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FOREWORD 

It’s March 1988. The venue is the Free State town of Welkom. The event is a high-profile 
site meeting. Present are the project co-coordinator, the consultants, the principal 
contractor, all the sub-contractors and also the VIP mining client. The client has been 
waiting with diminishing patience for the delivery of the delayed timber treatment plant. 
But this is no ordinary piece of equipment - it is 31 meters long and 2.8 meters in 
diameter. In fact, it is a fully-automated vacuum/pressure vessel that is the very first of 
its kind in the industry. 

Client Project Coordinator – “So why has the treatment plant still not arrived on site?  

Main subcontractor – “You may have noticed that the recent floods have taken out the 
major bridges on all the main routes between Johannesburg and Welkom”.   

Client Project Coordinator – “So why wasn’t it routed via Cape Town? That is an 
unacceptable reason for the delays and penalties are going to apply”.  

According to A Framework for Modeling Losses Arising from Natural Catastrophes in SA, 
(University of Pretoria, 1998), this event was - “One of the greatest flood disasters that 
ever occurred in the Orange Free State. Forty seven bridges were completely destroyed 
and 1,300 houses evacuated in the Northern Cape. Thirty magisterial districts were 
declared disaster areas”.  

The Main subcontractor (Hickson Timber Preservation) at that volatile meeting was 
represented by none other than Doug Sayce, a young man who under the circumstances, 
must surely have felt very exposed under such pressure in his new world of timber 
preservation.  Roll back less than one year to Doug’s 1987 interview for the role of Sales 
Engineer, and my promise that “big things” were in the offing for the business, with 
potential multi-million rand projects pending. There was just one proviso: the entire 
design, costing, procurement, site-management, training and commissioning team would 
comprise just two members, namely him and myself! From day one Doug never hesitated, 
whole-heartedly throwing in his hand, heart and soul for a life-changing career move into 
the world of timber preservation. 

In an experientially rewarding period of 30 years in this industry I was privileged to 
encounter a vast diversity of knowledgeable, skilled and eminently colourful characters in 
the sawn timber, pole and allied businesses whose collective input vastly enriched my own 
life experience and business approach. Cardinal among these was Doug, whose input, 
counterpoint, support and capabilities were always complementary during our working 
years. Our sincere friendship was a natural consequence of that relationship at work. 

Doug’s style endorsed the need for each man to have his own unique time and place for 
discovering inspiration. For me, it is solo time on the saddle of my bike during early-
morning training rides.   Doug, however, will tell you that ultimate creativity comes from 
time in the shower! I can vouch for a veritable cascade of his creative thinking that has 
flowed and still continues to pour from that source!  

Working side by side as a team in a small but dynamic segment of the timber industry 
naturally generated a reservoir of diverse experiences, challenges and events that should 
not to be allowed to suffer decay from the passage of time.  Doug deserves credit for 
delving well beneath surface of this absorbing slice of recent history, documenting 
sometimes amusing, poignant and challenging incidents which he blends with a sprinkling 
of industry highlights that might otherwise have been forgotten.  
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Wood In My Veins refers to neither a disability nor an affliction. It recalls positive life 
experiences, revealing details about the writer, the characters, the times and the places 
that make the wood preservation industry a dynamic and enriching arena of life as we 
know it.   

Dave Mullin 

January 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

This project was birthed from one of my many hobbies, namely genealogy. As I have 
interviewed family members and distant relatives, and researched archives and historic 
records primarily from around the world, I realised how quickly and easily history is lost if 
it is not recorded. In South Africa we do not have a strong culture of preserving our 
heritage through written record, be it family history or what has taken place in the social 
and business world. Unfortunately our current political climate is one of creating a new 
history without much regard for the past, which is deemed to be tainted by apartheid. 

The days of companies lasting forever are gone with on-going mergers and name changes. 
We now live in an era where the experts tell us that the average employee will have three 
to five different careers in their working life. It is no wonder that we are losing the 
knowledge of the various industries that have functioned in our country over the years. 

Whilst digitising documents in our technical library at Lonza, I came across two articles 
written by Ted Ablett, a previous Chairman of Hickson Holdings in South Africa, which 
outlined the history of the industry and the company from its inception just after the 
Second World War. Clearly he had similar concerns as mine regarding our heritage. This 
further inspired me to add to his effort, as much has happened in the world of wood 
preservation, and more specifically in our country since Ted wrote these articles. 

As I mentioned the dream of this book to my work colleagues, I was encouraged by them 
to take up the mantle and bring the dream to fruition. As I started putting pen to paper, or 
should I say fingers to the keyboard, I was completely caught up in the task at hand, the 
result of which you are about the read. 

I have interviewed many applicants for sales or marketing positions in our company over 
the years. Whilst explaining to them the dynamics of the company and the wood 
preservation industry, I developed this expression – “you will either get wood in your veins 
and end up staying in the industry forever or you will leave the industry very quickly”. I’m 
glad to say that more folk got wood in their veins and stayed than those who left the 
industry. In my case it is now 32 years since Dave Mullin interviewed me for a position at 
Hickson in 1987, hence the title of this book – Wood in my Veins. 

Doug Sayce 
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CHAPTER 1 

The World of Wood Preservation 

Since the beginning of civilisation, mankind has been using timber as a material for the 
construction of dwellings, ships, etc. So it would be fair to say that the decay and insect 
attack of timber has been an on-going challenge for mankind to overcome. 

I have structured this chapter by showing how civilisations have progressed in addressing 
the issue of protecting or preserving timber over the centuries. This evolution is shown 
chronologically, instead of listing by technology or preservative used.  

The preservation of wood did not commence in any meaningful way until the beginning of 
the nineteenth century when R. Hartig (1868) discovered the cause of wood rotting. Up till 
that time it was thought since Roman times that all fungi originated in the sticky sap of 
the living tree. But let’s start at the beginning ……… 

Oldest Example of Preserved Wood 

A Stone Age well uncovered recently near Ostrov in the 
Czech Republic is the world’s oldest man-made timber 
structure dating back to 5255 BC. The well was preserved 
because it had been in waterlogged conditions underground 
for so long – if it had been left to dry out it would have 
been destroyed. The timbers may not have been 
intentionally preserved, but can be claimed to have the 
longest life thanks to nature. 

Pre-Sixteenth Century 

Very little is known about impregnation processes in the ancient world, as most sources 
talk about rubbing, painting or boiling wood.  

The use of resistant hardwood species was generally preferred and simple techniques such 
as keeping timber dry were employed by ancient civilisations. However, these merely 
delayed the inevitable – rot and / or insect attack.   

The large quantities of wood used by the early Greeks and Romans in their buildings and 
bridges caused them to meet squarely the problems of preserving it from decay. Their first 
attempts were what we today refer as ‘mechanical barriers’. These included the placing 
of wooden pillars on stone blocks, capping the tops of poles, etc.  

One of the earliest means of protecting wood was by the charring of the surfaces of the 
wood. This practise is found in many cultures throughout history and is still used today. In 
addition to leaving a hydrophobic layer on the wood, charring also offers chemical 
protection because of fungicidal substances that arise during the charring process. The 
oldest example of this is charred tamarisk wood dating back to 5000 B.C. It was common 
practise by the Romans and hut dwellers of the Baltic to char timbers used for piling. An 
example of this is the charred timber piles for the Temple of Diana at Ephesus. 

In the East, timber for boats and dwellings were protected by petroleum oil from the wells 
near Prome in Burma. 
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Various salts were sometimes used to preserve wood. Alum was a salt widely available in 
the ancient times. It was rarely use for preserving wood, but was used for example, by the 
Greek general Archeolos (87 B.C.), to build a wooden tower to protect Athens from the 
Roman army of Sulla. Despite numerous attempts by the Romans, the tower did not burn 
down – possibly the first recorded example of a fire retardant for wood.  

The Chinese treated wood with salts in the early times. For example in the 4th century 
they protected wood with copper dissolved in acids. 

The use of bitumen (only the high boiling fractions) is also a very old means of preserving 
wood against rot and the attack of insects, the oldest record of this been in China for ship 
building in 1347. It is thought that the wooden dowels that the Egyptians used in their 
temples had been preserved with bitumen. 

The protection of wood by oils is very old, dating back to the Egyptians who used several 
plant and animal oils, and were known to soak cedar wood in oil before building their 
ships. We also know that Alexander the Great had olive oil rubbed into wood destined for 
bridges. Generally, oils did not have fungicidal properties and their effectiveness is more 
than likely based more on their water repellency properties. Another application method 
was to drill small holes in the wood and then fill them with oil. Examples of this method 
include the famous statues of Phideas and Diana. 

An early example of wood preservation in construction was the sheathing of the planking 
for ships with lead or copper against marine borer by both the Greeks and Romans. The 
sheathing of ships with copper was also known in China as early as the 4th century. 

With the establishing of relations with the Orient by the European countries, Shellac (resin 
secretion from the female lac beetle) came into use in the Middle Ages. They are 
considered rather as a barrier against humidity than as a chemical protectant. 

Sixteenth Century 

After the decline of the Roman Empire in about AD450, no advances in the knowledge  of 
timber preservation were recorded for over 1,000 years. 

