A project grant from the Australia Arts Council in 1990 enabled Guido to install his
massive steam-hammer and move into forgings on a larger scale. In the same year, he
attended the ABANA (Artist-Blacksmiths Association of North America) conference in
New York State where 650 blacksmiths from all over the world exchanged ideas in
workshops and lectures on all aspects of craft and business skills. Guido came home,
satisfied that Wrought Artworks was producing work of an international standard and
invigorated by contact with the world scene.
As the Arncliffe lease came to an end in 1991, Wrought Artworks approached the SRA
through its heritage consultant Don Godden, with a bold proposal to lease Bays 1 to 4
of the Eveleigh Locomotive Workshops. The proposal was accepted and in July 1991
Wrought Artworks moved into its new home.
There was a mountain of clean-up and recommissioning work to do and the painstaking
task of restoration is ongoing, but in the last two years Wrought Artworks has been
able to broaden its repertoire and explore new techniques with exciting results.
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With access to machinery for largescale forgings, the business has taken on public
heritage commissions such as the restoration of two railings at Pier One for the
Maritime Services Board, decorative out-reach arms for lamp-posts in the Rocks area
and, at the time of writing, they were confidently bidding for the most challenging
commission of this kind to date: the Queen Elizabeth gates in the Botanic Gardens, one
of the most outstanding examples of wrought ironwork in Sydney. These commissions
are major undertakings that can tie up the resources and manpower of the workshop
for several months.
One of the most recent and creatively satisfying private commissions was the brief for
the decor of the Observatory Hotel which was completely refurbishing its interior in a

lavish Regency style. Guido and
Wendie's designs for banquet tables,
side-tables, candlesticks, welcoming fruitbowls and braziers were accepted.
This commission prompted Wrought
Artworks to set up its own casting facility
and experiment with lost wax casting
techniques to produce a high-volume run of
pieces that would prove too complex and
time-consuming to forge by hand. In this
way, commissions can force Guido and his
team of designer Wendie and two
apprentices, Chris and Lex, into new areas.
My first visit to the workshops-intended
as a fairly straightforward fact-finding
visit-turned into a fascinating 3-hour
discussion ranging over topics as diverse
as the social impact of the industrial
revolution, the golden age of art deco
wrought ironwork and the nature of artistic
commissions. Guido Gouvernor is a
passionate practitioner and scholar of his
craft and its aesthetic values and history.
'I'm probably a bit maniacal and
obsessive about what I do. I live and
breathe blacksmithing. I go home and
read about it, go to libraries and
research it. I'm totally enamoured of the
craft. It's your life. Your work's your life.
What you make at the end of the day is
what you base your self-worth on.'
Blacksmithing has a long and noble
history. The relatively recent science of
archeometallurgy, which can date,
analyse and recreate the work of ancient
metalworking sites, has confirmed
beyond doubt the often quoted belief that
c:acksmithing is the most ancient craft.
An article in Anvil's Ring (ABANA's
quarterly blacksmithing journal) details
the extensive mythology of the blacksmith
who has attained legendary and often
godlike status in the myths of most
cultures. In the Christian era, the
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blacksmith loomed as an ambiguous
figure, a wizard of sorts, dealing in a
devilish craft.
'The blacksmith is the king of trades,'
explains Guido, 'as he is the only
craftsman who can make his own tools.'
He relates the story of the legend of King
Alfred conferring the title of 'king of
trades' on a tailor who had impressed
him with his fine workmanship. 'The royal
blacksmith quietly shut up shop and
disappeared. When the King's horse
threw a shoe and the tailor's scissors went
blunt, they were soon clamouring for the
services of the smith!' And the king
reconferred the title on its rightful owner.
Even those of us from a generation of
children who could dutifully recite, singsong fashion the lines of Longfellow's
poem-'Under
a spreading chestnut
tree, the village smithy stands/The smith,
a mighty man is he, with large and
sinewy hands'-probably
need
reminding what an important figure the
smith was in pre-industrial life. In the
frontier town of the New World as well
as the European village, he made all
tools needed for commerce or defence.

But, as Guido points out, even up to a couple of decades ago, 'all the big public
utilities in Sydney-the Gas Works, Maritime Services, the Water Board, Electricityhad their own blacksmithing departments for making components and tools. Now we
buy tools cheap from overseas and our self-sufficiency in skills and high standards of
workmanship are lost.'
The golden age for the artist-blacksmith this century was the art deco period of the
twenties and thirties. Names like Eugene Printz, Jean Dunand, Gilbert Poillerat and
Edgar Brandt were producing work of exquisite beauty and breathtaking artistry.
The work of the French masters was regularly exhibited in salon shows at which a rich
and devoted clientele were put on waiting lists to purchase furniture and fittings.
On the strength of huge private and public commissions, these men were able to
establish large and profitable studio-workshops employing many people. Even today,
art deco has enthusiastic adherents-the work of Poillerat rates among the most highly
collectible antiques in Europe. Madonna lavished money on furnishing and fitting her
apartments with pieces by Printz. In America, masters like Martin Rose in Cleveland
were producing stunning variations on the art deco theme.

