German Manufacturer Continues Growth in Michigan

Walther Trowal

BRINGING BUSINESS TO WEST MICHIGAN

In 2008, First

Walther Trowal is a 90-year-old German-based company that

Companies

specializes in metal surface finishing technology. In 2005,

conducted a

the company approached Ken Raby about establishing an

market analysis for Ken, showing available inventory in his desired

office in the U.S. Ken agreed and began working from his

location and projected lease costs. After gaining approval from his

basement, but as business quickly grew, he found himself in

team in Germany, Ken signed a lease on a 6,000 square foot office

need of more space.

in Grand Rapids. He also leased a public storage facility to house
the products and materials he sold.

“I knew I needed a formal place to conduct business, but I
didn’t know where to start, so I asked an architect buddy

Business continued to boom, and Ken found himself, again,

of mine who referred me to First Companies. ‘They’re one

reaching out to First Companies to help with his building needs.

of the only companies you want to deal with.’ he said. And

Fortunately, the space next to their existing office became vacant,

I’ve been working with them ever since!” Ken Raby, Vice

and First Companies was able to connect the

President & General Manager

two suites to create a great solution for
the growing company.
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“We wanted a more cost-effective
work environment and to bring all
operations under one roof.”
PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE

snatched up quickly, making it especially challenging for Ken given

“Once we expanded our space, things really took off. We

he needed international approvals to move forward.

had a better showroom, a bigger conference room for
seminars and trainings, and we had room to grow our team.

During this time, First Companies was working with another client

In 2017, we brought an accountant on staff to help manage

in a similar position as Walther Trowal. Given First Companies’

our assets. Around that same time, I began to do some

development expertise, the team was able to come up with an

long-term business planning with my team in Germany. We

ideal solution for both customers. The proposed plan was to

projected our growth over the next 10 years and realized

build a new, multi-tenant industrial facility in Byron Center to

that, while we are comfortable now, we would eventually

accommodate the needs of both businesses while creating a great

run out of space again. Not to mention, we wanted a more

investment opportunity for financial partners.

cost-effective work environment and to bring all operations
“When we ran the numbers, we found that the cost of leasing

under one roof.”

space in the new building was about the same as what we
Ken contacted First Companies and the team began to

were currently paying to lease our office and warehouse

research all options in the area – including buying versus

spaces separately. Not to mention, a new build meant newer

leasing and building from the ground up, with details on

technology, increased energy efficiency,

the pros and cons of each. Ultimately, Walther Trowal chose

and the opportunity to consolidate our

to lease, rather than buy; however, available inventory for

operations – the space we envisioned

industrial/manufacturing space was scarce. New listings were

in our business plan.”
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THE PROCESS
“The process of working with First Companies and the architect
was very open. They didn’t hand us a cookie-cutter design and
walk away. Instead, they asked a lot of questions, and listened
to understand our needs and desires, making adjustments
necessary to ensure we were happy with the end result.
Through each phase, they made sure we were well-informed
on all our available options, like constructing the building to
allow for future vertical expansion – and then delivered per our
expectations.”
The showroom/development lab is located next to the
warehouse providing instant access to a wide range of
products during sales meetings.

COVID-19 shutdowns hit partway through this project causing

THE VISION

project team remained flexible, introducing new technologies

Having a proper showroom and development lab is important,

and processes to maintain an open line of communication

as this space allows customers to “kick the tires,” watch as parts

between all parties and leveraged strong subcontractor

are processed, and evaluate whether or not buying a machine is

relationships to get the project back on track.

a series of delays and long-term communication challenges. The

right for them.
“If we wanted to be taken seriously, we needed a place where
we could show off our product. Our previous setup didn’t offer
a lot of flexibility. We would pull parts for a customer, but if
they wanted to tweak certain aspects of what we presented,
we had to jump through hoops to provide them with the
samples they wanted in a timely manner. In our new building,
we have everything we need right at our fingertips!”
Walther Trowal was looking for an appropriately sized facility
that was laid out according to their workflow. They requested

Ken Raby inspects a metal knee joint that’s in the process of
being deburred (polished) in one of his showroom machines.

a conference room that incorporated technology without a
mess of cords, as well as a shower that would allow active team

“Our project manager was a strong communicator and acted

members to run or bike to work. Because their team primarily

as a liaison between us and the subcontractors, meaning

ate from their offices or on the go, they determined they

I didn’t have to sweat the process. When COVID hit, First

didn’t need a full-sized breakroom, but preferred a centrally

Companies adjusted their communications and introduced new

located kitchen station. Finally, they calculated the amount of

technology to accommodate increased safety

warehouse space they would need based on pallet size and

measures and keep me and my team

projected growth.

well-informed.”
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THE END PRODUCT

Outside of the setbacks from COVID, this project was

“First Companies functioned as our real estate agent,

completed according to the agreed upon budget and schedule.

construction manager, and property manager. When COVID-19
caused unexpected delays in construction, pushing back our

“It was great working with First Companies. They were very

move-in date, they were able to work out a solution with our

clear on cost and time expectations and were focused on

current lease which allowed us to move from the old space into

developing solutions that had our best interests in mind. I

the new one without having to pay double rent.”

would absolutely recommend them to others – I wouldn’t
consider anyone else!”

Walther Trowal now enjoys a newly constructed, 34,000
square foot facility that is close to the highway and designed

When asked what advice he would give to others, Ken

according to their short- and long-term business needs. The

responded with:

building includes 27,000 square feet of warehouse, testing,

•

willing to work with you.

and showroom space, with 7,300 square feet of private offices
and the infrastructure to expand vertically. They also have

Make sure you have a reputable landlord who is

•

Planning is the absolute, number one necessity.

a large conference room for training and sales meetings, a

The better you can plan, the happier you’re going

kitchen station, bathrooms, and a shower for active employees.

to be with your space, period.

Integrating motion-censored, LED lights, proper insulation, and

•

Partner with experts you can trust who will help you

large windows to let in natural light makes this new facility an

evaluate the project from all angles and ensure you

energy-efficient, desirable place to work.

understand all of your options before you start to build.

“Everything we discussed in the initial plans was brought to
fruition. It’s never going to go perfectly, especially when you
throw COVID-19 in the mix, but it was evident First Companies
had the systems in place to ensure the project ran as smoothly
as possible.”

Private offices and a large conference room provide the space this growing team needed. An abundance of
natural light is brought in through large windows that surround the building’s exterior, making this a welcoming
environment for all.
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TOP: An open lobby greets
visitors with display cases and
photos showing the company’s
products and materials.
BOTTOM LEFT: The end product
incorporates an efficient,
circular floor plan, providing
multiple points of access to the
warehouse, showroom, kitchen,
and print/supply room.
BOTTOM RIGHT: A centrallylocated kitchen station fits the
team’s ‘grab and go’ eating
preferences.

Drone coverage throughout the course of construction captures major milestones of this project,
from breaking ground and laying the foundation, through final enclosure.
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