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A mountain is a good place to find
Veronica Bell when she manages to
escape work. Whether she’s half way
up in walking boots, or half way
down on skis, she finds it a wonderful
way to take her mind off work. ‘On
skis,” she says, ‘every part of your
being is concentrated on preserving
life and limb, and 1 love the
exhilaration and the adrenaline rush.’

When she’s not being hazardous ona
hillside, Veronica Bell runs Veebee-
Tech, a textile printing, dyeing and
consultancy company. She started out
as a chemist with a BSc and PhD from
Liverpool University, and spent three
years working for Beechams in
Surrey. After a year at the University
of Karlsruhe, Germany, she joined the
International Wool Secretariat in
Iikley. This is where her career in
textiles really started, and she now
regards herself as a textile technol-
ogist. After many years working in
dyeing, printing and bleaching at
IWS, she became a casualty of their
first crop of redundancies in 1986.

Undaunted, Veronica started her own
consultancy business. Initially
working from home, it soon became
obvious that the business needed its
own premises. So in September 1987,
VeebeeTech moved into a small lab
and studio near Harrogate. ‘Looking
back, she says, ‘I find it amazing that
we coped in the space available.” As
further equipment came in to join the
5 m print table, moving from one side
of the room to the other required
breathing in. The lab and table were
used initially as a back up to the
consultancy, but small-scale printing
and dyeing began to take over, and it
became clear that more room was
needed. A year or so ago they moved
into a larger area on the same site —
more a small factory than a studio.

Although the business focused
initially on consultancy work and the
physical preparation of databases for
computer colour matching in textile
printing - several major UK printers
are running their match prediction
systems on a data base prepared by
VeebeeTech - the emphasis has now
shifted towards production printing,
sample printing and sample dyeing of

Veronica Bell

short lengths. Most substrates can be
printed, though natural fibres tend to
dominate. An author of several articles,
both in the Society publications and
others, Veronica reckons she has as much
in depth knowledge and experience of
wool printing as anyone in the country.

‘1didn’t encounter any major problems
setting up on my own,’ she says. ‘T was
fortunate in that  had built up a network
of contacts in the printing and wool
industries, so finding work wasn’t too
difficult. The studio was a natural
progression; subsequent developments
have happened step by step without too
many quantum leaps. It would have been
a bit daunting to set up at the scale on
which we are now operating without
having established that there was a
market for the work. Customers wanted
longer lengths than it was practical to
print on a 5 m table, and I wanted space
for extra winches for sample dyeing, soa
bigger area was vital” VeebeeTech has
thus progressed in the last six years from
being a one woman kitchen operation to
a small factory with four employees.

VeebeeTech hasn't been too badly
affected by the recession. A large
propottion of its work is printing high
value fibres; Veronica is proud of the fact
that much of this goes abroad, playing its
own small part in the nation’s economy.
She also hopes that this will be one of the
last areas to be affected. Hence the
expansion in the midst of a recession; the
timing was right for the business and so
she went ahead regardless. It was funded
out of revenue, so there is no huge loan to
service, and overheads are still
manageable. They are ready and running

and raring to go once the nation gets
out of the doldrums.

‘1don’t envisage expanding out of the
present premises for at least the next
couple of years, she says. ‘We are
very busy at the moment, though in
the present climate, no-one can just
sit back satisfied, and we are always
looking for new customers. I'd like to
expand the sample dyeing area of the
business and we have scope for
expanding the printing. 1 feel we've
drifted a little too far away from
consultancy, and now the production
is running smoothly, I have more time
to take stock, and would like to
redress the balance in this area.’

Despite the predominance of men
within the textile industry, Veronica
has not noticed any great problems
being a woman in a man's werld. ‘As
long as you show willing, then
anything is possible. Nothing annoys
men more than women who don't
pull their weight and expect them to
do all the dirty work. I accept that
there are some jobs that women
physically can’t do, but there are a
great many more that they can and
should do. Fortunately, I've been
blessed with good health and lots of
stamina, The stairs at VeebeeTech and
walking help to keep me fit, so I'm
capable of hard physical work.’

Her advice to anyone thinking of
starting up on their own is clear. ‘Keep
your overheads down to an absolute
minimum to begin with, don’t
borrow money if it can possibly be
avoided, and remember that a large
amount of physical and mental
stamina are needed. And don't even
think about it unless you have the full
support of your family behind you.”

Six years down the line, Veronica still
works 12 hour days, and sometimes
returns later in the evening (though
she says she’s trying to give this up),
and regularly takes paperwork home.
Even when away, she's lost without a
fax machine, and her employees are
used to getting messages from all over
Europe. She feels keeping weekends
free is vital, and makes sure she has
holidays. Head for the mountains!
SH

146 JSDC Voiume 109 ArriL 1993