By the 16th century England and Holland has developed into the major trading companies 
of Europe. However, their fleets of merchant ships suffered badly from dry rot and marine 
borers. It is said that in 1590 over 100 ships of the Spanish Armada had been destroyed by 
the marine borer, Teredo navalis. 

The need to protect shipping timber provided the impetus to search for effective wood 
preservatives. In 1657 a German chemist, Johann Glauber, developed a process in which 
timber was carbonised in a fire, coated with tar, and then immersed in pyroligneous acid 
(wood vinegar). During the next 150 years almost every known material was tried as a 
wood preservative: oils, glues, rubbers, salts, tars and waste materials from a variety of 
industrial processes. 

Industrial Revolution 

As mentioned before, the rapid decay of timber in the British warships gave wood 
preservation its first great impetus. About this time Holland was trying to find a solution 
to preservation timbers used in building her dykes and marine structures. Later the 
development of the steam engine resulted in a need to preserve the rail cross-ties. In 
addition, the rapidly growing telegraphy systems increased the demand for wooden poles 
that required preservation. 
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The first reference to an impregnation process was in 1831 when a Frenchman, Jean 
Robert Bréant invented impregnation using vacuum and pressure in a closed vessel. 
However, although he solved the problem of penetrating timber in a scientific manner, his 
equipment was unsuited to industrial use. The next 10 years saw the invention of three 
processes which were to remain in use for at least 100 years. 

The first, and least successful, was the process of Kyanizing, named after its inventor John 
Howard Kyan, who patented the process in 1832, involving steeping timber in a mercury 
chloride solution in open masonry pits. 

This was followed by the invention by John Bethell in 1838 of the first practical process of 
injecting wood in closed iron vessels, using coal-tar creosote, which was invented in 1835 
by Franz Moll. Bethell began operating a treatment plant using creosote oil and soon the 
process became known as the ‘Bethell process’, or as it later became known, the‘full-cell 
process’. 

The third process which was to have considerable industrial success was also named after 
its inventor, Sir William Burnett. The original method invented in 1838 involved steeping 
timber in zinc chloride. However in 1847 Burnett installed a large plant in  the Woolwich 
dockyard in London which could operate at a pressure of 9.5 bar. The process of 
Burnettising was widely accepted by railway authorities in Europe and the USA mainly 
because zinc chloride was the cheapest preservative available at that time. 

Two processes were invented for treating freshly-felled timber. The first process, known as 
sap-displacement, was invented by Dr. Auguste Boucherie in 1839, using copper sulphate. 
The other method, known as ‘Boultonising’ was invented in the 1880’s by Sir Samuel 
Bagster Boulton, using hot creosote to condition unseasoned timber for a Bethell 
treatment. 

In Germany, Julius Rűtgers introduced in 1874 a method of treating ties with a mixture of 
zinc chloride and creosote, which became the leading process in use in that country.  

Commercial pressure treatment began in Europe in the latter half of the 19th century with 
the protection of railroad cross-ties using creosote. 

The first commercial application of wood preservation in the USA was in 1848 when a 
Kyanizing plant was built at Lowell, Massachusetts for the treatment of timber for locks 
and canals. In 1906 J.B. Card modified the Rűtgers process which was used until the 
mid-1920's to treat cross-ties. The first Bethell-process plant was built in the USA in 1865 
in Somerset, Massachusetts. The advent of wood preservation the USA is linked to the 
construction of trans-continental railroads which created the need for cross-ties. The first 
such plant was built by the L & N Railroad in West Pascagoula, Mississippi in 1875. 

Post-Industrial Revolution 

In response to the high retention (and resulting high expense) of preservative achieved 
using the Bethell process, Wasserman invented the empty-cell process in 1902, which 
made creosoting far more economical. The method was put into practise by Max Rueping, 
and is commonly known as the ‘Rueping process’. Four years later, Cuthbert B. Lowry, 
invented another empty-cell process which required less treatment plant equipment. With 
both these methods, there is no initial vacuum and when pressure is released at the end of 
the treatment, the preservative is forced out of the cells, leaving only the cell walls 
coated. 
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Although copper naphthenate was first used as a wood preservative in 1889, it was first 
commercially used in Germany from about 1911, but did not gain wide use until the late 
1980's. 

The use of chlorinated phenols for wood preservation was patented in Britain in 1928 by 
W. Iwanowski and J. Turski. However, the production of chlorinated phenols (penta) did 
not begin until about 1930 in the USA. Penta is still primarily used today in the USA for the 
treatment of utility poles. 

About 1920, a German chemist, Dr. Wolman, invented a mixture of sodium fluoride, 
potassium dichromate and dinitrophenol which was specifically for treating underground 
timbers in the German mines, and which became known as ‘Wolman Salts’ or ‘TRIOLITH’.  

For protection against insects as well as fungi, Wolman added arsenate to his TRIOLITH 
and called it ‘TANALITH U’. Ammunition boxes were been destroyed in the Far East by 
insects and fungi, so the plywood sheets were treated during WWII by dipping them in a 
concentrated solution of TANALITH U. 

CCA was patented by Kamesam in 1938 and is still a major preservative today. 

The Twenty-first Century  

This century has seen increasing pressure by environmental groups and lobbyists against 
the use of chemicals in across numerous industries. In our industry this pressure started at 
the turn of the century against the use of CCA in the USA, particularly for treated timber 
in human contact applications. This pressure to use alternatives to heavy metals in timber 
preservatives is ongoing and embraced by most first-world countries. 

The preservative manufacturers had foreseen this happening and were able to offer less 
toxic alternatives such as copper azole (Tanalith E) and ammoniac-copper-quat (ACQ) 
compounds. 

The Future? 

As they say in the classics - only time will tell. I do not foresee many changes to the 
impregnation processes used, other than those which will be required for changes to the 
chemistry or preservative technology used in the future. Likely products of the future 
could include non-metallic compounds, biological agents, and the relatively new realm of 
nanotechnology. 

There is no doubt in my mind that the future of wood preservation will depend on the 
ability of the industry to find a commercially viable balance between (a) the technology, 
both product and process, (b) cost to the consumer of the treated products, and (c) 
safety, health and environmental requirements for both the treatment plant process and 
the end-use applications. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The South African Wood Preservation Industry 

It could be said the Cape to Cairo dream of Cecil Rhodes to the inland regions and colonies 
which required millions of railway sleepers initiated the wood preservation industry in 
South Africa. From about 1880 the timber preservation plant on Knysna Island treated 
hardwood sleepers with creosote, and by about 1900 most of the railway lines linking the 
major towns had been completed. 

The next impetus came when the Department of Forestry started treating softwood 
telephone and electricity transmission poles with creosote in 1922. The first privately 
owned pressure plant for treating softwood telephone and electricity transmission poles 
was installed in 1940. 

Dr Wolman’s product, Triolith, was produced in Britain by Hickson & Welch and imported 
before WWII for the treatment of mining timber in South Africa. As recommended by the 
Chamber of mines, Triolith was mixed with zinc sulphate, a bi-product of the gold 
extraction plants which was available in large quantities. Supply ceased during the war, 
resulting in an outbreak of Sporothrychosis – a disease caused by a fungi underground 
which resulted in sores on the hands of the labourers. In 1944, the supply of Triolith from 
Hickson & Welch re-commenced. 

At that time South Africa was experiencing difficulties with insect attack, namely lyctus 
brunneus on timber used for splints for the wounded soldiers, and hylotrupes on building 
timbers. Hylotrupes, also known as the Italian Beetle was thought to have been introduced 
into South Africa in the wooden casing of a consignment of marble from Italy. Other 
sources refer to introduction of the Italian Beetle been the result of the movement of 
untreated pallets carrying war supplies and munitions. 

Following the formation of Hickson Timber Preservation Company (SA) Limited) in 1944, 
the first water-borne wood preservative, Tanalith U, was used at the treatment plant 
installed at Purcell, Yallop & Everitt Limited situated in Ndabeni, Cape Town, who insisted 
on been the sole supplier of Tanalith treated timber in the Cape. Interestingly, tests 
carried out by the government at Pienaars River showed that samples of Tanalith U treated 
timber only lasted 5 years where termites were present. Tanalith U had never tested for 
termites in Britain, where the risk was mainly from fungi. 

Tanalith U contained DNP which is a powerful yellow dye and was mainly responsible for 
the yellow colour of the Tanalised timber. If it rained before the roof trusses were 
installed, large yellow stains appeared on the plastered walls, which would come through 
all the normal paint and enamel finishes. This could only be overcome by covering the 
stains with expensive road marking paint. Ted Ablett recalls ”we also had to replace a 
complete set of ladies underclothing as her boyfriend who worked at Purcell, Yallop & 
Everitt, had made her a clothes-horse treated with Tanalith”. This problem was prevalent 
in Cape Town, with no claims from Johannesburg and a few from Durban. 

There was strong opposition to implementing compulsory regulations as promised by the 
government to Hickson & Welch in return for them establishing a business in South Africa 
to produce Triolith for the mining industry. However, a great deal of damage had been 
done to a housing estate in Pinelands and the dry wood termite (Cryptotermes brevis) had 
been found in Durban. 
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To prevent the spread of insects, Regulations in the Forest and Veld Conservation Act for 
Hylotrupes and Lyctus was first introduced in GoN 569 of 15 March 1946, whereby no 
person was allowed to use or move infected timbers or trees and had to report 
infestation. Regulations were then issued in GoN 1021 of 14 May 1948 for Cryptotermes 
brevis in what was to be known as Area B, effective 1 January 1949. In this same notice, 
Area A was also renamed for the areas affected by Hylotrupes.  The amended regulations 
now prohibited the use and sale of timber, unless preservative treated by a method 
approved by the Chief, Division Entomology. 

