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The First Ordnance Survey Line and 
Heathrow Connection  

By Ian Anderson 
The Ordnance Survey can trace its beginning to a triangulation 
survey carried out for King George III & The Royal Society 
between 1784 and 1790.  This was to determine the relative 
positions of and distance between the Greenwich 
Observatory and L’Observatoire de Paris by carrying out a 
triangulation network survey of SE England to connect with 
the French network.  It arose out of an inflammatory letter 
from Cassini de Thury to King George III in 1783, in which he 
pointed out that the world’s two principal meridians, of Paris 
and London, were out of alignment in latitude and longitude.  
The inference was that, due to the French superiority in 
surveying and triangulation, the mistake was almost certainly 
on the English side of the Channel and would his Majesty care 
to do something about it. The King’s principal Secretary of 
State, Charles James Fox, passed the letter on to Sir Joseph 
Banks, President of the Royal Society.  Many Society members 
were outraged by the slur, but Major-General William Roy, 
FRS RE (1726-90) knew that this was his chance.  He had 
begun his career on the first survey of the Highlands of 
Scotland between 1747 and 1752 after the Jacobite uprisings.  
After Scotland he enlisted in the army during the Seven Years’ 
War with France, using his map-making skills as a special 

adviser on troop deployment and strategy.  On his return he settled 
in London rising through the ranks, while spending more time on 
his cartography pursuits.  He experimented with various 
instruments to produce the greatest accuracy, and first approached 
the authorities with his idea for a comprehensive national survey in 
1763.  He was turned down and tried again in 1766 but was again 
refused.  Meanwhile he had been conducting his own triangulation 
experiments around London, establishing the position and distance 
of landmarks in relation to the Royal Observatory at Greenwich.  He 
regularly presented his London triangulation findings to the Royal 
Society, so when the French missive arrived in 1783 he was ready.   

 

The first triangulation of Britain and Ireland begun by William Roy 
in 1783 took nearly seventy years to complete.  The survey was 
carried it out under the authority of the Master General of the 
Board of Ordnance.  He knew that the flat expanse of Hounslow 
heath was the perfect place for his first base line, which he 
measured from April to August 1784.  He had at his command 
twelve Army NCOs and a division of the 12th Foot Brigade from 
Windsor to clear and level the five mile route of the line.  Jesse 
Ramsden, an instrument maker and also a Fellow of the Royal 
Society, had made a steel chain exactly 100ft long, plus wooden 
rods twenty feet long to measure the distance as they progressed 
from Kings Arbour Field to Hampton workhouse through a wet 
summer that did no good for the wooden rods which expanded and 
contracted too much for the accuracy desired.  By the time they 
reached Hampton the steel chain had been replaced with glass 
rods, the base line as measured by Roy being 27,404.01ft.  The 
third point of the triangle was at St Ann’s Hill, Chertsey.  The first 
base line was re-measured in 1791 by Captain (later Major General) 
William Mudge FRS RA, as the first work of the newly established 
Ordnance Survey, and found to be 0.23ft (2 3/4in) longer.  A further 
re-measurement by Ordnance Survey geodesist Alexander Ross 
Clarke in 1858 determined the length to be 27,406.19 feet (5.19 
miles; 8.35 Km).  Roy had commissioned Jesse Ramsden to make 
the most exact theodolite to cope with for the precision he 
demanded, but the mighty instrument weighing over fourteen 
stone took three years to build after Roy complained that it was 
prone to tiny errors.  The survey eventually continued from 
Hampton to Dover and across the Channel.   

