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Global Colourist Awards are now open. Could you be our winner?

Six new courses with flexible learning opportunities 
International Design Competition updates 

Global Colourist Awards 2025
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Colour, chemistry, and change: preserving 
the archive of Yorkshire Chemicals

When I met Isabella Whitworth in 
October last year, we were attending 
the Dyes in History and Archaeology 
43 (DHA43) conference at Cloth 
Hall Court in Leeds. It was the ideal 
opportunity to discuss a project 
that bridges past and present: 
the preservation of the Yorkshire 
Chemicals PLC (YCL) archive.

The building, originally constructed 
for the trade of Yorkshire Broadcloths, 
had long been a place where colour, 
fabric, and commerce intersected. 
Now, it provided the perfect backdrop 
for a discussion that bridged past 
and present: the preservation of the 
Yorkshire Chemicals PLC (YCL) archive. 

From its early days in natural dye 
production to its pioneering work 
in synthetic colourants, YCL was a 
spirited, knowledgeable force to be 
reckoned with, challenging industry 
giants like ICI, Sandoz, Ciba-Geigy, 
and BASF. 

So, for Isabella, alongside 
Dr Howard Varley and others, 
safeguarding this archive was a 
labour of dedication and expertise. 

Following the collapse of YCL in 
2004, they worked to ensure the 
company’s invaluable records were 
safely housed at West Yorkshire 
Archive Service (WYAS), protecting 
a legacy that might otherwise have 
been lost. 

For me, this meeting was personal. 
Not only because I once worked for 
YCL, but also because of the Society 
of Dyers and Colourists (SDC) close 
relationship with the company and 
its people. The impact of YCL on 
the SDC is undeniable. Three past 
SDC presidents – Robert K. Fourness, 
David Blackburn, and Derek Byrne – 
spent the majority of their working 
lives there. 

Other notable names include 
John Wyles, whose contributions 
to the society’s committees and 
the establishment of the Colour 
Fastness courses at the SDC Colour 
Centre have been invaluable. He 
joined when at Leeds University, 
and has remained part of our 
West Riding (now North of England 
region) ever since. Others who 
left their mark at YCL include Dr 
Ralph Storey, John Dawson, Terry 
Baldwinson, David Needham, and 
even the SDC’s current honorary 
treasurer, Mick Catterall. 

While the SDC Textile Collection 
holds only a handful of items from YCL, 
these artefacts offer a glimpse into the 
company’s legacy and can be explored 
at collections.sdc.org.uk/explore 
but the full archive at WYAS shares a 
much greater story – one I will hand 
over to Isabella to tell. ”

“
Andrew Filarowski, technical director, SDC 

Photograph: Mick Catterall in the YCL Labs. 

http://www.collections.sdc.org.uk/explore
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The Legacy of Yorkshire Chemicals

I first encountered Yorkshire 
Chemicals PLC in late 2007 – not in 
a Leeds archive or a historic textile 
mill, but in a quiet attic in Devon. 

My friends, Charles and Anna, were 
preparing to move house and asked 
me if I would look at a collection 
of papers and documents relating 
to Charles’ forebears – who had 
been dye manufacturers in Leeds. 
Expecting a small stack of papers, I 
was astonished to see several trunks 
of material filled with historical 
records, maps, patents, dyed 
samples, and technical notes – some 
dating back to the 19th century. 

Sifting through the materials, 
it soon became clear this was 
the personal archive of James 
E. Bedford, a key figure in the 
evolution of Yorkshire Chemicals. 

Among the pages, I found accounts 
of natural dye production, the 
rise of synthetic colourants, and 
the immense challenges faced by 
the dye industry as it navigated 
economic and technological 
upheaval. The collection had been 
meticulously compiled before 
World War I and carefully passed 
down through generations, yet its 
significance had faded with time. 