Early plants used a pentachlophenol / zinc napthenate mixture in an organic solvent, 
after which creosote and CCA plants were established.  

By the mid-1950’s, there were three pressure creosote, four organic solvent and seven hot 
/ cold open tank plants, all run by the Government. In addition there were eight creosote, 
52 organic solvent, and ten hot / cold open tank, and 19 water-borne pressure plants 
operated by the private sector. The greatest portion of timber treated were poles and 
sleepers, but later there was an increasing proportion of structural timbers treated for the 
construction industry. 

In the 1950’s it was common practise to use African hardwoods for parquet flooring, which 
were very susceptible to lyctus borer. Builders were dipping the flooring blocks in buckets 
of PCP solution. In an attempt to cut out the ‘bucket’ system, the Government permitted 
treatment using PCP and a pressure of 1.9 bar for 10 minutes in a cheap treatment plant. 
Ted Ablett recalls “one merchant in Cape Town obtained permission to use a spray tunnel 
with PCP solution for the treatment of his timber and he sought the advice of the 
Meteorological Department to see the direction of the prevailing wind in his yard so that 
the expensive solution would be deflected away from his timber”. 

The treatment landscape began to change in the mid-1950’s with the steady switch from 
Oregon pine to locally grown pine. As the latter had high sapwood content, the merchants 
using PCP in low pressure plants found that even by merely filling the cylinder, the cost of 
treatment became expensive. Secondly, the Chamber of Mines Research Laboratory were 
strongly recommending the use of copper preservatives for underground use, so Hickson 
eventually changed to a copper, chrome arsenate mixture which they marketed as Tanalith 
C. Thirdly, the restriction on the sole use of Tanalith U by Purcell, Yallop & Everitt in the 
Cape was removed after Purcell, Yallop & Everitt was taken over by A Bloch. 

Subsequent legislation (Regulations under the Forestry Act, Act 72 of 1968) required that 
all structural timbers used in the sold as treated timber must be treated with the use of 
an approved preservative and marked with a standard mark. This legislation included 
softwood and hardwood species. The proclaimed magisterial areas were introduced 
through regulations into the Act by GoN 2577 of 1978.  

In 1975, after tests were carried out by the Department of Forestry, the treatment of pine 
poles with CCA was allowed. 

In 1982 it was estimated that about 380,000m3 of structural timber was treated of which 
53% was treated by merchants and 47% by sawmills. When I joined Hickson in 1987, this 
power base had started to shift from the timber merchants to the saw mills – a trend that 
still prevails to this day. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Wood Preservative Suppliers in South Africa 

Given that my career in this industry started with Hickson Timber Preservation, I have 
been able to provide a comprehensive account of the history of this company and its 
successors. To complete the picture of timber preservative suppliers in South Africa, I have 
given a basic sketch of the other suppliers in the industry. I’m hopeful that one day 
someone will take up the mantle and provide a similarly detailed history of these 
businesses. 

LONZA WOOD PROTECTION 

This company has had numerous changes in ownership over the years of which I have 
worked 32 years before my recent retirement. I have discussed this business under the 
eight company names it has operated under. 

1. Hickson Holdings South Africa (1944-1989) 

Although Lonza Wood Protection resulted from Hickson Timber Impregnation Company 
(SA) Ltd, I have included the story of the other associate companies of HTIC as they 
were all in some way played a role in the wood preservation industry. 

i. Hickson Timber Impregnation Company (SA) Limited 

After Dr. Wolman’s restriction in Germany expired in 1930, he investigated the 
possible manufacture of his salts in Britain. He decided to approach companies 
which manufactured dinitrophenol. There were only two, the first of which was 
I.C.I. who showed no interest in producing small quantities of product.  He then 
approached a relatively small family business, Hickson & Welch Limited, who was 
keen to take on any business, having suffered a great loss through an explosion at 
their factory in Castleford. 

In 1944 the Chamber of Mines asked Bernard Hickson, the Managing Director of 
Hickson & Welch, to visit South Africa to negotiate the importation of Triolith from 
Britain. The Controller of Timber, Mr J D M Keet, pleaded with Bernard Hickson to 
consider providing facilities for the treatment of all building timbers in South 
Africa, and promised that the government would promulgate regulations to make 
treatment of timber compulsory.  

Just prior to Bernard Hicksons’ visit, the Rand Lease Gold Mine, part of the Anglo 
Vaal group, had a serious fire underground due to rotten timber. At a social party 
Bernard Hickson met Theo Meyer, a consulting engineer for Anglovaal. As a result, 
Hickson & Welch and Anglovaal decided to form a joint venture company, Hickson 
Timber Preservation Company (SA) Limited situated in Main Reef Road, Roodepoort, 
for the treatment of mining timber and commercial timbers, and also to treat 
building timbers in the Cape through Purcell, Yallop & Everitt Limited. 

The site in Roodepoort was levelled, a railway siding was installed and two 22 m 
long cylinders were installed, one for treating mining timber with zinc sulphate / 
Triolith and the other for Tanalith U treatment. 
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E T Ablett (“Ted”) who was employed at that time by Hickson & Welch in Britain 
arrived on a troop ship on the 6th of October 1945 on a 3-year contract to establish 
the new company – Ted stayed on and eventually retired as Chairman in 1978. One 
of his first tasks was to commission the plant for Purcell, Yallop & Everitt Limited 
situated in Ndabeni, Cape Town. 

Since Bernard Hicksons visit in 1944, there had been a change in 
government officials. Upon his arrival in South Africa, Ted was met 
with antagonism of Theo Meyer (who was severely criticized by the 
head of Anglovaal for the structure of the company), the 
Department of Forestry and the Department of Entomology who 
informed him that water-borne preservatives would be unsuitable 
in South Africa due to the different climatic conditions and species 
of timber compared to Europe. He also experienced strong opposition from the 
timber merchants with regard to a possible policy of compulsory treatment. Many 
discussions were held at Ministry level, but when dry wood termite was found in 
Durban, the damage became so great that the merchants were forced to accept a 
treatment area covering the coast line from Durban to Cape Town and 
approximately 50km inland. 

The combination of the stain complaints from the use of Tanalith U as well as 
pressure from the Chamber of Mines persuaded Hickson & Welch to introduce 
Tanalith C to replace Tanalith U. 

In the mid-1950’s Hickson Timber Preservation Company (SA) Limited imported the 
first batch of Tanalith C from Britain, which shortly after arrival exploded due to 
the formation of hydrogen by the action of the acid mixture on the metal of the 
drums. In due time Hickson & Welch developed and patented a method of 
producing Tanalith C as a free flowing powder. 

Hickson & Welch bought out Anglovaal’s shares, so the South African company were 
now solely owned by Hickson & Welch. 

Contact with the Chamber of Mines Research Lab was maintained and their 
underground tests with various preservatives showed that mixtures of copper salts 
gave the best results. 

Employees known by the industry before I joined Hickson Timber Preservation in 
1987 include Robbie Cox (who left to join HL&H) & Dick Kotze (now the co-owner 
of Specpipe with his son, Deon). Many of our old customers remember Dick in his 
Ford V6 bakkie and tool-laden trailer going around the country installing and 
repairing treatment plants. 

Shortly after I joined Hickson Timber Preservation, the name of the company was 
changed to Hickson Chemtech. Angus Curry was the MD of Hickson Holdings at the 
time having taken over the helm from Ted Ablett in 1976. Ernie Orr was the GM of 
the preservation business. Other well-known members of the preservation team at 
the time were Dave Mullin (Sales Manager) and Dave Snowdowne (Technical 
Manager). 
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Because of my civil engineering backgorund, Ernie Orr asked me in 1988 to assist 
him with the design and construction of a new factory in Chamdor dedicated to the 
timber preservation business. In those days most of our products were powder-
based which required good dust control systems. A test stope for testing of fire 
retardants for mining timber was also construction the site. 

ii. Hickson Treated Timber Co Ltd (1947-1987) 

A company called Hickson Treated Timber Co. Ltd was formed by Ted Ablett in 
1947. At this time clients had to buy untreated timber, send it to Roodepoort for 
treatment and arrange collection – a very lengthy and costly process. 

In the first year of operation, HTT was approached by Escom (Rhodesia) for the 
treatment of 10,000 transmission poles. Eucalyptus saligna poles were sourced 
from the Northern Transvaal and treated with Tanalith U. This was in line with 
Hickson & Welch policy which at that time did not favour creosote treatment.  

There was subsequently a mass failure of these poles at ground level due to what 
appeared to be fungal attack and not from termites. At the same time there were 
also failures of timber fills in cooling towers. These failures led to Hickson & Welch 
allowing a change in their policy, and HTT introduced creosote treatment with the 
first charge put through in May 1948. Interestingly, at that time the State 
treatment plants were using an emergency mixture of creosote and tar – which 
started the demand by farmers for the “swart pale”. 

