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Allan J Olson Pty Ltd: medal and badge 
makers of Adelaide (1966 to present)

Barrie M Newman

Abstract
Few vitreous enamel badge makers remain in business in Australia today. Similarly, 
there are not many privately owned medallists in Australia producing large quantities 
of medallions for clients. In this paper I provide the history of Allan J Olson Pty Ltd of 
Adelaide, which has produced quality badges and medallions for its clients throughout 
Australia for over 45 years. I also provide an insight into the production steps of the 
manufacture of vitreous enamel badges by Olsons. 

This paper outlines the history and operations of Allan J Olson Pty Ltd, one of the few 
remaining vitreous enamellers and metal badge makers still operating in Australia.

Due to the inherent limitations in firing different colours in vitreous enamelling, and 
the proliferation of cheaper alternative manufactured products available from China 
and Taiwan, as well as the widespread use of plastics and light metals, including the 
epoxy sealing of painted and paper images on such materials, most metal badge makers 
and vitreous enamellers in Australia have ceased operations. Higher wages and costs 
have meant that it is not competitive to produce the predominantly individually made, 
long lasting vitreous enamel products, when the trend today is for mass produced, 
cheap, non‑lasting products.

Now a private, family‑run concern, Allan J Olson Pty Ltd has been in the badge‑making 
business in Australia for over 47 years. By virtue of its highly qualified and trained 
employees and loyal clients, it has been able to continue manufacturing badges and 
medallions to the present day in much the traditional manner that has been handed 
down from one of the original badge makers in Adelaide, S Schlank & Co Ltd, which 
operated from 1887 until it ceased business in 1971.1 

The link with Schlanks of Adelaide goes back to 1936 when Allan James Olson joined 
S Schlank & Co Ltd as an apprentice electroplater and polisher, aged 15. (Fig.1). He 
worked for Schlanks continuously for 29 years (apart from 5 years active service in 

1 See article by Peter Lane in Journal of the Numismatic Association of Australia, vol. 23, 2012 (2013), p.37‑52
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World War II) and rose through the ranks to become Managing Director. He was born 
in Adelaide in 1921, the third eldest son of Otto Gustav Olson, postal employee of New 
Mile End.2 Otto was the son of a Swedish seaman, who jumped ship at Port Adelaide in 
the 1890s. 

Figure 1. Indenture of Apprenticeship between S Schlank & Co Ltd and Allan James Olson dated 15 July 1937. 

2 The Advertiser 15 January 1942, p. 10. 
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He worked with three generations of the Schlank family: Michael Schlank, eldest son 
of Silas, until Michael’s death in 1950; his son, Dudley Schlank, until 1964; and then his 
son, John Lewis Schlank. Allan was involved in all aspects of the Company and became 
Managing Director in 1964. 

As a young man, Allan played league 
football (Australian Rules) with West 
Torrens Football Club and was also a 
good cricketer, being a member of the 
South Australian Independent Order 
of Rechabites cricket team that went to 
Victoria. As a Rechabite and a Methodist, 
he didn’t smoke, drink or swear! In 1941 
Allan enlisted for War Service, doing 
his initial Army training at Woodside 
in South Australia. He was posted to 
Darwin and was there during the Japanese 
bombing of Darwin. He then went to 
Queensland to do a bomb disposal course, 
was commissioned as a Lieutenant and 
posted to the 2/2 Assault Pioneers, where 
he saw active service in the Pacific Theatre 
(Borneo, Tarakan and Balikpapan) during 
World War 2 against the Japanese.3 Whilst 
on leave in 1943 he married Estelle 
Margaret Westwood.4 (Fig. 2).

After the War, on being discharged from 
the Australian Army in 1946, Allan 
rejoined Schlanks. (Fig. 3). 

He and Estelle had three children – Margaret Dorothy, born in 1946, Reginald (Reg) 
Allan, born in 1950 and Jeffrey (Jeff) Charles, born in 1954. 

In 1965, when Schlank family and Board disputes caused disruptions, Allan Olson decided 
to leave the company and resigned on 26 October 1965. On 23 June 1966 he started his 
own badge making business, Allan J Olson & Associates Ltd, with friends and business 
associates as shareholders. It was registered as manufacturing badge makers, jewellers 
and engravers. He leased premises at 1 Flinders Street, Edwardstown, some 6 kilometres 

3 Australian Archives, service number SX21748
4 The Advertiser 7 April 1943, p. 8.

Figure 2. Wedding photo Lieutenant Allan Olson to 
Estelle Westwood.

Figure 3. Re‑establishment and Employment Act, 
1945 certificate dated 4 February 1946. 
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south of Adelaide.5 (Fig. 4). At that time, 
apart from himself, he had a toolmaker, 
Keith Davies, who started with him on 
day one, two vitreous enamellers, one of 
whom was Dot Stephens, and an office 
clerk. He manufactured mainly vitreous 
enamel badges and name‑bars. In 1968, 
Allan’s wife Estelle came into the business 
as office manager and bookkeeper and on 
3 December 1969, Allan’s youngest son, 
Jeff, aged 15, joined his father’s business as 
an apprentice fitter and turner, the third 
link in the family business. Keith Davies 
still comes in to help out when needed. 
(Fig.19). 