 

 

A cannon replaced the original wooden posts at Heathrow and 
Hampton in 1791, set upright muzzle upward in the ground.  In 
1926 on the 200th birthday of this ‘Father of the Ordnance Survey’ 
(which was 4 May 1726) a commemorative plaque was placed on 
the cannon.  Both cannon & plaque were removed for the 
construction of the new airport in 1944.  They were returned later 
to near the site a few feet north of the North Perimeter Road 
adjacent to Nene Road, 200 metres east of the tunnel, next to a 
taxi rank, in 1968.  Until recently the presence of the cannon and 



 

 

  2 

the significance of the site were also marked by an inscribed 
slate plaque set into the south wall of the Nene Road 
Metropolitan Police Station some 100 metres to the north of 
the cannon.  Redevelopment plans resulted in the relocation 
of the Police Station and the demolition of the building.  
However, thanks to the contractors at Heathrow Airport, the 
plaque was remounted on a specially made masonry plinth 
within 20 metres of its original position, on the north western 
side of the adjacent Nene Road Roundabout.  Through this act 
of goodwill by the Airport, you can still visit and identify the 
site, which has importance to the history of British national 
mapping.  The SE terminal is in, appropriately-named Roy 
Grove, Hampton upon Thames, between house numbers 7 
and 9 and is also marked by a cannon & plaque.   

 

Both the end points of the base line are shown on OS 
(1:25,000) maps.  The western end is quite clearly marked as 
“Cannon West End of General Roy’s Base (site of)” at grid 
reference TQ 077 767.  This is shown just above the Heathrow 
central area.  The other end is shown merely as “Meml” at 
grid reference TQ 137 709.  This is at the end of appropriately 
named Roy Grove, Hampton.  The 1:50,000 OS Sheet 176 
merely states 'Cannon' above the tunnel at Heathrow at TQ 
077 767, and ‘Meml' at the Hampton site at TQ 137 709.  

 

References: 

https://www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/blog/2013/11/heathrow-
airport-honours-the-work-of-major-general-william-roy/ 

Parker, Mike, Map Addict, Collins (2009), pp63-73 

http://diamondgeezer.blogspot.com/2010/04/ground-
zero.html 

 

Appendix 

 

The 1926 plaques says:  

 

THIS TABLET / WAS AFFIXED IN 1926 TO COMMEMORATE / 
THE 200TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE BIRTH OF / MAJOR 
GENERAL WILLIAM ROY F.R.S. / BORN 4TH MAY 1726 – DIED 
1ST JULY 1790.  

HE CONCEIVED THE IDEA OF CARRYING OUT THE 
TRIANGULATION / OF THIS COUNTRY AND OF CONSTRUCTING 
A COMPLETE AND / ACCURATE MAP, AND THEREBY LAID THE 
FOUNDATION OF THE / ORDNANCE SURVEY  

THIS GUN MARKS THE S.E. TERMINAL OF THE BASE WHICH 
WAS MEASURED IN 1784 UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF 
GENERAL ROY, AS PART OF THE OBSERVATIONS FOR 
DETERMINING THE RELATIVE POSITIONS OF THE GREENWICH 
AND PARIS OBSERVATORIES – THIS MEASUREMENT WAS 
RENDERED POSSIBLE BY THE MUNIFICENCE OF H.M. KING 
GEORGE III, WHO INSPECTED THE WORK ON 21ST AUGUST 
1784. 

THE BASE WAS MEASURED AGAIN IN 1791 BY CAPTAIN MUDGE, AS 
THE COMMENCEMENT OF THE PRINCIPAL TRIANGULATION OF 
GREAT BRITAIN. 

LENGTH OF BASE – REDUCED TO M.S.L. 

• AS MEASURED BY ROY – 27404.01 FEET 

• AS MEASURED BY MUDGE – 27404.24 FEET 

DETERMINED BY CLARKE IN 1858 IN TERMS OF THE ORDNANCE 
SURVEY STANDARD 01 – 27406.19 FEET" 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

General Roy monument, Hampton Hill. 

cc-by-sa/2.0 - © Stephen 

Williams - geograph.org.uk/p/373804 

 
 

Liverpool and Manchester railway plaque 
By Ian Weir 
 

The spring bank holiday weekend of 25th to 27th May 2019, saw a 
varied selection of activities around the village of Rainhill, in 
celebration of the 190th Anniversary of the Liverpool and 
Manchester Railway. 