Hickson was approached by Thesens of Knysna, and a joint venture, Knysna Timber 
Impregnation Co, was formed with Thesens holding 51% of the shares. This joint 
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venture was dissolved due to Hickson’s dissatisfaction with the low treatment 
profits and the unwillingness of Thesens to supply Hickson with pine poles at a 
reasonable price. 

Hickson then started their own company, Outeniqua Houtbehandeling (Bpk) at 
Great Brak River with timber supplied by Searles and others. 

Names which are well remembered from this company in the following years 
include Dendy Post, Henk Zonnestein (who took up employment with Hickson 
Timber Products, Great Brak in 1982 at the age of 25), Gerard Meiring and others. 

This business was disposed of about September 1987 through a management buyout 
by Dendy Post, Ian Hampton, Henk Zonnenstein & Johan du Bruin, financed by Rand 
Merchant Bank. The company was re-named Woodline Timber Industries. Murray & 
Roberts subsequently bought out Rand Merchant Bank and the managements 
shareholding and appointed Dendy Post as MD. 

Over the following years, the branches at Greytown, Tzaneen, George, Kuilsrivier 
and Amabele were either sold or closed down - proof that poles suppliers that did 
not own their own plantations could not compete against those with did. 

The business was subsequently bought out by Thesen operating from the Great Brak 
site. 

iii. Hickson Chemical Company (1959-1988) 

The Hickson site in Main Reef Road was in the hands of the Mining Commissioner 
who decided that Hickson could only manufacture copper sulphate for use in 
timber preservatives. As there was possible sales of this chemical to the mines and 
agriculture, Hickson established a new business, Hickson Chemical Company, in 
Roodepoort in 1959 at a cost of £30,000.  

As sodium dichromate was available in South Africa, Ted was given permission by 
Hickson & Welch to manufacture copper sulphate at HCC, import arsenic pentoxide 
and manufacture Tanalith C. 

The next step was the manufacture of arsenic acid on the Hickson Chemical 
Company site using arsenic trioxide imported from Tsumeb in Namibia. 

Over the years, copper-oxychloride, ferrous sulphate and magnesium sulphate were 
also produced by HCC at the Roodepoort site. 

2. Manro Chemicals (1988-1993) 

In the 1980’s, Hickson & Welsh had gone on an acquisition trail and ended up with 
severe cash flow problems, a diverse portfolio of unrelated businesses and a tumbling 
share price on the London Stock Exchange. So in the late 1980’s a process of pruning 
began. 

In South Africa, Hickson bought out S A Wood Preservers based in Potchefstroom. 
Following the sale of Hickson Treated Timber in 1988, the Hickson Timber Preservation 
site in Chamdor was sold and factory moved onto the HCC site in central Roodepoort. 
The HTP offices in Florida Road were also closed and staff moved onto the HCC site in 
central Roodepoort. The two businesses were then merged with another Hickson & 
Welsh owned company called Manro Chemicals, which manufactured surfactants in 
Wynberg, Jhb. The merged business traded as Manro Chemicals.  
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The company was listed on the JSE and then unlisted after about 2 years. 

The HTP and HCC business operated as two separate business units. Morris Allnatt was 
MD of the Roodepoort site for about 2 years and then left to start his own business, 
Coastchem Industrial Chemicals. CIC started producing CCA nine months later when 
Morris’s restraint of trade ended. Hennie du Toit was then appointed as MD. Angus 
Wallace and myself jointly headed up the preservation business unit, and Andrew 
Chambers headed up the chemical business unit.  

3. Hickson Chemtech (1994-April 1996) 

The business in Roodepoort traded as Hickson Chemtech from early 1994, whilst the 
site in Wynberg continued to trade as Manro Chemicals as it was a JSE listed company.  

Angus Wallace decided to immigrate to New Zealand and left us end of May 1994, after 
which I continued to head up the preservation business unit. I approached Dave Mullin 
who was employed at HL&H Mining Timber to replace Angus Wallace, and so he joined 
the business as Sales Manager. I subsequently left Hickson to join Coastchem end of 
July 1995. 

About April 1996 Hickson & Welsh sold their South African companies, namely Hickson 
Chemical Company, Hickson Timber Preservation and Manro Chemicals to Murray & 
Roberts, who then unbundled the businesses, and sold HCC to Fraser Alexander who 
imported cobalt containing slag from Zambia and used the site in Roodepoort to 
produce cobalt sulphate. 

4. Coastchem (1996-2000) 

Due to political pressure because of their business interests in the USA and on-going 
cash flow problems brought about by numerous acquisitions, Hickson & Welsh decided 
to sell their South African companies. Murray & Roberts had on the recommendation of 
Dendy Post (MD of Woodline Timber Industries) purchased Coastchem Industrial 
Chemicals from its sole proprietor, Morris Allnatt. M&R then purchased Hickson 
Chemtech and Manro Chemicals from Hickson & Welsh in 1996, merged it with 
Coastchem Industrial Chemicals and formed a joint venture with Koppers-Hickson of 
Australia called Coastchem. This joint venture was facilitated through Ron Eddy, the 
MD of Koppers-Hickson in New Zealand, who had previously been employed by Hickson 
Treated Timber in South Africa. 

Morris Allnatt ran the business as MD, Dave Mullin was Sales Manager and I was the 
Business Manager. In 1998 Morris was a participant in a management buy-out of D&A 
Timbers from Murray & Roberts, after which Dave Mullin succeeded Morris as MD from 
August 1998. 

Commercial staff who worked for us at that time included Paul Woods (Tech rep – KZN, 
and ex MD of Rentokil), Jack Knapp (Tech Rep – north region, ex SABS inspector), Don 
Tomlinson ( Tech rep – Cape) and Tammy Bush (Technical Manager).  

5. Koppers-Hickson (2001) 

In 2001, Murray & Roberts decided to sell its 50% interest in Coastchem to the other 
partner, namely Koppers-Hickson of Australia. This was a smooth transition, with the 
only initial change been us having to financially report the K-H Sydney head office.  
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6. Koppers-Arch (2001-2007) 

Within months of the Koppers-Hickson joint venture purchasing Coastchem, Hickson 
was purchased by Arch Chemicals of the USA. The business name was changed to 
Koppers-Arch. 

There was no change to staffing (testimony to the strength of our slim team), other 
than the appointment of Gerard Busse to fill the new role of Marketing Manager. 
Gerard left the business to work for Masonite end of 2012. Gerard will always be 
remembered for his booming vocal box, ability to down a few and his passion for the 
industry which resulted in him initiating the founding of the Wood Foundation. 

However, a major and positive change for us was the exposure to the international 
preservation business through interaction and travel to the K-H business in Australia, 
New Zealand and Malaysia, which we did not previously with the joint venture. 

Mark Boyle, the MD of the K-H group was very marketing focussed, which resulted in us 
contracting the renowned rugby icon Andre Joubert as our embassador with the 
resulting well-known rugby “road shows”. 

 

Following the purchase by Arch Chemicals in the USA of Hickson & Welsh, our name 
was changed from Koppers-Hickson to Koppers-Arch within about 5 months of the 
purchase of the 50% shareholding in Coastchem by K-H.  

New employees at this time were Denise Conradie (Technical Manager) who replaced 
Tammy Bush, Daryll Ehrke (Sales-Limpopo), Steven Crous (Sales-Mpumalanga), and Rory 
Milne (Sales-KZN). Darren Marillier also joined us as the Customer Account Manager for 
KZN and was promoted in 2009 to Sales Manager. 
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7. Arch Wood Protection (SA) (PTY) Ltd (2007-2011) 

About July 2007, Koppers sold their 51% shareholding of the Koppers-Arch global 
business to Arch Chemicals in the USA. Most of the staff will testify that this was the 
best move for the business to date. With Arch having bought Hickson & Welsh about 
1999, the owner of our product trademarks and technology now had 100% ownership of 
the local business for the first time in twelve years. In addition, due to the dismantling 
of apartheid, we were not lumbered with political barriers and had complete access to 
the technology flow and information. 

The timing of this change was perfect in that Arch had a highly developed Responsible 
Care program which helped us to step up our game in this regard to meet the new 
changes in local environmental legislation. 

Dave Mullin decided to take retirement and I was appointed as MD from March 2010. I 
was replaced by Kesun Govender (ex Celcure) who joined the company April 2010 as 
Operations Manager. 

8. Lonza t/a Arch Wood Protection (SA) (Pty) Ltd (2011-present) 

In 2011 Arch Chemicals approached Lonza with the intent to buy them out. Lonza 
declined and in turn reciprocated the offer to Arch. This resulted in the sale of the 
global business of Arch Chemicals to Lonza about August 2011. 

TIMBERLIFE 

This business was started by Willie Conradie in 1993 who had recently resigned from the 
National Timber Research Institute at the CSIR. His aim was initially to produce “green” 
preservatives such as borates. Due to the small market for these products at that time, 
Timberlife very quickly decided to produce CCA. Jan Lubbe joined Willie about 1998 and 
they have a very successful business operating from Pretoria which also now produces 
timber coatings, fire retardants, boron rods and other sundry chemicals.  

