
EDITOR’S LETTER

www.historywm.com 5

Erasmus Darwin. Barrie Trinder sees
evidence of a Shropshire Enlightenment
amongst the intellectuals and industrialists of
the county. 

Five articles focus on men who
connected the world of thought to the
world of industry. Rita McLean investigates
Matthew Boulton, the manufacturer of
metalware, steam engines and coins; Sue
Tungate provides a cameo piece on  John
Wilkinson, a Shropshire ironmaster whose
tokens represented West Midlands
achievements in solid metal. Caroline Archer
contemplates the typographer and printer,
John Baskerville, who created the impressive
Baskerville typeface; Gaye Blake-Roberts
explores Josiah Wedgwood who united art,
science and industry in his north
Staffordshire potteries; and Alison Wallis
considers the polymath Erasmus Darwin:
doctor, inventor, poet and writer on
evolution, decades before his grandson,
Charles Darwin, turned the notion into a
theory. Finally Kate Iles looks at Thomas
Day’s unsuccessful educational experiment to
turn an orphan girl into his perfect wife. In
so doing she raises new ways of seeing the
West Midlands Enlightenment by bringing
the experiences of girls and women into the
foreground of thinking about the period.   

We do note that, for reasons of space,
these pages do not cover several significant
individuals and subjects.  These histories
may come later.  

We are particularly grateful to Lucy
Bamford and Derby Museum for allowing
us to use an image of Joseph Wright’s ‘A
Philosopher Giving that Lecture on an
Orrery’, which expresses so well the
scientific, social and educational dimensions
of the Enlightenment. 

We hope that you find much of interest
in these pages and welcome your feedback
on our first issue as we plan our second and
third issues.  You can email us at
info@historywm.com or write to us at 3
Arrow Court, Adams Way, Springfield
Business Park, Alcester B49 6PU. 

Issue 2 of History West Midlands will be
available in the Summer and its theme will
be ‘Moving into the West Midlands’. ●

Malcolm Dick, Editor-in-Chief, on
behalf of The History West Midlands
Team

1702 Queen Anne reigns until 1714
1707 Act of Union passed, merging the Scottish and English Parliaments, which establishes the

Kingdom of Great Britain 
1709 Abraham Darby I begins smelting coke with iron at Coalbrookdale, Shropshire
1712 Thomas Newcomen erects an atmospheric engine near Dudley Castle to pump water out

of a mine
1714 George I reigns until 1727
1727 George II reigns until 1760
1733 Of the 110 Newcomen engines now operating across England and Wales, 20 are located in

the West Midlands
1738 Charles and John Wesley undergo spiritual experiences that lead to the founding of the

Methodist Church
1741 Aris’s Birmingham Gazette is founded
1742 Benjamin Huntsman experiments with crucible steel
1745 Jacobite Rebellion takes place and Charles Edward Stuart (Bonnie Prince Charlie)

reaches Derby
1760 George III reigns until 1820
1760s Establishment of the Lunar Society; members include Matthew Boulton, William Small,

John Whitehurst, Josiah Wedgwood, James Keir, Richard Lovell Edgeworth, Thomas

Day, Erasmus Darwin and Joseph Priestley

1762 Matthew Boulton plans Soho Manufactory; completed 1765
1765 James Watt develops the separate condenser for steam engines, significantly increasing

their potential, and John Taylor, buttonmaker, and Sampson Lloyd II, ironmaster,
establish Birmingham’s first bank

1766 Work starts on the construction of the Staffordshire to Worcestershire, Trent and Mersey
and Birmingham to Wednesbury canals, improving links between the West Midlands and
other parts of Britain

1770s Richard Arkwright begins building cotton factories at Cromford in Derbyshire and Josiah

Wedgwood creates a new factory at Etruria in Staffordshire to manufacture his pottery
1773 Birmingham Assay Office is established and James Keir opens a chemical works at

Tipton, making alkali, potash, soda soap and red lead for the glass industry
1774 John Wilkinson registers a patent for a boring machine, to be used for manufacturing

steam engine cylinders and cannon
1775 American War of Independence starts – and continues until 1783
1776 Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations is published 
1779 Birmingham General Hospital is opened and Birmingham Library established. 

Abraham Derby III constructs an iron bridge across the River Severn at Coalbrookdale
1780 James Watt patents his copying press and Joseph Priestley settles in Birmingham
1781 Birmingham’s population reaches 50,000, making it the second largest English town
1783 James Watt patents a rotary steam engine and Henry Cort invents the puddling process

to make wrought iron
1788 Matthew Boulton sets up the first steam-powered mint at his Soho Works
1789 George Washington is elected first President of the United States
1789 The French Revolution begins
1791 The Birmingham or ‘Priestley’ Riots take place, aimed mainly at religious dissenters

across the city such as Joseph Priestley

1793 The French Revolutionary Wars start between Britain and the French Revolutionary
Government 

1796 Edward Jenner administers the first smallpox vaccination
1797 The Cartwheel penny and two pence are produced at Soho Mint
1801 Thomas Jefferson is elected President of the United States and a Union is formed

between Ireland and Great Britain
1802 Gas lighting is introduced at Matthew Boulton’s Soho Works
1803 The Napoleonic Wars start between Britain and France
1804 The first self-propelling steam engine, or steam locomotive, makes its outing at the 

Pen-y-Darren ironworks in South Wales
1805 Admiral Viscount Lord Nelson’s defeat of the French and Spanish navies at the Battle of

Trafalgar establishes Britain as the dominant world naval power for the next century
1807 Britain’s slave trade is abolished
1813 Jane Austen publishes Pride and Prejudice
1815 The Battle of Waterloo ends the war with France
1818 Mary Shelley publishes Frankenstein
1820 George IV reigns till 1830
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