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#fibre(S)cement.com





120 years of the history of an industry





PROLOGUE


'The ultimate aim of enterprises is -to be and to preserve being-. Doing such, they share hazards and perils. People in charge remain in the obligation of keeping with their continuity, which is finally their unique purpose'.


Roger Martin 'Patrons de droit divin' 1954


#fibre(S)cement.com Why to write this book?


It’s 1963, I just joined the company as an assistant to the sale’s administrative manager. This medium size enterprise was located in Angouleme, Charente1, France, manufacturing felts2 for the paper industry, the fibre-cement industry and a few other industries. The company belonged to a big French group named CGE. Exports were not much over twenty percent.


One of the first task I had to deal with, consisted in managing the 'temporary importation'3 of two felts for asbestos-cement, which an Israeli customer claimed their length is not conform to ordered size. I wondered what could be the role of a felt in the manufacturing of corrugated asbestos-cement sheets…


Soon after, the French Société de Pont à Mousson, built a plant for asbestos- cement sheets and pipes in Valladolid, Spain. Our company received orders of felts for the start of the machines. Those bound to the sheet machine appeared to be somewhat short in length. A young Spanish engineer hurried up to Angouleme with three of them piled up in his Renault R8. We had to lengthen them immediately…


At the same time, I heard the story of our Export Sales Manager who, a few years earlier had been travelling to Brazil for a prospecting journey. On the banks of the Amazon in Manaus, or perhaps in Belem, he had met a fellow countryman in charge of an asbestos-cement manufacture, belonging to the same French group which also owned the factory in Valladolid we have just been talking about.


Indeed, asbestos-cement questioned me more and more every day. Pont-à-Mousson was also partner of an asbestos-cement company near Düsseldorf, Germany. Our Export Sales Manager had to travel there. As he did not speak German, he did not feel at ease and he asked me to accompany him. I was not enthusiastic as, in spite of all my previous efforts, I was not too good at Goethe’s language, and I am not better now...


Two years later, our Export Sales Manager retired. Our President suggested that I replace him near our 'asbestos-cement' customers in France, Spain and Germany. Such a proposition sounded like a pretty good opportunity to improve my position. I did not hesitate in spite of a certain concern from my wife who already imagined my future absences.


From this day, I was involved in a kind of adventure which lasted more than thirty years, and brought me to develop our sales, first among the French and foreign branches of the famous Group Pont-à-Mousson4. Later on, with lots of other companies of all sizes through Europe, Africa, Latin-America and South East Asia.


The consequence is that I visited lots of countries, lots of manufactures and above all, I met plenty of people, who loved their job and did their best to make their companies prosper. We would often meet again from one factory to another, with different climates and different working conditions. We often converted into friends. Our children were growing-up and we talked about them while sharing meals sometimes in good restaurants, sometimes in cheap ones.


Time to retire arrived. The thirty glorious were already far behind us. Asbestos had caused deaths among workers and also among factories. Many of them were closed, leaving brownfields making our suburbs ugly. With free time offered by retirement, heavy eyes glanced toward old days. The desire to write the history of what I had seen and lived became a kind of moral obligation.


Then, after some fifteen years away from felts and fibre-cement factories, I started looking for my former contacts in France and abroad. I found out that everything had changed after the big crisis resulting from the asbestos scandal, but that a new range of products had been developed. Even, if our country remains very dubious about these innovations, I understood that in spite of all the faults affecting fibre-cement, it offered roofs and often water supply, to millions of people worldwide. This alone certainly justifies writing its memory and to show that, even after a drama such as the asbestos scandal, a flourishing but destroyed industry could pick itself up again. Like a country reviving after a war and rising out of its ashes.


An evidence imposed itself in my mind. The life of an industrial product is quite similar to the life of a human being:




	Invention: Conception, pregnancy.


	First industrial manufacturing: Birth.


	Development of manufactures and sales: Teenage years.


	Globalization of productions and sales: Adult age.


	Crisis due to death hazards: Illness.


	Creation of new technologies: Remission- Recovery.


	New developments after recovery: Adult age continuing, without knowing for how long, similar to old age for the writer and his readers.





As a conclusion to this prologue, let me point out that one will not find hereunder any detailed description of processes developed by fibre-cement manufacturers. Experts did it before me and much better than I could do. Along the following pages, I will do my best to develop the historical and human aspect of the subject, while mixing anecdotes and casting a glance to existing links between art, architecture and fibre-cement.
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The reader should not expect, neither a plea against asbestos, nor against its users. In this matter many skilful people worked and published5.


My contacts with industrials in charge of fibre(s)-cement, confirmed that they all worked respecting norms applicable in their respective countries. Though strongly criticized, this industry, by far, is not the only one to make our lives hazardous. On the very days when I write, not only some countries still refuse to admit the dangers of asbestos, but a very great part of the global agriculture and farming does not hesitate to poison us slowly.