DOLPHIN BAY CHEMICALS 

When Hennie du Toit left Hickson in 1996 he persuaded a ex:Sasol colleague, Flip Coetzee, 
who had a small factory in Mossel Bay, to register and produce CCA in competition to 
Coastchem. Hennie took a back seat and eventually sold his share to Flip. 

The company is currently managed by Flip’s son, Bertus Coetzee. The business also 
operates from a factory in Sabie which was ostensibly built to supply the African market 
via Maputo. 

DBC principally manufactures CCA, but markets a range of other timber preservatives. 

ArcelorMittal SOUTH AFRICA 

Originally known as ISCOR, the company produces creosote from by-products of the coking 
furnaces at its steel works in Pretoria. 

Names associated with the creosote side of this business include Gert Roelofse (who joined 
FFS about 2005) and Jack Sewsanker. 
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FFS REFINERS 

This company processes waste oil and fuel streams, and started producing creosote about 
2005 at a time when the quality of creosote was under scrutiny.  

FFS are currently the market leader in the supply of creosote in SA, having taken over a 
large sector of the market from Sasol when they exited the market. Interestingly, most of 
the management team at that time were ex Sasol employees. 

S A WOOD PRESERVERS 

This company was a joint venture between James Holley, Osmose of the USA and Frans 
Coetzee, who managed the business. This was basically a two product business, producing 
CCA and a fire retardant for mining timber at their factory in Potchefstroom. Frans was 
responsible for a price war in the mid 1980’s, during which time SAWP were offering 
product to certain customers  at below Hicksons’ cost. 

SAWP was eventually purchased by Hickson in 1989 at a rumoured price of R5m, at a time 
when Hickson was consolidating its South African interests. 

Other names associated with this business are Morris Allnatt, and Paul Woods, both having 
previously worked for Rentokil. 

RENTOKIL INITIAL 

In the late 1940’s a Durban-based firm, African Industrial Preservatives, took advantage of 
Hickson’s restriction agreement with Purcell, Yallop & Everitt of Cape Town, and installed 
low pressure plants using PCP for the treatment of Oregon pine in the Cape. 

As locally produced pine took over from Oregon pine, over treatment became a problem 
for these low pressure plants. There were other problems with oil treated timber such as 
dermatitis from PCP and difficulties in painting the treated timber with plaster. It was 
obvious that AIP had to change to a water-borne preservative, but they were not prepared 
to use TANALITH from their main competitor, and so decided to use Celcure. 

By the mid 2000’s, Rentokil UK had sold all their wood preservation production units 
excepting for the one in South Africa. In about 2005, they sold the wood protection 
business to two black empowerment shareholders and the company named was changed to 
Celcure Africa Timber Preserving. The business went into bankruptcy in 2010. The twenty-
four CCA treatment plants which Celcure leased to their customers were sold by the 
liquidator to the customers who then bought timber preservative from the three other 
suppliers of CCA. 

Names associated with Rentokil include Paul Woods, Colin Bundy (well known for his ability 
to consume large amounts of “bottles of sandwiches”), Louis Kleynhans (who immigrated 
to Australia in 2010 and subsequently returned and worked for DBC in Sabie until 2014),  
Kesun Govender (who joined Celcure about 1993) and ‘JJ’ du Plessis. Both Kesun and ‘JJ’  
later joined Lonza Wood Protection in 2010 and 2014 respectively). 

SASOL 

One of the leading chemical companies in SA, Sasol was established in 1950 to produce 
chemical products from the coal-to-liquids (CTL) process in Sasolburg. The first Sasol 
product – an eight drum order of creosote – was dispatched in March 1955.  
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They closed the creosote plant in Sasolburg in the early 2000’s and produced creosote at 
their plant in Secunda. The feedstock was from gas ex Mozambique at a substantially 
higher cost than previously. Because of this and other factors, Sasol exited the creosote 
supply market about 2005. 

OTHER SUPPLIERS NO LONGER IN THE MARKETING WOOD PRESERVATIVES 

I. Biotrans – produced an anti-sapstain product from about the mid 1990’s to about 
the mid 2000’s which was specifically formulated for treatment of logs exported 
out of Richards Bay to Asia. 

II. Chemico – sold ready-to-use PCP in the 1980’s for sale in the coastal regions of the 
Cape and Natal until the mid-1990’s when PCP became difficult to source. 

III. African Industrial Preservatives (Port Elizabeth) – produced and sold small 
quantities of a boron / PCP based anti-stain in the 1990’s. They eventually stopped 
production and bought in WOODPRUFE ANTIBLU from Hickson for re-sale to their 
market in the Eastern Cape region until Hickson withdrew the product from the 
market. 
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CHAPTER 4 

My Personal Journey in the Industry 

The beginning of my Journey 

My journey started with an interview by Dave Mullin & Ernie Orr for the position of 
Engineering Co-ordinator in March of 1987 at the Hickson offices in Main Reef Road, 
Roodepoort. I started employment on 1 May and shared an office with Dick Kotze who was 
mostly out of the office installing a creosote plant for Harding Treated Timbers. Shortly 
afterwards Dick resigned and started his own contracting business.  

My second day at the office was a trip with Dave to Densa Sawmills to plan the conversion 
the CCA lease plant to the Liquivac process and to resolve a water hammer problem at 
their Permethrin plant. This was a start of a 20-month period in which I would be away 
from home for over 300 days. 

The Mining Timber Era 

I soon found out that the reason for my employment was a pending contract with HL&H 
Mining Timber for a turnkey project which involved the installation of five fire retardant 

plants. They were supplied on a 
turnkey basis which included 
de s i gn , c i v i l s , mechan i ca l , 
e l e c t r i c a l , h y d r a u l i c s , 
commissioning and training. The 
first plant in Orkney kicked off in 
August 1987 and the final plant was 
installed in Virginia by the end of 
1988. Our MD, Ernie Orr gave us the 
option of employing a project 
leader or doing the project 
ourselves. Dave and I decided to go 
it alone – what a mistake! Dave 
covered the traditional business 
and I was 100% dedicated to the 
new HL&H business.  

My background was civil and structural engineering, so I fast tracked my knowledge of 
mechanical engineering required for this project which included pump design, pipe sizing, 
etc.  This included a lesson by the Sales Manager of KSB Pumps on the intricacies of 
centrifugal pump design. 

A memorable engineering achievement on this project was the design of the swivelling 
traverse at the Orkney plant which had a chain drive system with ‘dogs’ that moved the 
timber laden bogies in and out of the vessel onto the two v-shaped rail spurs. 

The plants were the largest timber treatment plants ever installed in South Africa, 2.82 
metre in diameter with lengths between 16.5 and 31.0 metres. The timber bogies were 
typically 6.0 metre long x 2.2 metre wide onto which 10 mining packs were stacked, and 
large enough to comfortably hold a motor vehicle. The fire retardant (Pyrolith) was a 
blend of ammonium phosphate and ammonium sulphate which created all sorts of 
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corrosion challenges for the tanks, pumps and piping, necessitating the lining of all 
components in contact with the fire retardant with an epoxy coating.  

These plants were fully automated and treated up to 21 charges of up to 45m3 each per 24 
hour day. The automated valves with the large diameter piping and multiple pumps 
enabled the achievement of charge times of only 35 minutes. In total the plants treated 
about 900,000m3 of mining timber per annum until the increase in the practise of 
backfilling the mines dramatically reduced the demand for mining timber. 

On one occasion we had to have the plant at Orkney sand blasted and repainted with an 
epoxy paint as the first product we specified had failed. My car was in for a service, so I 
borrowed Dave’s company car to go to site. When I climbed into the car to return home I 
found that Dave's white car was covered in HL&H “baby shit” yellow overspray. A rather 
embarrassing moment as Dave was my boss and I was still a ‘newie’ at Hickson. Attempts 
to remove the epoxy were unsuccessful, so the car was eventually returned to the lease 
company complete with the modified paint job. Dave was glad when the time came to get 
his new car without spots on the windscreen. 

The Orkney plant’s vessel was 
an old vessel which had 
previously been used at a 
brickworks. Upon installation 
we found that the vessel door 
refused to seal properly. After 
a few days of frustration, I 
finally realised that the vessel 
door flange had distorted into 
an oval shape. When the door 
w a s l o c k e d , t h e s i n g l e 
hydraulic cylinder was causing 
the door to misalign to the 
vessel flange. The solution was 
to install a second hydraulic 
cylinder - wallah it worked!  

This lesson came in very handy, as thereafter I often came across old CCA plants whose 
doors gave the same problem. On every occasion a second hydraulic cylinder did the trick. 

This project had humorous and not-so-humurous events, including the event referred to by 
Dave in the Foreward, in which the HL&H project manager, Jerry Emmerton, jumped up 
and down in a site meeting demanding the immediate delivery of the Virginia plant, even 
though there had been serious flooding across the country with all roads from the reef to 
the Cape cut off as many bridges had been swept away or were severely damaged. 

