TECHIMIQUEST
Techniquest arose out of an intention by Professor John Beetlestone to
create an interactive science and technology centre for Wales. Elsewhere,
work had already begun on the Bristol Exploratory and Launch Pad, and the
Gatsby Charitable Foundation, one ofthe Sainsbury family's trusts were
considering making funds available to initiate new projects. The decision to
form an action group made up of business people from the city and not just
people with ideas for exhibits proved crucial. The group quickly located ideal
premises in the centre of Cardiff to launch the exhibition.
Limited funds and time dictated the need to import an exhibits director on
a short term contract to take care of exhibit development, and Ken Gleason
from the Harrisburg Museum of Scientific Discovery in the USA took the
opportunity to work on the project. Exhibits were made in various
workshops, colleges and back gardens and brought together for
Techniquest, while other exhibits were borrowed from the Bristol
Exploratory and Merseyside's Technology Testbed.
Ken Gleason insisted on a uniform styling and a goodqualityof finish to
draw the various exhibits together and give Techniquest its individual
character. The project was controlled by three people: the founder John
Beetlestone acting as impressario; Rudi Plaut, a local businessman; and Ken
Gleason the exhibits director. The project was realised in a remarkably short
time as John Beetlestone's article, written in diary style, shows. At the time of
printing, plans were being drawn for Techniquest to move into larger
premises.
Location:

Cardiff, Wales

Date opened:

13 November 1986

Floor area:

Current premises 550sq m; new premises 4000sq
m

Number of exhibits:

45

Number of staff:

5 full time, 10 temporary

Number of visitors:

approx 1300 per week
Child:adult ratio about 6:4

Opening times:

Tues-Sat10-5

Entrance fees:

£1 adults, 50p children, 40p per head for education
parties
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John Beetlestone
Professor Beetlestone is a 'lapsed' chemist.
He spent seventeen years at the University of
Ibadan in Nigeria where he became Head of
the Chemistry Department. Since then he has
been Head of Science Education at University
College, Cardiff.

Techniquest

is located in a shopping

area in the centre of Cardiff.
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As professor of chemistry in Nigeria I realised the great need
to make science manifest and enjoyable in a society where
science is not regarded as part of the traditional culture. I
persuaded the British Council to sponsor visits to Nigeria of
distinguished demonstration lecturers from the Royal Institution of Great Britain. I also persuaded USAID to sponsor a
consultancy by Dr H E White, then Director of the Lawrence
Hall of Science in Berkeley, USA, to advise on the possibility
of setting up a participatory science centre in Nigeria.
On returning to the UK in 1977 it became evident that
science is no more regarded as an integral part ofthe general
culture in the UK than it is in Nigeria. As'Professor of Science
Education I decided that it is more interesting and useful to
bring about change than to study the need for it. So I
collaborated with Charles Taylor (Professor of Physics at
Cardiff and Professor of Experimental Physics at the Royal
Institution) to further develop Science Week, a biennial event
in which the Sherman Theatre in Cardiff is devoted for a week
to the theatrical presentation of science and technology for
school pupils and the general public. We also worked
together to incorporate non-formal science education activities for school pupils at the Science, Mathematics and
Technology Centre at University College Cardiff.
Over the next few years Charles Taylor and I had many
informal discussions about the linking of science to other
aspects of our culture, with occasional references to the
Evoluon in Holland, the Ontario Science Centre and the
Exploratorium.
What follows is a chronological account taken from my
diary of how Techniquest came into being.

The beginnings, 1982 to 1984
I visit the Children's Museum in Boston, Charles Taylor visits
Questacon in Australia, and we discuss Richard Gregory's
plans for the Exploratory in Bristol. We decide that an
interactive science centre for Wales is desirable and viable.
Our bias is towards exhibits which appeal to younger children
and adults of all ages who have no specialised scientific
knowledge.
Early in 1984 Charles Taylor and I discuss the idea with
various people in Cardiff. Some interest is aroused but few
show evidence of enlightened enthusiasm.
In June I hear a lecture in London at the Royal Society of
Arts given by Dame Margaret Weston, then Director of the
Science Museum, in which she refers to Launch Pad and
announces the establishment by a Sainsbury Family Trust of
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a Fund for the Development of Interactive Technology
Centres. The dream is there and potentially the money is
available; it requires only the right people to translate the
dream into reality.
In October 1984, Dr Bill Bevan, Principal of University
College Cardiff, encourages me to establish the centre. I also
discuss the dream with Dr Douglas Bassett, Director of the
National Museum of Wales, who gives his encouragement
and suggests members ofthe museum who might help plan
the centre.

The Concept Group
On 31 January 1985 five of us meet to decide on strategy. We
decide to ask the Cardiff University Industry Centre (CUIC) at
University College Cardiff to conduct formal brain-storming
sessions to help define the purpose and nature of the
proposed centre.
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The TV studio, sponsored by HTV, proved to be a great
success, where visitors could record and replay their
performance and be famous for 30 seconds.
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A 'Concept Group' is formed comprising myself, Charles
Taylor, two members of staff of the National Museum of
Wales, a university lecturer responsible for the training of
primary school teachers, a university administrator at University College Cardiff, an architect, two students and a
member of CUIC staff. In March, Steve Pizzey, the newly
appointed manager of the Sainsbury Fund for the Development of Interactive. Technology Centres, writes to me and
joins the Concept Group.
During the spring the Concept Group holds three brainstorming meetings out of which come many ideas and
suggestions, some of which are wild, most of which are
subsequently dropped and one of which is crucially important, namely the decision to create a Finance and Management Group composed of members of the industrial and
commercial community in Cardiff.