An overview of troubles and issues met when intending to keep alive such an industry for decades appear through the few following lines. They belong to the speech given in 2006, by Alain De Metz, high executive of Saint-Gobain Group, on the occasion of the official opening of a new factory at the border between Mexico and USA: 'Talk about this so disputed subject by now, is not an easy task, neither is it to talk about the development of the new offers of building materials. My short message refers to, or announces, a time which seems very near to those among us who lived it and still live the different stages of this fibre-cement activity. It was born in Mexico in the 1930/1940, and earlier in Europe and other parts of the world. For quite a lot of us, it will already be "history", for some others just a simple reference.


During the fifties and sixties, named "glorious", fibre-cement raised incredible tops. There, young people of the time found emotive sources, mixing the know-how of elder experienced people with the efforts of young engineers and workers. Each of


them was participating to the birth of new technics which permitted to slide gently from almost craftsmanship productions, to mechanical processes. At the same time, they were keeping alive the knowledge and sensibility of foremen already growing older. This know-how from our elders certainly was the most prized of our wealth…'


The inquiry work required to write the present book turned out to be a second adventure, which I did not imagine when I began. It led me not only to rediscover many of my former contacts, but also to discover new people from Brazil to China, sometimes via Canada…


Unfortunately, due to the asbestos tragedy, some of my potential interlocutors did not wish to talk. Some even refused to meet me, and a few of them are now dead.


If you are not familiar with the world of fibre-cement, some purely technical and historical chapters might be quite boring. I suggest reading: Prologue, Chapters I and II, then jump to Chapter VI, you will discover quite a lot of unknown topics, skip to Chapter VII, browse chapter VIII, and choose the countries that you find interesting.





1 Charente: region of the south-centre of France, mostly known for its Cognac.


2 Felt: in the present case, a felt is a kind of large and wide belt, made of wool, cotton and/or synthetic fibres, used mostly in the paper industry. Its main purpose consists in participating to extract water out of the liquid paste in order to become paper. Its main characteristic is to be known exclusively by its manufacturers and its users…


3 A temporary import in this present case, is used to import the good in its original country for a limited time, in order to correct or repair it.


4 People working with Pont a Mousson, used to call their company from its initials: PAM. If you don’t mind, I will use this abbreviation every time I will have to refer to this venerable company.


5 Readers interested in illnesses linked to asbestos can revert to www.helsinki.fi/iehc2006/pa-pers2/Hardy.pdf or to “Eternit et l’Amiante 1922-2000” by Odette Hardy-Hémery, published at Presses Universitaires du Septentrion. Another source of information can be found in: “AMIANTE 100 000 MORTS A VENIR, by François Malye, Le cherche midi ,2004.





I Invention and first developments


“A new invention which will certainly revolutionize every roofing system, was recently patented in Austria” Cirkel6


At the end of the 19th century, in industrialized countries, intensive research was progressing in order to invent light and profitable products intended for the building industry.


Around 1892, Kuhlewein, a German, was blending asbestos and cement with the aim of achieving light and non-inflammable roofing7.


In the preface of the book dedicated to 'Fibrecement in Arts 1903-1973', published by Société du Fibrociment-Elo in 1973, Guillaume Gillet8,informed:


“Asbestos-cement dates back to the end of the last century. Around 1892, the German Kuhlewein blended asbestos and cement in order to obtain non-inflammable roofing. In 1896, a German-Russian manufacturer named URALIT, was producing some sheets which generated a few applications. In 1898, SIMMONS & BOCK, were making asbestos-cement tiles with small quantities of water”.


One will note that the name URALIT can be found in several places, sometimes with some variation, all along the history that we begin to tell. One can consider that Ural, where asbestos was mostly produced at the time, and the Greek suffix ite, standing for natural stone, clearly justified the spread of the name.


In the US in 1897, Mr Norton, an assistant at the Temperatures Measures Department of M.I.T.9, was invited to work on researching some kind of replacement material to wood, especially in order to reduce fires. He worked on the project until 1903. He was supported by powerful companies of the country, and he managed to conceive a mix of cement and asbestos looking like mortar. He would drop the mortar on a filter, then press it very hard, which enabled to obtain homogenous sheets of different thickness. In 1905, M.I.T. filed patents and T.F. Manville, a company that we will meet several times, among others, began to produce sheets. Yet, the new process was not adequate to obtain thin sheets, necessary to make artificial slates.


Americans carried on searching and happened to finalize a second Norton process constituting in the deposit of a thin homogenous layer of asbestos and cement mortar on an endless cloth. The resulting sheet was dried and highly pressed between two cylinders, then slates could easily be cut. The process was patented in 1910 and successfully used for many years.
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In the beginning of the 20th century, US industrials finalized a mixture of Portland cement and asbestos fibres and obtained a lasting and fireproof building material.


Manufactured for the first time in 1905, this new product was used to coat boilers, steam pipes and any type of device producing intense heat. Ceilings and roofs including hot pipes were very often equipped with such a compound.


However, the actual father of Asbestos-Cement, worldwide recognised, is Ludwig Hatschek who invented the manufacturing process which was going to become the. International standard.