Stress levels were very high especially during the times when we had three plants under 
construction at the same time in three different locations. I recall one day popping into 
the factory to collect some pipe fittings and bumping into Dave Snowdowne who was 
responsible for the commissioning and training of the plant operators. We were both 
steamed up and let rip at each other, after a few seconds we both stopped, turned around 
and walked off – this altercation was never discussed or referred to again. Such was the 
amazing team spirit at Hickson at that time. At the end of the project the MD of HL&H 
sent Ernie Orr a highly complimentary letter congratulating Hickson on completing the 
project on time, etc., but with a special reference to the fact that he had never come 
across such a strong team which supported each other so well. 
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My Transition to the CCA Market 

Mid-1988 found me with 20 months of experience in a 
wood preservation business but with virtually no 
knowledge of the treatment of timber with CCA or LOSPs – 
I do not know of anyone else with that record! I had spent 
so much time out of the office during that time that some 
of the back-end staff did not know that I was working for 
the company. 

One of my first forays into the CCA market was a trip with 
Dave to Cape Town. I was looking forward to a stop at a 
winery so that I could fly back with a case of wine, which 
was relatively cheap at wineries in those pre-tourist days. 
Well that plan did not work out well as I was soon to find out that Dave was notorious in 
getting to the airport just in time. My future trips always allowed time for a detour to a 
winery. 

The End of the Hickson Timber Preservation 

In 1988, it was announced that the Hickson’s interest in South Africa would be sold or 
consolidated. A ‘hatchet man’ was sent out from the UK to facilitate the process. All the 
key players in the wood preservation business left at that time, namely – Angus Currie, 
Ernie Orr, Dave Mullin & Dave Snowdowne. Angus Wallace (fire retardant technical 
representative) and I were still relatively new in the company, so we stayed and sat it out 
after deleting a three page restraint of trade clause from our new employment contract 
which took about a week of haggling with the ‘hatchet man’. Morris Allnatt of S A Wood 
Preservers was the new MD and asked Angus and I to stay and jointly head up the wood 
preservation business. What an opportunity! 

Hickson bought out S A Wood Preservers, and we manufactured the CCA powder 
formulation at the Roodepoort site and CCA liquor at the Potchefstroom site. After a year 
or so, the Potchefstroom site was closed down, and the manufacturing and staff relocated 
to the Roodepoort site. 

Because of the politics at that time, the business traded under the Manro Chemicals name, 
so that the Hickson mane was no longer associated with South Africa. This was to change 
again after the 1994 elections. 

The first step was to re-assure our CCA customers that we would not have supply 
problems, and the second was to get the prices up in order for us to stay in business, after 
the brutal price war which has lasted about 5 years.  

With Dave Mullin having taken up employment at HL&H and the decline in the fire 
retardant market, we soon lost the fire retardant business, except for the supply to the 
fire retardant plant at Kloof Mine which we had inherited from the acquisition of S A Wood 
Preservers. HL&H entered into a supply deal with Sasol and Omnia in order to enable them 
to be price competitive in an environment in which the mines were refusing to accept 
price increases from their suppliers. 

The second step was to urgently install plants which had been put on hold with the change 
of ownership and management, as well as plant upgrades to customer plants and lease 
plants owned by the Hickson. In all there were 7 projects requiring urgent attention. Once 
again for a few months I spent more time in the market than at home until all the projects 
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were completed. Understandingly, this required lots of negotiating with my home 
executive! 

Morris insisted we introduce a minimal service approach to save costs which included 
charging customers for charge sheet books. This did not go down very well with the 
customers. But Angus and I remedied this approach when Morris left at the end of 1992, 
which included the employment of a technical representative (Nick Ott) to service the 
northern region of our market. 

Angus Wallace and I clicked and worked well together under the most unusual position of 
having dual responsibility for the preservation business. We decided that I would take 
responsibility for sales and engineering and that he would take responsibility for the 
technical issues. We were left much to our own devises as Morris’ major focus was with 
the chemical business which was unprofitable at the time. He also had responsibility for 
the Manro Chemicals business. 

Angus had a great sense of humour. One day whilst 
making coffee he advised me that he was going for the 
long weekend down to Pietermaritzburg to see an old 
friend and that if he came back talking about getting 
engaged, I must sit him down and talk him out of it. 
Needless to say, he came back engaged to Judy, and not 
open to any further discussion on the topic. Shortly 
afterwards came the first democratic election in April 
1994. Angus and I with our respective partners stood in the queue for over 4 hours to cast 
our vote with no hint that Angus was going to resign the next day and emigrate to New 
Zealand. 

After Angus left, I took over responsibility for our export customers in East Africa. I always 
enjoyed my trips to Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania and took heed of Angus’s advise that 
when travelling in Africa one had to be patient and have a good sense of humour. However, 
Angus’ travel tips did not include not packing valuables in one’s check-in luggage - as he 
found out when his photographic equipment was stolen from his luggage on one his trips to 
Kenya. 

Morris once related a story to me in which he and Angus had travelled to Kenya together. 
Morris had ignored Angus’s advise and was held up for hours by customs for his normal 
impatience and intolerance of immigration officials. I can still picture Angus on a trip I did 
with him smoking his pipe patiently and laughing his way through frustrations at airports. 

About 1992 the KZN Department of Forestry put out a tender for the upgrading and 
commissioning of their old CCA plant at Mbazwana. As I did not know how to get there I 
bummed a lift with Colin Bundy of Rentokil, who picked me up at Durban airport. Colin is 
well remembered by his customers for his ‘bottle of sandwiches’ he proudly took for 
lunch. Needless to say his output in the afternoons did not match that of the mornings. 
Colin had travelled for many years throughout Africa and had numerous stories to tell, 
particularly over a beer or two. 

Upon arriving at the site in Mbazwana we did an audit of the plant to find that the inlet to 
the transfer pump was blocked with potatoes. Apparently the staff on site were using the 
plant vessel to store potatoes that they grew on the site. Needless to say, I declined to put 
in a bid for the contract. I never found out if Renokil did either, but the plant was never 
upgraded or re-commissioned. 
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With Morris’ focus on the Chemical and Manro businesses, I was left to negotiate price 
increases for the preservation business. The manager at Boskor was a particularly difficult 
person to negotiate prices increases. One year he refused to see me and demanded to see 
Morris. In turn Morris refused to travel down to Boskor. We had a stalemate, so I flew down 
and had a meeting with the manager concerned in which I ended up walking away with a 
3-stage price increase for the year. Upon my return, Morris had a lot to say about the deal 
I had negotiated. By this time I had had enough and duly told Morris that the deal stands 
unless he climbs on a plane and see if he can do better - the deal stood and Morris never 
interfered again. 

Another Change of Management 

After the resignation of Morris Allnatt in 1992, Hennie du Toit, an ex-marketing manager of 
Sasol, was appointed MD. I found it very difficult to work under Hennie, who was not very 
supportive as he did not really understand the dynamics of the CCA business. 

At this time I threatened to stop supply to a certain customer due to an overdue account. 
The operations manager took umbridge to my dealings with his creditors clerk and only 
wanted to deal with Hennie. I was duly banned from entering the customers site by the 
operations manager so I handed the account over to Hennie. The account issue was not 
resolved and I was eventually welcomed back on site when the operations manager moved 
on. This was the first and only time I was banned from a customers site. 

Just when I thought that our mining timber days were 
over, we were approached mid-1992 by Sappi Mining 
Timber for the supply of a fire retardant plant to be 
installed at Buffelsfontein Mine. This was after they 
had recently acquired Lotzaba Forests in Barberton 
from were they sourced the mining timber. Again this 
was a turnkey project, which was handed over in a 
record time of 12 weeks from the time the first sod of 
soil was turned. Because of the high level of 
maintenance required for the fully-automated plant 
which had been supplied to HL&H, it was decided that this plant be semi-automated, 
costing the client R1.6m, which at that time could pay for eighteen BMW 320i’s. Pat 
Mitchell (Product Development Manager for Sappi) and I worked well together on the 
project. We lived in the same area and became family friends. 

The year 1993 came with the shock of my youngest son, who was 13 at the time, been 
diagnosed with stage 4 brain cancer. I will always remember and appreciate the fantastic 
support and prayers of our customers, my work colleagues and industry friends. To this day 
many are still asking after Phillip who, after answered prayer, is now a cancer survivor at 
40 years of age and living in Australia. 

At this time HL&H were going through a torrid time with the decline in the use of mining 
timber and price pressure, so in June 1994, I approached Dave Mullin who agreed to come 
back to the business as Sales Manager. 

During the second half of 1994, we had our first and only strike at our factory in 
Roodepoort. In those days we were still delivering CCA by rail in PC containers. Dave and I 
were asked to assist by taking care of the dispensing of CCA into 45kg drums, labelling and 
loading by hand into the PC containers. Our output was soon up to 400 drums per day - not 
bad for amateur labourers! Our backs survived the ordeal, but more importantly no 
customers ran out of product. 
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The Coastchem Era 

Having to deal with my sons cancer, the work stress and excessive working hours triggered 
burn out. In August 1995 I resigned from Hickson and joined Morris Alnatt at Coastchem. 
Morris had approached me on two previous occasions to join Coastchem and jokingly later 
said that the only reason he employed me was because when he came up to Joburg to 
interview me “you looked like hell and I felt sorry for you”. 

I was initially seconded by Morris to Woodline working on a project involving the 
establishment of their new site in Great Brak. I sourced the mechanical equipment and 
oversaw the civil and building works on the site, operating from an office at Woodline in 
Honeydew.  

