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Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory, 1934
Libraries Tasmania

Statement of Significance: (non-statutory summary)

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory demonstrates the Tasmanian government policy of hydro -industrialisation; the world-wide
boom and bust cycle of the so-called ‘roaring twenties’, ending with the Wall Street Crash of 1929; and the calamitous
economic times brought to northern Tasmania especially by the twin events of the 1929 floods and the Great Depression. The
complex contains a rare example of an early-twentieth-century brick industrial chimney. The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory
buildings demonstrate a 1920s industrial complex with Interwar Stripped Classical and Art Deco characteristics . The seven
remaining Rapson buildings demonstrate the full production cycle of the Rapson tyre. The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory
complex has a special association with the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Company Australia Ltd and with architect Frank Heyward
(1876-1942). The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory appears to have been an experimental design by which Heyward tried to
improve upon the sawtooth roofs he used in the other factories.

Why is it significant?:
The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from
the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

a) The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory demonstrates the policy of hydro-industrialisation, that is, Tasmania’s
twentieth-century use of cheap hydro-electricity to attract industrial companies to establish factories here to achieve
industrial self-sufficiency, create employment, increase population and stimulate the economy. It also demonstrates
the world-wide boom and bust cycle of the so-called ‘roaring twenties’, ending with the Wall Street Crash of 1929; and
the calamitous economic times brought to northern Tasmania especially by the twin events of the 1929 floods and the
Great Depression.

b)  The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory complex contains a rare example of an early -twentieth-century brick industrial
chimney. At about 30 metres tall, it was the highest in Launceston when built in 1928.

c) The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s history.

No Data Recorded
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d) The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s history.

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory buildings are an excellent example of a 1920s industrial complex with Interwar
Stripped Classical and Art Deco characteristics. The complex is almost complete. The seven remaining buildings
demonstrate the full production cycle of the Rapson tyre.

e) The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.
No Data Recorded

f) The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or
spiritual reasons.

No Data Recorded

g) The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in
Tasmania’s history.

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory complex has a special association with the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Company
Australia Ltd, a significant if short-lived industrial enterprise; and with architect Frank Heyward (1876-1942). Heyward
specialised in Launceston’s post-World-War-One industrial complexes, being the architect of the Patons & Baldwins
plant (THR11824), additions to the (later demolished) Kelsall & Kemp plant, the Alexander Patent Racket Factory
(THR11039) and the CH Smith Woolstore (THR10568). The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory appears to have been an
experimental design by which he tried to improve upon the sawtooth roofs he used in the other factories.

h)  The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

No Data Recorded

Heritage approval is required for work that will result in changes to the nature or appearance
of the fabric of a Heritage place, both internal and external.

Please refer to the Heritage Council's Works Guidelines (www.heritage.tas.qov.au) for
information about the level of approval required and appropriate outcomes.

Heritage Advisors are also available to answer questions and provide guidance on
enquiries@heritage.tas.gov.au or Tel 1300850332

This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the
place on the Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be
met. The data sheet is not intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage
values of the place, there may be other heritage values of interest to the Heritage Council
not currently acknowledged.

Setting:

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory complex is situated next to Kings Wharf on the edge of kanamaluka Tamar
River in the industrial precinct of northern Launceston. While various businesses now occupy this area to the
north-east of the city centre, large warehouses, sheds and bitumen still dominate views back towards the populated
hillsides of Trevallyn and Riverside.

Description:

Seven of the original nine buildings remain from the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory complex.
Features of high significance

Along Gleadow Street there is a cohesive suite of five concrete industrial buildings arranged symmetrically. These
buildings demonstrate characteristics of the Inter-War Art Deco style, including a stepped skyline or silhouette,
stylised low-relief ornament, a parallel line motif and concentration of ornament on the upper part of the building
(Apperly et al 1989, pp.190-91). Each of the buildings is symmetrical with the main windows forming a geometric
pattern of small panes. The clerestory roof form and window treatments of the Garage, Power House, Spreading Shop
and Engineers’ Shop building are identical. Along with the Boiler House, they have the same rows of near-vertical
windows on both sides of the roof apex.

1. The Garage and
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2. Power House at the western end near the river are identical in exterior form except that the former has one door
and three windows in the front fagade and the latter has three doors and one window. The Power House has one set
of double garage doors and two other single door openings. Both buildings feature two parallel bays of clerestory
windows (two rows at both the front and the rear) in the roof profile, although this feature has been covered up with
corrugated iron in the Power House building. In the Power House the electric current from the Launceston city
supply was transformed to the required voltage (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928b).