During the last years of the 19th century, Fritz Hatschek owned a cardboard factory producing asbestos reinforced cardboard in Vöcklabruck, Austria. Part of the cardboard was used as coasters.


One of the workers noted that cement wastes and drops of water would give birth to some kind of ‘reinforced blend' when mixed with asbestos fibres coming from the coasters of the café. Fritz Hatschek told the case to his son Ludwig, recently engineered. The latter started research, mixing different types of fibres. Soon he happened to obtain a kind of 'thin and stable reinforced cement' which did not vanish against wetness.


Indeed, he was using the method already developed in cardboard machines, operating with rotary cylinder sieves held in vats, also named sieves- cylinders. He had the idea of mixing a highly diluted suspension of cement with carefully defibred asbestos in those tanks, in a very similar method to the one already used in pulp paste to make cardboard.
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01-001. Ludwig Hatschek. (Uralita: 80 años).





Thanks to the rotary system and a wire (a felt) just like in the paper and cardboard industries, a thin skin (a layer) of paste was laid on a cylinder, which was also rotating. When after several rounds of the cylinder, the thickness was sufficient, he would cut it and let it fall on an exit flat conveyor. A kind of sheet of wet consistency was then obtained, very similar to fresh cardboard. Ludwig found out that the best results were reached with Portland cement. The wet sheet could easily be shaped, but once the cement hardening was set, the same sheet turned into a very solid board.


Then, the process only needed to be adapted to fit the requirements of the building industry: flat or corrugated sheets, artificial slates or cladding (US: siding). Ludwig held a technique that was going to grow worldwide and which is still in use in the 21st century, after lots of adjustments in paste components as well as in machinery.
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1.Slurry vat. 2.Sieve cylinders 3.Running felt. 4. Couch rolls. 5.Vacuum box. 6. Reward roll. 7.Formation Cylinder. 8.Cutting wire 9.Take-off conveyor. 10.Whopper.11.Suction box. 12.Sheet 01-002. Scheme due to InspectaPedia and JP Guerber





On March 27th 1900, he filed for a patent. Authorities were reluctant as the process of diluting cement with 100% of water was in complete opposition to the approach of the time. He was first denied in 1902 and finally he obtained the desired patent in 190510. This delay did not stop the start of industrial production. Soon the new product received his patented name: ETERNIT, supposed to allude both to durability and to stone. Then, the old Köchmühle cardboard mill, near Vöcklabruck Austria, gave birth to: ETERNIT WERKE LUDWIG HATSCHEK, whose first part of the name was going to be famous worldwide.


In the beginning of the 20th century, European-Union, high speed trains and low-cost flights did not exist, but travels inside Europe were very frequent, especially among bourgeoisie and ambitious industrials willing to develop their business. Luxurious international trains dotted with comfortable sleeping-carriages and rich dinning-cars helped easy journeys between big European towns. Passports where seldom required. Gold money avoided exchange and converting trouble. Managers did not yet need to justify their expenses with HRMC11 (US: IRS) nor with their share-holders or employees.


That is how innovations were soon known from one country to the other, all the more as undertakers were free to build new premises, to hire workers, and to offer new products on the market, without fighting to obtain licences from any agency or from numerous and all-powerful organizations.


In such conditions, Ludwig Hatcheck’s invention soon escaped from Austria, expanded all through Europe and even to some other continents. Ludwig owned his patent, when industrialists put forward their interest for the new product, he would grant the licence, limited to one per country, on condition that the name ETERNIT be maintained by the new producer12.
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01-003. First Hatschek Machine. Web Voith, St. Pölten, Austria





On the above picture, the fact that the felt be not put on the machine, helps see vats, rolls and the important pipe system needed to make the machine work.


Fast the henceforth famous name thrived almost everywhere to such a point that in many countries, it became synonymous of asbestos-cement. Indeed, the rule of one only name, demanded by the inventor soon knew exceptions as we will discover afterwards.


Visitors were rushing to Vöcklabruck! The first one was a Swiss, named Alois Steinmann, who acquired the patent and created the Schweizerische Eternit AG in Niederurnen, Glarus, Switzerland. Over the years, it became one of the biggest companies in the world in its speciality, first through exports and soon by creating multiple branches worldwide. The area of the first factory was elected on account of the high number of unemployed persons due to the, already existing, textile crisis.


Let us have a short break and check the ability of undertakers starting-up this so promising industry.
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In 1905, a Belgium, Alphonse EMSENS, created ETERNIT in Belgium and opened a first manufacture in Haren, near Brussels. Linked to others, especially to his Swiss homonymous, this new company also gave birth to a worldwide giant. As soon as 1910, Ernst Schmidheiny from


Switzerland organised a cement cartel. In 1930, thanks to Holderbank Financial Holding, he succeeded in including most of the cement makers of the world under his control. At the same time in Belgium, Emsens already mentioned, achieved an almost exclusive licence for heighten years on the British market. There, he gave birth to G.R. Speaker who imported asbestos-cement products from Belgium. He succeeded in maintaining such an activity until around 1975, excepted during the two World Wars. In 1922, Ernst Schmidheiny and Alphonse Emsens met for the first time. Then, both powerful industrialist families began a cooperation which was going to last some seventy years, covering cement, asbestos, and asbestos-cement markets.


