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as an attractive, rustic roofing option for things like 
pergolas and outdoor shading than it is for house 
roofing. While thatch has many benefits, the most 
challenging obstacle is always the refusal of many 
to use what they see as an old-fashioned, primitive 
material. Perhaps the only approach to resolve such 
bias is to demonstrate how well thatch performs in 
reality. 
 The handbook looks at how to deliver high 
quality, long-lasting thatch roof, and demonstrate 
a fairly easy step by step methodology to lay and 
sustain thatch.

THE GUIDE TO THATCHING

INTRODUCTION

 Indigenous Australians namely Aboriginals 
and Torres Strait Islanders used sophisticated 
methods of construction for their homes. For many 
decades their choice of materials for roofing was 
locally available thatch. In Contemporary Architecture 
thatch is said to be too primitive and traditional. 
However, thatch is available abundantly, is waterproof 
naturally, easy to harvest and ecological as it stores 
carbon for a long amount of time. It is therefore a 
sustainable material and can be considered as 
a building material in present-day constructions. 
Thatch does have some limitations. It cannot be used 
in dense areas, in cities and several other places. But 
thatch as a building material can be used in places 
like Museums, cultural centers, eco-tourism sites, 
places of historical and cultural importance, and in 
housing schemes for the indigenous people. This 
will serve double duties of promoting the message 
of historical importance as well as sustainability and 
green practice. This handout provides a detailed 
guide, explaining through pictures, how to achieve 
a high-quality thatching practice in Australia. The 
intention is to portray how easy it is to build a Thatch 
roof using some simple tools and a comprehensive 
guide.

BACKGROUND

 For thousands of years before the European 
invasion, the local Australian Aboriginal community 
had established ideal environments for their culture 
and climate. Traditional Indigenous Homes ranged 
from temporary windbreaks to wiltjas (Shelters), tiny 
bark shelters constructed over a wooden frame of 
stringy bark or paper bark to big, oval, thatched-
roofed houses for large families. Like every living 
technology it has been constantly developed and 
improved. Today, thatching can have much of the 
benefits of any new roofing tool, as well as the 
original good points that have rendered it so valuable 
over the years. Grass or weed re-grow every year, 
and with the simplest care, abundance of thatching 
material is provided. Thatching can provide the 
basis for small businesses where people have few 
or no resources, and thus may increase economic 
stability and independence.  Farmers and grooming 
craftsmen will profit both directly and in effect 
the local economy. Thatch is an environmentally 
friendly roofing option because it uses natural and 
renewable materials and does not require much in 
terms of processing to reach a usable state. If the 
roof is decent and the stalk correctly installed, thatch 
is also weatherproof-it is demonstrated by the 
prevalence of stalk rooms in cold, humid spots, such 
as Scandinavia and the Scottish isles. In Australia, 

 A-1. Have a cut length of not less than 
0,8m (measured from the butt end and including 
tips of seed ends)

 1.1 Thatching Material
  Tailing materials shall conform to 
the list of the most commonly used grasses and 
reeds in Australia and their geographic locations 
unless otherwise stated. This means that the stalk 
is of a type that has been used successfully as a 
roof in the geographical sites concerned and must 
be harvested when growth has stopped or the seed 
is ripened and dissolved. -- usage of stalk and all fire 
retardant systems shall not prematurely impact the 
existence of the stalk material or alter the quality of 
the substance. Thatch should be stowed so that the 
stem surface is not damaged, clear from the ground 
and not unnecessarily exposed to the weather.

 1.2 Thatching Specification
 A. Common or fine thatching grass 
(Hyparrhenia) for use shall:

 Figure 1. Correct cut length longer 
than 0.8m

 A-2. Have a minimum diameter and 
maximum diameter at the butt end of 1,2mm 
and 2,5mm respectively;

Figure 2. Correct diameter of butt 
end between 1.2mm and 2.5mm.

 



Figure 3. Correct diameter of 
butt end between 1.2mm and 
2.5mm.

 A-3. Be acceptably straight (cut above 
the first node);
 

 A-4. Be free of loose material;

 A-5.  Must not be in the growing season, 
Must be free of seed heads when cut;

Figure 4. Properly harvested 
thatch free of any loose material.

 

 Figure 5. Sample free of any 
seed heads at harvesting.

 B. Storage of  Thatch on site.
 Figure 6. Thatching materials 

shall be stored such that:
1. the stem surface is not 
physically damaged,
2. the bundles are clear 
off the ground,
3. the bundles are not 
unduly exposed to moisture 
and the sun.

 C. Cleaning and Bundling.
 Each packet is shook to dislodge some 
loose material after the grass has been cut and 
loosely wrapped. The packets are washed by going 
through a sickle and operating from top to bottom.

 D. The Roof Structure
The factors below can be used to calculate the pitch 
length of a roof depending on the roof angle. A = 
distance, B = height, C = pitch length measurement 
element.

ANGLE A B C

45 deg. 1.000 1.000 1.414

50 deg. 1.000 1.192 1.556

55 deg. 1.000 1.428 1.734

60 deg. 1.000 1.732 2.000

 E. Planting Posts
 

 

Figure 7. STAND: If a pole is 
planted on top of a concrete base 
make sure the base is completely 
dry before the pole is planted.

Figure 8. COLLAR: If concrete is 
used allow the concrete to form a 
collar with the pole protruding at 
the bottom to allow moisture to 
drain.

