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MANUFACTURING

In 1904 a Swedish engineer by the name of 
Oscar Kjellberg produced a coated electrode that 
substantially improved the quality of weld metal. 
This game-changing development was the foun-
dation of Elektriska Svetsnings-Aktiebolaget, now 
known as ESAB, one of the world’s largest produc-
ers of welding consumables and equipment.

“This was just about as revolutionary as you can 
get,” according to Richard Hadley, president of 
ESAB Group Canada, Inc., and general manager 
of ESAB Welding Automation North America. 
“Just think of the difference it made in building 
ships and other steel structures, which had relied 
heavily on riveting in the past.”

Not only was Kjellberg an extraordinary in-
ventor, he was quite an astute businessman as 
well, licensing this newly-developed technology 
to companies around the world—many of which 
it eventually acquired. Such was the case in the 
United States, where ESAB’s purchase and con-
solidation of companies such as Alloy Rods and 
L-Tec to the establishment of its offices there in 
the late eighties. As a European-based company, 
however, its entry into the wind-energy market 
came much earlier.

“During the oil embargo of the mid-seventies, 
many European countries realized they simply had 
to decrease their reliance on oil, so that was really 
the genesis of wind generation there,” Hadley says. 
“The first turbines were supported by metal-lattice 
structures, but as they grew heavier the industry 
moved to tubular towers, and that’s our specialty. 
So as the wind industry grew, our tower-building 
technology grew along with it, and we’ve also been 
able to serve as a conduit in carrying that informa-
tion from Europe to North America.”

One longstanding relationship that provides an 
example of how ESAB collaborates successfully 
with its customers involves Denmark-based Ves-
tas, the world’s leading supplier of windpower solu-

tions. “In the past we’ve worked closely with Vestas 
to develop special filler metals to withstand cold 
temperature service as well as special multiwire 
high-deposition welding machinery and delivery 
systems,” he says. “More recently we’ve been heavily 
involved in the Vestas wind-tower manufacturing 
facility now being completed in Colorado, which 
will be the largest in the world. We’ve been working 
to meet their requirements nearly since the begin-
ning of this project, and we currently have up to 
30 ESAB employees working there to complete the 
installation and assist with startup.”

Perhaps the most astounding piece of equip-
ment developed for this facility is a column and 
boom that extends the welding head up to 12.5 
meters, allowing the head to reach multiple weld 
seams, and thus increasing efficiency. On a con-
ventional machine the one piece boom extends 
its full length out the back of the machine dur-
ing retraction, consuming precious floor space. 
Working with Vestas, ESAB developed a telescop-
ic boom that retracts into itself without reach-
ing back into the space behind the machine base. 
“This is a product that didn’t exist previously, but 
they trusted us enough to place the order, and we 
delivered,” Hadley says. “It’s probably the largest 
apparatus of its kind in the world, and I believe it 
will be a resounding success.” 

In addition to providing its expertise on cut-
ting-edge projects such as this, ESAB also helps 
existing facilities to operate more efficiently, sug-
gesting advanced welding processes, handling 
systems, and many other means of streamlining 
productivity in an increasingly competitive mar-
ket. “Everybody wants to be faster and stronger, 
leaner and meaner, but how you achieve that is 
different for every company,” Hadley says. “We’re 
here to take that into consideration, and to tai-
lor a solution to meet our customer’s individual 
needs.”–R. W.      

In the early 1900s this company revolutionized the welding process, 
leading to stronger ships, steel structures, and many years later, wind 
towers. Their innovations continue.
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