During the same year 1922, the French Joseph Cuvelier and the Belgian Jean Emsens came closer together. They agreed to open an asbestos-cement factory in Prouvy, Nord, France. Production began immediately and the first diamond-shaped-slates designed by Hatschek, inspired Eternit logo now worldwide known.
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01-004. Famous Eternit logo. Web Eternit. diamond-shaped-slates designed by Hatschek, inspired Eternit logo, now worldwide known, and still present in our 21st century.


In 1929, the Swiss Ernst Schmidheiny and the British multinational Turner & Newall (T & N) created the Cartel International Asbestzement AG13” known as “SAIAC”. In 1985, the Swiss author W. Carina would write: ' After the war, Schmidheiny began to reproduce with asbestos-cement manufacturers what he had already performed with cement and brick makers. That was: gathering them together in a cartel14”.
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The different “ETERNIT” companies from Germany, Switzerland, Spain, France, Belgium and Italy took on a share of “SAIAC” and set the head office in Niederurnen, Switzerland, where the Schmidheiny family was based. The Belgian received 23%, the Swiss received 27% and the balance was divided between the others. Close relationships also existed between SAIAC and the biggest manufacturer of asbestos-cement in USA, John Manville (J-M), who also owned the biggest asbestos mine in Canada. John Manville was also owner of 10% of Eternit Germany. The English T & N owned large interests in the asbestos mines of South Africa. In his yearly report 1929, T & N explained his decision to get involved in the cartel with the following words:


'We have become such a large part of the Nation’s entire industry, that we have been able to arrange an International Cartel with the main manufacturers of ten European countries. The position of the European Asbestos Cement Industry is thus rationalised, and we expect great benefit by way of improved technique and economy to accrue to all concerned. This miniature League of Nations has a great future before it, for it is based upon the principle of mutual help, which now displaces the previous atmosphere of distrust and suspicion'.


The British government looked on such agreement with a favourable eye, considering that it participated to the nation’s lifeblood. One can legitimately imagine that


many members and managers of other involved countries were sharing the same view.


One must note two very important points of the pact:




	Setting up in Switzerland a research institution common to the entire industry.


	An agreement to set up factories in countries regarded as being neutral.





These two points highly favoured the ascendency of Switzerland on the market worldwide during the following decades. Let us again quote the Swiss W. Carina:


'The international Eternit scene of the 1920s and 1930s resembled a clan in which some members were married to each other, while others were related or had become friends as a result of their common interests'.


This did not prevent low-blows between members when necessary15. During the fifteen following years Eternit Switzerland extended its position inside the cartel and won more or less one third of the total. At the same time, they also won a very strong position in the mining activity, vital for the supply of their asbestos-cement factories. The Schmidheiny family, together with the American Armand Hammer, even obtained from the Soviet Union, the concession of a mine in Ural. The whole of those events granted Eternit a very strong position in the asbestos-cement business. They had no exclusive rights, but a widely first position among rich countries, as well as in those with a large promising future8.


During the first years following the invention, also appeared a French, Edmond Oscar Lanhoffer16 from Mulhouse, near the border with Germany and Switzerland. He did not care about the rule settled by Ludwig Hatschek regarding the name Eternit and as soon as 1902, that is before the patent got granted, he set up Fibrociment de Poissy, in Poissy, some 45 km west of Paris. The new company soon knew a fast and important development. We will revert to this company when talking about the strong links existing between fibre-cement, art and architecture.


Immediately also appeared an Australian, who recently immigrated from UK. He was looking for industrial opportunities to develop in his new country. During a journey to Europe, he discovered asbestos-cement, it seems in France, and he decided to import it to Australia. Soon his sales met a great success, which, years later, gave birth to a new giant of this industry. He was James Hardie, whom we will talk in details later-on.


As soon as 1906, in Casale-Monferrato, near Milan in Italy, handmade pipes were produced with manual welding. They were used as guides for rain waters flow down from gutters or as ventilation ducts. On his side, Ludwig Hatschek was searching to manufacture pipes without welding. His death in 1914, did not give him a chance to succeed.


In 1912, in Widnes, Halton County, Cheshire, UK, two companies named Everite17 and Asbestilite, were the first ones to manufacture asbestos-cement in Great Britain. Reading the Official Handbook of Widnes, from 1920, one can note:


“It is a curious short-sighted policy, while we spend millions annually in grappling with fire, we continue almost invariably to construct our buildings of highly inflammable materials, when in Everite we have a building material which the fiercest fire cannot pass”.