As an artist and dyer myself, 
my interest in natural dyes was 
immediately focused on documents 
relating to orchil, indigo, and 
dyewoods, in addition to the wealth 
of material relating to the dawn of 
the synthetic age. One thing was 
obvious: this archive needed to be 
preserved, studied, and shared. And 
so began a journey – one that would 
take me from a Devon attic to Leeds’ 
industrial past, the history of natural 
dyes, and the eventual preservation 
of Yorkshire Chemicals’ legacy…

Modest beginnings in a Briggate-
based chemist 
The story of Yorkshire Chemicals 
begins in 1810, when James Bedford, 
a young apprentice chemist in 
Briggate, Leeds, embarked on what 
would become a family legacy in dye 
manufacturing. Ten years later, he 
had established his own chemist and 
druggist business, alongside an oil 
refining works in Swinegate. By the 
1830s, Bedford moved operations 
to Kidacre Street, focusing on the 
manufacture of orchil and cudbear– 
two highly prized purple dyes 
derived from lichens. 

Orchil is a historic dye found 
in recipes throughout written 
history, and was normally sold in 
a liquid or paste form. Cudbear is 
a powdered version of the same 
dye –both equally challenging to 
produce. Orchil processing required 
careful fermentation in ammonia, 
demanding expertise and precision. 
Without the correct handling, entire 
batches of expensive raw materials 
could be lost. Bedford not only 
excelled in this delicate process, 
but also in the judicious purchasing 
of imported dyestuff, positioning 
himself as a leader in the field. 

From these small beginnings, 
Bedford’s company evolved and 
flourished for more than 150 years, 
eventually becoming Yorkshire 
Chemicals, with branches all over 
the world. But by 2004, the company 
went into administration, leaving 
behind a legacy of innovation in 
the field of dye manufacturing. The 
company’s once-thriving site on 
Kirkstall Road, beside the River Aire, 
was recently cleared for housing 
development. 

The Bedford family and the 
industrial archive  
James Bedford passed away at the 
age of 47, and his son, also called 
James, picked up the family business 
at the age of 18. Solely responsible for 
supporting his mother and sisters, it 
was imperative he made a success of 
the business. This he did, entering into 
partnership with a Mr Edward Wood in 
around 1850. Wood’s main role was as 
a salesman, so James Bedford could 
concentrate on laboratory work as 
a chemist. Together, they operated 
works on Kirkstall Road, styled as 
Wood & Bedford. By this time, they 
were working with various dyestuffs 
like indigo, dyewoods, and cochineal,  
in addition to orchil and cudbear. 

“

Photographs: Left: Plaque commemorating the first Serisol dye. Right: Dr. R C Storey in the laboratories. 

Isabella Whitworth, textile artist and tutor
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The company grew further under 
the leadership of James’ sons, 
James Edward and Charles Samuel, 
who oversaw the development of 
many innovative patented products 
and processes, navigating through 
the major transition from natural 
to synthetic dyes amid fierce 
competition and economic pressures. 
In 1900, James E. Bedford was 
instrumental in consolidating eleven 
local companies into the Yorkshire 
Dyeware and Chemical Company Ltd. 

After his retirement and 
before World War I, James E. 
Bedford compiled a collection of 
documents and artefacts relating 
to the company’s history: maps and 
plans, patents, correspondence, 
photographs, invoices, dyed 
samples, and chemical and process 
notes. When Bedford died childless 
in 1924, his legacy continued with 
his niece, Jill Chalcraft, who passed 
the collection on to her son, my 
friend: Charles Chalcraft. As the 
great-great-grandson of James E. 
Bedford, Charles looked after the 
trunks in his Devon attic for several 
years, and was anxious to find a 
permanent home for the collection. 
I offered to help, but to do this we 
needed a contents listing, some 
interpretation, and funding. 

Team Devon meets team Yorkshire  
Thankfully, The Worshipful Company 
of Dyers gave me an initial grant for 
the preservation of the collection. 
In another stroke of luck, Leeds-
based Dr David Blackburn was 
one of my interviewers. Until his 
retirement, Dr Blackburn worked at 
Yorkshire Chemicals as a technical 
services executive and chief 
colourist, when the company held 
a firm position in the world’s top 
ten synthetic dye manufacturers. 
Dr Blackburn offered to set up an 
introduction to a large group of 
former employees living in and 
around Leeds. Dr Howard Varley, 
technical executive of Colours 
Division from 1990, lived near 
Halifax and convened a group of 
former colleagues at his house. It 
soon became apparent that former 
employees had also preserved 
a large collection of items and 
documents relating to the later 
twentieth century. 