 F. King Posts
 FIGURE 9. All king posts are to have 

plum bobs attached at the top during 
the entire construction period. This 
eliminates distorted roofs. Uprights 
should not be more than 3,500 
metres away and the total ring beam 
width should not be less than 150 
mm Ø in every structure. When 
the building grows in diameter, the 
thickness of the ring beam must 
expand (when authorised by the 
engineer). Poles for use as rafters 
shall have a diameter of at least 
100mm measured at the thin end of 
the pole.

 G. Rafter Spacing
 Figure 10. Showing 800 mm

Correct rafter spacing, max is 
900mm centre to centre

 H. TRUSS Spacing
 

Figure 11. Intermediate Ring-
beam

Trusses spaced correctly no more 
than 2.700m apart.

 I. Ring Beam Connections
 There are numerous failures in the ring beam 
and three main reasons:
1. The ring beam size is too small. 2. The uprights are 
well back. 3. There are no sufficient tie points on the 
ring beam adding additional tension.
 Minimum ring beam thickness measured at the 
thin end of the pole, not less than 150 mm diameter. 
With building width raise the ring beam thickness 
(subject to the specification of the engineer)



 K. Wind Braces
 

Wind Brace

Figure 12. Shows braces fixed at 
the edge of the rafter posts.

 L. Valleys
Figure 13. Section through 
a grass valley showing the 
thickening of the thatching layer 
over the valley.

 Figure 14. Showing Completed 
valley liner installation.

 M. Hips
Figure 15. Section through hip 
showing a single pole and the 
thinner thatch layer over the 
corner.

Figure 16. Section 
through a grass 
valley showing 
the thickening of 
the thatching layer 
over the valley.

 N. Chimneys
Figure 17. Cross-section through 
chimney, showing secret gutter 
and flashing details.

Figure 18. Preventing the thatch 
from sliding  down.

Figure 19. Alternative chimney 
detail to minimize water leaks.

 1.3 Thatching
 A. Spray layer “Spreilaag”
 A coat of selected reed, cleaned stalks of 
stalk or cap stalk, called the spray layer (spreilaag), 
is evenly spread to the roof battens up to a thickness 
of about 5 to 8 mm before stalking. For grass, the 
comb is made by driving several round wire nails in a 
horizontal pole with a diameter of 75 x 3.5 mm about 
300 mm. The nails are arranged in a straight line 
about 12 mm apart. The grass bundles are placed at 
the top of the comb and pressed down to separate 
the stalks by the nails. The packet is then drawn 
from top to bottom via the comb.

 

 

Figure 20. Good example butt and 
seed ends are not visible. The butt 
ends are concealed. Twine is tight 
around the lath.

Figure 21. Neat finish to 
sprei layer

 B. Thatch Binding
 The components used are tar-treated twin 
sisal or stainless steel wire, or galvanised wire of 0.9 
mm in diameter, with the thickness between 1 mm 
and 1.2 mm. Stitching with a maximum spacing of 
110 mm.
 Figure 22. Sisal tar twine binding

 C. Binding Spacing
 The materials used shall be tar-treated 
sisal twine or stainless steel wire with a diameter of 
between 1mm and 1,2mm or galvanized wire with a 
diameter of 0.9mm. Stitching spaced at a maximum 
of 110 mm.
 Figure 23. Correct binding 

spacing at 110mm. Note the 
twine is tightly around the lath.

 D. Binding Tension
 The materials used shall be tar-treated 
sisal twine or stainless steel wire with a diameter of 
between 1mm and 1,2mm or galvanized wire with a 
diameter of 0.9mm. Stitching spaced at a maximum 
of 110 mm.



 Figure 24. Correct binding 
tension.

 E. Sway
 Sways compose of either: Sways
1. Galvanized wire of at least 3,15 mm diameter
2. Cape reed in at least 10 mm bundles.

 Figure 25. Galvanised wire sway 
of min 3.15mm

 F. Laying of Thatch
 Thatching starts from the edge at the base 
of the roof which is placed parallel to the rafters or 
trusses. At the end of the hip plane it shall extend 
parallel to the hip rafters. The maximum length of 
the stalk is held along the hip ‘s curve.
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Figure 26. Displaying thatch 
wraps around laths when 
thatching. Pack length for at 
least three gaps, i.e. the tip must 
reach at least four laths.

 1.4 Details

 A. Ridges

 

 1.5  Additional Information- 
        General Installations
 A. Flashing Installations
 Flashes often lead to waterproofing areas. 
Devices that intrude through the roof plane will also 
be prevented to the fullest degree practicable.
 

 

 

Figure 28. The best way to mount 
wall flashes and silicon used 
for scrubbing grass under the 
flashing plus less than 10 mm 
thick and 200 mm of thatching 
grass over the flashing.

 B. Bird Mesh Installations
 Correct way to fit bird mesh for baboons 
(maximum size of holes: 25 mm)

Figure 29. Bird mesh fitted 
around ‘voetlaag’ stitch around 
first batten with thin galvanize 
wire.

 C. Box Gutter Installations
 It is preferable to not have valleys discharging 
rain water over the front door.

Figure 30. A steel box gutter can 
be made to fit this problem area 
over a front door and concealed 
by using poles and laths.
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Figure 27. The capping of the ridge shall be a 40 mm 
(minimum) thick sandstone-ceiling (one-part common 
cement to four parts of sand) covered by a galvanated lath, 
or galvanised wire mesh, spread at least 750 mm from each 
side of a strip, placed on the single polyolefin membrane 
layer, and shall have a lath cover of not less than 20 mm 
and shall be suitably shaped and thickened on a strip.




