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Pulling an empty barstool a little further away from the middle-aged guy dressed in a sports coat and khaki slacks, tie undone, staring into his near empty beer glass, I sat down and ordered myself a Lion Ale from the nearest barman.

“Make that two, on my bill,” slurred the stranger.

“Must have been a good lunch,” I said raising my beer bottle in thanks.

Half grinning, he returned my toast and said: “The bastard weaselled my contract away from me and is opening his own yard.”

Over the next half an hour and two rounds of ale, I heard the whole sordid story.

Mike Taylor owned a swimming-pool company, a concrete-fencing company, and a precast concrete yard he had acquired from the deceased estate of a Mr L.G. Green. This precast concrete factory had held the Durban City Roads Department’s contract for kerbstones, storm-water channels, manhole covers and paving slabs for years. Then his “bastard” production manager had undercut Mike’s tender and won the contract for 1982. Since all the steel moulds for these products belonged to the Roads Department, all the “bastard” needed was a yard and a concrete-batching plant, which could be hired.

This meant leaving Mike without a production manager to produce concrete hollow blocks for low-cost housing and other concrete products for the building industry.

I guess it’s now time to explain why I was sitting in the bar of the beach hotel on a workday afternoon.

After having been head-hunted to manage a tyre company in Johannesburg, I had decided after a two-year spell, to resign and move back to Durban, the beach and all my friends. Jo’burg was just not my scene. 

“What am I going to do?” Mike.

“Don’t worry,” I replied, “I’ll run the place for you!”

––––––––
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# One – Production manager of LG Green.

Just before 7.00 a.m., I stood outside the half-open, wire-mesh gate of a very dusty track of land, stretching past some low workshops to another production area on the far side. Closest to me inside the fence, were two big cement silos, demarcated sand- and stone-pits, and a concrete batching plant high enough off the ground that dump trucks could fit underneath to receive the ready-mixed concrete.

Surprised to see me, or possibly too inebriated the previous afternoon to remember, Mike took me to a small sales office adjacent to the workshop.

“Look,” he said, “I don't know who you are and what you know about concrete; but just being here supervising the staff will help me a lot, at least until the Christmas shutdown in a month’s time.”

Looking up to the road where his yellow BMW was parked, he asked: “How did you get here?”

“By bus,” I said, not telling him that I had forfeited my company Mercedes when I resigned.

“Take the Nissan bakkie until you get something else,” he offered.

I took to working with concrete like a duck to water. I spent every Saturday morning in the Pinetown library, studying up on concrete additives and light-weight concrete, while scouring international magazines for new products.

When the “bastard” defaulted on his delivery schedule after just six months and the Roads Department returned the steel moulds, awarding the contract at Mike’s price he threw me the car keys to the yellow BMW with an offer of 50 percent of the net profits.

It was exactly two years after I started, in November 1983, that I walked into my small office to find a stranger in the chair behind my desk. 

Rising with an apologetic smile, he held out his hand. “Dennis Taylor,” he said, “no relation to Mike. I bought the business yesterday.”

With no signed contract and only Mike’s word, Dennis did not have to honour any promise and I lost out.

# Two – My Concrete Plant troughs.

My little garden cottage close to the library was closed in by concrete fencing as was popular in the 1970s and 1980s. It irked me to look into those two-metre high, ugly concrete panels secured by sturdy concrete posts, while my garden was far too small for any shrubs to hide the grey concrete panels. Painting them would have been an option, but I liked plants, so I started to think of “hanging gardens”.

In the library I found the answer: stackable, plant-able troughs with a continuous soil centre running from top to bottom. Those in the magazine were double-sided and free standing, but I decided to make them single-sided, using the existing concrete fence as a backing to retain the soil. With Mike’s okay we made the moulds in the workshop and my cottage garden became the first experiment. It looked beautiful, no more ugly panels to look at.

That’s where we were when Dennis bought the business, but he had different ideas. He wanted to use the batching plant to sell ready-mixed concrete to builders and bought two of these big trucks with the revolving drums for delivery.

Not suspecting the sale, I had booked flights to Germany to introduce my wife Linda to my mother over the Christmas of 1983.