In addition to the replica Rocket, on loan from the National Railway 
Museum in York, organisers and dignitaries dressed in period 
costume guided and entertained the public as they viewed the 
various events across the three days. 

One of the most significant events took place on Saturday 25th May, 
the unveiling of the recently installed Engineering Landmark 
plaque. Those of you with long memories will undoubtedly recall 
the American Society of Civil Engineers and the American Society of 
Mechanical Engineers inscribed the Liverpool and Manchester 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/10788
https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/10788
https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/373804
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railway as an International Historic Civil and Mechanical 
Engineering Landmark in September 2016. This was done with 
the support of the Institution of Civil Engineers and the 
Institution of Mechanical Engineers, following an application 
by the Panel. 

 

Why, you may ask, has it taken until now to unveil the 
plaque? Well there are a number of reasons, including: 
coordinating with a suitably notable occasion; the need for 
infrastructure owners, operators and franchisee consents as 
well as Listed Building Consent; and the approval of the Parish 
Council, the organisation instrumental in arranging its final 
resting place and the three days of celebration. Finally, 
funding had to be sought for both the physical work and also 
the necessary application documents. 

 

 

 

The plaque was unveiled by Brian Hayes, Chair of the Rocket 
190 Organising Committee, with Alan Williams the past 
Chairman of the ICE Northwest Region and Ian Weir the 
Northwest representative of the ICE Panel for Historical 
Engineering Works, both present. 

 

Award for Roger Cragg 
By Alex Sargeson 
 

 

 

The winner of the 2019 ICE West Midlands Bob Dunn Award is 
Roger Cragg, a volunteer who has devoted his life to recording the 
civil engineering heritage of the West Midlands and sharing that 
knowledge with others. 

The award recognises an individual who has made an outstanding 
contribution to the promotion of civil engineering in the West 
Midlands region and is named in honour of its first recipient, Bob 
Dunn. 

Since the 1970s, Roger has been sharing his passion for civil 
engineering by delivering over 140 lectures and writing numerous 
books, drawing on both current civil engineering projects and the 
works of his civil engineering heroes, who created the rich history 
of projects that he often refers to. 

Over the years, Roger has painstakingly researched the many fine 
examples of civil engineering heritage in each county of the West 
Midlands as part of the work of ICE’s Panel for Historic Engineering 
Works. The records he has prepared mean that future generations 
may continue to learn about the part that civil engineers and civil 
engineering has played in developing the region. 

He has also been proactive in organising the installation of 
commemorative plaques to Thomas Telford at Montford Bridge, to 
John Rennie at Rudyard Lake and to celebrate the 40th anniversary 
of the opening of the Gravelly Hill Interchange, better known to 
most people as Spaghetti Junction. 

Roger’s interest in history has also resulted in his involvement with 
the publication of several books, the most recent being the “Civil 
Engineering Heritage in the West Midlands”. The initial chapters 
provide Roger’s insight to the regional history of our infrastructure 
and its contribution to the economic growth of the region.  

 

Roger on an inspection 
of the Edstone 
Aqueduct on the 
Stratford on Avon Canal 
in Warwickshire. The 
longest cast iron 
aqueduct in England 
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Conference : ‘I K Brunel’s Bristol Swivel 
Bridge: its place in his office and his 
world’. 
 

 
Image © David Greenfield 

 

Conference to be held at the Create Centre, Bristol, 6th 
September 2019, 09:00 – 16:20. 

Create Centre, B Bond Warehouse, Smeaton Rd, Bristol BS1 
6XN 

 

PHEW members Dr David Greenfield and Stephen K Jones will 
be speaking at this conference, arranged by the Institution of 
Structural Engineers History Study Group. 