When Allan won the contract to produce 
medallions to celebrate the Pope’s visit to 
Adelaide in 1970, Allan had a hydraulic 
medal press made in Adelaide to his own 
specifications, to enable him to strike 
the medallion. This press, with many 
modifications, is still in use today. (Fig. 5).

In 1970 the lease on the Flinders Street, 
Edwardstown property was terminated 
as the building was to be demolished to 
make way for a new Shopping Centre. 
The Schlank business was taken over 
by Geoffrey W Tomlinson in 1969 and 
subsequently sold off in 1970. Allan 
acquired the Schlank plant, equipment 
and its Forestville property and relocated 
Allan J Olson & Associates Ltd to 
Schlank’s large, iron clad, single story 
factory premises, adjacent to the Adelaide 
to Melbourne railway line, at 15 Lyons Parade, Forestville (just 3 kilometres from 
Adelaide), where it remains today.6 (Fig. 6)

5 1967 South Australian Telephone Directory
6 1971 Adelaide Telephone Directory

Figure 4. Photograph of premises at 1 Flinders Street, 
Edwardstown. 

Figure 5. Original hydraulic press 
(with modifications) still in use today.

Figure 6. Current premises of Allan J Olson Pty Ltd 
at 15 Lyons Parade, Forestville, South Australia. 
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On acquiring the Schlank business in 1971, some of Schlank’s staff joined Allan’s 
business (Stan Williams, Margaret Hart, Martha D’Antonio, Harold Hancock) and, 
with a toolmaker, electroplater, 12 vitreous enamellers, three solderers, a polisher, two 
general jewellers and the three Olson family members, Allan J Olson & Associates Ltd 
employed 23 people. It followed on the traditions of Schlank and became the leading 
vitreous enameller and badge maker in South Australia. 

Initially, die‑cutting work was subcontracted out. One of the die‑cutters used was 
Ernest Snook who had also done some die work for Schlank. He engraved the dies for 
Olson’s medallions for the Pope’s visit in 1970 (Fig. 7), and also some of the firm’s other 
dies: Captain Cook Bi‑Centenary Regatta at Glenelg, South Australia in 1970 (Fig. 8), 
the medallion celebrating Western Australia’s population achieving 1 million, which 
was produced by Olsons in 1971 (Fig. 9) and another commemorating 200 Years of 
American Independence (Fig. 10). Later Noel Tonkin, from Engraving Services Co, 
Woodville, South Australia, joined Olsons for a few years as a die‑cutter. Then Brian 
Buttle who had previously worked as a die‑cutter at Schlank and later at the Electricity 
Trust of South Australia, joined Allan J Olson & Associates and produced all of their dies 
for a period of 12 years until his retirement in the early 1980s, when one of his assistant 
engravers, Michael Nanson, took over the role. Michael Nanson had previously been 
trained by Noel Tonkin at Engraving Services Co. (Fig. 11)]. 

Figure 7. Obv. and rev. dies of commemorative medallion for Visit of Pope John Paul to Australia in 1970 – 
47.5mm diam
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Figure 8. Obv. and rev. of medallion commemorating Captain Cook Bi‑Centenary Regatta at Glenelg SA, 1970 
– 47.5mm diam

Figure 9. Obv. of die and medallion commemorating Western Australia pop. 1 million in 1971 – silver 
medallion, 47.5mm diam

Figure 10. Obv. and rev. of medallion (Sterling silver), 48mm diam, commemorating 200 years of American 
Independence, engraved by Ernest Snook in 1975
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Having most of the Schlank dies in his 
possession, Allan was able to retain many 
of Schlank’s clients, who are still clients 
today. They include the major private 
schools in South Australia, government 
departments, sporting bodies, clubs 
and associations, corporate clients and 
businesses. (Fig. 12). 

Many of the early dies have been lost 
forever as they were re‑tooled when there 
was a shortage of die‑making steel during 
and after World War 2. However, there is 
still much of the history of South Australia 
to be found in the over two thousand dies 
still held at Olsons. (Figs 13 and 14)

Figure 11. Michael Nanson engraving a new die 
using a pantograph. Note position of template at 
lower right in relation to die – middle left

Figure 12. Photo of Allan J Olson taken after 
ANZAC Day March, Adelaide 2000

Figure 13. One of the many racks containing old dies 
at Olsons

Figure 14. Original Schlank’s die used for prize‑
winning medal for competition between St Peter’s 
College and Prince Alfred College in 1893. One of 
the medallions is held in the Art Gallery of South 
Australia collection (not to scale)
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Other historical items that can still be 
found at Olsons are some of the early 
Schlank de‑commissioned plant – parts 
of the original drop hammer, the 1919 
blanking press and the 1912 rolling 
machine, which was purchased by Schlank 
as a second hand machine and brought 
out from England in 1919. The blanking 
press and rolling machine are still used by 
Olsons today. (Fig. 15).

