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Welcome

In his later years my father, Geoff, was coerced by the 

family into putting into print some of the highlights of 

his life involvement in the essential oil industry. Under 

the title “Some volatile thoughts on the Davis 

family’s connection with essential oils” Geoff 

recorded various stories and events, mainly from the 

early days. This included time spent on expeditions 

with the likes of AR Penfold (now credited as the 

“father” of the Australian Tea Tree Oil industry, and 

Ernest Guenther, author of the world renown 6 volume 

set, “The Essential Oils”). For this edition of Distill we 

have extracted a story from 1967, “The Guenther 

Incident”. Sometime after his return to New York 

Guenther sent Geoff a copy of his “Report from the Far 

East” in which he had included a description of the 

same trip to West Wyalong. We still have the Report 

and have included it in this Newsletter – I hope you 

enjoy the story (both versions) as much as we do!

“The Guenther Incident”

Extract from “Some volatile 
thoughts on the Davis family’s 
connection with essential oils”

by Geoffrey R Davis. 

Ernest Guenther was the author of a six-volume book on the 

essential oils¹. Written about the middle of the 20th century, 

covering most essential oils, and most aspects of the industry 

almost world-wide. Because he was employed by Fritzsche 

Bros. of New York he also included commercial aspects of the 

industry. Guenther travelled widely in his study of essential 

oils. In 1967 he came to Australia. At the time the Museum² 

staff because of other commitments, were unable to spend 

much time with him, so Howard McKern³ asked me to show 

Guenther and his travelling companion some of the production 

areas of eucalyptus and tea tree oils. His travelling companion 

was A.R. Penfold⁴. I had no experience in looking after visiting 
dignitaries, but was about to get some.

In early February I drove to Canberra to pick up my elderly 

essential oil experts, both 79 years of age and with between 

them about 80 years of experience in the field. On arrival I 

was told by Guenther that my car was too small. He was right, 

because he had a lot of luggage, mostly photographic 

equipment, several cameras including a movie camera. I went 

to Avis and picked up a Ford, the largest car in their fleet. I 

was concerned about taking this monster along forest tracks 

to look at bush stills, but Guenther thought it was just right.

We drove from Canberra to West Wyalong, stopping at 

Grenfell for lunch. Guenther wanted to know whether there 

Richard Davis

Managing Director G.R. Davis Pty Ltd

Mid 1900’s – the leaf 

was still hand-cut, 

however transport had 

been improved with the 

introduction of 

motorised trucks.

By the 1980’s trailed 

self-emptying bins were 

incorporated into our 

system and allowed (by 

hooking multiple bins 

together) up to 80 

tonnes of leaf to be 

transported by one 

operator.

Early 1900’s – might not pass current OH&S legislation.

The transport of leaf had more 
character in the early days!
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was a decent restaurant in town. The 

answer of course was no, but one of the 

hotels provided a meal which he thought 

adequate, allowing for the fact that 

Australia was well behind the civilised 

world in the hospitality field.

I had contacted George Parkes earlier 

regarding a demonstration of land 

upgrading for blue mallee areas. 

Although George was not on our payroll 

and Tallimbalong⁵ still belonged to 
Plaimar⁶, he cheerfully agreed to put on 
a show. The show was a good one, even 

exceeding George’s expectations. At 

Tallimbalong we drove over carefully 

selected bits of the property showing 

Guenther areas of natural scrub and 

upgraded blue mallee stands. To show 

him how it was done, George produced 

his very old 1930’s International 

Harvester steel wheeled tractor with a 

forky stick pulled about 5 yards behind. 

The forky stick was a dead tree trunk 

about 30cm. in diameter and 3½ metres 

long with a branch of 1½ metres coming 

off at about 45°. By dragging this along 

the ground (the branch preventing rolling) 

light scrub including small blue mallees 

are knocked over. Later the area is 

burned with the damaged scrub 

supplying enough dead wood for a good 

fire. After this treatment the mallees 

recover well and within 12 to 18 months 

are ready for harvest, but most other 

species do not recover. George got his 

tractor going and after a couple of short 

runs Guenther instructed him to do 

another sweep in the scrub and then  

run across the cleared area to where 

Guenther was set up on his director’s 

chair with the movie camera on a tripod 

and other camera boxes etc. scattered 

about. “You should drive straight toward 

the camera, stopping about 15 yards 

short”, Guenther instructed. George did 

this, but at the stopping point he put his 

foot on the clutch pedal, and in order to 

get greater force to overcome the strong 

clutch spring he pulled up on the 

steering wheel which came off and 

George did a back somersault onto the 

ground, still firmly clutching the wheel. 