 

The conference will present the exemplary work being done 
to record, understand and restore Brunel’s Swivel Bridge, built 
in 1849 to span his new lock between Bristol's Floating 
Harbour and the tidal Avon.  It will also present the historical 
research that has gathered around that project, concentrating 
on Brunel’s smaller wrought iron girder bridges of which the 
Swivel Bridge was the first.  It will show how he built up 
professional and social networks, working with engineers of 
considerable competence in their own right, both in his own 
office and in the iron industry, to create workaday as well as 
iconic works. 

Other presentations will tell the parallel story of Brunel's 
development and use of cast iron in bridges and aqueducts, 
and of his collaboration with Russian military engineers, which 
resulted in a remarkably similar 'swivel bridge' in the fortified 
city of Kronstadt. Finally, it will explore his use of 
photography, not just to record the construction process, but 
to create an indelible mythic image of the Victorian 
engineering hero from which we struggle to escape. 

For more details and full programme, see: 

https://www.istructe.org/events/western-counties/brunel-
swivel-bridge-conference/ 

 

Adrian Andrew collection of 
Stereographs 
By David Greenfield 

 
Image courtesy of Clifton Suspension Bridge Trust 

 

The Clifton Suspension Bridge Trust recently made available on-line 
a collection of over 200 stereoscopic photographic cards - part of 
the archive of the late Adrian Andrews that had been donated to 
the Trust: 

https://archives.cliftonbridge.org.uk/the-adrian-andrews-collection 

One hundred of the cards feature the Clifton Suspension Bridge and 
the Avon Gorge area. The images show the bridge's abandoned 
towers, and its subsequent completion from 1862 to 1864, offering 
a rare visual record of its construction. The images also document 
changes on the bridge after construction, such as the original kiosk, 
gas lighting and signage prohibiting trotting.  

The stereocards were well-thumbed and quite dirty, with a few 
suffering from mould damage. They were stabilized and cleaned by 
a professional photographic conservator before they were 
digitised, with financial support from the Murless Fund (Somerset 
Archaeological & Natural History Society) and the Aurelius 
Charitable Trust. 

 

For more information about the collection please contact Bridge 
Archivist, Hannah Little, at archives@cliftonbridge.org.uk 

 
 

Melrose Abbey 
By Mike Chrimes 
Friendship drove me to Melrose Abbey in early April. Much 
featured in the work of Walter Scott, the Abbey today is in the care 
of Historic Scotland, and is well-known for the quality of its gothic 
masonry work, which attracted the interest of Thomas Telford as a 
young journeyman mason. He visited in a study tour after leaving 
Eskdale, and described the ruins in his Life, and illustrated the ruins 
in his article on civil architecture. 
 
The Abbey can trace origins to the time of St Aidan and Cuthbert, 
but was established as a Cistercian foundation under King David 1. 
That building was largely destroyed by the English in the 14th 
century, and then rebuilt under Robert the Bruce. The present ruins 
largely date from that reconstruction, which proceeded slowly 
through the fourteenth century, but feature fine French masonry 
work by Robert Morrow, a Parisian master mason, among others. It 
is this work that inspired Telford, who described it thus: 

https://www.istructe.org/events/western-counties/brunel-swivel-bridge-conference/
https://www.istructe.org/events/western-counties/brunel-swivel-bridge-conference/
https://archives.cliftonbridge.org.uk/the-adrian-andrews-collection
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'Rebuilt…in the best 
manner of the age, when 
the most perfect Gothic 
had been fully established 
in both England and 
France . 
Conformably to this, the 
arches of Melrose are 
highly pointed, the 
windows formed into rich 
tracery; flying buttresses, 
with canopied arches and 
pointed pinnacles are 
introduced, and ogee 
mouldings over the 
principal doors and 
windows: this main 
specimen of ornamented 
gothic is of considerable 
dimensions….In 
magnitude this edifice will 
not bear a comparison 
with the first class of 

magnificent English cathedrals; but in regard to elegance of 
design…or perfection of workmanship, it is not inferior to any 
in the most perfect era of Gothic architecture’. 
 