3. The Boiler House is a two-storey building with a 30-metre-high brick chimney attached to it. The chimney stack

is circular in plan but has a six-sided base. The Boiler House roof is supported by massive concrete pillars. The large
corrugated-iron shed attached to the eastern side of the Boiler House was the Coal Bunker. Unlike the other four
buildings in the Gleadow Street frontage, the Boiler House has only two rows of clerestory windows, one towards the
front and one towards the rear of the building.

4. The Spreading Shop and

5. The Engineers’ Shop at the eastern end of the Gleadow Street frontage were originally identical in exterior form.
Both feature six main windows and four rows of clerestory windows (two each at both the front and the rear of the roof
profile). Today the Spreading Shop is unchanged, but the Engineers’ Shop has an addition to the Gleadow Street
fagade. The two buildings have been linked by a two-storey modern infill.

A laneway parallel to Gleadow Street separates the five buildings above from the Manufacturing Building and the Mill
Building. These two buildings have a more functional design.

6. The neo-classical Manufacturing Building, originally 504 feet long by 108 feet wide, has a concrete foundation,
with walls of concrete and brick (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928). The roof of the single-storey section of this
building consists of corrugated iron and glass (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928). It was of a ‘two-sided’ design
intended to surpass the sawtooth in its provision of light, while minimising glare and heat. A sawtooth roof only
admitted light through part of its surface, but the girders in the Manufacturing Building were built ‘like an inverted
funnel’ with the glass covering both sides. The roof consisted of three parallel bays with clerestory windows on both
sides, and further flat panels of glass between the bays. Non-radiant amber-coloured glass employed on the northern
side of the building was chosen to provide a soft diffused light (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928b). This building
was badly damaged in a 1942 fire but repaired in its original form.

Features of contributory significance

7. East of the manufacturing building is the Mill Building, with walls constructed of rendered brick and glass. Here
the raw rubber was received and treated before being transferred to the Manufacturing Building ( ‘Rapson Tyre and
Rubber Factory’ 1928b). The Mill Building originally had a flat concrete roof, but following damage in a 1942 fire, it
appears to have been rebuilt as a taller structure with five sawtooth window sections in the roof profile.

Excluded sites

Two other buildings, the Office Building and what was probably the Store and Despatch Rooms, originally stood at
the eastern end of the Rapson complex but have been demolished. The archaeological potential of these sites is
considered to be low.

History:

The traditional owners of the land in the Launceston region were the North Midlands nation, comprising the
Leterremairrener (or Port Dalrymple people), the Panninher (or Norfolk Plains people), the Tyerrernotepanner (or
Stoney Creek people) and possibly others (Ryan 2012, p.29). These First Tasmanians traversed and cared for country
around Kanamaluka/ Tamar estuary for thousands of years before being largely removed by force following
colonisation in the nineteenth century.

Impetus for post-World-War-One industrial self-sufficiency

Being cut off from overseas manufacturing during World War One made Australians feel economically vulnerable . One
of the effects of the war was the creation of an atmosphere in which nationhood was equated with greater industrial
self-sufficiency (Williams 1998). Tasmania was keen to attract industry to its shores to address this perceived
vulnerability but, more specifically, to stop the traditional drain of young people to the mainland and to generally bring
prosperity. The Tasmanian government used hydro-industrialisation as the means to achieve this, courting
manufacturers with offers of cheap power. Ironically, Tasmania’s industrial independence was predicated on foreign
(British) investment. Nearly all the companies which set up manufacturing plants in Tasmania were controlled from
overseas, leaving locals at the mercy of decision makers elsewhere. The manufacturers also relied on Commonwealth
Government tariff protection for their viability.
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The Lead Sulphate Works

Lead Sulphate Limited, the subsidiary of a British company, was one of the first manufacturers attracted to Tasmania
by the promise of cheap power. Following in the footsteps of Electrolytic Zinc and the Tasmanian Metals Extraction
Company, the company attempted to treat the troublesome sulphide ores which were being mined on the West Coast
and elsewhere in the country. In 1918-19 Lead Sulphate Limited established its works on what later became the
Rapson site. The instability of ground reclaimed from swamp prompted construction in concrete rather than brick,
which was known to subside in such conditions (‘Current topics’ 1918). The lead sulphide treated at the plant was
powdered, then smelted in an electrically-powered furnace using a ‘secret’ flux (‘A new discovery’ 1920). Lead
sulphate was collected using a patented method of electrically attracting particles. The main aim was to produce
‘white lead’ for use in paint. However, the company had financial problems. In February 1921 the Commercial Bank
foreclosed on its mortgagee, auctioning all plant and equipment (‘Launceston Lead Sulphate Works’ 1921). IXL Jam
entrepreneur Sir Henry Jones, who was the local director of Lead Sulphate Limited, bought the plant and tried to revive
the enterprise under a different name (‘Abridged prospectus of Australian White Lead Limited’ 1922), without success.
The buildings were demolished in 1927 (‘The Rapson factory site’ 1927).

