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As a local female chemist it is a matter of great personal 
pride and pleasure to be able to introduce in this book 
the Catalyst Science Discovery Centre and Museum, 
the collections which it holds and the heritage which 
it portrays. I am descended from families who can 
trace their ancestry back for centuries as Weaver 
and Mersey flatmen who brought the salt from mid 
Cheshire to Runcorn and enabled the chemical industry 
to get established and to flourish with an enormous 
national and international reputation in both Widnes 
and Runcorn. Many of my relatives worked for the great 
companies founded in the 19th and 20th centuries such 
as Gossages, Brunner Mond, ICI, whose records, archives 
and artefacts we hold, some of which are shown in this 
book, and which are as important today historically and 
educationally as they ever were.

However, Catalyst is not only about the great past of 
the chemical industry in the area but about the present 
and particularly the future of the area where our 

Introduction

Science Discovery Centre and Museum is based.  
We at Catalyst strive to inspire younger generations 
to become scientists and engineers and believe in 
themselves and their futures through improving their 
education and their well-being. By a combination of 
heritage and vision of the future we can achieve much 
and put Catalyst as a ‘Visitor Experience’ at the heart of 
Halton and the NW England’s great developments.

We at Catalyst are extremely grateful that funding from 
the National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) has enabled 
us to review our heritage offer and our collections and 
to publish this book which will promote them and our 
heritage locally, nationally and internationally.

I commend this book to you.

Dr Diana M. Leitch MBE, FRSC
Chair of Trustees
Catalyst Science Discovery Centre and Museum Trust Ltd

Catalyst’s collections and its heritage are nationally 
and internationally important.

The story of the chemical industry is a critical  
part of the narrative of the industrial revolution. 
Catalyst is the only museum that has recorded this 
story. Through its unique collections it inspires future 
scientists and engages with diverse audiences.

Image on front cover - Bronze of Sir John Brunner
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Catalyst Science Discovery Centre and Museum is on 
the cusp of dramatic changes that will transform lives 
and create a new and exciting visitor attraction for the 
North West of England and beyond. Our vision is to:

• Transform the way in which we inspire scientists of  
the future, meeting the skills gap in our industries in  
the North West 

• Transform our heritage offer, engaging audiences with 
our unique and distinctive collections which are of local, 
national and international importance.

Catalyst is a unique hybrid, combining a Museum and 
Science Centre. Support from the Wellcome Trust’s 
Inspiring Science Fund is completely renewing our 
science offer. Building on this work we are now looking 
at a similarly ambitious proposal for our heritage offer. 
This will complete our vision for a unique cultural, visitor, 
educational and scientific centre. We will have a Liverpool 
City Region wide impact and draw in visitors from across 
the country and internationally. 

We will continue to welcome and work with our existing 
visitors, stakeholders and local industries but through this 
transformation we will also engage with hard to reach 
audiences and aim to support those in our communities 
experiencing mental health difficulties, socially isolated 
adults and disadvantaged school children. We will reconnect 
the local community and visitors with our heritage through 
our collections and the stories that they tell.

A transformation for Catalyst
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Catalyst has always been ground breaking; in its vision,  
its collections and its approach to both science and heritage

The Catalyst Story 

Scientrific, a hands-on 
science exhibition, opens 
on the ground floor. It has 
delighted generations of 
visitors ever since. 

The Museum wins 
many national and 
regional awards 
as a museum and 
visitor attraction 

The museum 
expands and builds 
new education and 
learning facilities 

The Museum  
of the Chemical 
Industry opens 

The project moves into 
the old Gossage building 
in West Bank and a new 
glass Observatory is built 
on the top floor 

1994

1992

1991

1982

1989

1986

It all begins with 
an exhibition at 
the Old Town 
Hall in Widnes 
to celebrate 
100 years of 
the Society of  
Chemical Industry 

Image courtesy of Widnes Weekly News  
Article published 18th February 1983
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“The aim of Catalyst from its inception 
in 1982 was to reflect the importance 
of the chemical industry in the UK, and 
to collect and inform people about  
what it does and why we need it.”
Alex Cowan, Runcorn and District Historical Society

The Birth of an Industry 
and Chemicals for Life 
galleries open, telling 
the story of the local 
chemical industry 

A change of name for the 
Trust signals a new vision 
and the museum becomes 
Catalyst Science Discovery 
Centre and Museum Trust Ltd 

A new laboratory and theatre 
for school workshops and 
interactive shows is opened 
by the Duke of Kent

First sleepover event for 
children and young people 

Archives from Brunner Mond 
in Northwich start to arrive 
to supplement our chemical 
industry collections

Catalyst Science 
Discovery Centre  
30th Anniversary

Grant funding from the 
Wellcome Trust/BEIS/
UKRI for new Scientrific 
gallery and redesign of 
the front entrance, cafe, 
theatre and studios

2018

2008

2010

2015

2017

1995-6

2006
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Catalyst is the only Museum that tells the story of the British chemical industry. 

The collections reveal the stories of scientific discoveries that changed the world, 
whilst also exploring the impact that the industry had on the local area and the lives 
of the people who lived and worked in the community. 

“The collection is valuable for social and cultural, 
business and economic history as well as for 
history of chemistry.”
Dr Jennifer Tucker - Associate Professor of History and Science in Society, 
Wesleyan University, Connecticut  

A unique collection
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“The collections as a whole are historically 
and scientifically important because they 
are focused on a very specialist area of 
British industry.”
Peter Reed - Independent Historian of Science, Technology  
and Medicine based in California and Patron of Catalyst

“The chemical industry has a unique place in the 
heritage of our country... The Catalyst collection 
is a unique archival collection of that story.”
Jean Bradburn – Local historian and former Halton Librarian
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This area is a place of ambition and discovery. 150 years ago, there were over  
30 chemical works in Runcorn and Widnes. They made alkalis - chemicals for use in 
homes and factories across the world. 

