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Danthonia Designs
Custom dimensional signs from “Down Under”

Where: Inverell, New South Wales, Australia Shop size: 3000 square feet Graphics

equipment: PC with Signmate Pro, and a Roland CAMM-1 pro cutter Market area:

Australia / North America

he sign business is our main source of 
income here at Danthonia. When I say 
“our,” I’m speaking of the Danthonia

Bruderhof (see www.bruderhof.com), where
over 50 of us live together in a “Christian

community.” Generally we
have about eight people in
the shop, but over 15 people
in our community have the
skills to jump in and help
as needed. There is a lot of
job overlap and “all hands
on deck” opportunities. We
do enough cross training 
so that each staff member
can do a number of tasks
proficiently.

As a team, we have 
experience in the following
areas: marketing, sales,

graphic arts, woodworking, metalworking,
manufacturing, R&D, sandblasting, hand 
carving, hand sculpting, gilding, fine arts 

T and illustration. Together, we can tackle major
projects that no individual among us could
accomplish single-handedly.

Equipment We use three PC computers for
our sales, office and design work. An Olympus
E10 digital camera and Epson stylus 1270
printer are used to create our promotional
material. We also have a Roland cutter for
sandblast and carving masks.

Other than that, we have sandblast equip-
ment and simple woodworking machines:
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This is a 16-by-42-in.“portfolio sign” that we hung outside our shop to test the UV resistance of certain acrylic paints.
It draws a lot of interest and enthusiasm from our customers.

This 22-by-24-in. sign is part of a system that hangs on a number of
houses in our Bruderhof Community here. Each of our houses have a
name and we wanted to make signs that even the youngest children
would be able to recognize and enjoy.

By Joe McKernan

Standing left to right: JoAnn Fischli,Tony
Fischli, Ben Zimmerman, Steph Barth,
Stella Barth, Phil Wipf; Seated: Nancy
and Joe McKernan
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This 48-in. diameter sign hangs on a small restaurant in Glen Innes
(Celtic Capital of Australia).The manager printed up “sign T-shirts” that
he sells for souvenirs and he has begun to set tables out under the sign
in “sidewalk café” style. Based on customer response from the first few
weeks, he told me this sign will double his business.

Circle No. 130 or visit www.signcraft.com

THE LOOK OF METAL...
WITHOUT THE WEIGHT (OR WAIT)!

w w w . s i g n l e t t e r s . c o m

Available in any color, including these 9 standard metallic finishes.Available in any color, including these 9 standard metallic finishes.

• Ships in just 1 day
• Available in any color
• Lightweight
• Built for outdoor use
• Lifetime Guarantee

• Ships in just 1 day
• Available in any color
• Lightweight
• Built for outdoor use
• Lifetime Guarantee

G E M I N I
I N C O R P O R A T E D

1-800-LETTERS

In 1985, the entire sign industry experienced a revolution when the Gerber 4B arrived on
the scene and computers impacted the production of signs. This brought stiff, cutthroat
competition, and disoriented sign companies no longer knew how to price their work.

EstiMate is bringing a second revolution to the industry by showing sign shops how to
properly and professionally price all kinds of work - both the old kind and the new - in a
constantly changing marketplace.

EstiMate is the sign maker's dream: a quick and easy way to produce fabulous-looking
quotes; print, fax or email them directly from the software; and maintain a complete quote
history for your customers. EstiMate also assures excellent profits and monitors the types
of work that make you the most money.

EstiMate’s Visual Pricing System™, written by a sign maker,
is the only pricing system available that creates quotes the
same way you create signs: visually. This makes EstiMate
faster, easier and more accurate than any other pricing method
or system. There’s truly nothing like it out there.

EstiMate is
always includes full lists of

materials so you don't have to type anything in to get started.
The total setup timefor EstiMate to customize itself to your
shop is about 10 minutes.

constantly in development to keep pace with
changes in the industry, and

The Sign Industry Waited 14 Years
For EstiMate - Now You Can

Have It For Just $349!

