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till now, which contrary to the laws of statics in solid bodies, give to incom-
pressible fluids the property of rising almost spontancously above the
place from which they have fallen.”* It is impossible now to tell whether
any of these ever met with expectations in any degree. Statical forces re-
mained as much undefeated as of continual concern. This bespeaks a
fundamental paucity of understanding, not only on the part of inventors,
but critically on the part of the law officers of the Crown who granted the
patents.

In circumstances where physical principles and mechanical innovation
collided, it is understandable that inventors would be drawn to explore
the fundamental limits of energy and power. How else were limits to be
described but mathematically? But the results were ultimately counter-
intuitive, especially if we were to adopt the Enlightenment mantle of
rationalism and mathematical precision. In the 1790s, the engineer
Joseph Bramah obtained a patent for ‘certain new Methods of producing
and applying a more considerable Degrec of Power to all kinds of
Mechanical Apparatus, and other Machinery requiring Motion and
Force, than by any Means at present practised for that Purpose.’ Hinting that
devices were not intended to infringe on any existing invention or patent
was a common defensive manoeuvre. Thus, in 1799, Matthew Murray of
Leeds claimed ‘Improvements in the Steam-Engine, for the purpose of
saving Fuel, lessening the expense of erecting Steam-Engines, and pro-
ducing a more steady Motion therein than by any Means at present prac-
tised’; John Luccock, of Morley, near Leeds, proposed an invention for a
machine ‘upon Hydrostatic Principles, to produce a very considerable
Mechanical Power, applicable to all the Purposes of a Steam-Engine, with-
out the Aid of Fire, Steam, or a Water-wheel’; and James Lambie of Pais-
ley, a mechanic, received a patent ‘for his Invention of a Mode of applying
additional Power to all Kinds of Machinery, by which the Force of Man is
greatly increased, and he is enabled to do much more than he could oth-
erwise pcrform.'“

In such a world, piracy might be rife, but evasion was easier. This in-
duced greater attention to the legal protections and limitations of the
patent process.” But the response of the public could also be gauged in
the sheer rage for invention that caused plenty of patents to be taken out

by the misguided and manipulative as well as the mechanically adept.™

Any proposals relating to basic physical principles, as well as mechanical
improvements, were too difficult to assess. The increasing use of engine
specifications notwithstanding, it is apparent that the Crown officers had
little to guide them in technical matters. This was not simply the conse-
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quence of a technological or ecconomic determinism at work." Thus, it
seems that we might usefully examine the force of the unrelenting tide of
patents for invention as one cuwdtural measure of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. More than reflecting a penchant for profit, this suggests a passion to
explore physical principles and natral limits. Projectors would have a
field dav if patents were the onlv impediment,

Power, Patents, and Projects

When James Boswell had visited the manufactory at Soho and was shown
round by Matthew Boulton in 1776, he had the occasion to note Boul-
on'’s (now often repeated) boast: *1 sell here, Sir, what all the world
desires to have = POWER.” This has since become part of the romance of
industrialism, endlessly repeated by commentators and historians keen
to demonstrate a Britain on the verge of technological superiorin. ™
Boswell's diary may well reflect the state of play in a Britain then other-
wise preoccupied with the tortuous constitutional crisis in America. B
it also may reflect the more evasive nuances in the measures of power
and energy that were often capricious and arbivary. The production of
mechanical power was by no means certain. The fact that Boulton and
Watt succeeded in their designs, even when engine makers were not al-
wavs sufficiently able to make them perform, reveals that the auractions
ol power often overcame lears of risk and disappointment.

Natural laws were so il defined, misunderstood, and subject to vari-
ance (even in their computation and measurement) that they actually in-
spired the swarm of patents for perpetual motion that existed alongside
the workable industrial innovations of the likes of Watt and Smeaton.
Henee, even at the end of the century and well into the nineteenth, pat-
ents for perpetaal motion were sought and granted by the Crown in par-
allel with some of the most effectual mechanical achievements in the new
technologies of power. By the middle of the nineteenth century this hadd
become such a scandal that the engineer Henry Dircks laid part of the
blame at the “The ready means afforded for making such plans public,
through the medium of cheap popular scientific jowrnals and magazines,
and likewise the facilities afforded for patenting inventions.” Indeed,
Dircks pointed 10 the York engineer Thomas Mead, who cliimed that it
was not forany particular apparatus for which the letters patent were
grnnm[!"“ Take. for example, Robert Davidson's patent in 1791 for
magicaland mysterions “Engine. in place of asteam-engine. 1o be worked
without fire, wind, or water, and with or without a horse.” Likewise, con-
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tinuous motion was a repeated source of inspiration, asin 1800 and 1801,
when William Johnson of Bromley, in Kent, received a patent ‘for a
machine with new means of obtaining power in mechanical operations,
of the nature of a self moving power or perpetual motion,’ or in 1809
with William Pleasants’s ‘Self-mover, or machine which can keep itself
in motion,” or George Linton’s 1821 miraculous patent for ‘Propelling
machinery without the aid of steam, water, wind, air or fire.” One would
surely like to know more about the entrepreneurial moths drawn to such
flames. These mechanical projects were suitably endless and, most impor-
tant, were not to be shamed even by the most spectacular achievements
of the pre-eminent industrialists in the last two decades of the eighteenth
century - even when the reputation of Watt-Boulton was at its height and
sustained by the very Crown that simultaneously granted patents to ethe-
real imaginalions.47

The intellectual evaluation of the process of work and the determina-
tion of physical labour was the key to industrial innovation. It was also
the key to the way in which patents failed and projects promoted the
impossible. Hence, the translation of energy into work, and the abridg-
ment of human labour by devices that permitted not simply the expan-
sion of work but the measurement of concepts such as power, load, ef-
ficiency, duty, or horsepower as physical and not merely arbitrary or sim-
ply customary, equally belonged to the mechanic inventor as to the phi-
losopher. For this reason, the public world of the apostles of Newtonian
natural and experimental philosophy of the Enlightenment, their innu-
merable lectures and demonstration devices, and the public reaction to
seemingly endless claims for patents were indispensable to the compre-
hension of technical achievement. This was something that, during the
eighteenth century, the law officers of the Crown proved incompetent to
establish, even in the adjudication of the legal, if not the technical, foun-
dations of new patents for the abridgment of labour.

Power was not only sold. It seemed to be projected out of thin air. As
Andrew Ure argued in his Philosophy of Manufactures in 1835, new manu-
factures meant coming to terms with the deployment of labour, the
design of factories as well as machines, and the marketing of the re-
sults.’ The implementation of new definitions and calculations thus
improved immensely upon marketing once dependent merely on prom-
ise and description. In such a climate, industrialism was not only trium-
phant, but it was patents ironically that made projectors smile. Virtually
anything seemed possible in the generation of energy and power — even
when it was not. There lay the subtle paradox behind Matthew Boulton’s
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boast. Along with it, by the 1790s, lay a not so subte confirmation of
Burke’s alarm over calculators.
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