘I will help you put 
together a deal and get the thing financed. Here is 
what I am not going to do: I’m not going to decide 
what the price is. I’m neutral. You guys figure out the 
price and we’ll get the deal done.’”

The parties came to a price, which the Hedlunds de-
clined to reveal, and the deal came together quickly 
thereafter. McIntyre said the father and son brought 
together different skills and talents that made the fi-
nancing of the purchase deal easy to secure.

“Mike has spent more than 30 years there, so he 
had insight about the business, and he had an ex-
treme amount of technical knowledge. Steve worked 
there part-time, so he understood what it took. He 
also has an education in that type of business, and 
he was singularly determined and focused to be a 
small-business owner,” McIntyre said. “All of those 
things combined made it a lot easier.”

Figure 2
These cabinets are an example of the diverse jobs Co-Lin Metals Fabricating performs.

Figure 3
This not-yet-completed pressure washer cabinet (left) 
is a good example of life before and after at Co-Lin Met-
als Fabricating. The original prints for this cabinet dat-
ed back to the 1990s. Some of the original dimensions 
weren’t detailed on those prints, and Michael Hedlund 
wasn’t familiar with the cabinets because he didn’t work 
on the fabrications when Co-Lin did the original work. 
Stephen Hedlund took pictures of the original cabinets 
and began modeling them in 3-D. After making some ad-
justments, such as how to fabricate the movable table 
inside the pressure washer cabinet (above), Stephen 
saved the plans in a digital file. The next time it needs 
to be built, the company can call up the plans and get to 
work right away.

“Everyone out there can run  
every machine, can weld,  
and put stuff together.  
We can hand most of the guys  
any kind of print and let them 
have at it. That’s rare these days.”
—Stephen Hedlund,  
Co-Lin Metals Fabricating Inc.
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The Not-So-New Bosses
Stephen, the company’s president, and Michael, 
vice president, assumed ownership in the begin-
ning of summer 2015. The transition has been rela-
tively smooth because everyone already knew all 
the parties involved and what was going to happen.

“They all knew we were buying it, so it’s not like 
I walked in on June 5 and said, ‘Guess what?’” Mi-
chael said. “We all kind of had the practice run be-
fore it became real.

“I started to implement some things out there 
even before we took over, such as the way we do 
certain jobs. I wanted to do it on the other guy’s 
watch to see if it would work.”

The initial caution wasn’t necessary. The seven 
full-time fabricators and one part-time front-office 
administrator went to work as they always did. 
The Hedlunds had the 8,500-sq.-ft. shop running 
smoothly, even right after the ownership transfer.

Some of the ideas Michael implemented before 
the official transition paid off, he said. For exam-
ple, instead of having a couple of fabricators work 
on one gas tank at a time until it was completed, 
Michael directed one fabricator to form the metal 
parts for four or five gas tanks at a time and then 
deliver them to the welder for the finishing work. At 
one time Co-Lin was 10 weeks behind on gas tank 
orders; with the change in work flow, however, that 
backlog was eliminated by the time the Hedlunds 
stepped into the building as owners.

“Everyone out there can run every machine, can 
weld, and put stuff together,” Stephen said. “We can 
hand most of the guys any kind of print and let them 
have at it. That’s rare these days.”

The Modernization Effort
While the Hedlunds didn’t have to worry much 
about the shop floor skills, the front office was an-
other matter. Along with a printer, Stephen knew he 
wanted to introduce the shop to the world of 3-D 
modeling. Trying to visualize how something might 
go together, sometimes without the benefit of blue-
prints, was eating up too much time.

Stephen said that he could spend two to three days 
looking at something as simple as a test stand for a 
local aerospace systems manufacturer and not to-
tally visualize what was needed to make a complete 
fabrication. What is inside a small, hard-to-access 
area? How does a particular corner overlap? An older 
job might involve going over as many as 120 prints.

That’s not the case now. Roughly six months into 
the new adventure, all the recurring jobs are based 
on 3-D models (see Figure 3). Michael doesn’t have 
to wait for his old boss to take the engineering notes 
and formally draw them for the shop floor to follow, 
a process that could take days. Now Stephen can 
call up the job, print out the layout, and walk it to 
the back of the shop for quick consultation with the 
fabricator assigned to the project. 

The Hedlunds have made some other significant 
changes as well:

•	 Co-Lin has all of its blanks laser-cut by the metal 
fabricator Stephen interned with. It’s simply a lot 
faster than the company’s old punch presses (see 
Figure 4). Co-Lin can turn around parts a lot faster, 
and get paid sooner, rather than having to wait for 
blanks to be made in-house.

•	 The shop floor has a new jig-friendly table, 
where fixtures can be set up quickly (see Figure 5). 
This accommodates quick tack welding of large fab-
rications that can be moved over to a large work ta-
ble for final welding. Previously the fabricators spent 
several minutes trying to assemble a stick frame that 
would act as a fixture. The new welding table makes 
moving from one job to another quick and simple.

•	 The gas tank fabricators used to spend plenty of 
time grinding welds to remove the heat tint around 
the joint. The Hedlunds invested in a passivation 
machine to remove the heat tint and help boost cor-
rosion resistance around the weld. The fabricators 
are no longer grinding off the weld as they remove 
the heat tint. Michael added that the customers like 

the look of having the weld remain on the gas tanks.
“This is what I know,” Michael said as he looked 

around the front office, “these four walls I’ve been 
coming to forever. I don’t know what other people 
do.”

Stephen has a good idea, however, and he likes 
where the company is. Each employee is consistent-
ly working about 40 to 45 hours per week, instead 
of 50 to 55 hours per week, which was the case in 
the middle of summer, yet they are producing the 
same amount of work. From a sales perspective, 
Stephen said that Co-Lin is 20 percent ahead of his 
early projections.

“I got lucky. I can go out there [on the shop floor] 
and do just about everything, too, which is nice. I got 
lucky seeing that as a kid. Not many people learn 
to TIG weld when they’re 15 or run a press brake,” 
Stephen said. “And then for me to be able to go to a 
bigger company and learn from somebody else how 
to quote and all of that is lucky too.

“He never did any of the office stuff,” Stephen jok-
ingly said of his dad.

“I didn’t know anything. I still don’t,” Michael re-
plied. “Just keep telling me we’re making money.”

That’s the plan. Stephen said that he wants to 
invest in an ERP system to help with scheduling of 
jobs and general data organization. He also one day 
would like to own a laser cutting machine. In the 
meantime, he’ll keep looking out for new custom-
ers and pursuing more logical job flow for the shop 
floor. 

In short, Co-Lin is becoming a 21st century metal 

fabricator. 

Editor-in-Chief Dan Davis can be reached at dand@
thefabricator.com.

Co-Lin Metals Fabricating Inc., 5075 26th Ave., Rock-
ford, IL 61109, 815-399-5311, www.co-linmetals.com

Figure 5
Stephen Hedlund had a custom welding table made so that fabricators can construct fixtures quickly and change over 
to the next job in a few minutes.

Figure 4
Punching out blanks on Co-Lin’s older punch presses, 
on which the operator has to hand-crank the punch into 
position and then engage the punch with a foot pedal, 
simply can’t compete with having them laser-cut by an-
other company.