The Rapson tyre

While the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Company Ltd of Australia manufactured British tyres under licence it was not a
subsidiary of a British company, being registered in Hobart with mostly Australian shareholders. This differentiated it
from other big manufacturers who established plants in Launceston during the 1920s. The company’s origins were in a
high-performance tyre developed by British inventor Lionel Rapson (1888-1933) which was first manufactured by the
Rapson Tyre and Jack Company in New Malden, Surrey. His story of a runaway Barnardo’s boy who through grit and
genius founded his own tyre company now reads like a typical 1920s boom and bust saga. But in 1924, when Rapson
tyres were first sold in Tasmania, their future looked rosy. They were heralded as having the royal imprimatur (Rapson
tyres were used on the British royal vehicle fleet) and carrying a guarantee—in England, at least—against punctures,
‘bursts’ and cuts. Sample tyres were said to have endured almost 500,000 km without a puncture during testing by

the Royal Automobile Club of Great Britain (‘The Rapson Tyre’ 1924).

Bringing Rapson to Tasmania

The work of bringing the manufacture of Rapson tyres to Tasmania began with negotiations between Sir Henry Jones,
WD Bauld, Victorian distributor of Rapson tyres, and HLJ Butler, general manager of the Rapson Tyre and Jack
Company in England. This led to the formation of the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Company Ltd of Australia in 1926 with
paid-up capital of £500,000. Lionel Rapson acted only as a consultant to the firm, having no formal role in its
operation. The Australian company, which benefited from a federal tariff on imported tyres, originally planned to
manufacture in Victoria. But Tasmania offered inducements such as cheap power, government-guaranteed dividends
to preference shareholders and special rating concessions for new industrialists to offset the disadvantages the state
posed in the way of extra freight and tax costs (Rubber Industry Encouragement Act [1926]; Williams 1998, p.77).
Somewhat deceitfully, Tasmania also pushed a record of industrial harmony to mask its vulnerability to shipping
strikes.

The ‘Battle of Rapsonia’

The Launceston 50,000 League claimed to have led the ‘Battle of Rapsonia’, that is, the fight to bring Rapson to
Launceston. The League was a local business lobby group infused with the idea that population increase was the key
to prosperity. However, the Launceston City Council, acting through its Melbourne-based consulting engineer, PB
Coulston, campaigned to have Rapson join the Waverley Woollen Mill, Patons & Baldwins (THR11824) and Kelsall &
Kemp as the city’s industrial heavyweights (Williams 1998, p.80).

In January 1927 it was announced that Launceston had won the ‘battle’ (‘Launceston wins’ 1927). Fourteen months
later the foundation stone was laid on the old Lead Sulphate Company site next to Kings Wharf, this being the ideal
place for export by ship. The chosen site was ground reclaimed from swamp by the Launceston Marine Board,
although it came with the reassurance of being 75 cm above the highest recorded flood level of the Tamar River.

Principal architect Frank Heyward (1876—1942) was well versed in factory design, having designed the Patons &
Baldwins mills a few years earlier. Heyward was also familiar with the Rapson site and its stability issues, as he had
previously designed the Lead Sulphate Works which made way for Rapson. The extensive Lead Sulphate Works may
have been a useful dress rehearsal for the Rapson job. Like its predecessor, Rapson would be built largely of
reinforced concrete.

In the fanfare of the new plant’s construction, Chairman of Directors FE Thonemann referred to the roof with its
unusual clerestory lighting (aka ‘continuous lantern’ or ‘skylight lighting’) being the first of its kind in Australia (‘Rapson
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Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928). However, it was probably only in the scale of the clerestory lighting that the Rapson
buildings differed from some of the larger late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century commercial and
industrial buildings. Two former River Don Trading Company buildings in Sheffield (THR 3609) and Penguin (the IGA
Supermarket at 58-60 Main Road), for example, demonstrate the earlier commercial application, while Buildings 14A,
34A (the main workshop) and 40 (the carpenter’s shop) at the Launceston Railway Workshops (THR 4400)
demonstrate the industrial application. Heyward took the clerestory lighting to an extreme by extending it to the entire
length of the Rapson buildings, in some cases in parallel rows.

