
 1

Notes from an Alternate Reality Machine Shop 

 

By Mike Rosa, Mastercam Machine Shop Manager, CNC Software, Inc., Tolland, CT 

 

I am writing you from a machine shop that exists in alternate reality from the one with 

which you are most likely familiar. Five of us work here and I manage it. 

 

Our shop is well equipped with excellent equipment. We have manual mills and lathes, 

two three-axis mills, three sophisticated five-axis machining centers and a twin-turret, 

twin-spindle lathe.  

 

Considering such a heavy investment in equipment, you would think that company 

officials would insist that each machine operate as many hours as possible. They do 

not. They are content to let a machine stand idle until the perfect job comes along for it. 

 

In your reality, scrap is a bad thing. Not in ours. We produce almost nothing but scrap. 

We recycle a lot. 

 

In your shop, I’m willing to bet that the end products you ship are parts (mostly precise 

ones) for fixtures, tools and components that go into assembled products. We make 

those, too, but we don’t ship them—we scrap them.  

 

When we finish a job, we don’t ship any parts. Our end product is a report and the 

customer we send it to is a software developer. The report details what we tried to do 

with a new software module, what worked, what didn’t work, and what we, as machine 

operators, would like to work better.  

 

The “work better” part might include comments like: “How about putting that CAM 

feature or tool path we use all the time somewhere easier to find.” Or, “Why not 

automate some aspects of a tool path based on data in the model instead of requiring 

me to make a bunch of settings that waste time.” 
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In fact, in our reality, we get to tell our customers what they can do to make our lives as 

machinists easier. What’s more, they usually say “thank you” and do it. So the next time 

they send us another iteration of some work in progress, it generally works better for us. 

 

I bet in your world, absenteeism is frowned upon. Not here. It is actually encouraged. 

On any given day, two or three of us are likely to be missing. One of us might be off 

visiting a machine tool builder, running some sort of a software trial on his equipment. 

Another could be at a machine shop demonstrating a new tool path that could increase 

the shop’s productivity or reduce its tooling costs. 

 

I don’t want to create the false impression that working in this shop is like working in 

some sort of country club—it’s far from it. Like most shops, we have to balance many 

factors at once. It can be a real headache. We often have to talk with one another and 

our customers to make sure everyone gets what they need when they need it. As is the 

case in your world, organization is critical in our world to ensure that the right tools, 

materials and people are on hand when a critical project is ready to run. 

 

There are also many interruptions. Mastercam has provided its maintenance-contract 

customers with a support system that enables them to contact experts (either their 

reseller or one at our company) to answer questions when use of certain aspects of the 

software is uncertain or if there is a problem getting it do something they would like it to 

do. More than 99 percent of the time, these end users get their answer right away. But 

sometimes they don’t. 

 

This situation usually occurs when the user is trying to do something unusual or difficult. 

If the actual-reality machine shop can’t get an answer from the usual sources, they call 

our shop as the next resort. We will either find a way to get the software to do what the 

end user wants, or we will provide a work-around that will suffice until appropriate 

changes go into the next version of the software. Thank heaven one of our CNC 

machines is probably ready to test a possible solution. 

 



 3

 
 

Multi-axis machining centers and other CNC equipment enable the shop to test CAM features created to 

handle unusual or challenging programming tasks. 

 

 

You may wonder why we have manual equipment. For what reason would a CAM 

software developer have manual equipment in its shop? Just as you do, we might want 

to knock off a simple part or fixture quickly. Manual machines are great for that. 

However, there is another, more-important reason. We sometimes have workshops for 

local high school and college students who want to learn more about wonderful careers 

in 21st century career manufacturing. In manufacturing, one skill builds on another, and 

manual machines are still the best equipment to use for teaching foundation skills. 
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Manual machines help the shop prepare a new generation of machinists, who need to know the 

fundamentals of machining before they tackle CNC operations. 

 

 

The last few decades have not always been easy for people involved in manufacturing. 

It’s not unusual to experience a little paranoia about the future. Sometimes it seems as 

if the world is out to get us. So, here in the alternate-reality machine shop, a place 

occupied by those who represent machine tool builders and software developers, we 

are trying to generate a little “counter paranoia”—the subtle perception that unseen 

forces are at work to make shop life better. 

 

And they are. Equipment manufacturers and software developers envision an alternate 

reality in which their products continually become more productive and easier to use. 

Please stay in touch with us. Send us an email, log into a forum or call your support 

resources. Let us know your vision of a brighter future. Forces are at work. 

 

Mike Rosa can be reached at mike.rosa@mastercam.com 
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