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Jimmy Crawford, co-founder and chief sales
officer; Roy Dietsch, co-founder and chief
executive officer: and Kim Crawford, chief
operating officer.
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TELLING THE STORY
of how PartsBadger LLC
came to be, co-founders
Roy Dietsch and Jim-
my Crawford often say
phrases like, "We didn't

know how difficult it would be,” or, "We didn't
know how todo that.”

For the Cedarburg-based Computer Numerical
Control machining company with a short history
and big aspirations, overcoming challenges with a
can-do ethos 1s woven into its identity.

CNC shops, especially smaller ones, typical-
ly specialize in a single industry because of the
complexities and intricacies associated with each,
sald Dietsch, the company’s chief executive officer.
PartsBadger has embraced the learning challenge
of serving a diversity of industries, from aerospace
and defense to medical devices and transportation
industries. No single sector makes up more than
15% of the company’s overall business.

“We have a lot of people who know how to
learn what all that stuff is,” Dietsch said. “That's
our culture. ... So, if a customer needs something,
weTre going to figure out how to get them what
they need. Everybody 1s very used to hitting the
phones, hitting Google and figuring out whatever
it takes.”

Take, for example, the time when PartsBad-
ger chief operating officer Kim Crawford took a
fact-finding trip to China to learn how to make a
perfect sphere for a client.

‘1 went down to O'Hare (International Air-
port), and I had to stop at the consulate to pick up
the visa to get on the plane in a couple hours,” Kim
Crawford said. “It was one of those things where
we ended up getting this order and it’s like, ' Well,
you've got to go to China to figure it out. And we
did figure 1t out and brought the piece back, bought
an extra piece of luggage (for it). And the customer
ended up with the parts in the end to their dead-
line that they needed.”

But not every challenge 1s solved so easily.
Compared to its more-established, well-financed
competitors, PartsBadger faces a shortage in lend-
Ing or investment.

‘Our biggest hindrance is cash,” Dietsch said.
“WeTre not venture funded, and that's the hard-
est part.”

Still, the four-year-old company has ambitious
growth plans. Since August 201/, the shop has
raked in more than $20 million in sales, and it 1s
now on a $10 million run rate. It hasa "robust” plan
to reach $20 million, and then $50 million, and
then beyond, Dietsch said.

‘PartsBadger will be a hundred-million-dollar
company pretty darn quick here,” he said.

A DISRUPTIVE FORCE
Jimmy Crawford and Dietsch were introduced

to the CNC machining industry as customers,
when they were seeking a customized aluminum

enclosure for their other business, Rugged Video,
a Mequon-based company that makes flight
recorders and cameras.

The enclosure they had been ordering from an
extrusion company took too long to make and get
tothem. They were also forced to design their elec-
tronics to fit inside its rigid confines.

After they designed their own enclosure, they
sought quotes from a dozen CNC machining shops,
and heard back from only three.

"Two said their software was too old and they
couldn't open the file [ had sent them, and the one
that quoted us was so expensive, it was cheaper to
buy a CNC machine to make the parts ourselves,’
Dietsch said.

They taught themselves how to use comput-
er-alded design, or CAD, which 1s used to make the
parts to be machined. They also talked their way
into a CNC machine training class by promising
to buy the machine itself when the training was
over. They bought the machine and set it up in the
office kitchen.

'l would work during the day doing the sales
stuff and assembling everything, and then the
machine would run at night,” saild Jimmy Craw-
ford, who is also PartsBadger's chief sales officer.
‘I would sleep on the futon in the next room, and
[ would hear the machine throw the part against
the wall and I'd wake up and go in there and I start-
ed all over. It was a heck of a learning curve, but we
started making our own enclosure.”

The machine fundamentally changed Rugged
Video and led to the creation of PartsBadger,
Dietsch said.

PartsBadger was actually founded as a concept
in March 2016. Dietsch said a high school friend of
his, Steve Kotlowskl, was brought In to run their
new endeavor while Dietsch and Jimmy Crawford
remained focused on Rugged Video.

Kotlowski is the third co-founder of PartsBadger,
but he is no longer involved with the company. The
logistics proved too difficult, being that he lived in
central Wisconsin, Dietsch said. The company was

estructured after a few months with Dietsch and
Jimmy Crawford as sole owners.

They point to August 2017 as the true begin-
ning of PartsBadger, the moment it went from an
idea to a "legitimate venture.” That’s when the two
decided to put their full effort and attention into
the business.

Jimmy Crawford and Dietsch still own Rugged
Video but have someone else overseeing that busi-
ness full time.