'Everything was made by the smith. Even
nails were hand-forged. You didn't go to
the store to buy hammers, saws, muskets,
catches, bolts, locks, hinges, knives,
spades ... you went to the smith.'
Even into the 19th century, the individual
smith played a part in largescale
industrial work. A factory in the Black
Country, north of Birmingham, made
ships' anchor chains on a long line of
brick forges and anvils, laid out in a row,
side by side, with each smith hammering
out a link and then fire-welding it to the
link next along. And all 300 smiths
working on this production line were
women!
Guido explains: 'The industrial revolution
was built on the backs of the blacksmiths.
There were no specialised metalworkers
then apart from gold and silver smiths; no
boilermakers or fitters and turners-only
blacksmiths. They made the first lathes,
the first steam engines, the first pumps.
They got hacksaws and hammers and
chisels and cut lathes out of raw pieces of
machinery.' It was only as the industrial
revolution moved into a higher gear that
machines were able to replicate
themselves.

'It was a great period for blacksmiths. That's where the utilisation of the metal really
works well-in the figurative abstraction of nature. To try to cast that kind of work
would be a nightmare. To forge it is far more efficient. Fire-welding (where you join
pieces together by hammering them while still in a molten state) gives you a far more
flowing line in the joint and is particularly desirable for this kind of naturalistic workleaves and vine patterns. It's also more efficient as the job is done by the time the metal
has cooled, whereas with a modern weld you'd have to file and dress it afterwards and
this kind of intricate close work is hard to file. You see, traditional techniques allow you
to do things that are economical and often visually more appealing.'
Guido paints a vivid picture of blacksmithing today as a vigorous and flourishing
artistic movement in England, Europe and the USA. To call it a craft is to underestimate
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impressions where the tools have hit it,
we were able to work out how they
moved the metal and then recreated it
accurately.'

here. It should be a pleasant experience. It's a rarity in your life to have an idea made
into a reality by another person's skill and imagination. I very rarely get a decent price
for a design-it's usually lumped into the fee, gratis, but it's a critical part of the process.
I've already started work with a design, trying to translate the client's vision into a threedimensional object and to give my personal interpretation of his needs.'
At their best, private commissions give the artist a free rein to his imagination and to explore
different aspects of his craft. The Observatory Hotel commission was good in this respect.
'They paid for everything in advance and gave us a pretty free hand once the designs
were accepted. It gave us the chance to use a variety of processes. Most of the stuff we
forge is done individually rather than as a team, but in the case of the centre legs for
the banquet tables, we were dealing with a 4" square steel box, weighing 50 kilos,
and we were able to use the oil furnaces, the overhead cranes and teamwork on the 7
cwt steam-hammer. We also suggested doing the fruit-bowls as a casting exercise and
so we set up our own casting facility.
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'When I first started out I was always bagging casting, but this commission pulled us in
a new direction. The original item was hand-forged from seven different parts. A silicon
rubber impression was taken and a wax model made from that, which was then dipped
into a refractory mix to make the cast. The wax is then melted out and the molten metal
poured into the cavity. It's called the lost wax process and so far we've had about 2
successes out of 20 tries. We're perfecting our techniques and learning a great deal.
'We also had tables with monel trays-monel is a lovely material to work with, an alloy
from a naturally occurring nickel-copper ore that when smelted has interesting
properties. We also had glass trays, 700 mm across, slumped by Cydonia Glassworks
in Newtown. And turned wooden tables with
iron bands shrunk around them, like the iron
hoops on old coachwheels. All sorts of skills
from my youth: ceramics, candle-making
(working with wax) and wood-turning (Guido
worked and trained with a Dutch
~
spinning-wheel manufacturer)
have been called on for this job.'
Restoration work, like the railings
for Pier One, are a different kind
of challenge, demanding creative
solutions. That job took 3 months and
involved up to 8 tons of steel work.
'We were confronted with a shape which we
had no comprehension how to make. The
railings had been made in 1910. We
had to work out a forging system
under the power hammer in order
to duplicate it. By looking at
the hammer marks, the

~
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Currently Wrought Artworks is doing the
pricing on the job of making crownstays
and floating stays for the boiler of the
3830 steam locomotive, the last engine to
roll off the production line at Eveleigh in
1949. This will involve historical research
and the investigation of old techniques
and, fortunately for Guido, a lot of the 'old
boys' who spent their working lives at
Eveleigh are more than happy to come
back and give advice.
While Guido and his team have put a lot
of time into recommissioning the
machinery and installing a high-pressure
gasline in the Eveleigh building, they now
need financial help and further guidance
to take the work of restoration any
further. After all, they have a commercial
business to run that makes big
demands-marketing,
bidding for
contracts, documenting the work,
administration-although
Guido often
feels responsible to that older generation
of blacksmiths in terms of getting Eveleigh
back to its former glory.
Wrought Artworks' lease at Eveleigh is
up for review soon and while the future
success of the business is by no means
tied to the fate of the workshops, the
team has put a lot of work into the place
and sees exciting potential for the site.
A plan of conservation for Bays l to 4 of
the Eveleigh Locomotive Workshops has
been submitted to the SRA and other state
government bodies. It is premised on
both the historic value and future
usefulness of Eveleigh as a working site.
The Smithsonian Institute has assessed the
machinery collected in Bays l to 4 as
'the largest collection, in terms of
integrity, of steam-powered Victorian
blacksmithing equipment in the
world'. By recommissioning the four
gigantic locomotive boilers and the
pump-house that originally fed steampower to the factory floor, this
workshop could be functioning just as
it did in the l 890s, but there is
another exciting possibility. In close
consultation with the University of
NSW scientific team from the
Energy Research Centre,
Solarch, Wrought Artworks