Catalyst’s collections chart these discoveries and the impact they had on the local 
environment and community. Innovation came at a high cost for the people who lived 
and worked here, surrounded by noxious fumes and a polluted environment.

Innovative technology and new products were developed here. These played critical 
roles in the world wars and included medicines such as halothane and materials like 
Saffil, which won the Queens Award for Technological Achievement in 1978.

Chemical innovations and discoveries

Waste from the alkali industry, 
known as galligu 
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“So much of what we think 
about the Victorians ideas of 
material comfort (cocoa, textiles, 
books, soap, glass: hygiene and 
education) were enabled by  
the products of a very  
dirty environment.”
Dr Jennifer Tucker, Associate Professor  
of History and Science in Society,  
Wesleyan University, Connecticut

Innovative black ash revolver 
at the Muspratt Works
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Catalyst is located in the historic Tower Building 
which was once home to William Gossage 
& Sons Ltd. Gossage’s soap products were 
exported all over the world and their marketing 
was key.

As the industry became more competitive  
plain paper packaging gave 
way to decorated wrappings 
that extolled the virtues of the 
soap. The Gossage story is 
brought vividly to life through 
photographs, postcards 
and objects. Marketing and 
promotional materials, like this 
chair, were given to stores to 
promote particular brands. 

William Gossage was a 
businessman, chemist 
and inventor 

William Gossage and Sons Ltd Chair
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Gossage’s soap and advertising postcards
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The company was founded by John Brunner and Ludwig Mond who met while working 
here in Widnes. True innovators, they used the new Solvay process to improve the 
manufacture of alkali, and became a global company based in Northwich.

In 1926 the company became part of Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI); a new type 
of business that led chemical research and innovation for decades. Catalyst holds a 
significant collection of ICI material in many formats including 45,000 photographs  
and films. 

Illustrated magazines and newsletters produced by ICI are  
full of fascinating information about staff and working life. 

Widnes and Runcorn were home to ICI’s General Chemicals  
Division and Catalyst cares for 25,000 research reports which  
document its work over 100 years. 

The Brunner Mond collection at Catalyst 
is nationally and internationally significant 

Documents from the 
Brunner Mond Collection
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“These [reports] are of 
international significance for 
future historians of technology and 
chemistry as this material is simply 
not available elsewhere.”
Jonathan Aylen - Honorary Senior Research Fellow,  
The University of Manchester 

Catalyst cares for the  
Brunner Mond/ICI Film Collection
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Ground breaking, scientific discoveries were made in 
Runcorn and Widnes. 

Halothane, a revolutionary inhalation anaesthetic, was 
invented in 1951 at the ICI Central Research Lab in 
Widnes by Dr Charles Suckling and first used in 1956. 
For the first time patients could be anaesthetised 
without any major ill effects. Sold under the name 
Fluothane it was given to millions of patients worldwide. 

Runcorn born chemist, Professor Wilson Baker, was a 
leading member of the team at Oxford that created the 
lifesaving synthetic drug Penicillin during the 1940s. 

New drugs revolutionised medicine 
and the treatment of patients 

Local chemists were involved 
in the development of both 
Halothane and Penicillin
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Catalyst’s collections of archives and objects bring the 
social history of Runcorn and Widnes to life.

Charting the role of industrialists in the growth of the 
towns, the construction of bridges across the Mersey 
and the experiences of local people, this is a unique 
local story with wide appeal.

The Transporter Bridge was an ambitious feat  
of engineering. When it was opened in 1905 by  
Sir John Brunner who had funded it, it was the  
largest transporter bridge in the world, and  
the first in Britain.

A tale of two chemical towns

Sir John and Lady Brunner 
opening the Transporter Bridge 
in 1905

Social history items from 
the collections
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Become part of the Catalyst story

“As a small independent museum 
Catalyst holds a truly important archive 
of photographs, documents, reports and 
objects that cannot be found elsewhere.”
Sharon Brown, Curator of Land Transport and Industry,  
Museum of Liverpool 

The objects on display at Catalyst are just the start. 

Objects and archives in the Museum’s store are a rich 
resource. They help visitors uncover family connections 
to the chemical industry and support local history 
research. They are a vital source of information for 
academic research and have contributed to studies as 
diverse as early computing technology, the design of 
Chinese wallpaper and the analysis of historical dyes.

Please contact us to book a slot in the archive, to arrange 
group talks, tours and visits or to become a sponsor.  
As a charitable trust we depend on donations and 
sponsorship to maintain our work.

An illustration by Raymond Sheppard 
featured in ICI Magazine February 
1951, in an article by J. M. Blackwood. 
He writes lovingly about his hobby of 
“Bird watching from my window”





Contacts: 
Meryl Jameson, Marketing Manager

Dr Diana M. Leitch, 
MBE, FRSC, Chair of Trustees

Charity number: 518850

© Catalyst Science Discovery Centre and Museum

Catalyst Science Discovery Centre and Museum
Mersey Road
Widnes
Cheshire
WA8 0DF

0151 420 1121
info@catalyst.org.uk 

www.catalyst.org.uk

Order books from ICI and a 
Brunner Mond suggestions book
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