What Telford glosses over, and indeed most descriptions of 
the Abbey, is the brutalist architectural intervention of the 
early seventeenth century when, presumably to stabilise the 
barrel vault over the nave, which was being used as a church 
post-dissolution, a massive buttress was built along one side 
of the interior. This must surely be one of the most out of 
scale interventions ever made to preserve a work, and one 
possibly carried out at the expense of extant remains of the 
chapter house. 
 
 

 

 
There is however, as Telford suggests, plenty to admire elsewhere, 
including largely uninterpreted culvert works on the river side of 
the abbey site close to the Museum.  

 
Union Bridge 
By Stephen K Jones 
 
The April Newsletter from the Friends of the Union Chain Bridge 
included an interesting illustrated guide on ’How to dismantle an 
iron suspension bridge … and to rebuild it, in ten easy stages! 
However, one item will be deliberately left off when it is put back 
together again – the 1902 wire cable. See 
http://www.unionbridgefriends.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/04/The-Friends-of-the-Union-Chain-Bridge-
April-2019-Newsletter-1.pdf  
 
I am extremely grateful to Edward Cawthorn for facilitating this and 
obtaining permission from Northumberland County Council and 
also for specially taking a photograph of the Union Bridge chains 
with the 1902 wire cable above, on the English side of the bridge. 
 

 
 
©Edward Cawthorn 
 

Bennerley Viaduct update 

 
 
Railway Paths Limited and the Friends of Bennerley Viaduct have 
made a joint announcement in March bringing cheer to everyone 
who wants to see a secure future and a new life for the “Iron Giant” 
of the Erewash valley.  
 

http://www.unionbridgefriends.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/The-Friends-of-the-Union-Chain-Bridge-April-2019-Newsletter-1.pdf
http://www.unionbridgefriends.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/The-Friends-of-the-Union-Chain-Bridge-April-2019-Newsletter-1.pdf
http://www.unionbridgefriends.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/The-Friends-of-the-Union-Chain-Bridge-April-2019-Newsletter-1.pdf
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After a recent meeting of the RPL board of trustees, Will 
Haynes, Principal Officer, made this statement. “Subject to 
securing the necessary planning and listed building consent, 
and meeting the fundraising target, we hope to be able to 
start the project towards the end of this summer.  We are in 
the process of submitting planning and listed building consent 
applications to Broxtowe and Erewash Borough Councils, 
which is a crucial step in progressing the project. Our 
fundraising activity is going well, although we still have a way 
to go.  We are very grateful to those funders who have 
supported the project so far including, Historic England, the 
Railway Heritage Trust, the HB Allen Charitable Trust, the 
Charles Hayward Foundation, Broxtowe Borough Council and 
the Pilgrim Trust.  The mobilisation of widespread support for 
the project by the Friends of Bennerley Viaduct has been 
invaluable in the progress so far and will be key in the delivery 
of the project. Our two organisations share the vision to bring 
the viaduct back into use for the benefit of the public.” 
This announcement comes just a few weeks after an 
Extraordinary General Meeting of the Friends of Bennerley 
Viaduct at which members voted unanimously to convert the 
group into a registered charity.  The committee is now in the 
process of applying to the Charity Commission for permission 
to become a Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO).  Jeff 
Wynch, chair of the Friends group, says, “CIO status will mean 
that we can operate in a more business-like way in future, 
employing staff, owning property and so on.  We’ll also have 
more scope for securing funding from a wide range of sources 
to take the project even further in years to come.  The 
positive news about the RPL project is brilliant and we are 
looking forward to working with RPL in its delivery.  There are 
lots of ways our volunteers can make a contribution, and I 
hope this announcement will spur on more people to join in. 
 
Bringing about a project this size is no easy matter, and I 
would like to pay tribute to Bill Tomson of RPL for all the work 
he has put in.  Fundraising and planning applications are only 
part of the job.  Bill has also had to deal with legal issues, 
landowners, ecological concerns, all kinds of surveys and 
tenders for contracts.” 
 