In fact, the honour of conceiving an industrial process for the manufacturing of pipes, belongs to Adolfo Mazza, founder of Eternit Italia. In 1912, he succeeded in avoiding the welding. His invention permitted a huge development of all kinds of asbestos-cement pipes, including pressure pipes which invaded the world.
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01-005. Adolfo Mazza, father of the pipe machine of his name.( Uralita 80 años).





Before being cut and pulled apart by the forming cylinder, an asbestos-cement sheet looks like a pipe, with a rather big diameter and a short length. Pull it apart without losing its rotundity sounded somewhat tricky. Alfonso Mazza’s genius idea was to add a compressing device equipped with hydraulic jacks and to find out how to reduce the pressure progressively. In 1922 and 1923, he filed two patents about his invention.. Of course, he had to adapt length and diameter of the make roll to the desired sizes of the pipes to manufacture. This obligation committed him to increase the width of the machine and to reduce the diameter of the making roll. Later this became a mandrel, that is a kind of removable moulding cylinder or inner mould, which could be extracted once the pipe had reached a sufficient thickness and correlative strength. Interesting details and explanations can be found with InspectAPedia. During the first years, length was limited to 3 metres (39in) and diameter to some 20 centimetres (7,87in). Over years, length and diameter increased due to requirements of the market. This generated a gigantic development of asbestos-cement pipes applied to multiple uses. We will have opportunities to revert to the matter.
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1: vat. 2: sieve cylinder. 3: couch roll. 4: suction box. 5: motor roll. 6: mandrel. 7: pressure rolls. 8: pressure device. 9: calender. 10: water spray. 11: felt beater. 12 : dewatering- rolls.





01-006 Mazza Pipe Machine. Kurt Hünerberg
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In the southwest of France, our Spanish neighbour was also very active. In Cataluña, an eminent businessman, Don José Roviralta, became aware of the qualities of the revolutionary new building material. He got in touch with Ludwig and Adolfo. As soon as 1907 he created a first workshop in Cerdanyola del Valle, Cataluña, Barcelona, Spain. Three years later, the company took the name of URALITA (it seems that the name was also built from Ural -and from the Greek ‘ite’ already met, turned into “ita” according the method dear to the heart of our Iberic neighbours, unless it be a reminder of the last letters of the name Roviralta)18. Along the 20th century Uralita also became a giant in the building material in Spain. We will also revert to this company later on.


In 1910, Russia turned to be interested in the new product. Czar Nicolas II ordered three fibre-cement machines from the Danish F.L. SMITH. They were not yet delivered when the 1917 Revolution arose…but one of them was not lost for everybody…We will talk about.


In 1912, the Schweizeriche Eternit Werke AG opened a new factory in the Netherlands. At the same time, production was turning at full capacity and exports knew an impressive rise towards Africa, Asia and Latin America.


In 1913, in Grignoni near Trieste, Italy, an environmental local agency appealed Eternit to courts for “damage to landscape”19.


In 1914, Eternit Switzerland undertook to produce prefabricated buildings which generated the hire of many architects. In France Fibrociment de Poissy began to produce inner decorative panels.20 The beginning of WWI played a part sometimes positive in the evolution of the asbestos-cement industry. For instance, Eternit Switzerland created branches in France, Great Britain and even in Australia. On the front, asbestos-cement helped to build shelters, back lines command posts, hospitals, warehouses, aircraft sheds, and even huge sheds for aerostats up to 35 meter long. Some people claimed that users did not need coal as asbestos took care of heating them... In that state of war, in 1917 negotiations were going on, we don’t know be tween who and who21, about the installation of an asbestos-cement factory in Outreau, Pas-de-Calais, France. The location was considered as being too near to the front line, and the new factory was finally settled in Bassens, near Bordeaux, Gironde, France
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01-007. Asbestos-cement aerostat shed in Ecausseville Manche France.
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01-008 Advertising pavilion. Collection O Delas
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01-009. Header section of Société Française de l’Everite, in 1925. Private archives





Two inhabitants of the small town of Lormont, next to Bassens, one of them being a bricklayer, then created Société Française de l’Amiante-Ciment (Asbestos-cement French Company) which soon became Société Française de l’Everite and just Everite in 1938. Let us note the always present concept of duration: ever and stone: ite.


At the same time, Joseph Cuvelier, sugar industrialist established in Northern France, was interested in building material market driven essential due to this rebuilding period. First, he started with asphalt cardboard. Soon after, he heard about the new product and immediately undertook a study trip to Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany, the Netherlands and Belgium. When he came back home, he was convinced about the future of asbestos-cement and he purchased a 67 000 square yards plot, ideally located in Prouvy, Nord, France, and he created Société des Matériaux Spéciaux de Construction (Special Construction Materials Company). In 1922 he heard that the EMSENS family in Belgium was manufacturing asbestos-cement in the town of Haren and that they wished to set-up a branch in France. He contacted them and they both agreed to operate the Hatschek Austrian patent under the name of Eternit. As soon as October of the same year, the first sheet machine was working in the manufacture of Prouvy. A second one was in operation from January 192322. Joseph Cuvelier withdrew from asphalt cardboard and devoted himself to asbestos-cement.


