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Stephen Kerr,

Managing Director and
one of the fifth generation
of Akubbra owners.

MODERN MAKER

As we understand it, legend suggests
during the Middle Ages Saint
Clement was a wondering monk
who happened upon the process
of making felt by accident. It was
said that he stuffed his sandals with
linen fibres in order to make them
more comfortable. St Clement
discovered that the combination
of moisture and perspiration and
ground dampness, coupled with
pressure from his feet, matted these
fibres together 1o produce a cloth.
St Clement became the patron
saint for hat makers, and the theory
outlined above is consistent with
our manufacturing process today.
Rabbit fur is ideal for the felt-making
process because rabbit fur (under
a microscope) has tiny barbs that
actually assist in knitting together
when we start our hat forming
process.

The felt makers represent the 100
staff working on our manufacturing
floor. Employees are required to
complete a four-year apprenticeship
to become a felt hatter. Usually
each felt hatter can complete

with expertise four specialised tasks
or processes. The apprenticeship
process is internal to the business,
with experienced tfradesmen and
women fraining new apprentices.

As such the craft is handed down
from generation to generation. The
design of hats usually represents a
team effort between the Managing
Director and Operations Manager,
along with input from the sales team.

It is critical — we see our
manufacturing process as more
like a craft. Each process and set
of hands is crucial to producing a
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quality product. There are 162 steps
in the process, each hat is handled
200 times in manufacture and passes
through 60 pairs of hands with each
pair of hands acting as a quality
check. Quality is paramount for us.

| am not sure that there is an original
design. We make more than 100
different styles to suit all people and
all markets. Certainly styling has
changed over the 140 years we have
bbeen in business as consumer tastes
change. Fortunately, we have the
capability to move with the times.

It is much the fabric of who we are.
Through my father and grandfather,
I learnt the important values of our
business, as they learnt from their
forefathers. Tradition and respect

sit high in my personal values and |
believe that business is much more
than simply maximising profits.
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| couldn’t tell you in a few sentences.
There have been many highs

and lows over the past 140 years.
Through that time we have always
endeavoured to stay true to our
corporate values. The most important
attributes for business success

are honesty, fairness, quality and
generosity. We always reflect back
on these values. | think overall we
have a great reputation with the
various stakeholders in our business
and again these values are about
more than just profit. Having said that
if you don’t have a great product
and great people you are unlikely to
survive long.

In one respect this fradition perplexes
me. Why would people do this to a
brand new hat? | expect they want
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to give it that worn-in look that you
see from our core customer — the
outback man and woman. Their
beaten-up hats have their own
personality and form part of their
identity. Indeed, we are often asked
to manufacture a worn looking hat, |
guess a little like the jeans you see with
holes in them today. Hats have had
this tfrend for decades | would suggest.

| guess our hats have become part of
the fabric of the Australian outback.

| would struggle to put my finger on
how this evolved over time but we
now see the term ‘iconic’ used when
referring to our brand. Of course, it

is something we are very proud of

and work extremely hard to live up
to and outlbback people are the most
important supporters of our brand.
Without them we could not remain
‘Australion Made’.

We have been exporting since the
1960s. The USA was our largest market
and during the time we sponsored
Greg Norman, who happened to be
the world’s #1 golfer, sales exploded
so much so that we had to place

all customers on quotas. We simply
could not keep up with demand.
Today we export all around the world
with our largest markets being China
and Tibet — seems there is a thirst

for internationally made products in
these countries.

@ AKUBRA.COM.AU
INSTAGRAM.COM/AKUBRAOFFICIAL
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