The tractor and forky stick pressed 

steadily onwards but veered to one side 

just enough to miss Guenther and his 

gear except for one box. George 

managed to jump over the forky stick 

and set off after the tractor which he 

reached, got aboard and stopped it but 

too late to prevent the tractor grazing 

the side of the big Ford, causing very 

minor damage. 

Several times a year Fritzsche⁷ put out a 
publication called the Guenther Report. 

A 1967 issue of this has Guenther’s own 

description of this event with much 

better drama and imagination.

Notes:

¹ “THE ESSENTIAL OILS”, by Ernest Guenther, 

PhD., D. Van Nostrand Company, Inc., 1948. 

² The Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences, The 

Museum provided a vast contribution to botanical 

knowledge of the Australian flora, particularly that 

of south eastern Australia. In the early 1890’s 

through the services of the chemist H. G. Smith 

and the botanist R. T. Baker and some twenty 

years later the chemists A. R. Penfold and F. R. 

Morrison. In 1946, the Museum's Botanical 

Research Officer was sent on a search for 

agricultural land to be used as an experimental 

eucalyptus plantation. The seven hectare site he 

found at Castle Hill, would be used over the next 

30 years by the Museum's scientists to conduct 

research aimed at assisting Australia's essential 

oil industry. 

³ Howard Hamlet Gordon McKern, analytical and 

organic chemist, Deputy Director of the Museum 

of Applied Arts and Sciences and President of 

the Royal Society of New South Wales. 

⁴ Arthur de Ramon Penfold, chemist & museum 
director. The phytochemical work for which 

Penfold achieved world recognition was largely in 

the field of the volatile or the 'essential' oils of the 

Australian flora. 

⁵ Tallimbalong – a property at West Wyalong 
containing extensive stands of E polybractea. 

Purchased from Plaimar by GR Davis in 1970 as 

the base for the company’s eucalyptus oil 

production.

⁶ Plaimar Limited, established in 1919 by HV Marr 
& Hugh Plaistowe, a West Australian company of 

manufacturing chemists that spent over fifty 

years in the essential oil, essence, tannin and 

fruit juice business. 

⁷ Fritzsche Brothers, Inc., established 1871 in 
New York, essential oil traders, later Fritzsche, 

Dodge & Olcott. In the 1920's it was the long 

serving President, Frederick Leonhardt who 

arranged for Ernest Guenther to undertake his 

world travels and studies which resulted in 

Guenther's classic, 6-volume text, The Essential 

Oils, published in 1947. 

Schmidt & Haensch – circa 1915 and still 

in use when Richard joined the company.

Atago – circa 1974, our go-to polarimeter 

until 2021

Rudolf Research – installed this year, a 

solid upgrade on earlier machines!

Evolution of GRD Laboratory Equipment – the Polarimeter

An excellent tool for both quality control and process management, Polarimeters have been employed at GR Davis since we 

commenced trading back in 1964. Whilst our first instrument, an early Schmidt & Haensch, has been retired to the museum it 

is still an excellent machine to use.
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Address:  80 Bayldon Road, Queanbeyan NSW 2620, Australia

Phone:  +61 2 6284 2555  facsimile: +61 2 6284 2577

Email:  sales@grdavis.com.au

Website:  grdavis.com.au

Established over 57 years ago, G.R. Davis Pty Ltd is a family owned and managed company, dedicated to 

providing Australian and International customers the highest quality Australian Eucalyptus Oil and Tea Tree Oil.

G.R. Davis Pty Ltd offers regular supplies of constant quality oils because the company owns and controls the 

production, distillation, re-processing, quality control, packaging and distribution of its products.

G.R. Davis Pty Ltd produces oil conforming to EP, BP, FCC, SAA and ISO standards. The company has adopted 

the latest analytical techniques and operates under ISO Quality Management System 9001:2015