We discussed the situation and 
agreed the two collections, Devon and 
Yorkshire, should be amalgamated 
and given a home. Around this time, 
another set of 11 photo albums 
were also rescued from a walled-up 
cupboard during site demolition at 
Kirkstall Road, and these were added 
to the collection. 

Enter the West Yorkshire Archive 
Services  
The West Yorkshire Archive Services 
(WYAS) enthusiastically agreed to 
curate the joint collection, since it 
offered an invaluable insight into 
one into one company’s life ‘from 
the cradle to the grave’. Too often, 
records are lost or destroyed in 
takeovers or moves in premises, so a 
complete overview is unusual. So, we 
got started.

Dr Varley agreed to archive 
documents largely dating from the 
mid-20th century, and I was keen to 
research and archive orchil-related 
papers and artefacts, and study 
family connections. 

We both worked unfunded, with 
Dr Varley completing his mammoth 
archiving work in 2017 (link below). 
More recently, I delivered the 
Chalcraft’s Devon collection, and 
the itemised list of contents that 
will also eventually appear online. 
The archive will be available for 
public study at the Morley premises 
of WYAS.

Photographs: Left: Wood and Bedford on Kirkstall Road, Leeds.
Right: YDC’s new steel-framed building rising from the traditional brick structures. 
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The research value of the collection  
Both Dr. Varley and I catalogued 
the collection, offering different 
perspectives on the transition from 
natural to synthetic dyes. 

At Wood & Bedford, this began 
to take place in the 1880s, with a 
complete transition taking a further 
80 years. 

Orchil was still being made 
until the 1940s, and logwood and 
myrabolam extracts were listed as 
products as late as the 1960s. 

Fascinatingly, the archive reflects 
the major research effort in the 
1930s to develop synthetic dyes for 
the first semi-synthetic man-made 
fibre: secondary acetate. 

There were further surges of 
innovation in the 1950s and 1960s, 
when nylon, polyester, and acrylic 
fibres were launched, as well as 
the eventual migration of dye 
manufacturing to the Far East (East 
Asia) during the final years of the 
company’s life. 

Researchers will find Dr Varley’s 
archived observations as a dye 
chemist invaluable on all these 
topics, with insights into management 
styles, and the eventual demise of 
the famous and respected company in 
the early 2000s. 

From my dyer’s perspective, the 
archive holds unique information into 
19th-century trade in orchil dyestuff, 
often reflecting the colonial period 
while outlining a voracious business 
whose vast scale wiped out entire 
populations of lichens. The materials 
provide a rich glimpse into the 
geographical sources, identification, 
and harvesting of dye lichens, 
as well as their transportation, 
purchases, and sales. 

In research undertaken during 
my period of study, I co-authored 
a paper with mycologists at Kew, 
focusing on a botanical collection of 
dye lichens from the Canary Islands. 
These were found in the archive 
and give some context to many 
documents within the collection. 

This important collection is now held 
in Kew’s Economic Botany Collection. 

The scientific and family 
connections between the Bedfords 
and the family of Sir William Henry 
Perkin are an important feature in 
the earlier years of the archive, and 
feature in a co-authored paper with 
Professor Zvi Koren, who analysed a 
very unexpected set of shellfish-dyed 
threads found in the collection. 

A full list of publications is available 
on my website, linked below. 

Discover more

Explore the full archive and gain deeper insight 
into the history of Yorkshire Chemicals and its 
pioneering contributions to the dye industry: 
	

Archived material by Dr Howard Varley at WYAS 
 
Isabella Whitworth orchil research and publications

For inquiries about the collection,  
contact Isabella Whitworth.

Photograph: YDC delivers dyes in wooden barrels. 
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https://www.catalogue.wyjs.org.uk/TreeBrowse.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&field=RefNo&key=WYAS8096 
https://isabellawhitworth.com/research-and-publications/ 
mailto:persicaria5%40gmail.com?subject=



