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-]OHN SMEATON was born on 8th June 1724,

at Austhorpe Lodge near Leeds, in which city

his father practised as a solicitor. At that time
Leeds was a place of comparatively small importance.
The principal streets, which still exist under their old
names, were Briggate, leading to the bridge, Kirkgate
leading to the parish church, and Swinegate leading
to the old castle. Beyond
these streets lay open fields.
Bgar Lane, which is now in
the centre of the present-day
city of nearly half-a-million
inhabitants, was a pleasant
suburb in which lived the
principal merchants.  Aus-
thorpe was then quite in the
country, the only houses in
the neighbourhood being
those of the tiny hamlet of
Whitkirk and the neighbour-
ing mansion of Temple-
newsam.

Boyhood days

From his earliest years
Smeaton displayed unusual
thoughtfulness and powers of
observation, and the ability,
not only to take his toys to
pieces, but to put them to-
gether again successfully. The
only toys in which he ap-
peared to take any real
pleasure were his models of
things that would work, and
he was perfectly happy so
long as he had any kind of
cutting tool with which he
could make little models of
pumps and windmills. He never lost an opportunity
of watching the operations of carpenters, masons, or
other workmen who happened to be employed in the
neighbourhood. He observed closely how they handled
their various tools and implements and frequently
asked questions in which he showed fo much intelli-
gence that the workmen gave him serious and careful
answers.

No sooner had the boy thoroughly grasped the methods
by which workmen carried out a certain task than he
began to attempt similar operations in miniature.
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Sometimes this habit upset the feelings of the family,
as.on the occasion when, after watching some mill-

wrights at work, he was discovered on the top of his

father’s barn busily engaged in fixing a wooden mill-
like structure !

These free-and-easy childhood days with their
escapades came toun end and in due course Smeaton
: began his education at Leeds
Grammar School, but al-
though his progress there in
geometry and arithmetic was
very rapid the most valuable
part of his education was
carried on at home among
his tools and his models.

Pump that succeeded too well !

It was during this period
that his mechanical ingenuity
led him into trouble. It
happened that a steam en-
gine was being erected at
Garforth for the purpose of
pumping water from the coal
mines, and as might be
expected Smeaton was there
day after day, keenly watch-
ing the operations. Hequickly
grasped the principle of the
steam engine and the method
of erecting it and promptly
set to work at home to make
a miniature engine of his
own, equipped with pumps
and other apparatus. Having
made the engine the next
step obviously was to test
its powers and this he did
upon one of the fish ponds in
front of the house at Austhorpe. There was no
doubt whatever about the efficiency of his engine for
he succeeded in pumping thie pond completely dry, with,
of course, disastrous results to the unfortunate fishes !

Skill in Metal Working

By the time Smeaton was 14 he had made himself
a lathe on which he turned wood and ivory. Subse-
quently he learned to work in metals and at the age of
18 he could handle tools quite as well as any regular
carpenter or smith.
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In his sixteenth year Smeaton left school and commenced work
in his father’s office, copying documents and commencing the
preliminary training for the legal profession. His father had an
excellent practice and wished his son to succeed him, but this was
not to be. The boy's heart was in his workshop among his tools
and models, and although he attended the office punctually and
worked steadily, it was plain to his father that he felt no interest
or enthusiasm in Law.

Law Abandoned

In 1742 the boy was sent to London with the object of breaking
him away from his mechanical pursuits and at the same time
giving him the best possible

for the purpose of examining the great canal works that existed
there. In 1754 he was able to carry out this project. He traversed
Holland and Belgium, examining the canal works and harbour and
dock developments, and making detailed notes which afterwards
proved of enormous value to him in his work as a canal and harbour
engineer. i

Soon after his return to England in 1755 an event occurred that
provided an opportunity for his constructive genius and led to
the greatest success of his engineering career—the building of
the Eddystone lighthouse.

