In 1970 the SDC News asked the
Society’s new Associates to reflect on
what the qualification of ASDC meant
to them. John Ferguson’s reply that it
was “a stepping stone towards higher
management’ was perhaps prophetic.
He is now managing director of
DyStar UK and considers himself a
pretty good advertisement for the
qualification.

Not that it was easy all the way -
although it probably was fun. (It
doesn't take much time in his presence
to realise how important this is to
John.) More interested in sport than
studying, John left school at 16 to take
up a position in the laboratories of
Ferguson Printers (no relation) in his
home town of Carlisle.

As a vertically integrated business,
taking in cotton in bale form and
dispatching it as finished fabric,
Fergusons gave John a good general
grounding in textile production and
processing.

Its other great strength as far as John
was concerned was its commitment to
staff development. Ray Knapton, the
works chemist, spotted John's
potential and arranged for him to go
first to Carlisle Technical College
(where he gained an ONC and HNC
in chemistry) then over the border to
the then Paisley College of Technology
{where he studied for the ASDC).

John has fond memories of that time
and great praise for Claude MacNeil
and his colleagues at Paisley. However,
his descriptions of getting up at 4 a.m.
for the drive north - and trying to stay
awake enough to drive home again
the same night - will ring a bell with
current ASDC candidates and part-
time students everywhere.

Although by then he had risen to
quality control manager at Fergusons,
John felt that there were better
opportunities elsewhere. He thought
about research butin the end chose a
more practical option, the position of
textile printing technician with
Hoechst in Manchester. He progressed
to head of printing, then head of the
technical laboratory and in 1986 was
invited to spend 6 months at Hoechst
AG, working in various departments
associated with the dyestuff business.

Equipped with greater insight into
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the business and, perhaps equally
importantly, the ability to say “Smile!” in
German, he then moved to Hoechst
Celanese in Charlotte, North Carolina,
where he worked as marketing manager
for 6 months, before returning to Britain in
1988 o take up the position of head of
dyestuffs for Hoechst UK.

He held this position uniil 1995, but his
twenty-fourth year with Hoechst brought
major changes. Hoechst and Bayer
decided to merge their dyestuffs
businesses to form Dy5Star, a joint venture
which is run from Frankfurt and has a
world-wide workforce of 2500. Dystar UK,
which John now leads, is a stand-alone
subsidiary responsible for marketing and
technical services in the UK and Ireland.
Not daunted by the upheaval or the
secrecy of the early stages, John describes
the experience as ‘great fun’.

‘Tlove it', he grins, ‘it's been absolutely
brilliant. I hate normality: I love managing
change. It's been hard work but really
rewarding.’

John acknowledges that the progress
DyStar has made in its first year is a direct
result of the commitment of its staff. He
considers people to be the most important
part of an organisation and places great
emphasis helping employees realise their
potential, believing that the best approach
is to give people authority along with
responsibility. Thus, he favours a simple
approach to management: as
unbureaucratic as possible so that
individuals can make decisions without
constantly reporting back to their
superiors. And as someone who benefited

early in his career from a forward-
thinking employer, he is totally
committed to training - even if, like
him, the employee leaves the
company as a consequence of
improving his or her quatifications.

Outside work John has had just as
much fun over the years. Althcugh
after reading his interview in DyStar’s
in-house newspaper I'm tempted to
take some of John's assertions with a
pinch of salt, he tells me he plays the
guitar, mandolin and banjo, has
performed on stage with various folk
groups and has even made a record.
Opver the years he has also found time
to play rugby, football, golf, squash,
tennis and table tennis competitively.

These days you are more likely to
find him walking on the moors with
just his labrador for company. But his
love of competitive sport has not gone:
another great pleasure is watching his
younger son Robert play football.
(John has three children, all of whom
have taken to academic life, perhaps
due to the influence of their teacher
mother, Anne.)

For the Society, John has served on
the committees for Manchester and
Huddersfield Regions and is an
occasional visitor to the Museum
Committee at Perkin House, although
he hopes to make a greater
contribution to the committee as
DyStar becomes more established. He
also co-wrote and subsequently
updated a chapter for the Scciety’s
Textile printing book, although he
describes this as an “experience’, and
not one he is keen to repeat.

Finally, I ask how John sees the
future for Britain's (and Europe’s)
dyers and finishers. “The textile
industry is one steeped in tradition,
which has always had peaks and
troughs, and attracted characters
from all walks of life, combining the
best of the technical and commercial
worlds’, he replies.

‘Change is inevitable, and the
future of the industry is dependent
on how this change is managed. We
must be flexible and adapt to the
changes, whilst enjoying the process
and driving the industry forward.’

These really are exciting times.
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