The FoBV programme of workdays is well under way again.  
The capacity of the group has been increased by a community 
grant this year from Erewash Borough Council to fund the 
purchase of new equipment and protective clothing.    “New 
volunteers are always welcome,” says the Chairman.    
 

Queensbury Tunnel 
By Grahame Bickerdicke  
Campaigners hoping to reopen a disused West Yorkshire 
railway tunnel as a sustainable transport corridor have asked 
supporters to join them in fighting a planning application to 
abandon the 1.4-mile long Victorian structure. 
 
Queensbury Tunnel (HEW 2788), which closed in 1956, could 
form part of a new route for walkers and cyclists connecting 
Bradford and Keighley to Halifax, but Highways England’s 

Historical Railways Estate (HRE), which manages the tunnel on the 
Department for Transport’s behalf, wants to permanently close it 
due to perceived safety concerns. Plans for the scheme have now 
been submitted for Bradford Council’s approval. 
 

 
 
View of how the cycle path could look © Queensbury Tunnel 
Society 
 
For the past five years, the Queensbury Tunnel Society has been 
working with transport, heritage and environmental groups, MPs 
and local Councillors to promote the idea of an ambitious cycle 
network to the west of Bradford. More than 11,200 people have 
signed an ePetition backing the proposal whilst Bradford and 
Calderdale councils announced their support for the scheme in 
February. According to a Sustrans study, it could bring £37.6 million 
in social, economic and tourism benefits over 30 years. 
Norah McWilliam, leader of the Society, said: “Queensbury Tunnel 
is a remarkable public asset which establishes a strategic 
connection between Calderdale and Bradford District, overcoming 
the ridge that separates them. If there is ever to be a cycle link 
between the two areas, it will have to go through the tunnel. So 
what’s needed here is long-term vision. 
 
“We will have failed future generations if the opportunities 
presented by the tunnel are allowed to slip through our fingers. It 
could help us to meet our emerging health and environmental 
obligations, improve connectivity for commuters, draw visitors to 
explore our built heritage and natural landscapes, and serve as a 
leisure facility for communities along its route. It also offers high 
value for money, with £2.31 returned for every £1 invested. In 
contrast, abandonment is likely to cost more than £5 million and 
offer absolutely no benefit.” 
 
HRE’s plans reveal that less than 15% of the tunnel will be filled in, 
focussed around the two entrances and six shafts. The remainder - 
mostly passing beneath the populated part of Queensbury - will be 
left to flood and collapse over time. Around 440 residential 
properties lie within the tunnel’s ‘zone of influence’, as defined in a 
report from HRE’s consulting engineers. 
More than 2,600 people recorded their objections to the planning 
application in the first seven days following its publication. 
Comments can be lodged via the planning portal on Bradford 
Council’s website, at tiny.cc/TunnelPlans 
 
Comment from PHEW Tunnel convenor Peter Harris  
QUEENSBURY TUNNEL HEW 2788 
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I would like to add my own views on Queensbury Tunnel to 
those of my colleague Graeme Bickerdike in the article he has 
written. Most of the tunnel is in a fair to good condition. 
There are two small localised collapses of the haunch neither 
of which blocks the tunnel and do not appear to be getting 
any worse as the forces causing failure have redistributed 
around the arch. There are other areas showing some distress 
but these are not significant. The two collapses are both 
repairable and can allow safe access for the public by means 
of an inner lining. A system for doing this was installed in 
Dingle Tunnel in Liverpool following a far larger and more 
serious collapse in 2016. As well as the economic benefits to 
the local community outlined by Graeme the tunnel has 
historic value, not only in memory of those who died during 
its construction but also from a tunnelling perspective in that 
it was partly driven by the first effective use of compressed air 
powered rock drills developed by Colonel F.E.B. Beaumont 
who was also involved in the first attempt to tunnel the 
English Channel. 
 
To permanently close off and abandon this tunnel which could 
be repaired for less cost than the closure works proposed is so 
short sighted and verges on cultural vandalism.  
 