While Heyward was the principal architect, engineers Henry Hare & Hare of Melbourne were responsible for the
foundation work, which involved the use of cellular concrete floating rafts and more than 1100 60-feet-long Eucalyptus
obliqua (‘brown-top stringybark’) piles (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1927; ‘Progress at Rapsonia’ 1928). Munro
& Quinn of Launceston erected the executive offices. WE Cooper Pty Ltd of Melbourne built the main factory building,
and F Gunn & Co won the contract to construct the 30-metre-high chimney, the highest smokestack in Launceston at
the time (‘Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory’ 1928). In its rush to bring in new industry and employment, Launceston
ignored the fact that Rapson didn’t start on a strong financial footing, leaving it vulnerable to any serious misadventure
that befell it.

Selling the brand Rapsonia

The name Rapsonia, with its echoes of ‘rhapsody’, seems to have been created to give the new operation the sheen of
a Tasmanian Saltaire, Port Sunlight or Bournville—even without the worker housing—as a pre-emptive schmooze of
relevant trade unions. As part of efforts to avoid industrial strife, management made a point of emphasising its
benevolence towards the workforce, including its engagement with both union and non-union workers (‘Statements
denied’ 1928). Rapsonia the implied ‘worker’s paradise’ had a committee of workers in the manner of the Electrolytic
Zinc Consultative Committee, a body representing each section of the factory and charged with the responsibility of
addressing ‘different phases of industrial and social relationships’ (‘Statements denied’ 1928). Social events were

held at the Rapsonia complex (Advert 1929), and Rapsonia became accepted as a locale, with its own post office,
plus WD Bauld’s champion racehorse and a soccer team flying its flag and even a butchery named in its honour
(Notice 1929; advert 1931).

However, Rapson Co welfarism seems to have been very limited. No housing was provided for either management or
workers. About 40 skilled rubber workers were recruited for the Tasmanian operation at the Rapson Tyre and Jack
Company in New Malden, Surrey, and the North British Rubber Company in Edinburgh on three-year contracts, but
Rapson insisted that these people were needed only to train the remainder of the workforce recruited in Tasmania . It
was later revealed that the 40 men had their pay docked to reimburse the company for their shipping fares (‘Rapson
employees’ 1930). On arrival in Tasmania they were invited to spend a working day getting to know their new
surrounds—only to have their pay docked again when they obliged.

Impact of the 1929 flood

Tyre production had been underway for five months when the great Tamar River system flood of April 1929 inundated
the Rapson factory and offices. While Managing Director HLJ Butler maintained his cheerful optimism, insisting that
‘things were not as bad as they might have been’ (‘Organisation of relief’ 1929), the truth is that it was a financial
disaster. The company got nothing from the Tasmanian Relief Fund which benefited flooded householders but was not
extended to companies (‘Conditions at Rapsonia’ 1929). Partly because of flood damage and resulting lost
productivity and sales, in 1928—29 Rapson made a loss of nearly £30,000. By September 1929 it had no working
capital and faced large debts and the likelihood of liquidation (‘Conditions at Rapsonia’ 1929). While the company was
unlucky to be hit in its infancy by a record-breaking flood, its weak financial starting position left it vulnerable to such a
setback.

Aborted efforts to continue

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory closed ‘temporarily’ in February 1930. A proposed merger with Dunlop-Perdriau
was abandoned in June of that year after months of negotiations (‘Rapson Tyre Company’ 1930). By September 1930
the company was almost £140,000 in debt, having never made a profit since its inception in 1926. The chances of
raising enough capital to service the debt were slim, particularly in the light of economic conditions following the Wall
Street Crash of October 1929 (‘Rapson Tyre Company’ 1930b). In November 1930 the liquidators made available
£9000 to employ workers to make tyres from the rubber on hand, but the reprieve was short-lived. While Rapson’s
British/Scottish skilled workers were stranded in Tasmania without prospect of work, partly because their skills were
so specialised, the Tasmanian government continued to pay its agreed dividends to the company’s preference
shareholders (‘Rapson Tyre Co’ 1931). Dunlop-Perdriau did eventually reach an agreement with Rapson—but only to
buy its assets in June 1932 when the company was being liquidated (‘Rapson Tyre Co’ 1932).
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Since Rapson’s overseas workers had not been employed for the stipulated two years, they were not eligible for
residential status, and thus had to find their own way home. While some of the stranded workers were re-employed on
the mainland, others received state assistance as late as 1936 (Williams 1998, p.140).

