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Family	tree	(dated	May	2021):	

	
	
Our	extended	family	has	grown	up	with	proud	stories	of	the	Blaxland	achievements	in	exploration	(Gregory)	and	
in	marine	engineering	(both	Georges,	father	and	son).	For	my	family,	the	latter	are	direct	relatives,	and	Gregory	is	
a	more	distant	cousin.	The	direct	family	lineage	is	shown	with	the	blue	symbols;	green	leaves	just	mean	there	are	
unread	notes	suggested	by	Ancestry.com.	This	is	a	tiny	fragment	of	our	very	extensive	tree.	
	
Blaxland	Quaker	history	
	
The	Blaxland	family	has	a	strong	Quaker	history	up	to	the	end	of	the	18th	Century.	George	Blaxland	Sr.	appears	in	
the	Quaker	registers	of	the	Hitchin,	Hertfordshire	Monthly	Meeting	(HMM)	and	thus	was	evidently	raised	in	a	
Quaker	household.	It	would	be	reasonable	to	assume	that	his	early	education	was	a	Quaker	one.	As	noted	by	
Charles	Pease:	
	
“My	view	is	that	as	a	young	man,	he	may	well	have	followed	the	pathway	of	many	young	Quakers	and	sought	both	guidance,	
and	experience	in	working	his	way	with	other	such	families,	for	such	was	often	the	case.	Young	Quakers	would	seek	the	
guidance	of	those	more	experienced,	and	find	a	place	with	a	reliable	family	which	would	have	met	with	the	approbation	of	
their	peers,	the	nature	of	a	very	close	society	whose	members	kept	themselves	very	much	to	themselves.	It	may	be	that	
George	gained	his	initial	experience	away	from	home,	and	his	nautical	inclinations	would	possibly	lead	him	to	some	port	or	
place	that	might	prove	to	his	later	advantage.	There	are	two	points	there	that	I	find	telling:	first,	Jarrow	was	a	place	with	a	
strong	nautical	background,	thus	a	logical	place	for	George	to	gain	some	early	experience	of	his	craft.	
	
The	second	point	is	that	in	the	marriage	document	(see	below),	it	is	written	that	Joshua	Richardson	(a	Friend,	or	otherwise	
called	a	Quaker)	Solemnly	Affirms	(since	Quakers	do	not	take	Oaths)	that	he	understands	that	no	record	of	George's	birth	is	on	
record	(because	he	was	brought	up	as	a	Quaker)	but	that	he	is	of	full	age	(21)	to	marry.	Joshua	was	mistaken,	for	the	HMM	did	
record	his	birth,	and	of	course,	George	was	of	full-age	to	marry.	But	this	marriage	was	not	according	to	Quaker	tradition	and	
from	it	we	might	presume	two	more	things.	First,	that	George	married	Jane	outside	the	Quaker	manner	and,	secondly,	that	
Jane	was	not	a	member	of	the	Society	of	Friends.	One	may	also	infer	that	George	had	become	distanced	from	the	Quakers	and	
chose	to	accept	the	more	Worldly	nature	of	general	society,	or	that	he	was	simply	prepared	for	the	consequence	of	that	time,	
of	marrying	a	non	Quaker	–	Disownment.	
	
Disownment	was	a	heavy	sentence	for	a	Quaker,	a	sort	of	ex-communication.	It	entailed	being	excluded	from	the	Society	in	
any	formal	sense,	but	did	not	exclude	one	being	able	to	continue	to	attend	Quaker	meetings.	The	general	remedy	to	that	was	
to	persist	in	attending	Quaker	meetings	and	over	time,	make	it	clear	by	both	expression	and	action,	that	one	regretted	having	
strayed	from	the	path	and	display	a	sense	of	deepest	contrition,	following	which	there	was	a	chance	of	gaining	one's	re-
admission	to	the	Society.	A	bonus	would	be	that	the	outcasts’	spouse,	rejecting	worldly	ways,	became	a	Quaker	too.”	
	
My	sense	is	that	the	Blaxlands	were	never	too	far	removed	from	the	Quaker	tradition	because	the	various	registers	
(see	below)	continue	to	record	details	about	father,	son	and	later	offspring.	



	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	forebears	
	
According	to	Michael	Fowler	(2nd	cousin),	George	Blaxland	Sr.’s	father	George	was	a	school	
master	in	Hitchin.	His	mother	was	Sarah	Alexander	and	her	parents	William	and	Elizabeth	
also	ran	a	school	in	Rochester	where	they	must	have	met.	George	Blaxland	Sr.	was	born	in	
1800,	the	last	of	four	children,	with	his	father	dying	on	1st		Feb	1801	aged	only	46.	Sarah	
continued	to	run	the	school	and	then	married	John	Tanner	Richardson	in	1808.		
	
