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WATTLE : A TANNING INDUSTRY 

 

The understory of the stringy bark forest in the 
Forest Range/Lenswood district consists of a 
number of species but most noticeable is the 
Golden Wattle Acacia pycnantha.  This tree is 
commonly called the Golden Wattle and grows to 
about 8 metres. 

 
 
An industry began in the 1880’s to harvest bark 
from wattle trees for its use in tanneries.  This 
was a regular source of income for many land 
owners in our district who had areas of native 
timber set aside or yet to be cleared for fruit 
growing or grazing.  In some cases, wattle seeds 
were planted to produce dedicated woodlots for 
bark production.  Wattle bark harvesting 
continued to the 1950’s. 
 

 
 

 
  

Golden wattle Acacia pycnantha - photo courtesy of P.Stafford 

Acacia Pycnantha – Golden Wattle.  Image from World 
Wide Wattle – viewed 14 Sep 2016.  
http://worldwidewattle.com/images/pycnantha.jpg  
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WATTLE BARK STRIPPING 
 
In our district the most common method for removing the bark from the tree was to start by 
felling the tree at the base.  The limbs were then removed and the trunk would be placed 
over a bench where it was beaten with the back of a tomahawk axe up the length of the 
trunk to break open the bark.  The bark was then peeled off the wood and placed in a heap. 
 

 
The stripped bark was tied into tight bundles and when dry the bundles were loaded onto a 
truck and delivered to a mill. 

 

Stripping bark from wattle.  Taken from Wicks family videos – courtesy D 
Wicks. 

Tying bundles of wattle bark – taken from Wicks family videos – courtesy D Wicks. 
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WATTLE STRIPPERS 
 
Some attempts were made to mechanise wattle stripping and speed up production.  
Towards the end of the industry in our district, when engines and tractors were available, 
some stripping machines were in use.  These consisted of revolving steel rollers, aligned 
similar to a washing machine wringer and between which the wattle trunk would be fed.  The 
rollers would slightly compress the wood and split the bark.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
  

Wattle bark stripping machine similar to those in use in our 
district – Fulton’s wattle stripping machine - 
http://earthresources.vic.gov.au/about-us/publications/virtual-
exhibition/working-forest/working-in-the-forest-
gallery/large?result_page=14  

Wattle bark stripping machine previously 
owned by CG Norton, Lenswood.  Now 
street art owned by C & P Norton, 
Lenswood – photo courtesy of P.Stafford. 

Ref: 1902 'Advertising', The Mount Barker Courier and Onkaparinga and Gumeracha 
Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 26 September, p. 3. , viewed 16 Sep 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article147768799 
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WATTLE BARK MILLING 
 
The grower sold the bark to the mill where it was ground and bagged.  The bags of bark 
were sold to a tannery locally or it may have been exported interstate or overseas.  
 
The nearest mill to our district was at the Ambleside Railway Station.  Michaelis, Hallenstein 
Prop. Ltd. of Melbourne in 1932 purchased the goodwill of Messrs. Storch's bark & tannery 
business at Grunthal (Verdun, near the Onkaparinga Bridge) and transferred the bark-mill to 
the Ambleside Railway Station.  They had previously begun a bark grinding business at 
Echunga in 1919 - the Jupiter Creek Bark Mills and they were destroyed in the 1939 
bushfires. i 

 

1881 'Advertising', The Mount Barker Courier and Onkaparinga and Gumeracha 
Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 3 June, p. 1. , viewed 14 Sep 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article147750729  
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Truck taking bundles of wattle to Balhannah – taken from Wicks family videos – courtesy D 
Wicks. 

Grinding wattle at the Ambleside bark factory – image from Wicks family videos – courtesty D 
Wicks. 
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WATTLE USES 
 
The left-over bare timber and branches from wattle bark stripping was not wasted.  It was cut 
up and used for a variety of uses. Many kitchen stoves used wattle fire-wood for cooking and 
of course homes at the time were heated with fires and many would have been topped up 
with wattle wood.  Wattle wood was even used in vegetable gardens as stakes. 
 
In our fruit growing district, the stripped wattle wood had a use for propping up fruit tree 
branches when they were laden with ripening fruit.  A prop needed a fork at the top where 
branches had been cut off into which the bough of the fruit tree would rest.  Most orchards 
had prop heaps, often leaning upright against a shed or a tree.  They would be carted out 
into the orchard prior to harvest and placed under limbs that were being weighed down by 
the maturing fruit. 

Ambleside bark mills – image from Wicks family videos – courtesy D Wicks. 
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Gum produced by the wattle tree was also sold for the preparation of glue.  
The left over bark from the tannin extraction process was called tanbark. This was often 
reused as a mulch or path covering.  When the playground was first installed at the 
Lenswood Memorial Park in the early 1950’s, tanbark was placed under the playground 
equipment as softfall.  The Tan, the 4 km path around the Royal Botanic Gardens in 
Melbourne was once spread with tan bark. 