I moved with my family to Shelly Beach in December of 1995 and started officially for 
Coastchem. The years at Coastchem were very enjoyable years. Murray & Roberts left us 
to run the business without interference, allowing us to set the strategic direction of the 
business. 

During this time I was privileged to undertake 2 trips to Argentina as we sold arsenic acid 
to Indargentol, a local CCA manufacturer. I got to visit the famous Iguazu falls located at 
the junction of Argentina, Brazil & Paraguay, as well as see orchids in their natural 
environment - yes, growing orchids is another of my hobbies.  

I also went to Chile with Morris to investigate the possibility of exporting to that part of 
the world. This was my second trip to Chile, as in May of 1994 I had attended the AWPA 
conference in San Antonia followed by a study tour to Chile with customers of Koppers-
Arch Australia. We had visited numerous pole plants and sawmills, drunk good wine and 
feasted on the most awesome seafood! 

It was at this time that Dave Snowdowne came back to the business after having worked at 
Woodline and Thesen since leaving Hickson. After about 10 years the Hickson management 
team was Dave Mullin, Dave Snowdowne & myself back together again. Snowies was 
initially our export manager and then took over from Corrie Smuts as Operations Manager. 

In August 1998 Morris bought D&A Timbers from M&R and Dave Mullin was promoted to GM. 
I was now the Business Manager responsible for the total commercial side of the business. 
The market was in a growth phase, pricing in the market was good, the industry was in a 
healthy state, and the country was adapting to the new politics under the leadership of 
Nelson Mandela. 

One of the highlights of this period was panicking with the rest of the world about the 
possible impact of 2YK, which we all know was just a techno hype. As most companies did, 
we made sure we had double back-ups of all our data before closing for the December 
1999 Christmas holidays. 

The Koppers-Arch “Australian Years” 

The year 2001 saw the advent of the Australian influence with the acquisition by Koppers-
Arch of the Hickson shareholding in Coastchem. I recall Dave saying to us “I will deal with 
the corporate guff, you guys must carry on and manage the business”. Nice idea, but 
eventually the Aussie influence permeated through the business. family culture that was 
carried over from the time when the business was owned by Morris & his wife Tracy into 
the Murray & Roberts era was soon lost. 
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The group MD was very pushy and arrogant, so needless to say he and I did not get on. I 
simply ignored his rumblings and delivered the goods by keeping the customers satisfied 
and maximising margins. Dave had his work cut out keeping the MD off my back. 

Customers will remember these days for the 
rugby roadshows which included the 
legendary Andre ‘Juba’ Joubert and the New 
Zealand legend Sir Colin Meads. I was 
personally against the extravagance, a view 
which was shared by many of our customers 
who would have rather seen lower CCA prices 
than go to expensive rugby events. Needless 
to say, my feelings did not go down well with 
our MD. Thinking about it, I am surprised I did 

not lose my job at that time. 

A plus for this period was that I got to travel every year to Australia and New Zealand for 
various meetings, one of which was hosting a rugby tour with some of our customers in 
August 2005. On one occasion Dave & I took our wives with us for a budget meeting in 
Queensland, New Zealand. We stayed a few extra days to be tourists. The date of our 
departure will never be forgotten - we arrived in the dining hall for breakfast to the news 
of the 9/11 disaster, which happened to also be the date of my wedding anniversary. 

About 2005 Dave introduced a hamper at easter for 
staff, which were won via a name draw. I won the first 
and second year, but was jokingly ‘banned’ from the 
draw in subsequent years as the staff were not 
prepared to test my ‘beginners luck’ anymore. For 
some reason this ban was eventually extended to the 
Christmas hamper draw for the same reason. 

The Arch “American Years” 

I will always regard this period (2007-2011) as the best years of my working life. I found 
the Americans to be the most pleasurable to work for. The Arch culture was not dissimilar 
to ours and a refreshing change from the Aussies. One always got the impression that Arch 
worked on the principle of “happy staff, happy customers”. 

By 2009 I felt that after 22 years in the 
business I needed a new challenge. So when 
Dave Snowdowne retired at the end of 
2008, I asked Dave Mullin if I could take 
over from Snowies as Operations Manager. 
Even though this was a sideways move, I 
felt that the new role would keep me 
challenged and on my toes. My request was 
agreed to and I am proud to say that during 
the year that I worked in this role, the 
factory was totally re-engineered and 
resulted in a 75% reduction of maintenance 
costs and a nil breakdown record after six 
months. 
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Dave Mullin took early retirement at the end of February 2010, and I took over as GM. I 
took this role in my stride because by this time I had experience in every aspect of the 
business except finance. My UK boss, Dr David Lewis, put me on the Arch Leadership 
Program held in the Norfolk USA, which was focussed on strategic planning, etc. 

I will always remember a nickname that Henk Zonnenstein of Woodline had for Dave and 
myself. When ever Dave and I visited Henk, he would say “duck and dive have arrived”. It 
so happened that when Dave and I travelled together, it was often with the news of a 
price increase - hence duck and dive! 

The Lonza “Swiss Years” 

This was a very challenging era of my working life as I found the Lonza culture to be very 
different to ours and a dramatic change from the American culture.  

I continued to report through the Wood business in the UK. My boss, Dr David Lewis, was 
an ex Hickson colleague who understood our market well. When David retired, I then 
reported to Dr Tony Kelly, also ex Hickson, who understood how to adapt corporate culture 
to our local business.  

My goal was to retire when I turned 60. Upon tendering my resignation, I was asked to stay 
on for 2 years and mentor Rory Milne who has just been promoted to Sales Manager.  

When asked to stay on, I told Tony that in preparation for my retirement I had sold my 
house in Shelly Beach and bought a new home in Roodepoort. His response was “that’s fine 
- you are a coal-face GM, not an arm-chair GM; and it’s 
also cheaper to travel to the market from Johannesburg 
than from Port Shepstone”. The deal was done. 

At the end of the two years, Rory was offered a position 
in the UK and I agreed to stay on another year or two 
year to mentor ‘JJ’ du Plessis who had replaced Rory. So 
at the end of the day I finally retired end March 2019, 4 
months before I reached the age of 65! 

My Ventures to Israel 

I recall being told that Hickson South African was originally given the Israeli market by 
Hickson in the 1980’s because the UK business could not be seen to be trading with both 
Israel and the neighbouring arab countries for political reasons. 

Ernie Orr and Dave Snowdowne used to travel to Israel to service our market there. After 
they left Hickson in 1989, Morris asked me to take over this market.  

My first trip was early 1990 at the time when Israel was under threat due to the first Iraqi 
war. As a result the tourists has fled Israel, so the hotels were virtually empty. I had taken 
my wife, Karen, with me and stayed on for a 2-week holiday after the business was 
completed (for under R9,000, a steal even in those days). Sadly for the tourism industry, 
the buses were also virtually empty. However, it was a bonus for us because we were 
treated like royalty by the tour guides and travelled without congested traffic nor queues 
at the tourist attractions. 

This was the first of 17 trips I made  to Israel between 1989 and 2000. As a Christian, every 
trip to Israel was for me a ‘pilgrimage’. I obviously used every opportunity to visit the 
religious site around the country, especially in Jerusalem. 
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During this time the market grew to just under 300 mt per annum. I appointed an agent, 
Mickey Weinstock, who was originally from Rhodesia. After going over to fight in the 7-day 
war, he fell in love with a jewish girl and stayed on permanently. Mickey told me that his 
father had founded Rhodesian Lumber Company.  He and I still communicate from time-to-
time to this day. 

We were requested to hand the market over to Hickson UK who immediately converted 
the market from CCA with Tanalith E. This was due to mounting pressure against the use of 
CCA in Israel at that time. 

My Personal Achievements 

Every time I had a new boss or we had a change of ownership, I was under pressure to 
introduce new products and game-changer strategies. In the Foreword, Dave Mullin 
referred to what I call my ‘shower moments’. These were times in which the majority of 
my ideas were birthed and many of these are still in use today. These included the 
following:- 

• Weatherwood - I wanted to introduce a water-repellent wax additive for CCA. We soon 
realised that the additive caused severe sludge with the CCA salt formulation. However, 
the additive was very stable in a CCA oxide formulation. About 1993, I decided to use 
this as an opportunity to convert the market to CCA oxide as it was a cleaner, dust-free 
and less corrosive formulation. We were successful in converting the market to CCA 
oxide with numerous pole customers embracing our new wax additive which I branded as 
Weatherwood.  

• Biblio - this was our first entry into the digital world. About 2002 I had a special branded 
leather pouch made which contained a 3.5” disk - remember those? Each disk contained 
digital copies our MSDS’s, product data sheets, hazard data sheets, plant manuals, 
operating instructions, etc. It was the first time a customer could have a digital copy of 
all our relevant customer information - at the time a revolutionary concept. This product 
was soon replaced by flash drives and email attachments. 

• Borolith - after many years of marketing the Tim-Bor boron preservative under license, 
the product became very expensive relative to other local suppliers. I decided to 
register and market our own type-2 boron preservative. In keeping with the Tanalith 
brand, I decided to register the product as Borolith. 