Michael	has	done	excellent	research	on	the	amazing	Quaker	school	system	at	that	time	and	place,	and	there	were	
numerous	impressive	pupils	that	appear	in	the	Dictionary	of	National	Biography,	e.g.	Samuel	Tuke,	renowned	
mental	health	reformer.	Hitchin	Quakers	established	Ackworth	in	Yorks	(http://www.ackworthschool.com/).	
Sarah’s	father	William	served	his	apprenticeship	as	a	shipwright	in	the	dockyard	till	1775/6.	As	a	Quaker	he	was	a	
pacifist	and	left	the	dockyard	and	set	up	a	Quaker	school	in	Rochester	run	first	by	himself	then	William	Rickman.	
One	presumes	George	Blaxland	served	his	apprenticeship	as	a	schoolmaster	at	the	school	where	he	met	William's	
daughter	Sarah,	marrying	her	on	5th	September	1792,	then	setting	up	his	own	Quaker	school	at	Bancroft,	Hitchin.	
	
I	have	not	been	able	to	find	much	on	George	Sr.’s	early	
years	although	he	is	discussed	in	Grace’s	Guide	to	
British	Industrial	History.	The	marriage	document	
indicates	that,	at	the	age	of	21,	George	was	a	“miller.”	
At	some	point,	he	formed	an	interest	in	marine	
engineering	and	became	Superintendent	of	H.M.	
(Royal)	Dockyard	at	Sheerness,	Kent.	I	discuss	much	
of	this	below.	In	1874,	he	died	at	Gillingham	House,	
Gillingham,	Kent;	I	still	retain	his	original	letters.	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	First	Marriage	
	
Jane	(Thompson)	Blaxland	was	born	about	1799.	This	
is	approximate,	since	the	normal	civil	records	are	
incomplete	when	compared	with	the	much	more	
exacting	Quaker	method	of	recording	just	about	
everything	about	a	person.	Nevertheless,	the	absence	
of	a	Quaker	record	suggests	that	Jane	was	not	a	
Quaker.		
	
FindMyPast	(not	Ancestry)	provides	crucial	
independent	evidence	of	this	family.	In	1841,	George	
Blaxland	Sr.	(40,	engineer)	was	living	in	Wish	Cottage,	
Woolwich	Road,	Greenwich,	with	his	wife	Jane,	
children	Ann	(17),	Mary	(16),	Sarah	(14),	and	George	
(7),	together	with	Mary	Thompson	(25)	of	
independent	means	and	John	Hudson	(25,	engineer).	
This	is	strong	corroboration	of	Jane	as	mother	of	
George	Jr.	Mary	was	clearly	her	sister.	
	
The	marriage	document	is	shown	here.	George	and	
Jane	were	married	at	Jarrow,	Co.	Durham	on	4th	
November	1822.	Note	that	both	George	and	Jane’s	
signatures	are	recorded.	Ancestry	trees	link	to	the	
wrong	Jane;	I	will	communicate	this	to	the	different	
families.	Being	of	the	full	age	means	they	were	both	
on	their	first	marriage	and	about	21.	George	&	Jane	had	five	children:	Ann	(1822),	Mary	(1823),	Sarah	(1826),	
Edward	(1829)	and	George	(1833);	Sarah	is	the	direct	descendant	of	our	family	line.	Michael	Fowler	suggests	that	
Ann	and	Edward	died	young	because	they	disappear	from	the	record	after	the	family	move	to	Gateshead.	
	
	 	



Windmill	fire	of	14	February	1824	and	what	followed.	
	
After	I	contacted	him	via	the	Carr’s	Hill	wikipedia	page,	Gateshead	historian	Simon	Green	found	some	intriguing	
documents	on	the	Tyne	valley	windmills	and	George	Blaxland’s	role	(May	2021).	
	
This	document	shows	that	George	was	in	possession	
of	a	windmill	in	his	early	20s.	This	report	implies	that	
George,	at	only	23	years	of	age,	was	already	suffering	
ill	health.	Recall	that,	at	the	age	of	21,	George	is	
recorded	on	his	marriage	certificate	as	a	miller	(aka	
milner).		Just	a	few	years’	later,	George	&	Jane,	with	
their	two	young	children	(at	this	time)	managed	to	
escape	a	windmill	fire	unharmed.	As	it	turns	out,	the	
fire	occurred	in	suspicious	circumstances.	
	