The Eddystone Rock

The* Eddystone rock forms

legal education. For a time ||
he attended the Courts regu- |
larly, but at length he realised
that it was useless to go on
and he wrote to his father
explaining his feelings and
asking to be allowed to follow
some mechanical occupation.
This letter was a great disap- |
pointment to the father, :
but he was broadminded
enough to understand that his
son could never achieve suc-
cess in a profession he hated,
and he replied giving his
assent to the change.

In order to understand to
some extent the feelings of
the father regarding his son’s
proposal it is necessary to
remember that at that time
there was no such profession as
Civil Engineering. Almost all
the mechanical work of im-
portance was then executed
by millwrights and others at
little more than labourers’
wages. In the eyes of most
people, therefore, Smeaton was
doing a wildly foolish thing
in giving up the prospects of
a highly respectable and lncra-
tive profession and descending
to the lower social status and
poor pay of a workman,

Training as Instrument Maker

As may be imagined,
Smeaton’s delight was un-
bounded when he received his
father’s consent, and he lost no
time in taking advantage of
his liberty. He entered the
service of a scientific instru-
ment maker in order to obtain
expert instruction, his father
in the meantime providing for
his maintenance. It was not
long before Smeaton was able
to maintain himself, but his
father continued to assist him

the crest of a reef of rocks
situated in deep water in
the English Channel about
14 miles from the Plymouth
breakwater and 9 miles from
the nearest coast of Cornwall.
Some of the rocks are visible
at low water but at high
water they are almost entirely
submerged. As the rocks
lie nearly in the track of
vessels going up or down the
Channel they were the cause
of many terrible wrecks before
their position was indicated
by the erection of a lighthouse.
Not only were vessels wrecked
upon the rocks themselves,
but many a ship’s captain,
taking a course to the south-
ward in order to give this
peril a wide berth, found
himself involved in equally
serious dangers along the
French coast or among the
rocks that surround the
Channel Islands.

The first attempt to con-
struct a lighthouse upon the
small crest of rock visible
at high water was made by
Henry Winstanley of Little-
bury, Essex. Winstanley
appears to have been a very
curious individual. There is
no doubt that he possessed
great mechanical ingenuity
but there was something
fantastic or grotesque about
his wvarious productions.

Winstanley's Lighthouse

Smeaton tells us in his
“ Narrative of the building
and a description of the con-
struction of the Eddys#he
Lighthouse with Stone ™ that
Winstanley’s house was a
somewhat exciting place for
guests. In one room, for
il instance, there lay on the

liberally when occasion de-
manded.

During this period Smeaton
was a regular attendant at
the meetings of the Royal
Society. In 1750, shortly after he had commenced business on
his own account as a mathematical instrument maker, he read
a paper before the Society regarding improvements in the mariner's
compass. In the following year he carried out experiments on
the Thames and at sea to test a machine of his own invention
for the purpose of measuring the way of a ship. Subsequently
he read before the Society papers on improvements to the air
pump and dealing with the steam engine and various other
mechanical matters.

Visits Holland and Belgium

Gradually Smeaton began to devote less time to instrument
making and to turn to the wider field of engineering. He read
diligently all the English books he could find, and not content
with this he learned French in order to be able to read the numerous
engineering works written in that language. In learning French
he had in mind also the possibility of a visit to the Low Countries

First Eddystone Lighthouse.
Completed in 1700, swept away in 1703

floor an old slipper. The
natural instinct of everybody
was, of course, to kick this
slipper, and immediately this
was done an alarming-looking
ghost arose from the floor. In another room was a chair that
looked particularly inviting, but immediately anyone sat down
in it two arms shot out and held him prisoner. Worst of all was
the contrivance in the summer house in the garden, for when
anyone sat down on a particular seat he was immediately deposited
in the middle of the adjacent canal. It is not surprising that
a man who would spend time and money on schemes of this kind
should produce a fantastic structure when he turned his attention
to lighthouse-building.

Difficulty of Building Operations

Work on Winstanley's lighthouse was commenced in 1696 and it
lasted four years. The first summer was spent entirely in boring
twelve holes in the rock and fastening in them twelve irons to
hold the super-structure. This was a work of considerable diffi-
culty and danger, and operations could be carried on only during
fine weather when the sea was comparatively smooth,
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