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The history of WELEDA in New Zealand and Australia 
 
(hold down Ctrl and left mouse click on any of the links for additional information) 
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Common to many Weleda companies throughout the world is that they were founded by people 
who were prepared to make great personal and financial sacrifices to see the ideals that inspired 
them able to be practised. Weleda in New Zealand was no exception. 
Since the 1920s in Europe these doctors, pharmacists and other healthcare professionals saw in 
anthroposophic medicine a philosophy that is a holistic system of medicine working with body, 
soul and spirit, using natural substances. A philosophy that was contrary to the developing 
materialistic and mechanical cause and effect system of medicine. 
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It was around 1950 when the pharmacist Colin Mahon met the doctor Ken Friedlander in 
Auckland, through their common interest and study of anthroposophy. 
 
Both moved to Switzerland to further their studies and in 1955 Colin returned to Auckland and 
on October 5th 1955 with 12 founding shareholders incorporated  Weleda (New Zealand) 
Limited. 
 
Ken returned to Auckland soon afterwards. His practise developed quickly so that soon Colin 
was dispensing during the day and manufacturing at night. At first he manufactured the 
remedies in his garage, later in a basement near his pharmacy in Symonds Street, Auckland. 
 
Colin had been unable to raise the level of share capital he had been looking for to start the 
company, and the company started its life significantly under-resourced. One can imagine 
Colin’s willpower and idealism that carried the under-resourced company through these early 
days. 
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In 1958 Sylvia Walters, an English pharmacist who had previously managed WELEDA in 
England moved to New Zealand to help Colin.  
 
The Nelson sisters 
At a meeting at Taruna in Havelock North Sylvia met the sisters Ruth Nelson and Gwen Malden 
(nee Nelson). Ruth invited Sylvia to move the Weleda pharmacy to Havelock North and in 1959 



the business moved with Sylvia to a site opposite Taruna, to 2.5 acres of land and a Lockwood 
building that the Nelson sisters had provided Weleda.  
 
This same building is still in use today as the Weleda pharmacy – shop, dispensary and 
pharmacist’s office.      
 
Gwen also provided Sylvia with an income independent of Weleda. While this took much of the 
financial stress off Sylvia, it meant the company did not have to fully cover its real costs through 
its revenue. This proved to be significant shaping the next decades for the company – the level 
of idealism did not have to be compromised by economic realities. 
 
In 1966, Shirley Wall joined Weleda to help wash and sterilise bottles that had been returned by 
customers, fill and label them, fill and label cream jars, make teas and other products. Shirley left 
the company in 1974, however returned later and worked for many years as librarian. She 
retired in 2008, aged 84. 
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Cottage industry 
Weleda continued on a very small scale, reflected in the reports made annually to the 
Anthroposophical Society. In 1967 the company became a registered pharmacy in order to be 
able to sell products restricted to sales through a pharmacy over the counter at its shop in 
Havelock North and also to be able to supply customers directly by mail order.  In the 1967 
Weleda report Sylvia noted that in the previous year they had despatched 900 parcels, served 
500 personal customers, and in the 11 months to February 1967 sold 2900 tubes of toothpaste, 
an increase of 600 over the previous 12 months. Sylvia reported a visit to the Old Stone Store in 
Kerikeri where the shopkeeper asked “if he would be allowed” to stock some Weleda 
preparations, which of course he was. And a new product was introduced – Iris Hand Jelly (now 
Iris Hand Gel).  
 
Anthroposophical medicines 
Ken Friedlander gave up his Auckland practise in 1974 and moved to Hawkes Bay to take up 
the position of medical advisor to Hohepa homes. Around this time several medical students 
were becoming interested in anthroposophy, with Roger Leitch and David Ritchie first meeting at 
the Hohepa May course in 1974. Rob Maunsell, Rene de Monchy, and Lloyd Hudson also 
began using anthroposophic medicines around this time.  Many of these young doctors spent 
some time in Europe training at established anthroposophic medical clinics – most spending 
some time at the Ita Wegman Clinic in Switzerland. 
With more doctors prescribing Weleda medicines, a growing number of patients using the 
medicines and a growing interest from the general public in complementary medicine, the 
company grew quickly 
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With Sylvia nearing retirement, a young pharmacist was recruited in Melbourne to take over from 
her. Otto Mengedoht had moved from his native Germany to Melbourne in his early 20’s and 
had qualified there as a pharmacist. 
 
After spending time training in Europe, Otto, with his wife Ursula, arrived at Weleda in Havelock 
North in 1984. 



On 14th January 1985, Sylvia Walters resigned as Managing Director and Otto was appointed to 
the position. Sylvia remained active in the company until April 1987 when she retired from daily 
work. 
 
