Dodn the varly TN the craftsmen of € annax produced

Do cvor b af art ot the plasties then avalleble Thin

manfolla comh 4 2 vhect ot cellulose aeetate

e Limal v o el vl ovampl

Isolated amaong the monntains of the Feench
Jura, with no major resources and aw.an
from main communication highwiys,
Oyonnax produces i range of about 10,000

different articles in plasties of all kinds,

™, 1 , O . articles that find therr way intao homes andd

%"/

*"/ mdustries throughout the world, “They
\ f vange from precision components lor all
e branches ol engineering to camping equp
ment; lrom spectacle frames to artilicial
Howers; from teaching aids to houschold
cquipment. A busy, largely modern, town
set rather improbably amidst starkly beauti-
ful mountains, Oyonnax is undisputed “cap-
ital of plasties” in France; indeed, in Furops

v

as o whole, The nature of the claim is not

unique in the region because three other
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ncearby towns have similar distinction in
other industries—Dortan, 8km away,
claims to be the capital for manufacture of

chess sets; Saint-Claude, 32 km away, for
manufacture of tobacco pipes and for
diamond cutting: Morez, 55km, for spec-
tacle frames. There is obviously something
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special about the valleys of the Jura that has
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encouraged the people there to exploit local
conditions and provided proof over the
centuries of a lasting professional and crea-
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tive skill in the mastery of extremely special-
ised techniques and the ability to compete
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suceesslully in i highly competitive world
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But why Oyonnax for plasties? Carionsly

the orpins dare hack o long, long way, o

mxture of legend and Laer.
In this area of the Jura, the soil is arid and
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poor, but the mountain slopes have for cen
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turies supported hage lorests mostly of (i
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andd hox The winters are long and harsh

and the local people built a reputation for
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wood carving: in particular, for making

combs. According to the legend, in 630A D),
Léodogarius, ambassador to Dagobert King
of the Franks, was passing through
Oyonnax on his return rom Geneva, when
his litter broke. The local inhabitants used
their skills to repair i, and to nurse an ade
who had beeninjured. When Leodogans
later became a minister to Childeric T he
remembered the services rendered by the
Oyonnaxiens and granted them a monopoly
for the manufacture of combs which the
Frankish warriors used to comb their long
hair. When canonised as Saint Léger. he
became the patron saint of Oyonnax.
Historical documents of 1176 make the
first factual mention of Oyonnax, although
destruction of records leaves o gap until
1667, when not only s the villige mentioned
but also s industry. The town iself s banh
on a large Billed-m bog, on which sheep were
reared, and Later commemorated in the
arms of the town, Life remained difficult
and, even in the 18th and 19th centuries, the
population continued to farm during the
summer and make combs during the winter;




leaving in the spring as iravelling salesmen
o the products of the cvaltand i the

avtne e leavang, home teocombs e

i the noath e Ploswever  ooan abwane
L7100 somne Lactones cmployed won ke,
thronghout the yean

Box-wood has oyellow colom that s not
particalacly atrractive and attempis were
nade todye i by steepge itmevats along,
with well monstened Ill\\llll’ll" ANer weveral
months the swood acgued aeddish Tiown
hue and. alver shaping and cleaning. articles
could be fashioned revealing the wood griin
maost clearly. ITnthe carly davs one worker
made cach comb entirely by himself—one
man could make 12 to 18 combs per day.
They could more properly be called
scourers: very Lirge combs with donble sers
ol teeth,

Lowas not until the end of the T8 centarn
that the Lashion-comb industry began. In
1800 (Revolutionary Year IN) Ovonnax

had 12 comb manulacturers and 20 workers,

and 22 manufacturers in 1809, althongh
some of these had began to make buttons,
snuff boxes and inkstands.

Change to horn

A major change came in 1820 when experi-
ments began with horn, the first natoreal
plasties material N fiese, horns from Toeal

cattle were used ot soon the supply hecame

i biorent ond hion boad v be i poned
Lo Swatzen b, Bazal, Paoavay Trebaned
and Nagascar, The foundaaons ol the
association of Oyonnas with plasties hid
hegun,

