STEEL WINDOWS

IN AUSTRALIA

Julie Lord

— BEYOND CRITTALL

The Autumn 2018 issue of SOP included an article on
steel frame window manufacturer Crittall (Crittall & Silver
End Village). Indeed, English firm Crittall Manufacturing
Company Ltd became the largest manufacturer globally
of steel windows with the name becoming a generic term
forthe windows themselves. However, while they played a
significant role in the acceptance of steel windows world-
wide, there were ultimately many other manufacturers.
Of these, Australia's KM Steel Products Ltd became
the dominant local player and had perhaps the greatest
longevity. Furthermore, KM had an Art Deco presence at their
two manufacturing plant buildings in Richmond, Melbourne
at the corner of Cremorne Street and Harcourt Parade.

Steel windows were in use in Australia from quite early
on the 20th century. They were certainly used in Read’s
store in the Melbourne suburb of Prahran in 1914, with both
casement and pivot type windows installed (now Prahran
Central shopping mall). While on a much smaller scale than
their overseas counterparts, there were at least two other
Australian suppliers of steel windows at this time. Dobson
Franks Limited of Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane, were in
operation by 1912 and advertised that they manufactured
steel windows of every description. Another player was
‘Waterloo' steel frame windows in Melbourne, possibly by
Wormald Bros., a firm that certainly manufactured wired
glass windows in hollow metal or steel frames.
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After WWI demand for steel windows grew rapidly with
an entire new industry developing from their increased
popularity. Whilst this was particularly the case in the USA
and UK, Australia also benefited as a result, with expansion
of pre-war production. The windows used were widely
publicised in the architectural journals at the time. Some
Sydney examples of their use could be found in buildings
such as Commercial Bank in Martin Place (1925), Royal
Automobile Club in Macquarie Street (1928) and the
Sydney Morning Herald building (1929).

Records of suppliers of individual building components
from this time are often lacking. In 1922-3 the Herald
Building in Melbourne reportedly used thirteen thousand
super feet [about 1200 m?] of steel window frames, mainly
from Fitzroy and Brunswick, though the manufacturers are
not identified. At about the same time the Capitol Building
in Swanston St, Melbourne, by Peck & Kemter in association
with W B Griffin, was fitted with ‘Analite’ steel framed
pivoting sash windows.

As the leading international maker; Crittall established
their own Australian operation in about 1925 with a
factory in Sunshine, a Melbourne suburb. Use was made of
Fenestra joints, as they had done overseas, allowing slimmer
glazing bars and thus more glass and light due to the joint’s
strength. Their iron sashes were finished in ‘Zincspra,
which involved pitting the surface by sandblasting, and
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then ‘shooting’ zinc onto it. They also made windows
in bronze, which cost double the price of steel. Such
bronze windows were possibly used on the front facade
of Theosophical House in Collins St, Melbourne though
again, the manufacturers aren't identified. Sometimes the
steel was ‘wrapped’ in copper sheeting, such as those on
the facade of Kodak House, also in Collins St.

At this time steel windows were seen to offer a number
of advantages over their timber counterparts. Firstly, the
stronger steel frame enabled installation of larger windows
and consequently better ventilation. In addition, they
had the advantage of being fire resistant. They were also
more cost effective as their increasing use resulted in a
standardisation of frame sizes and fabrication methods.
Furthermore, the use of steel windows resulted in an
increase in usable floor area, particularly in the case of
buildings which used framed construction, resulting in much
thinner exterior walls.

Steel windows were used in all forms of construction
including commercial, industrial and residential buildings,
though in Australia it wasn't until the 1930s metal windows
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became widely used on the domestic scene. They were

fabricated as casement, pivot and awning sashes, using
different steel profiles, operating mechanisms and hardware.
Their thin profiles contributed greatly to the distinctive
character of the various Art Deco architectural styles.

After World War I, K M Steel Products in Richmond
(later becoming a division of Boral Ltd), were probably
the leading suppliers of domestic steel windows, with
distributors in all states. Crittall was also still in operation
at Sunshine, also with agents in all states. In addition, there
were other makers along the eastern seaboard, notably |
Connolly Ltd of Sydney, makers of ‘Air-Vue' steel window
frames, as well as windows made of bronze and aluminium.
Another manufacturer was Aquila, of Melbourne and
Sydney, which also made windows and doors in both
aluminium and bronze. By the late Fifties, aluminium was
starting to dominate, and new companies emerged such
as Aluminium Industries of Sydney.

In 1970, Skyrange Windows began as a small operation,
atime when steel windows were not particularly in vogue.
Many steel window manufacturers across Australia had



by then already ceased operations. Consequently, steel
sections and window hardware supplies had become
either impossible to source in small quantities, or simply
too expensive. Also, as there was no suitable alternative,
plant and tooling went without repair or replacement.
Product demand was almost non-existent making quality
steel windows expensive to produce and unsustainable.

Skyrange established itself with the intent of injecting
new life into the declining industry. Growth was slow
however, with demand confined to simple commercial
windows and occasional domestic architectural project.
During the 1970s, Skyrange was able to acquire tooling,
equipment, hardware and steel sections from several
remnant operations. Purchases were made from Alfred H.
Wall in Melbourne, MTM Industries in Launceston, and W.
A. Industries in Perth (a Crittall franchise). In the process,
important product and manufacturing knowledge was
discovered and preserved. Skyrange was able to establish
a product line of identical profiles to those that Boral KM
sourced from Belgium, soon becoming experts in ‘one off’
manufacturing.

Boral KM remained the major supplier of steel windows
in Australia at the time, although their production was
only running at only a fraction of its capacity. The decline
in demand for steel windows brought about by the rise
in aluminium window usage made it difficult for Boral KM
to survive on non-custom steel windows and by the early
1980’s, the Boral KM steel window division was closed due
to non-profitability.

As the last remaining steel window manufacturer in
Australia from the steel window boom in the first half
of the 20th century, the closure of the Boral KM plant
threatened to wipe out a significant and historical product.
Skyrange however, was able to acquire the Boral KM stock
and plant and re-established it in West Heidelberg. While

still maintaining traditional manufacturing techniques and
tooling, the plant was re-configured, re-built and repaired
for custom built items rather than mass production.

Fortuitously, the 1990s saw the beginning of a resurgence
in demand for steel door and window products. A broad
and quality range of products became available, without the
reliance on standard sizes and shortcuts in manufacturing
previously adopted by other manufacturers in their effort
to survive. Architects re-discovered the beauty of steel,
pushing new boundaries. New profiles and components
were introduced to sit alongside those from yester-year,
along with reproduction of components long-discontinued.
In 2000, Skyrange moved to its current address in Preston.
These premises were purpose designed and built for
steel window and door production to achieve maximum
manufacturing efficiency.

Steel windows, still around after a century, still functional,
serviceable and able to be readily adapted to modern
requirements such as double glazing. | think even those
early manufacturers would be surprised at their durability
and longevity!
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