Water, doors and buildings 
By Mike Chrimes  
The 6th Conference of the Construction History Society 
was held on 5-7 April in Cambridge, with the varied theme 
of Water, doors and buildings. Attended by the usual mix 
of British and international delegates, there was plenty of 
interest for engineers. The water papers included a 
keynote on dams by Mike Chrimes, and another by 
Andreas Kahlow on the water supply of the fountatins at 
the Sanssouci Palace neat Potsdam. Mike Heaton’s paper 
on Watermeadows postulated these could be described as 
the largest civil engineering works in the pre-modern 
world, as they are found across Europe, and clearly existed 
by the 15th century, with a seventeenth and eighteenth 
century heyday in southern England. Other topics covered 
included: salt within the medieval water supply at 
Sugsburg, the Dona Main Canal (1836-47) in Bavaria, and 
the Cause brothers work in seventeenth century gardens-
see water features, which cost £10,000!. Moving to the 
modern era there were several papers on various aspects 
of reinforced concrete, and also on harbour work in the far 
east, includeding Hong Kong and Japan. Tony Prestland 
gave some insights onto the John Laing photographic 
archive, hopefully encouraging greater use of the resource 
at Historic England 

 
Chairman’s column 
By Gordon Masterton 
Unless you've been living on a rocky volcanic outcrop in the 
Atlantic for the past six months, you will have heard that 2019 is 
an important year for remembering James Watt. It is the 200th 
anniversary of his death but more importantly, the 250th 

anniversary of his first patent for "improvements to the fire-engine" 
in 1769 - three innovations, one of which was the breakthrough idea 
of condensing steam in a separate vessel allowing the main cylinder 
to be kept at a uniform temperature. It sounds simple, but it was an 
idea that no other engineer had had in the fifty years from the 
original Savery patent and the later Newcomen variation. Many 
engineers before Watt had tried to make these ponderous engines 
efficient and useful for more than pumping water from deep mines. 
Smeaton came closest, and doubled their efficiency with sound 
engineering and workmanship, but it was Watt who dreamt of 
unleashing the full potential of the power of steam by applying his 
knowledge of the science of heat, which was still imperfect at the 
time, but developing. He had strong academic friendships from his 
time working in Glasgow University, and he kept this network active 
through regular correspondence, especially with Joseph Black and 
John Robison, even after they had moved to Edinburgh University 
and Watt had joined Matthew Boulton in Birmingham. Watt was an 
early example of industrial/academic collaboration. Today he'd be a 
poster boy for Innovate UK. And, though not exactly a boy, he was 
only 29 when he had his big idea while walking on Glasgow Green in 
May 1765. 
 
It's right and proper that we honour James Watt today. He was 
recognised in his lifetime as "probably the greatest and most useful 
man that ever lived" and the many statues worldwide are testament 
to the regard in which he is held as an engineer who improved the lot 
of humanity. And by the way, it's grossly unfair to lay the guilt of 
global warming at his door, as has been suggested by some. The path 
of progress in steam power was already irreversible and if Mr Watt 
hadn't been the great improver, it might have been a Monsieur Watt 
or a Herr Watt, albeit some years later. Furthermore, the CO2 saved 
from the Newcomen engines replaced by Bouton & Watt engines will 
not have been insignificant. Any guilt attaching to global warming lies 
firmly with the time in which the causal link was identified with 
increasing confidence - our own generation - and our insufficiency of 
response. 
 