Horns consist of theee main pares. The firsy
is the point, used inmaking such artieles as
knife handles or pipe stems. The second is
the roller which, being hollow, can he used
for such items as napkin rings, or hrush
handles: The thivd and hroadest part also
hollow s the forerummer of plasties and s
used for Baveer avticles. Toas Tiest heared
wood furnaces andowhen safberen v sole s
sphitswitha prooning knibe and apened aun
Phie next stage s tosteep the liorm i wates
forabouta formighe and then o scrpe i
frec of cartlage. The horns arve then greased
with either oil or tallow and compressed in
hot presses o fhatten theme As knowledge
progressed o eralt known as the “horn -
teners” taplatissenrs de corned grew ap.and
this led Lcer, during the haord times of the
[B70s to the formation ol the fiest Briendiy
s Aplu

issetes on Phottener s Forend e S

socieny e Ovonax the Chisse
Phe change wo horn bronghn vagnd
tereases i production. By 1860 there were
120/ attening presses in Ovonrax. many ol
them mechanical, bhut some hydranlio amd
at thar tme 240 gross of combs were pro-
duced cachoday . Coradal v maehines were

mtrodhiced toreduce handwork o T the

tirst groove milling machime, i E8H0 the
fiese banedsaws e jigsaws, i 1860 the
Sterses b e b o ER7 0 thee tonmnnnge

e b Phewe Lo tavo comledd Be dlesaonbaed

ancthe carhes o hanes swth specilne vele
vanee tothe weonk ol thie dhistrer )lu'.ln.lu\
comborecth were coat one by one aud then,
with circnbar saws, the teeth of several
comnbesconld B cat am one operation g
mechaneal sy advanomge the comb one
tocth g te . The mtersectimg, machine
et two combs lrom each bliank lorm. the
tecth intersecting, or meshing, with cach
other as the cutter zigzagged fraom one end
of the combs to the other, Later modifica-
tions enabled fine and coarse teeth to be cut
in the same comb. The trimming machine
opevated with punches that et out the
external shape ol the article to he made and
thus greatly reduced honed work.

The period IB20000 TR could well he
deseribed methe history of Ovonnas as “the
reign ol the comb™ iind.as demand baile ap,
so the artisan/coltivinor inereasingly
hecame teansformed into the fictory worker.
Quite large establishments were fonnded,
some of them sall surviving. notably Marie-
Philippe Convert, founded in 1830 and still
in business as Fis G Convert.

Moments of erisis alfected life, however,
Aot THOO the Fanpress Faoednie it
dieced oy ey natve Spann, the Lishion of
devonated haovnets Noomeae connbee el
near catastiophe for Oy onnas! Not lor the
Lst tme. dhiversitication o other producrs
stch as snulthoxes, bracelets and brooches
hrought salvaton_ and this was supple-
mented by new sonrees ol energy

Ul 1865, by which rime the population
of the town was 3500, witer power [rom two
streams drove the machinery. Then steam
arvived,in the shape of the Grande Napem
'Nl\\"'r l'lblll')llll)‘. ”l"‘ ')I'IK'.IQ'Q\' I"'l\ll“l' ey
vapnd Withoe caonme the st measires of
specahisation, some dome trimonng, some

tooth cotting. others Tiashing

Celluloid, cellulose acetate and
polyethylene

L IB78 mine vears alter s discovery, cel-
Tulord was introduced to Ovonnax induastry
Adelegation bad heen sent from the town 1o
the Tntereanional Exposition in Paris, Tl
S ‘I“"." l'“' “I\' Ill" Illlll'l* ”l;llll' 'Illlll ‘ I'I
Talond e, on then vetarn, recommended s
adoption. Becanse the material was at livst
very expensive local indasorialises decided

todomma coraperative toomahe nodhiem

selhves Clalled FOxanmasenne g formed
i TR e sevived o 1930 60 New
possibihnes tor creative nse ol the new
material were exploited tully and special-
ised machine tools invented 1o make the
most ol agrowing man ket Electie power
supphied throneh the fiest Inebovoliae

feeder Tone m France, m 188D e nwo
vathway lines gave added mmpetus o the

development By 1900 awhen proboe s

e himes Teoan Oyannas appeared arthe
Fovermational FExhalation i Pans and waon
three silver medals and one bhronze, bl
hecome clear where the futare Ly, Twao
vears lter, Oyonnax exported aver 80 per
centol s output o Germany . Tealdy and
the Middle Fase, among other places and
Lastnon goods suchoas e shides and Loy
combs ol all kKinds hegan to appear to sup-
plement the more tradhnional vange. Grester
artistry hecame apparent in design. too,
and one man in particular, Arbez-Carme,
created articles in celluloid, as well as in
ivory, that have survived as true works of
art Phe peviod TOT- T8 saow prrodnetion of
tens ol millions of knitting needles and alter
the war the revival ol the fashion for han

combs. Tt was sand that “each woman wore
between 100 and 200g of celluloid in her hair’,

