James Watt - Teaser 
James Watt is credited for inventing the first steam engine of the world. Although this isn’t entirely true, James Watt is largely responsible for bringing about the Industrial Revolution and thus, changing the way the world would move. 

Main Article:

James Watt was a Scottish by birth, born in the year 1736. Both his parents were well educated. Watt was home-schooled by his mother, some say due to his poor health, which made regular attendance at school difficult. He left for London at 18, to learn to make mathematical and precision instruments and returned within a year to Galsgow.

In those times, it was necessary for someone wanting to set up a business of making precision instruments to have at least 7 years of apprenticeship. Lacking that, Watt’s application to set up shop was rejected by the Glasgow Guild of Hammermen. However, three professors of the Glasgow University let him set up a small shop and work on the university premises. 

Watt became interested in steam when he was helping his friend Professor John Robinson on a steam car. The experiments however were not fruitful, and mostly abandoned mid-way. However, it got Watt working on the concept of a steam engine and he tried, albeit unsuccessfully, to create many models of it. While working on this he got to know that the University owned a model of the Newcomen engine – a steam engine built by Thomas Savery and Thomas Newcomen used to pump water from mines – which was in London for repairs. He asked the university to retrieve it and began working on improving its efficiency which was only about 20-25%.

The reason Watt is often (mistakenly) credited for having developed the first steam engine is his breakthrough advancement, which made the hitherto inefficient steam engine safe, efficient and fast. The Newcomen engine utilized 80% of the heat to heat the cylinder which again had to be cooled to condense the steam. This posed a problem for Watt: condensing the steam without having to lower the temperature of the cylinder, thereby saving on fuel and time. The answer hit Watt when he was taking a walk on Glasgow Green: a separate vacuum condensing chamber that would suck in the steam from the cylinder and condense it. His idea worked and an efficient model of the steam engine was ready in 1765. The rest is history. Incidentally, the spot where the idea hit Watt has been marked as the place where the Industrial Revolution began
Initially Watt’s engines were used to pump water then eventually for spinning and weaving cotton. Byt his time, Watt was building engines in a factory on a large scale, financed by his friend Matthew Boulton (Boulton & Watt). He had also acquired a patent for his engine before starting his factory. Soon his engines were in high demand and the factory at one point of time had orders to keep them busy for 5 years. Watt made further improvements to the steam engine and made advancements in many other mechanical engineering fields as well. He particularly discovered the method to convert the up and down movement to rotational movement which was eventually used in rail road cars. In 1794, Boulton & Watt began to manufacture steam engines exclusively, making a fortune for both men.

James Watt was known to be congenial and respected among his peers although he’s also seen as somewhat jealous and insecure. He often pre-empted ideas of others mainly by working on them and filing patents before anyone else could – thus securing all credit for himself. This has led to much dispute over whether he is really the sole inventor of many of his works. He is however the undisputed inventor of an efficient steam engine, in particular the separate condenser. Due to his many inventions and contribution to the industrial revolution, eventually the unit of power came to be known as ‘watt’ in 1889.
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James Watt was a mathematical and philosophical instrument maker by profession. He is credited with making the first efficient, fast and safe steam engine by making advancements to the existing Newcomen Engine. His advancement popularized the use of the steam engine for many purposes, thus bringing about the industrial revolution. His company – Boulton & Watt manufactured steam engines exclusively for a long period of time.
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