The community of enthusiasts for James Watt commemoration 
events have been very active, with Glasgow and Birmingham 
particularly prominent. On 31 May, the Hammermen of Glasgow 
(partly because of me being Deacon) ran Watt a Celebration! - a light-
hearted tribute as a fundraiser for Primary Engineer, at which 
Malcolm Dick launched his book 'The Power to Change the World: 
James Watt in 50 objects'. Glasgow University ran a bicentenary 
symposium, at which I gave a lecture on Watt's achievement and 
legacy, and others followed on with talks on contemporary 
achievements across the wide span of engineering endeavour; and 
Birmingham University will have an academic conference in August 
(Rethinking James Watt (1736-1819): Innovation, Culture and Legacy,  
Friday evening 30 August to Sunday 1 September 2019. More 
information on the conference can be found at 
www.jameswatt2019.org). Watt had a constructive and interesting 
relationship with Smeaton and I am honoured to have been asked to 
deliver the 2019 Smeaton Lecture on 23 July, on the topic of 
'Smeaton and Watt: unleashing the power that changed the world.' 
Watt a Celebration indeed. 
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P.S. please sing the petition to prevent the infilling of 
Queensbury Tunnel – an unnecessary and short-sighted plan – 
as explained elsewhere in the newsletter. 
 

Hews in the News 
 

Historic Scotland Magazine (Spring 2019) reported Erskine 
Bridge has been awarded Category A listed status by 
Historic Environment Scotland (HES).  The award 
recognises its minimalist and innovative design.  

 

The Ross-shire Journal 1 March included a full page Days 
Out item entitled `High 5: Historic Bridges’ highlighting Old 
Packhorse Bridge, Carrbridge; Craigellachie bridge; Wick 
Bridge; Invermoriston Bridge and Drochaid a’ Chaolais 
Chumhaing (Kylesku Bridge) 

 

 

The Press and Journal 9th March carried an article on the 
Caledonian Canal basin at Fort Augustus, which was 
drained ready to replace five pairs of 37ft lock gates.  

Similar works are being carried out at Kytra and Cullochy 
locks as part of the a £5.35 million maintenance 
programme.  

 

Northumberland County Council (NCC), Scottish Borders 
Council (SBC), Museums Northumberland and the Friends 
of Union Chain Bridge have applied for a second round of 
funding from Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) to restore the 
Bridge.                                                                                                                             

Councillor Glen Sanderson, NCC’s Cabinet Member for 
Environment and Local Services said: “The NLHF bid 
process is extremely competitive and we need to ensure 
that we have the strongest bid possible to get through the 
next round and secure the funds needed to deliver this 
ambitious and exciting project. We have two years in 
which to submit a round two bid and while we had 
planned to apply by the end of March 2019, this was 
always going to be challenging due to the great complexity 
of the scheme and we have been working tirelessly to 
develop the project to this very advanced stage in such a 
very short period of time.”      

 

The Evening Standard 10 April reported Hammersmith 
Bridge is to be closed indefinitely to traffic whilst repairs 
are carried out. This was also reported by the rest of the 
press and BBC the following day 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-
47891838  The bridge opened in 1887 and requires 
reinforcing to cope with heavy traffic. It remains open to 
pedestrians and cyclists. 

 

The Forth Bridges Contact and Education Centre at 
Queensferry held an exhibition of artefacts relating to the 
Forth Bridge to coincide with World Heritage Day on 18th 

April. The day, also known as International Day of Monuments 
and Sites marks the date of the signing of the World Heritage 
Convention18 April 1972. 

 

 

 

Roland Paxton by Dr Miles Oglethorpe 

 

Mark Watson, Historic Environment Scotland 

 

Readers of this newsletter are asked, whenever they read of 
something which they think might deserve mention here, to 
send it, or a copy to Carol Morgan, contact details below 

 
Editor’s Note 
By Dermot O’Dwyer 
 

May I repeat the regular appeal for Newsletter contributions 
which may include diagrams, photographs and / or illustrations.  
Those which are both informative and appeal for further 
information, or publicise forthcoming conferences or the 
availability of recent books, etc., are particularly welcome.   

 

Contributions should be sent to the ICE as soon as possible after 
receipt of this newsletter by post to: 

Mrs Carol Morgan 
Library and Information Services 
Institution of Civil Engineers 
One Great George Street 
Westminster, LONDON SW1P 3AA 

 
by email to: carol.morgan@ice.org.uk   
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