The aftermath

The meteoric rise and fall of the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Company Australia Ltd parallel those of Lionel Rapson
himself and all companies associated with him. His first British firm, the Rapson Tyre and Jack Company, lost money
from its inception and collapsed by 1928, while his second British concern F Lionel Rapson Ltd did the same in 1931,
closing with debts of £267,000 and bankrupting his millionaire financial backer. Rapson, an epileptic, died at only 45,
with his tyres and other inventions relegated to the history pages of motoring magazines (Clarke & Athersuch 2009,
pp.9208-10). Likewise, the name Rapsonia disappeared from the Launceston map and consciousness once
racehorse, butchery and soccer team bearing the brand were retired, former employees had moved on and LW Smith
took over the site.

Later use of the Rapson site

In 1938 wool scourers and wool carbonisers LW Smith Pty Ltd acquired the Rapson industrial complex. Scouring is
the process of washing the grease and dirt out of raw wool, while carbonising refers to the heating of wool to extract
burrs and seeds. The main Rapson factory building (the Manufacturing Building) housed Smith’s carbonising plant,
with the unscoured wool stored in the old canteen. Smith’s complex also included a fellmongery, tannery, soap-works
and cooperage (‘£150,000 In Launceston fire’ 1942). During World War Two Smith obtained a contract with the
Australian Wool Realisation Commission to scour from 1000 to 1500 bales of wool per week, his plant becoming
regarded as the biggest scouring and carbonising plant in the Southern Hemisphere (‘Mr LW Smith was one of the
state’s leading industrialists’ 1950).

The Manufacturing Building containing Smith’s wool scouring and carbonising plant was badly damaged in a 1942 fire
that was described as the biggest in Launceston’s history, causing an estimated £150,000 damage. The Rapson Mill
Building at the eastern end of the Manufacturing Building appears to have been gutted (‘£150,000 In Launceston fire’
1942), but the Manufacturing Building and presumably the Mill Building were reconstructed in the following year as
production returned to normal levels (‘Rebuilding of premises’ 1943). Today the Mill Building has an additional floor
with a sawtooth roof, suggesting that it was not rebuilt faithfully but rather to suit the needs of its new owner. (Perhaps
Heyward did not regard his new roof profile as a success either, since he reverted to the simple sawtooth roof profile
when designing the Alexander Patent Racket Factory [THR11039] built 1934-36.)

In 1955 LW Smith Pty Ltd sold the Manufacturing Building to AG Webster (Tasmanian Wool Growers Agency Co Ltd).
All the former Rapson buildings have been repurposed during the last six decades.

Comparative analysis
Industrial chimneys

Other examples of brick industrial chimneys from the period of the Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory or earlier times
include the Shot Tower (THR3635) at Taroona, the Reduction Works chimney at the Mount Lyell Copper Mine in
Queenstown, and those at the Hobart Gas Works (THR2464), the Launceston Gasworks (THR4205), the Waverley
Woollen Mills near Launceston, Patons & Baldwins (THR11824) in Launceston and the Peg Factory at New Norfolk
(THR1257).

1920s industrial complexes with Interwar Stripped Classical or Art Deco characteristics

The Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory buildings are an excellent example of a 1920s industrial complex with Interwar
Stripped Classical or Art Deco characteristics. The complex is almost complete. The seven remaining buildings
demonstrate the full production cycle of the Rapson tyre, the only significant omission being the office building.

There are only a few other almost complete major complexes representing a similar period in Tasmanian industry . The
Roberts and Co Wool Store Complex (THR 2425) in Hobart is a mixture of Federation and Inter War Art Deco
buildings from different periods. Likewise, the CH Smith Complex (THR 10568) in Launceston represents different
periods but includes the 1936 Art Deco-style Woolstore building, roughly contemporaneous with Rapson. Patons &
Baldwins (THR 11824) is an excellent example of Inter-war Chicagoesque industrial architecture, while the Alexander
Patent Racket Factory (THR 11039) is in the Inter-War Modernist style and the former Alfred Harrap & Sons
Warehouse (THR 10089) Inter-War Stripped Classical.
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Register.

Note

1. Garage
2. Power House
3. Boiler House

1. Lot 1 represents the registered boundary for "Rapson Tyre and Rubber Factory", #12073 on the Tasmanian Heritage

accessed through the Land Information System Tasmania (LIST).

2. Lot 1 is the whole of parcels FR 78781/1, 242941/1, 61499/3, 61499/2, 61499/1, 113340/2 & the partial parcel of 27928/7
'Former Rapson Rubber Company'..

the boundary of which is marked by a heavy black line. detail of which can be found in the accompanying datasheet.
3. All boundaries are parcel boundaries unless otherwise stated, details of individual land parcel boundaries may be

4. For the purpose of S15(4)(b) of the Historic Cultural Act 1995, this plan replaces the previous registration THR 4325
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