# Three – A Landslide in the Hatz mountains

Rounding a sharp bend on the way to Goslar in the Harz mountains in Germany, our rental car was flagged down, owing to the presence of roadworks. Ahead of us, a team of workers were using a small, rubber-tyred crane to place trough-shaped, concrete elements in a interlocking row along the 20- or more metre-long embankment. Other workers were backfilling the trough with soil before placing the next row on top.

“They had a landslide here a week ago, said my mother. “They use these concrete troughs a lot along here. “In a couple of months, you won't even see the concrete anymore, because they grow over so completely.”

I was fascinated. Pulling the car off the road, I walked over to the man that seemed to be in charge.

“Excuse me,” I said, “where do these troughs come from?”

“They are made in our factory in Goslar and we install them. It is a patented product from Silidur AG in Switzerland. We have the licence agreement with them for this area.”

I thanked him, used my camera to take some photographs, and – when I had got back into the car – wrote down the name I had been given.  Now aware of what to look for, we spotted more of these retaining walls, some barely visible underneath the foliage. What a brilliant idea!

On the following morning, I made an appointment with a Mr Steiner for the 4th of January 1984 at the Steiner Silidur factory in Andelfingen, 80 km from Zurich, delaying our flight back to Durban by two days.

I confirmed our arrival time in Zurich and was assured we would be met in Arrivals.

# Four – A Far-reaching Agreement

Flanked by the unmistakable cement silos the Steiner Silidur AG factory took up a large piece of ground just outside the quaint Swiss village of Andelfingen.

“Not much happening at -15°C, I’m afraid,” apologised Mr Steiner, ushering us through the outer office into a conference room. Formalities having been abandoned, I explained my desire to obtain a licence to manufacture his products in Southern Africa.

“My, oh, my,” said Alfred Steiner, who had asked us to call him Freddie, “that’s a big area. The licence is going to be expensive. We normally only give licences within a radius of 100 kilometres. Bigger than that, the transport of the Loeffelstein becomes too expensive.” 

Freddie had earlier explained to Linda that Loeffelstein might be translated as “Spoonstone” in English, since the basin served to “scoop or spoon up the soil and keep it in its place”.

“I intend to set up my own factories in Durban, Johannesburg and Cape Town,” I said, “and will establish franchises in other areas as the demand increases.

“Very well,” he responded, “ten thousand Swiss Francs.” My heart sank, because I had spent most of our savings on airfares and car rental. Furthermore, if I wanted to start this business for myself, I would have to resign from L.G. Green and go without an income until I got this business off the ground.

“How about my paying you monthly royalties instead of an up-front fee?” I suggested.

“How many blocks do you think you’ll sell?” Freddie asked.

My mind spun: “Two thousand a month,” I said, figuring to make one South African Rand (ZAR) per block for myself, which would give me a fair income. We then agreed that he would get 25 cents from me for every block sold. 

Next, we tackled the geotechnical calculations required to ensure the stability of a retaining wall built from Loeffeldtein blocks. I considered the machine I would have to commission, the moulds required.

Despite the central heating, however, I started to get cold feet. Was I biting off more than I could chew?

With reams of technical data, drawings and formulas, all in German, Freddie dropped us off at the airport the next day. At the check-in, the air freight charges for the outsize box containing a polystyrene master Loeffelstein with backing plate had to be paid by Freddie, because I didn't even have the money for that. What must have gone through his mind, I wonder?

#Five – CSI – Concrete Systems International

Resigning from L.G. Green was greeted with hostility by Dennis Taylor, especially when he heard of my plans to start my own business, but my mind was made up. The company name CSI was duly registered, while my letterheads and business cards printed. All I needed then was to find a manufacturer and to sell my retaining wall blocks.

Having returned my company Mercedes when I resigned, I was left with a soft-top beach buggy, great when the sun was shining and very wet in a tropical downpour. Dressed in light-grey slacks and a white, short-sleeved, open-neck shirt, I looked presentable enough to start knocking on doors of other concrete manufacturers. Vianini, Grinaker Precast, Corocrete – nobody was interested in a new product they had never heard off or seen before. Having all the literature and calculations in German did not help either. Feeling dejected, I pulled into the yard of a recently opened concrete-brick manufacturing yard. The sales office lady suggested I try Bernard in the workshop. Bernard, his brother Ray, and their best friend Bertus had pooled their resources and set-up this concrete brickyard to compete with the only claybrick company
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