1-888-304-3300 www.estimatesoftware.com
“The Sign Quoting Specialists”

EstiMate comes with a 60-day performance guarantee.

See for yourself! The complete Visual Pricing System™ is just $349 and includes
3 free pricing plug-ins for everything you do from small projects to big ones.
Additional plugins are just $59 and can be added any time.

Circle No. 177 or visit www.signcraft.com
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Profile
Joe McKernan on the Danthonia team: Together, we can tackle major projects that

no individual among us could accomplish single-handedly. Selling effective signs:

A sign is not just a pretty picture; it has a job to do. Ask the user questions to iden-

tify their marketing needs. The marketing value of signs: We like to create signs

that are really effective as marketing tools. I love it when a customer tells me our

sign “doubled his business.”

table saw, panel saw, band saw, etc. There’s 
no CNC router—all of our carving and sculpt-
ing is done by hand with chisels and gouges.
Most paint is brushed or rolled on. Gilding is
handwork. We really emphasize the “hand-
crafted” aspect of our work, and each sign is
approached as a serious piece of original art-
work.

We do not get into the vinyl/plywood cate-
gory at all. We generally carve 22-lb. high-den-
sity urethane board (and some redwood occa-
sionally for indoor signs).

All the signs shown here are 22-lb. high-
density urethane board laminated to a PVC
panel. The PVC adds thickness and holds
hardware for hanging. We use low sheen
acrylic latex paint for backgrounds, usually 
in dark colors to contrast the gold. Carved 
lettering gets gloss acrylic latex, usually light
colors to show off the carving shadows. For
the pictorials and sculpted elements, we use
acrylic artist paints. We are continually testing
products that are available here in Australia
for durability.
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Here is another job that was “more than a sign.”This customer turned our
design into a landmark.They’ve used our 26-by-26-in. sign as an icon on all of

the maps and brochures they have distributed.When the “landmark” sign
shown on the map comes into view, they know where to turn.This approach

not only increased business but helped them to win a tourism award.

This was an exciting challenge.The fascia sign was 24 feet; the total system was 70 sq. ft.
Mayfair’s opening day was approaching, but we managed to turn this project around in 12
working days.
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The local Inverell Shire council is a good customer of ours.This kind of hand-sculpted 40-in. diameter sign helps brand
the town as a quality destination.

We spare no expense on top materials. Our
goal is to offer a dimensional sign that is the
best money can buy. We also have a metal
shop for creating hangers and post systems.

A broad market We sell locally, nationally
and internationally. Rather than doing a wide
range of types of signs for a small-town mar-
ket, our business plan is to specialize in a very
high-end dimensional niche for a much wider
marketplace. Our style of hand-carved and
hand-sculpted signs is scarce in Australia, so
we have a lot of opportunity here as well as
some pioneer work ahead. People here are
investing in tourism, so that is a perfect entry
point for us. Once the concept catches on, we
may even start a sign school for sign writers
who want to learn to carve signs.

In addition to retail work, we make our
product line available to other sign makers.
We anticipate that about half of our sales will
go to North America as a result of the very
favorable exchange rate. If any sign shop in

Many of our customers hire us for a “sign and logo” combination.This
upscale B&B used our original design on brochures, space ads,Web site
and key chains.This sign is 48 by 53 in.

the USA or Oz wants to sell the “Danthonia
look,” they can land the sale; take a markup
on the project management, customer service,
installation, etc., while subcontracting the
design and fabrication to us. Doing it that way
means we enter the industry here as a poten-
tial vendor rather than another competitor.

Even for wholesale work we find it impor-
tant to be involved in the design. A sign is not
just a pretty picture; it has a job to do. I like to
ask the end user a few questions to identify
their on-site marketing needs. It is important
for our marketing people to draw the right
bull’s-eye before our designers start to shoot
at it.