Production grew very fast due to the dynamism of the young company. Indeed, the post war situation of this totally devastated area was very favourable for such activity. Eternit made the most of the ‘war damage compensation' resulting from the destruction of the old sugar refinery which they did not rebuilt. Such type of financing was quite frequent at the time23.
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In Belgium, two partners, Leon Scheider and Camilla Van Kerkhove, specialized in building industry for roof and frontage, also got into the manufacturing of asbestos-cement. They created S V.K.24 in Sant-Niklaas, company which is still operating when I am writing these lines. Let us revert to France for a while:


In 1924, Société de Pont à Mousson gave birth to Société Parisienne des Procédés Hum, in Dammarie-les-Lys, near Melun, Seine et Marne, some 50 kilometres South


of Paris. The idea was to manufacture concrete pipes in order not to let the door opened to his competitor Bonna just acquired by the powerful French C.G. E25. From 1929, PAM26, king of the pipe industry since the last quarter of the 19th century, feared the arrival of the first asbestos-cement pipes, imported from Italy by Eternit and competing on his almost exclusive market. Indeed, Eternit France, ‘very dynamic under the impetus of Joseph Cuvelier, his founder and manager’, undertook to manufacture pipes, at first for the building industry. Soon after he began to be interested in the water conveyance market, considered as much more noble. In this purpose, as soon as 1928 Eternit purchased a Swiss licence for the manufacturing of pipes, a second 01-010.OUralithe advertisement. Olivier Delas one in Italy for high pressure pipes and a third one for manufacturing top slabs.
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In 1928-1929, the company also took control of one of its three main competitors: Ouralithe from Toulouse, South-west of France, acquired from Uralita.


In spite of significant investments, Ouralithe was closed as soon as 1931, due to its dilapidated machinery.


Besides, Eternit got associated with Fibrociment de Poissy which was the oldest and most important company in France as far as asbestos-cement was involved, counting then almost 400 workers. Eternit, backed by its position, signed an agreement with PAM. This agreement granted Eternit some 70% of the flat products market in which it was specialized. 'In exchange, it would limit its sales of pipes to the building industry'27.


In 1926, Uralita, Spanish Cataluña, probably thanks to its available cash resulting from the sales of Ouralithe, acquired a Mazza licence and began to manufacture its first asbestos-cement pipes.


The ambition of Eternit remained obvious. In the same year 1926, it created Dimatit in Morocco near Casablanca28 and opened a workshop for mouldings in its French Prouvy factory. One of the strengths of Eternit was the already mentioned SAIAC, -association of all the Eternit Companies, eight of them already in Europe-exchanging their technical knowledge, which helped them to save time on their working hard competitors, who were searching solutions each one on its side.
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08-011. Eternit Thiant. Olivier Delas





In 1930, twenty-four countries producing asbestos-cement were already listed worldwide. In the same year also appeared the three lingual International Asbestos-Cement Review published in German, French and English. Helped by this review, Eternit seduced architects and undertakers, offering them study trips in big European capital cities, proving if still needed, its ability to develop not only its manufacturing process, but also its marketing ability.


Uralita, still tightly linked to Eternit, began to produce asbestos-cement window-boxes and water tanks, which later on knew a wide success in so-called 'developing countries' where water reds remained stuttering.


Also, in 1930 in Japan, the Tokyo Gas Company purchased the right to sell asbestos-cement pipes and accessories from Eternit Italy for the equivalent of some five million Euros. This operation permitted the birth in February 1931 of the Japan Eternit which started to produce asbestos-cement pipes in 1932. Source: IBAS.
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At that time, Mr Bindschedler, managing director of Société Française de l’Everite, which then counted only one factory in Bassens, Gironde got in touch with PAM and suggested to let them have control of his business. PAM did not refuse, but studied with Eternit the future of asbestos-cement pipes for drainage and pressure as well29. Eventually they came to an agreement in 1932. PAM, wishing to have a tool against Eternit, accepted the offer of Mr Bindschedler and took control of Everite on February 9th, 1933. PAM then joined an asbestos-cement pipe factory to its concrete pipe factory of Dammarie-les-Lys, some 50 kilometres south of Paris. It also purchased an asbestos-cement pipe licence to Dalmine, another Italian machine-inventor and constructor.


In 1932, appeared a regulation in the United States regarding working conditions when using asbestos. The same year Mexico gave birth to its first asbestos-cement company.


In Spain the Roviralta family sold his Cerdanyola factory to the French Eternit30in 1933.


In 1935 in Chile, probably sponsored by the Swiss Eternit, appeared Pizarreño, which, along years, became the main producer in the country.


In 1937, Eternit in Prouvy, Northern France, created a social service including an Inner Mutual Fund and a Christmas Giving Event. An Italian asbestos-cement manufacturer created a branch near Sao-Paulo, Brazil.