In the mid‑1970s Allan bought out all of 
the other shareholders and the Company 
became Allan J Olson & Associates 
Pty Ltd. Allan’s youngest son, Jeff, who 
had joined the business in 1969, took 
over the company in 1994 and its name 
was modified to Allan J Olson Pty Ltd. 
(Fig. 16). 

Allan remained in the game until ill health 
caused him to retire in 2007. He passed 
away in 2010, aged 89, having spent 
almost his whole life, excluding military 
service, in the business of making badges 
and medals.

Although employee levels are only a quarter 
of what they were in the 1970s, and despite 
the threat of cheaper, mass‑produced 
badges from overseas, Jeff still runs the 
business at the Forestville premises. Many 
of the manufacturing production methods 
have been changed and modernised to 
compete in today’s markets, but other 
traditional practices of Schlank and Jeff ’s 
own father in producing quality vitreous 
enamel badge‑work and medallions for 
South Australians and national clients are 
still continued to this day. (Figs 17 to 24).

Figure 15. 1912 rolling machine still in use today.

Figure 16. Jeff Olson examining an old Schlank die 
in 2005.

Figure 17. Drop hammer used for striking small 
quantities of badges.
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Figure 18. Engraving‑laminate templates used for 
engraving the dies with a pantograph.

Figure 19. Keith Davies, original employee of Allan J 
Olson & Associates Ltd in 1965, still does part‑time 
work at Olsons. This photo was taken in September 
2013 showing Keith at edge‑stamping machine.

Figure 20. Painting liquid vitreous enamel on to 
badge base.

Figure 21. Firing of vitreous enamel badges.

Figure 22. Soldering‑on fittings to backs of vitreous 
enamel badges.

Figure 23. Polishing badges prior to electro‑plating

Figure 24. Electro‑plating tanks.
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Jeff, like his father, maintains that there 
will always be a requirement for quality, 
hand crafted, brilliant, vitreous enamel 
pieces, which can only be produced 
using traditional methods of badge 
manufacturing. Despite there being 15 
separate and distinct steps in producing 
a vitreous enamel badge (see Appendix), 
his Company is still able to produce a cost 
effective, quality, vitreous enamel badge 
for clients. (Figs 25 and 26). 

Olson’s medallions, highly sought 
after for commemorative purposes for 
sporting bodies, special occasions and 
presentations, are produced in various 
sizes from 20mm or less, the more 
traditional crown size of 38mm, and 
upwards to 90mm, in various metals and 
finishes – bronze, silver, gold, silver plated 
and gold plated, with highly polished or 
matt or antique finishes – according to 
requirements. (Figs 27 to 29).

Figure 25. Display of some of the vitreous enamel 
badges produced at Olsons.

Figure 26. Archery Association of Australia badges.

Figure 27. Sand‑blasting of section of die after heat‑
treatment.

Figure 28. Obv. die of medallion being positioned in 
collar over blank which has been placed above rev. 
die prior to placing under hydraulic press.
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Olsons is one of very few Australian companies still producing vitreous enamel work 
and medallions in Australia for its clients, and also does piece work and electroplating 
for many interstate organisations requiring quality finishes. Olsons is equally proud 
to acknowledge that it continues to maintain the traditions of its early forebears in 
producing items that will provide historians with many years of research for future 
generations of collectors. (Fig. 30).
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Figure 30. Interior of Olson’s factory showing some 
of the presses and equipment.

Figure 29. Various finishes of commemorative 
medallions produced by Olsons.
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Appendix 
Steps required to produce a vitreous enamel badge

Step 1. Design preparation and artwork – including from logo/art supplied. Enlarge 4 
or 5 times

Step 2. Template production – engrave enlarged mirror‑image of artwork on double 
layered, “engraving laminate” sheet to form template

Step 3. Die preparation – turn and form soft steel block to size

Step 4. Engrave image (actual size) on soft steel block using a pantograph

Step 5. Produce lead proof or perspex proof of die image for approval

Step 6. Harden die – heat treatment, double temper

Step 7. Metal blank preparation – roll copper sheet to required thickness and cut into 
strips

Step 8. Stamp out blanks from strips and polish if required

Step 9. Strike metal badge – using obverse die (produced as above) and reverse die‑
stamp of production house

Step 10. Edge finishing – stamping (using edge‑cutting die) or fabricating edge to suit 
final design shape

Step 11. Paint liquid vitreous enamel on to metal badge – colours as required for design

Step 12. Firing – heating vitreous enamel on badge to fuse vitreous enamel colours

Step 13. Polishing after firing – removing excess vitreous enamel and clean overall image

Step 14. Attach fitting – solder on pin, safety catch, bar or linkage to suit

Step 15. Electroplating – gold or silver plating to suit

Finally checking finished product and packaging for dispatch.