The Finance and Management Group
In September 1985 the Finance and Management group is
formed by inviting onto it people known to members of the

Professor John Beetlestone (left), the founder of
Techniquest, with Ken Gleason the Exhibits Director standing
under the 'Impossible Triangle' entrance feature.
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Concept Group. The final membership includes a regional
director for marketing for a large national company, an officer
of the Wales Tourist Board, a banker, the managing director
of a medium sized successful industrial company, a solicitor,
an accountant, an architect, a chartered surveyor, Steve
Pizzey and myself.
In its first meeting on 18 September the Group considers
the proposals from the Concept Group and advises that,
while many ideas could form the basis for long term
development, more easily achievable objectives should be
set initially. It is recommended that the first stage of the
establishment of a centre should be a two month exhibition in
premises in the pedestrian shopping precinct in Cardiff in
November/December 1986. It enthusiastically endorses the
proposal of the Concept Group that means should be devised
whereby the centre could be made available throughout
Wales.
A Boffin Group is formed later in the month with a
membership of scientists, engineers and designers who have

Each visitor sees the other's face rotate as the exhibit is
turned. Mirrors are assembled in the structure to mimic the
action of a roof prism.
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shown interest in exhibits. They meet periodically until May
1986, considering ideas which might be developed into novel
exhibits and identifying individuals and organisations who
can devise, design or construct them.
On 26 November 1985 the Finance and Management Group
meets for the second time and it is reported that Wales Gas
(who are represented in the group) are willing to offer the first
floor of their showrooms in the pedestrian shopping precinct
in central Cardiff (approximately 3000 sq ft) free of charge for
November/December 1986. The offer is accepted and it is
decided that this should form the basis of a request to the
Sainsbury Family Trust for a development grant.
The Group meets again on 14 January 1986 and approves
the proposal to be submitted to the Trust. The proposal
assumes that the two month exhibition should be regarded
as the first of three phases in the establishment of a
permanent interactive science and technology centre for
Wales. It proposes that the exhibition will consist of 20 to 30
interactive exhibits, approximately half of which will be
bought in, the remainder being devised by the Boffin group
cooperating with local industry and commerce where
appropriate. The proposal states that the exhibits will be of
interest to the young in mind and heart whatever their age;
that the design of the exhibits will recognise the need to
appeal to families with children aged seven and above, while
also recognising that the centre could form an important
educational resource for pupils and teachers in primary and
secondary schools.
On 25 February the Finance and Management group
considers suggestions for the name of the centre. An offer to
carry out market research on the suitability of the names is
accepted.

Funding and staff
On 7 March 1986 the Sainsbury Family Trust awards a grant
of £83,000 which, together with an equivalent amount of local
'in kind' support, forms the basis for the launching of the
centre. Steve Pizzey suggests Ken Gleason as a possible
exhibits director.
During a hectic 10 days in May I travel to the USA and visit
the Exploratorium in San Francisco, COSI in Columbus, Ohio,
the Museum of Scientific Discovery in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. I recruit Ken
Gleason, formerly the exhibits director of the museum in
Harrisburg, as the exhibits consultant to the project in Cardiff.
The Finance and Management and the Boffin Groups are
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merged on 4 June to form the Techniquest Action Group
which subsequently meets monthly. Rudi Plaut, managing
director of Northmace Ltd, and a member of the Finance and
Management Group, accepts the invitation to be chairman.
On 9 July the name Techniquest is approved by the Action
Group. On the 17th, Ken Gleason arrives in Cardiff and takes
on the responsibility of Exhibits Director for Techniquest. On
the 23rd, Techniquest is established as a limited company
with charitable status.

Techniquest is launched
Over the next four months, using the ideas and contacts
generated by the Boffin and Finance and Management
groups. Ken Gleason and I devise and implement a plan for
the design and construction of 50 to 60 exhibits. Forty
organisations from commerce, education and industry, as

The National Museum of Wales assisted in the design of this
exhibit where visitors enter their characteristics on a
computer, to discover how individual they are.
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well as 100 individuals contribute to the execution ofthe plan.
On 15 September a press launch of Techniquest generates
a five minute slot in a regional TV news magazine programme.
Techniquest has a stand at the Technology Wales exhibition on 17-19 September. Its four exhibits prove to be the
most popular aspect ofthe exhibition.
On 6 October, Wales Gas, having decided to relocate their
showrooms, offer Techniquest the use of the ground floor as
well as the first floor, with extensive window frontage to the
pedestrian precinct.
Techniquest, with 48 exhibits in 6000 sq ft, is officially
opened on 13 November 1986 by Johnny Ball, the television
presenter, and Ian Kelsall, Director of the Confederation of
British Industry (Wales). Thirty eight of the exhibits are
owned by Techniquest, six of these being Techniquest
originals, the others being Techniquest versions of exhibits

The vertical roundabout simulates artificial gravity. A point is
reached when the roundabout slows such that the sponge on
the inside rim (see top) is effectively weightless.
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Rocking the well
gently back and
forth keeps the
ball on the inside
surface in orbit.
The further the
orbit is from the
centre, the longer
the period of
rotation, just like
a planet orbiting
the sun.

Tin sort. Tins
rolled down the
slope slow down
quickly if the
contents are
liquid or loosely
packed. The tin
sort can even
discriminated
between different
makes of baked
beans.
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seen in other centres, notably the Exploratorium. Ten exhibits
are on loan from other organisations.
On 3 January 1987 the 10,000th person visits Techniquest.
Of these visitors, 4366 are members of organised parties from
schools.
On 12 January the Secretary of State for Wales visits
Techniquest and expresses enthusiasm and support for its
aims' and achievements. The visit attracts extensive TV
regional news coverage.
Techniquest remains open in the showroon premises while
negotiations for a permanent home in Cardiff take place.
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