In the same years, Brits and Canadians enhanced the toxicity of asbestos. At the same time in Cerdanyola, worker unions of Eternit rebelled and also participated31 to the famous and painful civilian war of Spain.


In 1938, PAM united Everite and Economit in: Sociétés Réunies Everite Situbé32.


In 1939, when WWII began:




	At the Swiss National Exhibition, Eternit had its own pavilion.


	Eternit France, once for all, took full control of Société du Fibrociment et des Revêtements Elo from Poissy, which was going to become the main asbestos-cement manufacturer in France, already managing some 1,500 concessionaires in the country.


	From the previous year, the French government, forecasting the problems to come, had suggested Eternit to consider a possible fall-back southward, which duly enhance the importance granted to this industry by the French authorities33. Eternit consequently had purchased a plot in Vitry-en-Charolais near Mâcon, around 70 kilometres north of Lyon. The manufacture, foreseen on the site began to operate several years later. At the time, Eternit France already owned seven sheet machines, shared between Prouvy and Poissy, as well as two machines for 3-meters pipes and one for 4-meters pipes.





When WWII started, the French government insisted on Eternit to realize the project of Vitry-en-Charolais. The result was delayed till March 1944, i.e. just three monthsbefore the landing of the Allied in Normandy. The big pipe machine was then operated by non-mobilizable workers transferred from the factories of Thiant and Poissy. Still in 1940, SMA, Société Minière de l’Amiante34 was founded in Paris. The purpose was to make use of the Corsican mine of Canari, known since the second half of the 19th century, when Napoleon III ordered an inventory of the nation’s natural richness… The financial resources were said to originate for 65% from Eternit and the balance from Belgium, Switzerland and even Spain, which is quite likely considering the close links between the different Eternit. The history of the mine of Canari in itself justifies a large book. The task was duly performed by Guy Meria who published l’Aventure Industrielle de l’Amiante en Corse35.The weak production of asbestos in Europe during the war was mostly reserved to military needs. Same as during WWI, asbestos-cement was used to construct light sheds in a very short time, for instance light garages for the vehicles of the German army. War did not stop business.


In 1941, Eternit Switzerland36 created three factories in Colombia. Let us note that such decision might be linked to the fact that this Latin-American country owns an asbestos chrysotile mine, grade 6/5/4, in open sky at Yarumal, north of Medellin.


The shortage of raw material made Eternit think to salvage asbestos from waste and to get interested in the Corsican mine as we could see. They even thought to create a new factory in Morocco. They bought a plot and created a company in that purpose, but circumstances delayed the project…
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During all those years of war, supplies of Asbest and cement as well, were very difficult in France, same as for most raw materials. Substitutes were searched and sometimes found, with more or less luck: pulp extracted from straw, potatoes tops37 or even rush from the Garonne River, as the factory was located on the banks of the Gironde estuary. The lack of raw materials helped to accept price rises which would certainly be refused nowadays.


Same as for most activities, the end of WWII in 1945, was a turning point for the asbestos-cement industry. But let us take a few moments to learn more about asbestos, this promising fibre which turned into a misfortune bearer. Let us also listen to what we are told by Yves Ferry, former worker at Fibrociment de Poissy, reported by Olivier Delas38.


“I left school at the age of 13 and I was taken on by Fibro Ciment Elo in Poissy. My first job was in the general warehouse, directed by Mr Bidault. I worked eight hours a day and my working time would start on my bike. I had to get ten litres of fresh milk at the Morizet farmhouse, located in Picquenard. I loaded this valuable good in two five litre milk cans, on each side of the handlebar. Then I brought them to Madame Sinot at the canteen room. She would hurry to boil the valued beverage and I’d take it to workers who were greatly at risk, with asbestos dust. My day went on either on errands out of the factory, either distributing mail across workshops. In any case I got back to my bike.”





6 Cirkel, Canadian writer of Asbestos, its occurrence, exploitation and uses. Department of Interior Canada, Ottawa, 1905 page 136.


7 R.A. Weniger: die Asbestzementschiefer Fabrikation, Berlin 1926.


8 Guillaume Gillet: famous French architect of the 20th century, designer among others of Notre Dame in Royan, of Palais des Congrés Porte Maillot in Paris. Premier Grand Prix de Rome, Chief Architect of French Civil and National Buildings.


9 M.I.T.: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, famous private research university in Cambridge, Massachusetts, USA, founded in 1861.


10 Details due to an article of H. FREY in « Bulletin Technique de la Suisse Romande »


11 HRMC : Tax collection agency in UK


12 Massimo GIGLIATTI : « ETERNIT, Histoire d’une Entreprise Encore Active ».


13 International Asbestos-Cement Cartel.


14 Reported by Bob Ruers in ETERNIT AND THE SAIAC CARTEL. Bob Ruers is a Dutch lawman and senator, specialized in asbestos problems, who published Asbestos Dynasties-the Eternit Multinational.