• Modified Vac-Vac Process - the conventional Vac-Vac process used in Europe and Australia 
did not work in our market, largely because of the relatively low timber densities and 
resulting high solution uptakes of our pine. My ‘shower moment’ produced a concept of 
using differential vacuums at the end of the charge to recover the excess working 
solution - a very simple resolution which produced very accurate chemical retentions. I 
re-engineered an old pilot plant we had and conducted trials to prove the concept. 
Mondi’s LOSP plant in Stellenbosch was the first plant to be converted to this process in 
about 2002. Now most LOSP plants in the country are converted to the process. 

• Knowledge Base - at a Koppers-Arch budget meeting in Sydney about 2005, our Group 
Technical Manager was bemoaning the fact that the business lost so much knowledge 
when key staff left. I could relate to this concern as I realised that the ‘Hickson-boys’ in 
our business who were the custodians of much of our knowledge would one day be 
retiring. at the time I was looking for an annual goal, so I decided to develop a 
Knowledge Base in which I would record all the knowledge held in the minds of our key 
staff, such as myself, Dave Mullin, Dave Snowdowne and Denise Conradie. The 
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Knowledge Base is still in use and has proven and invaluable tool to train new sales staff. 
Before retiring I incorporated the Knowledge Base into Lonza’s Salesforce library. 

• Operator Training Program - when visiting customer treatment plants I was often 
challenged by the low level of understanding of timber treatment principles by 
treatment plant operators compared to those in other countries I had visited. I ended up 
developing a 3-tier operator course with each tier containing ten modules. The operators 
were trained by the Lonza salesman during a routine plant visit and then tested during 
the following visit, responding verbally to a competency questionnaire and undergoing 
practical tasks. Each tier increased the level of competency. Unfortunately the cost of 
having the training program certified was prohibitive, but it was never the less highly 
regarded by customers in the absence of a meaningful alternative. 

• Treatment process for Biligom - I was approached by Spencer Drake of Diggersrest about 
2014 to come up with a solution for the treatment of his new patented Biligom 
eucalyptus structural timber, which had moisture contents above fibre saturation point. I 
was at a loss for a while until my ‘shower moment’ - why not treat 100% of the available 
sapwood with Tanalith E using the SANS mass/mass retention method? Daryll Ehrke and 
myself did a 3-day trial at Mintroad Sawmill’s Tanalith E treatment plant which proved 
that the process I had developed could produce consistent and reliable results with full 
sapwood penetration. SATAS approved the process which has proven to be very 
successful with an extremely low rate of under treatment. Unfortunately, subsequent to 
the retirement of Spencer, Biligom has not reached the market penetration initially 
envisioned by Spencer. 

• Technical Notes - with the turnover of customer’s production managers and supervisors, I 
found that the level of understanding of the treatment of timber was many times lacking 
by the ‘newies’ to the industry. I decided to introduce a Q&A-based technical note on 
topics relevant to managers and supervisors. These would enable them to better 
understand the technical aspects of our products, the treatment processes as well as 
relevant legal, health & safety and environmental impacts relating to timber treatment 
plants. A binder containing the Technical Notes was issued to every manager and 
supervisor and to their successors. 

• Tan-Treat - I had developed a spreadsheet about 2013 which contained 90,000 formulas 
to produce a charge sheet and stock control system for CCA plants. It was cumbersome 
and prone to errors. About 2014 I approached a IT development company with whom I 
developed a fully functional software package which is used at CCA, copper azole and 
Biligom timber treatment plants. It became a 3-year project which included a full 
verification and compliance audit. The use of the software instead of the old bookwork 
system was approved by SABS and SATAS. My greatest pleasure was seeing computer-
illiterate operators become fully conversant with the Lonza-donated PC and Tan-Treat 
software after one day of training. The biggest challenge at some plants was to convince 
the operator that his newly found PC skill did not mean that he was now the MD! 

I’m sure that some time in my retirement I will have another ‘shower moment’ and 
remember something that I have not listed above - the price to pay for old age. 

S A Wood Preservers Association 

From my early years at Hickson, I was involved with SAWPA by representing our business on 
the various forums. I soon became known for my short, to the point technical meetings, 
which I was more often than not voted to chair. I had represented my previous employer, 
GKN Millsteel, on SABS technical committees for various scaffolding and related 
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specifications, so knew what a pain it was was to sit in technical meetings in which the 
chairman allowed the members to waffle and waste time. 

The most rewarding outcome of all the technical meetings I chaired was the document 
which was to eventually become SANS 10255 : Health, safety and environmental guidelines 
for the construction and operation of timber treatment plants. My experience in both the 
technical and engineering aspects of the industry stood me in good stead to ensure the 
committee produced a relevant, global standard. 

The Executive Director of SAWPA at the time, Angus Currie, would often call on me to 
meet with him in the market to address issues which required my expertise. This I was 
able to do, as I was able to plan my business trips around his agenda. I enjoyed travelling 
with Angus, whose sense of humour and entertaining stories made our trips enjoyable. My 
genealogy hobby came in useful as I was able to trace Angus’s ancestors back a number of 
generations from the minimal information he gave me, and provide him with a 
comprehensive family tree. 

Friends in the Industry 

Throughout my career in the wood preservation industry I have been asked by new friends 
or acquaintances what work I did. My reply was always along the lines of “I work in the 
best industry. Every day I learn something new, even after been in the industry so many 
years. The timber industry is full of salt of the earth people who are not customers but 
friends.”  

This was no exaggeration - I retire having developed many friendships with customers and 
many others I have networked with in the world of timber. 

Many a time I was chastised by customers because I had booked into a hotel and not 
stayed with them. I eventually agreed to stay with selected customers with whom I had 
long term relationships.  

I think I had the lowest entertainment budget in the group because more customers paid 
for lunch or dinner than I did. This was not intentional on my part, but I was normally told 
that having travelled so far to see them, the least they could do was pay for the meal. At 
first I struggled to accept this, but then realised I would cause offence if I objected - such 
is the hospitality I experienced in our industry. 

Something which is a trademark of our industry, is how industry role players are so fiercely 
competitive in the marketplace, yet most are so open and friendly at industry forums such 
as SAWPA. I have friends in other industries where competitors will not even talk to each 
other at industry forums! Fortunately most folk in our industry understand the balance 
between anti-competitive activity and relationships working to a common good. 

Sadly many folk from our industry have left the country over the years, as I will shortly be 
doing. However, as I once told my aged father - you can be connected from the moon, as 
long as you have wi-fi. 

Employment Equity 

As for all businesses in South Africa, Employment equity became a requirement in the late 
1990’s. My call to my fellow managers to work towards compliance to my fell on deaf ears. 
My opportunity came when our factory manager’s intern, approached me to ask for my 
help in getting approval for his studies that had been promised to him, claiming that the 
factory manager was “blocking me”. 

           Wood in my Veins                                              Page                                                    Edition 3 29



We were in the process of employing an additional technical salesman, so I asked the 
incumbent if he would like to work under me as a salesman. He hesitantly accepted, and 
was very shortly learning how to use a computer, drive a company car and spend using a 
company credit card.  

His first task was to plot all our customers treatment plants on a map and then record the 
1:50 year flood data from a book we had from the weather bureau which provided historic 
weather data. This information was needed to check the bund volume design for the 
treatment plants.  

After a year or so of coaching and mentorship, and shadowing other salesman in the 
Western Cape and Mpumalanga regions, the incumbent was giving the responsibility of 
looking after our customers in the Southern Cape region. 

The incumbent is still with the business many years years later, and is highly regarded by 
his customers and acknowledged for his ability to resolve treatment quality and process 
problems.  

A Few Interesting Thoughts 

When I was working on the HL&H projects in 1987/8, I would spend a whole day preparing 
the progress payments, schedules and project reports for the secretary to type and fax to 
the customer (fax machine were the new technology of the day). If we had PC’s at that 
time, I could have done everything in two hours! 

Over all the years of travelling across the country, I have been offered refreshments when 
visiting customers. I always chuckled at the different questions asked by the ‘tea lady’. In 
the Cape one is asked “Engelse Tee of Rooibos?” with a very strong Cape accent, and in 
Limpopo and Mpumulanga one is asked “Five Roses or Rooibos?”. With KZN being very 
English, one is normally just offered normal black tea. 

I have only recently realised how convenient cell phones are in business when I recalled 
visiting sites in the 1980’s pre-cell phone era. In those days it was a schlep to phone in to 
the office as one had to arrange with the customer’s for permission to arrange for the 
switchboard operator to give you a line. Telkom calls were relatively expensive, so the call 
time was kept to a minimum, otherwise customers started looking at their watches. 

A Final Word 

My career in the timber preservation industry has spanned eight company restructuring, 
names changes or shareholding, and I have worked under six different bosses. Whilst 
traversing all these changes I always reminded myself and my sales team that the 
customer and the Tanalith brand comes first. It is this approach which has helped to keep 
the customers loyal to the business, and kept customers un-phased by the numerous 
changes over the past 30 years. 

I am hoping that the timber industry will be able to adapt to the challenges facing our 
beautiful country and wish all who journey on the path going forward a rewarding 
outcome, personally and professionally. 

On a personal note - my wife, Karen, and I have decided to retire in England. Most of our 
family and close friends have already emigrated or are in the process of do so, which 
triggered a desire for us to go on an adventure of our own. However, memories of South 
Africa and the wood preservation industry will always have a place in my heart. After 32 
years of working in the best industry, how can it be otherwise?
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