The roots of the business I personally got into
dimensional signs in the mid 90s as cofounder
of Acorn Enterprises, a redwood panel shop 
in Minnesota. We had an excellent reputation
with customers in 40 states. Everything was
going great, when suddenly the ownership of
the factory building we were using changed
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We created this 26-by-36-in. sample sign to show potential clients what gold leaf looks like up
close. I had it in an elevator in Brisbane, when a fellow passenger began eyeing the sign closely.
I asked if he was interested in dimensional signage.“No”, he shot back,“but I love a good cup of
coffee.Where are you going to hang that thing?”
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The challenge on this 72-by-72-in. project was to create a message board that looked classy
enough to fit the rest of the sign.We came up with a system that uses letters that are custom-
cut from refrigerator magnet material behind a hinged polycarbonate window. Letters are 
“kern-able” and we can use any font that we want to make them.

This is a 32-by-40-in. property sign that also represents the clients 
cattle business, which is on a 10,000-acre “station”—the Aussie word

for ranch. City slickers might think all “Black Angus” look alike, but 
this customer sent us photos of her favorite bull and our artists sculpted

a recognizable portrait that she was very pleased with.

This 24-by-36-in. sign is part of a sign system we shipped to a coffee shop in the USA.The busi-
ness is located along an historic road in Pennsylvania.They tell me a large percentage of their
customers make the decision to stop based on the signage.

Profile
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hands. To make a long story short, the busi-
ness had to be sold. Ouch!

The silver lining was that I learned a lot
about the sign industry and market place 
during that chapter. When a new Bruderhof
community in Australia was looking for a 
way to make a living, several of us suggested
we try dimensional sign making. Due to 
zoning delays, Danthonia Designs has only
been officially open since October 2001. So,
we had to hit the road with our wheels spin-
ning, and managed to win the shire’s “Best
New Business Award” for 2002.

A niche, plus a knack for innovation We like
to do the kind of work that does not look
machine made—designs with large hand-
sculpted and hand-painted elements, designs
that use stained-glass pictorials, designs that
are unique. I believe there will always be a
niche for hand-made artistic signs and we
would like to establish our place in that niche.

We like to create signs that are really effec-
tive as marketing tools. I love it when a cus-
tomer tells me our sign “doubled his busi-
ness,” or that “40 people came in on opening
day just to comment on the new sign….”
When we hear things like that it means we
did our conceptual stuff well before we ever
picked up a chisel.

We also like to be innovative. We recently
had a request from a high school for a really
classy carved and gilded sign. But in addition,
they needed a message board. We were unable
to find a commercial message board with the
right “look” for this project. So we created one
from scratch, a totally new concept in mes-
sage boards with “kern-able” letters, custom
fonts and custom colors. We have gone
through three prototypes and a lot of R&D 
to perfect this new concept, but we saw an
unmet need in the market place for a beauti-
ful message board.

We love to jump on a project like this and
create a winner. It not only makes one cus-
tomer happy, but also a well-designed product
will bring in many more orders in the future.
•SC

Joe McKernan is business manager at Danthonia
Designs. He can be reached at joemck@danthon
iadesigns.com.au.

“Distributing Quality Products Since 1950”
CALL TOLL FREE 1-800-421-2327

FAX# 773-267-9927
www.raycosignsupply.com

COD ACCEPTED

• Corona Treated
• Inexpensive Woven Polypropylene

• Reinforced Hems with D-rings
• Treated for use with Lettering Enamels,

Screen Inks and Vinyl Graphics
• Available in White, Blue, Red & Yellow

V I N Y L C U T T E R S VINYL CUTTING SOFTWARE

We Specialize in Vinyl Cutters & Software.
Best Prices & Support !

Complete 24” Systems from $2,999 !!
We Repair Vinyl Cutters.

Authorized Dealer For

2' x 6' $10.50 $10.50
2' x 8' 11.50 12.50
2' x 10' 12.50 13.50
3' x 6' 11.50 12.50 
3' x 8' 13.50 14.50 
3' x 10' 15.50 16.50
4' x 6' 14.50 15.50
4' x 8' 16.50 17.50
4' x 10' 19.50 20.50

Size White Colors 

Other Sizes & Weights are Available

Circle No. 114 or visit www.signcraft.com
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