15 Some historical details are also due to Série J. from Archives de Poissy, 78.300 France.


16 Olivier DELAS « Les Établissements Industriels du Fibrociment de Poissy ».


17 The name « Everite », is independent of Everite France and Everite South Africa, which we will find out in different occasions in the present book. These two are also independent one from the other.


18 In the suburbs of Toulouse, South west France, also existed at the time a company named URALITE, which was equally producing asbestos-cement, and of which Don José Roviralta was also the main shareholder. In Higham, Kent, UK, also existed a company named URALIT. The author did not happen to find out whether it had any link with the other ones wearing similar names.


19 Massimo Gigliatti : Eternit, Histoire d’une Entreprise encore active. (History of a still active Company).


20 Olivier Delas: “Les Etablissements Industriels du Fibrociment”, Chronos Poissy Octobre 2013, page 5.


21 We can only suppose that these negotiations were held between the French War Ministry and Eternit…)


22 Dissertation on Eternit: Evolution Technique et Sociale’1922-1923, published 1995 on the occasion of a large exhibit reporting the sight of former executives on the history of their company.


23 Odette Hardy-Hemery : Eternit et l’Amiante 1922-2000. Presses Universitaires du Septentrion.


24 S.V.K. for: Scheider & Van Kerkhove.


25 C.G.E.: Compagnie Générale d’Electricité, one of the few big international French groups at the time. Accidentally, C.G.E. also owned Cofpa, paper and asbestos-cement felts manufacturer, where the writer began to work in 1963.


26 PAM: familiar name given to Société -de- Pont-a-Mousson by his members. By inclination, I will carry on using this name all along the book and you will come across this short form quite often.


27 Odette HARDY-HÉMERY (University Charles-de-Gaulle/Lille 3, IFRÉSI – IRHIS, CNRS) XIV International Economic History Congress, Helsinki 2006 SESSION 47


28 Odette Hardy Hémery, Eternit et l’Amiante 1922-2000.


29 Let us remind the reader that pressure reverts to pipes used in delivery of clean water and drainage to those used to take away black or rain waters.


30 Miguel Sánchez Ecología Política no 37 Salud y medio ambiente (PP. 105-109).


31 Newspaper article: La fàbrica d’Uralita (1907-1997. El Nou, Sabadell, 31-7-2000, p. 13.


32 Most of the information regarding the history of PAM’s, (later on Saint-Gobain) pipe manufacturers, arise from the memory and private archives of Alain Sabouraud, former manager of Everite R&D department.


33 Exhibition catalogue of Theophile Jouglet Museum in Anzin (North) 1995, due to remind the numerous industries of the area.


34 Mineral Asbestos Company.


35 L’Aventure Industrielle de l’Amiante en Corse, by Guy Meria. Publisher: Alain Piazzola, Ajaccio, 2003. Almost impossible to find.


36 Thanks to its legendary neutrality, Switzerland does not participate to the war.


37 Odette Hardy-Hemery, Eternit et l’amiante 1922-2000.


38 Extracted from : Les Etablissements Industriels du Fibrociment à Poissy, par Olivier Delas. Chrono Poissy, October 2013.





II Asbestos


“A miracle of heat, pressure and time”


Steve Korris39


Roman Empire


[image: ]


Nobles of the Roman Empire impressed dinner guests by throwing asbestos napkins into fireplaces and bringing the napkins out white and whole. Roman historians noted that some slaves coughed and died young. They had been weaving asbestos napkins.


Charlemagne


We heard that Emperor Charlemagne, who had a certain knowledge of ancient history, would mystify his tough warriors guests by throwing a napkin made of asbestos yarns into a fire, then taking it out unaffected. The emissaries of rival kingdoms, who had seen such an unbelievable phenomenon, would run back to their chiefs and inform them that they should never go to war against such a powerful king.


Marco Polo,


During his famous Asian trip of the thirteenth century, Marco Polo went through a mountain chain where he came across a seam of asbestos. Remembering the myth of the animal that does not burn when thrown into fire, he named it “Salamander“. He made the most of the case to testify that a salamander is not an animal as no animal can survive in fire and he gave a very neat description of the product.


Let us see how Steve Korris describes for us “the creation of asbestos“:


“Deep within the earth’s crust of a remote geologic age, there occurred a tremendous subterranean upheaval. Masses of molten rock spewed upward, torn by the irresistible forces of terrible heat and pressure. Then hot mineral-bearing waters poured in. Slowly, over a long period of time, the character of the rock underwent certain changes.


Millions of years later, another great uplift took place. Again, the hot waters rushed in, drenching the rock with their mineral-carrying solutions. Again, the rock underwent a change. But this time there was a difference. Now there were numerous openings in the rock and the hot waters could penetrate it intimately. In doing so, they dissolved some of the twice-changed rock, becoming saturated solutions. As water cooled, the dissolved rock was precipitated as crystals. Eventually, the cracks and crevices through which the water had circulated became a network of fibrous crystalline veins that ran irregularly throughout the masses of the surrounding rock. So, the geologist theorizes was asbestos created in nature’s underground laboratory– a miracle of heat, pressure and time.
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