believes that the huge roof area at
Eveleigh is an ideal set-up for solar
collectors which could supply enough
cost-efficient energy to run the boilers.
As a fully operational workshop again,
Eveleigh has a viable commercial future
meeting several needs: fulfilling its
original function as steam-locomotive
restoration and maintenance workshops,
given that historic steam-train travel is still
a big crowd-pleaser for tourism; as a
repair facility for any outside groups or
government agencies short of space,
funds and expertise (such as the National
Maritime Museum, the Powerhouse and
public utilities); as a training centre for
hands-on tuition to apprentice blacksmiths
for whom there is a shortage of TAFE
positions; and, of course, as an artistblacksmith workshop producing highquality ironwork for export and for civic
commissions that would beautify our
cities for all to enjoy.
The other intriguing role it would fulfil is
as a living museum where visitors could
soak up the atmosphere of a 19th century
factory only a short walk from Redfern
station (or even a short steam-train ride
from the Powerhouse Museum?).
By the time you read this article, the fate
of Eveleigh will be a lot clearer, if not in
fact decided. The major concern at the
time of writing was that if the political will
is not found to preserve and protect the
workshops under a conservation order,
then its fate will be uncertain in the
hands of developers who are currently
planning an advanced technology park
for the Eveleigh area.
Wrought Artworks argues convincingly
that a workshop of the type they
envisage would not be incompatible
with the planned technology research
centre and in fact would
stimulate interest in the
fertile interplay of 19th
and 20th century
technologies-such as
solar-powered steam
generation-and
be a
valuable, self-funding public
relations asset, promoting the
whole concept of technology
in the modern era.
More commissions are in the
pipeline for Wrought Artworks;
there are plans for a hands-on

training course run independently for young
aspiring smiths and calling on the expertise
and experience of the retired Eveleigh staff,
and Guido even dreams of an ABANA-style
Pacific conference run over several days with
demonstrations and lectures at the fully
refurbished workshops.
Guido also hopes to make time for another
exhibition of work where he can get back to
exploring his and Wendie's own creative style.
'Wendie and I complement very successfully on
design. I believe our work is quite quirkyfashionable really, now. We're still inspired by
what we saw in Europe and draw on that for
ideas, particularly Gaudi' s work in Barcelona
which was our last port of call.
'When we first started out, I suppose I'd call our
style 'modern Gothic'. For this exhibition, I'm
thinking of something more 'twisted Russian
empire style la Biedermeier'. I like doing fitted
things-little drawers, handmade catches and
hinges. I like my work to be functional in this
way, not just a dust-gatherer, but something you
put your socks in, use every day of your life. As
well as furniture, I'd like to do some tableware.
We're seeing a lot of slick, Italian work being
promoted-rather stiff, high-tech, massproduced work that's pretty cold and clinical. I
think there's room for nicely cast works: salt
cellars, candlesticks, something more romantic
than highly polished stainless steel.'
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Wrought Artworks is leading the way in a new Australian aesthetic to beautify our
streets and homes. Recently submitted sketches for lamp-posts, gates, railings and waste
baskets to South Sydney Council build on Wrought Artworks' record of public
commissions.
'Australia should be a mecca for metalworkers,' says Guido. 'We've got every kind of
mineral, sand and metal reserves and all sorts of exotic metals-titanium, zirconium,
tantalum, naiobium-that we're not fully exploiting. If I could get a sponsor, I'd love to
do an exhibition of exotic metals: cabinetry with zirconium doors, naiobium inlays,
forged and cast titanium feet, coloured and anodized metals. At this time, you'd
probably be looking at museum piece collections.'
At only age five, Wrought Artworks is a precocious youngster with a
bright future and a wealth of talent and vision to draw on.
Admiring the work of another artist, Guido mused: 'It is a great loss to
our society if we don't have things to marvel at in terms of human skill.'
And there is no stronger argument for that kind of view than the pleasure
given to eye and hand when experiencing Wrought Artworks' creations firsthand. All power to those 'large and sinewy hands' that swing the
blacksmiths' hammers at Wrought Artworks.

Julian Leatherdale
Tours of the workshop may be arranged by appointment
(Fridays 2.30-3.30).
Call Wendie McCaffley or
Guido Gouvernor on (02) 319 6190.
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