 
  

Picking apples – tree branches propped up using wattle wood props.  Image from Wicks 
family videos – courtesy D Wicks. 

1925 'Advertising', The Mount Barker Courier and Onkaparinga and 
Gumeracha Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 9 January, p. 4. , viewed 14 
Sep 2016, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article148096614   
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WATTLE TREE CULTIVATION 
 
Most wattles in Australia were harvested from the 
wild and the scrubland was encouraged to 
revegetate with burning.  Plantations were also 
planted.  In Melbourne in 1882, Black Wattle seed 
could be bought for about 5s. per lb. which was a 
quantity of 30,000 to 50,000 seeds.  The seeds 
remained viable if they were well stored for 
several years. ii 
 
In 1890 Charles Stafford, who grew wattle 
commercially, presented a paper at a meeting of 
the Forest Range Agricultural Bureau entitled 
“The Cultivation of Wattles.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
  

From Lenswood and Forest Range Agriculural Bureau.  20 July 1899. 

Charles Gustav Stafford – photo courtesy of 
P.Stafford 
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TANNING 
 
Tanning is the process of treating skins and hides 
of animals to produce leather.  Leather is more 
durable than animal skins and is less susceptible 
to decomposition.  Traditionally, tanning used 
tannin, an acidic chemical compound from which 
the tanning process derives its name.  (Tannin is 
named after an old German word for oak or fir 
trees.  Tanning was originally derived from these 
trees.)  A tannery is the place where the skins are 
processed.  
 
In the eastern states of Australia, bark was 
stripped from Black Wattle Acacia mearnsii, as it 
was the most common species and it had higher 
tannin content than the Golden Wattle.  In 1882 a 
pound and a half of Black Wattle bark was said to 
make 1lb of leather, and a ton of the bark was 
considered sufficient to tan from twenty-five to 
thirty bullock hides. iii 
 
The following advertisements from the late 1800’s 
show the demand for wattle bark and the prices 
being offered.   
	
 
                                                                                    
 
 
 
 

 
 
Tanning was a dirty, smelly industry.  Paltridge's tannery at Mount Barker kept the wattle 
barking industry going locally, purchasing upwards of 300 tons of wattle bark per year.iv  

1890 'Advertising', The Mount Barker Courier and 
Onkaparinga and Gumeracha Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 
28 March, p. 2. , viewed 14 Sep 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article148117173  

1881 'COMMERCIAL NEWS.', The Mount Barker 
Courier and Onkaparinga and Gumeracha 
Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 4 February, p. 2. , 
viewed 14 Sep 2016, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-
article147750306  

1918 'TWEEDVALE.', The Mount Barker Courier and 
Onkaparinga and Gumeracha Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 
1954), 15 November, p. 3. , viewed 16 Sep 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article147709471  
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In addition to the odours there were numerous fires at the tannery.  After one fire in October 
1907 the tannery rebuilt a large shed to cover the operations. v   Just a few months before 
that a large water storage tank had collapsed sending more than 250,000 gallons of water 
careering across the road to neighbouring properties. vi 
 
The Tannery was eventually sold to Johnson & Co.  Another large fire occurred just prior to 
World War II.  Although this almost caused the company to go out of business it recovered 
and kept operating until it finally closed in 1975. vii 
 
 
  

Paltridge's Tannery from the top of the hill where they dumped their waste products  (Tannery Mount 
Barker, State Library of South Australia - [B 68631]) 
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SOUTH AUSTRALIAN WATTLE GROWERS ASSOCIATION 
 
Black Wattle, the species of Acacia native to Australia, was introduced to South Africa in 
1871, initially used as shelter-belts for stock and the wood for fuel and fencing.  Later, when 
it was discovered that the bark contained high levels of tannin, the tree was widely planted to 
produce tanning extract for the leather industry. 
 
Wattlebark was exported overseas until South African bark, produced more cheaply, entered 
the market early this century.  South Australian wattlebark growers approached the Federal 
Government to obtain a protective tariff which would enable higher prices to be paid for the 
locally grown bark.  A duty of thirty shillings per ton was place on imported wattle bark.  The 
growers engaged in the local industry expected that the duty would be passed on to them, 
for whom it was intended.  As individuals, they were powerless to obtain their entitlement, 
however.  A meeting of wattlebark growers was held at Echunga in 1914 and it was 
proposed to hold similar meetings in other districts so that growers could consider forming 
an Association.  The first meeting of delegates was held at Meadows and the organisation to 
represent them duly constituted.  A social feature of the Association was its annual growers' 
and families' picnic. viii 
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