TECHNOLOGY-DRIVEN
SUCCESS

Because of their experience as customers,
Dietsch and Jimmy Crawford realized something
iIn the CNC machining industry was broken,
Dietsch said. The big problem they aimed to solve
was the quoting process and decided to create a
way to instantly quote a job.
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RESPONDING TO
COVID-19

PartsBadger's nimble 7as put to the test
nic. At the time

6 of the company’s

products were manufactured outside of its Cedar-
burg shop. Much of the work was performed over-

_ ers knew supply
chains would be disrupted once China extended its
New Year shutdown in January. They considered
South Korea, Taiwan and the Philippines before
ultimately choosing to shift work primarily to Ma-
laysia and some into Singapore. This was In part

who had been to Malaysia before over there and
the goal was to solidify the relationships.”

global production manager,
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dealing with the carrier they were
didn't pivot as quickly.

It spent $750,000 to buy four new CNC ma-
chines. This bumped the amount of manufactur-
ing it performed in-house from . ;

ed in-house

any 1s also looking to expand its Ce-
lquarters. The planned 5,000-square-
on and additional 12 to 15 machines

Dietsch saild he is looking at incentive options
from local and state agencies, and expects to break
ground in 2021 or early 2022
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"The strategies we have right now are working,
but it's really dependent from a macro perspective
as well,” Dietsch said. “Especially in manufacturing
like this, when you get a dip, it affects our new cus-
tomer acquisition to a much higher degree because
people just kind of stick with the suppliers they
have. They don't have lead time problems; they
don't have pricing problems. Everybody just kind
of stays where they are and we need a movement
to happen in the market”

Beyond COVID-19, the biggest hindrance to
growth 1s the availability of money. Dietsch said
with the initial ramp up, the company grew fast-
er than he or Jimmy Crawford anticipated. They
applied for an initial line of credit of $50,000. They
were requesting a line of credit backing 60% of the
company's receivables. But they grew so quickly,
the loan request got bigger by the week.

‘By the time they (the bank) scheduled the
meeting to talk about the application, we needed
$150,000," he said. “Two weeks after that, I think
we needed like $250,000 or $300,000. ... And then
a few months after that, we needed like $1.5 (mil-
lion) that was just backing receivables. And we
were scrambling to find a financial institution.”

They quickly outgrew a bank in Oregon, Wis-
consin they had been working with, and Dietsch
said he called “probably every single bank in Mil-
waukee” When that didn't work, they turned
to angel and venture capital, offering aggressive
terms “just to try to get something so we didn't
have to slow down the growth.” They finally found
a lender in Commerce State Bank.

PartsBadger has lately been using cash from its
profits to invest in its growth, but it isn't enough to
keep up, Dietsch said.

When talking with venture capital firms and
angel investor groups, PartsBadger could show
growth that exceeded the projections of other
companies that also sought investment, but it had
a couple things working against it, Dietsch said.

“It’s just really hard for what's called a flyover
state,” Dietsch said. “It's really hard to get interest
and to get the type of investment that we needed.”

The company’s age relative to its rapid growth
also presented 1ssues.

“(They'd say), "'Well, give us the last two years
books. We hadn't even been around two years,” Jim-
my Crawford said. “So, it's a slower moving pace, too.”

Dietsch said investors also didn't have another
company to compare against PartsBadger.

‘Tjust wish from an ecosystermn standpoint that
Wisconsin and Milwaukee had more opportuni-
ty for things like this,” he said. “I think we would
be a substantially bigger company today had we
been able to secure even modest amounts of in-
vestiment. Because the only cash were able to put
into growth is profits. That's it. That's all we have
right now.”

The company has locked to grow In a lean way,
being selective about where it chooses to invest.
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Dietsch said the typical payoff for a shop In-
vestment 1s around four or five years, but they are
expecting a payoff in three months.

Limitations and challenges aside, PartsBadger
1s staying the course In its pursuit of growth and
desire to reshape the industry. It helps that the
company 1s filled with people who are on board
and love what they do, said Jimmy Crawford.

“That’s part of the culture, where a lot of the
people that work here enjoy doing the stuff,” he
said. “Our engineers will be doing quotes at night
because they just like doing it. Or theyre designing
brackets for this guy because it's a cool project and
it's what they would do in their spare time anyway.”

Kim Crawford recalled when a customer want-
ed to machine a shifter for a Camaro he was re-
storing. He had nothing more than a sketch, a shift
knob and a photo from someone else’s car.

"I worked with him over the course of a couple
weeks just here and there a couple hours, and even-

A 5th axis rotary table in a CNC

machining center at PartsBadger’s
Cedarburg headquarters.

tually got him exactly what he wanted,” she said.

The order wasn't a moneymaker, but it was
significant in a different way. The car ended up
on display at SEMA Show, a national automotive
specialty products trade event in Las Vegas, said
Jimmy Crawford.

"The car was on display at SEMA, and there’s
our shifter, in Las Vegas,” he said.

For a company with an eye towards growth,
one of PartsBadger's differentiators is delivering on
whatever part a customer needs, Kim Crawford said.

(We work) all the way to just a hobbyist who
just designed something on a napkin and says,
‘Hey, can you make it?"” Crawford said. “That’s the
thing, working with the customer, because they
can't find anybody else that'lldoit.” W
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