Building a brand 
It was Otto who transformed Weleda from a small cottage industry to the widely known and 
accepted brand it has became in New Zealand. He began to reformulate many of the products, 
especially the bodycare products, so that they were more acceptable to modern consumers. 
Many of his formulations are still manufactured by the company and loved by consumers, for 
example Rose Calendula Crème.  Otto was also responsible for introducing the unique 
formulations used in Weleda New Zealand’s medicinal creams where both oil and water/ethanol 
extracts of the active ingredients are used in the cream. This provides a full extraction of active 
ingredients – differing from the traditional manufacturing traditional method of an ointment 
containing only an oil extract or a cream containing the water/ethanol extraction. 
 
He was joined on 1st September 1987 by Phillip Melville, another Australian pharmacist who had 
spent the previous 5 years working and training at the Ita Wegman Clinic in Switzerland. Phillip 
had been working and learning in Switzerland with the intention of starting to manufacture and 
supply Weleda medicines in Australia, however agreed to move to New Zealand to support Otto 
after Weleda AG agreed to give Weleda New Zealand the right to represent Weleda in both New 
Zealand and Australia. 
 
International standards 
Otto concentrated on General Management, Sales and Marketing, as well as Finances. Phillip 
continued with the reformulation of the range, developing amongst other products Baby Teething 
and Colic Powders. The manufacturing operation expanded and was developed to meet the 
internationally recognised standard for medicine manufacture, Good Manufacturing Practise 
(GMP). 
In late 1987 Otto embarked on a lengthy project to redesign the packaging and labelling of all 
products. Again in common with many Weleda’s internationally these changes developed a 
strong local Weleda image – packaging design and adaptations of formulations that were unique 
to New Zealand and not seen elsewhere in the world.  Elements of an international Weleda 
brand image were not as yet included in the local packaging.  
 
The company was no longer a cottage industry, and with this change the stark reality that the 
company revenue had to cover all its true costs confronted managers daily. Costs were rapidly 
growing with the skilled staff required to meet GMP manufacturing standards, in the 
administration areas, and the sales and marketing initiatives required to keep the Weleda brand 
in retailers and consumers awareness. A series of large product price rises followed.  For 
another decade low wages (particularly in management) still continued to subsidise the 
extraordinary quality of the product consumers received. 
 
Consolidating the company 
New premises were required to meet these standards and the council refused permission for 
Weleda to expand in what was now a residential area. Weleda was given ten years to move off 
the site. Attempts to purchase land near Taruna drew well publicised protests from the local 
residents which came to the attention of the owners of a property on the other side of Havelock 
North called Peloha, and Weleda went on to purchase this property in 1989. 
  
The gardens were quickly moved to the new property, followed by the administration a couple of 
years later. It took a further 7 years to consolidate the company structure, secure finance and 
move the manufacturing buildings from the old to the new site where additional manufacturing 
and storage areas had been constructed. 



As the company grew, the management team expanded, especially to cover the financial control 
of the company. Frank Durrant joined the management team as Director and Financial Controller 
in 1992. Frank continued the financial transformation of the company from cottage industry and 
developed the company to the point where it stood more firmly in the economic world paying 
near market rate wages for almost all positions. Frank also oversaw the financial planning of the 
move to the new site.   
 
Importing Body Care from Europe 
What could you expect from a company run by pharmacists! – only that the focus would be on 
medicines, with little attention paid to the Bodycare products that were fast developing in 
Europe. As Weleda in Europe became widely known as a brand that specialised in natural 
bodycare products (growing to approximately two thirds of sales there), Weleda in New Zealand 
became widely known as a brand that specialised in natural medicines. It was only in the mid to 
late 1990’s that Weleda in New Zealand began to import and distribute bodycare products 
manufactured in Europe in New Zealand and Australia. 
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In 1997 Otto resigned as Managing Director and Phillip accepted the position. Otto remained as 
a Director of the company until 2002. 
 
After Frank’s sudden death in October 2004, Mark (Fred) Dryburgh was appointed in April 2005 
as Financial Controller and Director. 
 
After several years of pioneering work building distribution of Weleda in Australia, a Weleda 
office was established in Sydney in February 2008. 
 
Over these 50 years of history, the company has been able to maintain the ideals and values 
held by it’s early pioneers while growing and developing to be now a vertically integrated modern 
gardens, medicines manufacturing, distribution and sales and marketing operation. It stands fully 
in the economic world paying its staff near to market rates and with its products widely available, 
publicly recognised and audited to meet regulatory standards. It is staffed by a team of highly 
skilled professionals in all areas of the business. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