Ciasein and Bakelite became common after

1918 and then. six vears Luer, cellulose
acetate was first used at Ovonnax, and led
toan industry that has fluorished ever
since—the moulding of spectacle frames. As
already mentioned. the town of Morez,

35 km away, had established a pre-eminent
position in making such frames and they
now wished to make them in plasties.
However they Lcked the knowledge v deo
socanel asked then negehihowrs tode rhe
lll‘llllll”ll,’_ ||l 'lll' . ‘)llll"‘ll"ll'\. \\'lil 'l were
then assemibled at Morez.

As with all other lorms of industry, the
19205 dealt harshly with Oyvonnax.
Although, hy 192
produced in the town was deseribed as “pro-

L the range of products

digious’, the fashion for short hair was
already causing doubts about the future
and. when the worldwide troubles at the end

ol the decade reached Ovonnax the resules
were severe Onee agarn, resthence and
adaprabiliy won—supported by the craze
ol the voyowhich broughe much-needed
work tahe plasues processors!

he end ol the 19308 saw the mraduc o
of polystyrene from Germany and thens juse
over ten yvears laer, the marerial thar was o
transform the lortunes of Ovonnax became
available there. This was, of course,
polvethvlene, discovered by TCTm 19338

IIII‘ 'lll' rimnner |I| I’Il' \('l'\'.“ili' l-””il\ 1I|

polvoletines. Te proved to he o major ineen-
tive todiversitications away lrom caombs and
owhar has heeame aovast range of
mdustal apphcatons Since then and not
ably tollon e the ttrodhie o ol ‘ml\
propylene thar diversihication has con
tinued, until now \'il'lll.lll_\ the whaole range
ol thermoplasties is used ar Ovonnax.

Machinery developments
Tojection presses appeared in Ovonnas
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vhout T30 the work of several local
men N Chrenn, then NENT Coanpon and
Covrenot N these canly CAPELTINeE Wty
withothar lnghly dimeerous mareral nma
collodere b o b bives e heweek
[T EI -n-nlln-vu]vLu b the wenels ol o
whoremaombersrhose davs st e ol
o cellulose and comphon hiarns well
"\|l||n|(“~ AL R Y \\«'”"

Sevovears Lvter e tion preesses oo th
Cocrman b ol okerr and Ziegler aomved,
talloseed by othiers Tromn thie Sacrete NVien
nose ol Venme. Chretimeand Glonjon
e cloped their owng w Ieh were made
ncler leence by Cotter-Enard-Raonlean

CER ol Ovonnas from about 19100 T hese
known as e Crenins” were mannalls
contralled aod very successtul, even il they
wotld secm somew har strange to s today

Lhe carbiest “hrde Crenms” had capacinies
ol 25 1o 30 cm s one attained 6O 10 70em’
.||I||n|n;|| it hand aeservo system to assist the
aperator Tomcorparated an enormons

drum driven by acmotor and aopinion-geas

_assemblye Tonside the dram there were brake

shoes, Tunenoning as ina motorcar, and this
cnabled presses o he controlled both during
closure and mjpection. Heatng came lrom

clectrically operated steam boilers, The first

bvdreaulicallv-operated ingection monlding
tachimes appeared m T and son
rennned mase Tor almost Hilteen vears

By then, of comrse ||-||| Jreensress Ll
Breyrnnn vnr o hoone ey dlesape o i iy c o
teres e v o hines ol thie mnost mvdern
Koo aove torbe tonmed o the tactones ol
O vommas Tocaddmon, the French Billion
company setap the own works i 191

Focpacallel withomac limery advances e
come mprovemments n the te 'lmqlu'\ ol
mould making and several firms speciadise
i that work

Famous school for technicians

I'he change in the fortunes of Oyvonnas
demonstrated the need for change inos edu-
cation poliey, partcularly i the closing
vears ol the T9th century. Business pros-
pered and the need for better educanon
became apparent: virtuallv all emplovees
came from Lirms in the area. The first
secondary school was lounded in 1890,
although the e locanon it offered was
general, not particularly related o plasties.
Within about another twenty vears, the
need for traiming in machine operation and
in the technolegy of materials was recog-

mised; oo workshop wing was added o the




