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Craftsman Takes Off With 44% Exports 

 

 
 
 
Sustained investment in technology and skills has driven a Leeds specialist engineering 
company to international prominence supplying the world’s top five machine tool 
manufacturers together with major names in the oil and aerospace industries, including 
Boeing. 
 
Otley-based Craftsman Tools is now exporting 44% of output, which last year  reached £4.5 
million (from £3.8m the previous year). Further expansion is in the pipeline with the 
introduction of a new £300,000 production unit, a new £160,000 horizontal production 
machine - the first of its type in Europe - and products including an innovative drilling sleeve 
for the oil industry. 
 
While the UK machine tool industry declined almost to extinction and Japan and Germany 
created a global domination, now being joined by China and India, Craftsman widened its 
range of customer targets across the world and adopted best manufacturing practices. 
 
Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (see below) were formed with other world-class 
organisations and cellular manufacturing processes adopted, with each cell named after a 
river. Hence Aire refers to the 40-year partnership with Leeds-based oil exploration 
equipment company Cooper Cameron. Craftsman is now supplying Cameron companies 
across the world. 
 



Severn refers to the Worcester base of the world’s biggest machine tool manufacturer, 
Japan’s Yamazaki Mazak and Delaware to Boeing’s helicopter division. Sulzer in Leeds and 
Sandvik are other big names in an impressive blue chip portfolio.  
 
Otley’s famous hillside The Chevin has transferred to the company’s American operation 
Chevin Tools. Set up by one representative in Chicago, eight years ago, the business got off 
to a flyer with an early million-dollar order that set the pace for sustained growth. Essentially 
a sales and distribution centre, all Chevin products are manufactured in Otley. 
 
Ian Williams, executive director of Leeds Chamber of Commerce and Industry, works  closely 
with Craftsman: “Leeds is home to a number of world class manufacturing companies and 
Craftsman is a brilliant example of how to succeed in one of the toughest global markets. It’s 
a classic story of progress through continued investment in the best technology, working 
practices and people.” 
 
Managing director Bob Johnson is modest in discussing the firm’s success in a tough 
international marketplace: “Our first big breakthrough came when American machine tool 
giant Warner Swasey approached us for work and tool holding equipment. Now we’re 
supplying the world’s five biggest machine tool manufacturers with high precision equipment, 
often in sophisticated metals. 
 
“For Daewoo, we’re now working on a new turret featuring integrated Coromant Capto quick 
change tooling and we’ve just invested £160,000 in a new horizontal production machine, 
which is the first of its type in Europe. We continue to explore new opportunities and have 
spent a further £100,000 on equipment for a new manufacturing cell. Working primarily on a 
revolutionary new oil-drilling sleeve that self-seals during the drilling process and other oil 
drilling products, it has already produce a £50,000 order,” he adds. 
 
Further international expansion is on the horizon. “We have good contacts in Japan and 
we’re now looking for a further Knowledge Transfer Partnership in South East Asia,” says 
Johnson. 
 
He operates a flat management structure and praises “our excellent workforce.”  A manager 
is assigned to each product group and customer, plus a further executive in charge of 
design, aided by the latest CADCAM equipment and Autodesk Inventor software packages. 
Ten new jobs have been created in the past year and the company takes on two new 
apprentices every three years. 
 
Pattern of success 
 
Craftsman started as a patternmaker in Guiseley in 1953, and was acquired by Johnson’s 
father, Cyril and moved to Otley in 1966.  
 
Growth has been planned and sustained, from a payroll of 12, when the firm took over a 
former weaving shed in Otley, to the present day 54, working in immaculate production 
facilities that have been continuously extended. The latest 7,000 sq ft production unit, costing 
£300,000, features a mezzanine level for further expansion. 
 
Ends 
 
Knowledge Transfer Partnerships 
 
KTPs enable private and public sector research organisations to apply their research 
knowledge to key business problems. Government-funded, they enable UK businesses to 
benefit from the wide range of expertise available in the UK Knowledge Base. 



 
Photography: Leeds Chamber’s Ian Williams (left) and Craftsman Tools managing director 
Robert Johnson on site in Otley. 