	
The	incident	was	reported	a	week	later	in	the	Durham	
Chronicle,	Saturday	21	February,	1824:	

	
This	was	the	age	of	windmills,	and	the	Tyne	valley	and	surrounding	hills	in	Newcastle	had	several	large	facilities.	
Mackenzie’s	1834	history	of	Durham	indicates	that	Carr’s	Hill	had	three	wind-powered	mills:	Carr	Hill	Mill	(dating	
back	to	1662),	Felling	Mill,	St	John’s	Mill	(that	replaced	George’s	mill).	But	there	were	four	mills	–	see	below.	
	
It	seems	that	the	fire	was	treated	as	suspicious	
and	there	may	have	been	an	investigation.	The	
iron	was	valuable	and	must	have	been	removed	
and	stored	before	the	fire	broke	out.		
	
In	the	following	year,	George	was	in	financial	
difficulty	which	is	odd	if	the	windmill	was	
insured.	If	the	investigation	raised	suspicion,	he		
would	not	have	been	able	to	claim	any	money.	
	
The	retyping	of	original	notes	come	from	Brian	Proctor,	communicated	by	Simon	Green.	I	need	to	search	for	the	
original	article	on	BNA.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



The	following	articles	from	1825-6,	in	the	
years	after	the	windmill	fire,	are	excellent	
finds.	The	note	“Bankrupt?”	comes	from	
Brian	Proctor.	The	indication	here	is	that	
George	Blaxland	had	declared	
bankruptcy,	presumably	because	the	
insurance	was	not	paid,	but	see	below	for	
another	possibility.	
	
The	article	seems	to	imply,	possibly,	that	
the	insurance	money	was	paid	out	to	
replace	the	windmill	at	the	same	location.	
Otherwise,	where	did	this	money	come	
from?	Did	the	cost	of	rebuilding	drive	
George	to	bankruptcy?	
	
Either	way,	it	appears	that	George	was	
looking	to	sell	the	windmill	property	in	
early	1826.	Note	that	Mr	Ingledew	is	once	
again	involved,	and	so	this	may	have	been	
part	of	the	ongoing	bankruptcy	process.		
	
It’s	impressive	that,	just	a	decade	later,	
George	had	reinvented	himself,	and	become	
very	successful,	as	did	his	son	George.	He	
must	have	been	very	resourceful	and	
inventive	by	nature.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Wikipedia	entry	for	Carr	Hill:	Carr Hill by 1820 was a modern and populous village,[12] situated on a hill, still isolated 
from Gateshead and Felling.[13] A variety of industries had developed alongside Warburton's pottery and were 
prospering; a flint glass manufacturer, under the management of Alexander Elliot,[14] three corn mills - Carr Hill Mill, 
Felling Windmill and St John's Mill[15] (the 
latter built after an earlier mill was 
destroyed by a mysterious fire in 
1824)[16] – and a fire brick kiln.[17]  
 
Note reference to George’s mysterious 
fire – the reference is to this book: 
 
Proctor, Brian (2006). Carr Hill Notes: Part 
One. Gateshead Libraries. 
 
The typed articles above come from this 
book. The ordnance survey map of Carr’s 
Hill is from 1862. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Two	interesting	updates	from	Simon	Green	were	communicated	to	me	in	the	weeks	that	followed	the	
breakthrough	research	discussed	above.	Thomas	Miles	Richardson’s	(1784-1848)	first	notable	painting	was	the	
view	towards	Newcastle	from	Gateshead	Fell	appears	to	show	what	may	have	been	George’s	windmill,	or	what	
followed	after	the	fire,	St.	John’s	Mill.	It	is	the	black-capped	tower	on	the	RHS	above	Newcastle.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Simon	also	sent	along	a	map	of	the	location	of	
four	windmills.	I	presume	this	maps	dates	to	
after	1826	given	that	George’s	mill	was	rebuilt	
and	renamed	after	the	fire	to	St.	John’s	Mill.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sheriff	Hill	today:	



This	drawing	from	Moses	Aaron	Richardson	(son	of	Thomas)	dates	to	1841:	“The	Local	Historian's	Table	Book	of	
remarkable	occurrences,	historical	facts,	traditions,	legendary	and	descriptive	ballads,	connected	with	the	
Counties	of	Newcastle-upon-Tyne,	Northumberland,	and	Durham.”	
	

	
The	lower	image	dates	to	about	1870	by	
artist	Miles	Birket	Foster.	It	is	titled	
“Newcastle	upon	Tyne	from	the	Windmill	
Hills,	Gateshead.”	This	appears	to	be	the	
time	when	the	windmills	fell	into	disrepair	
as	industry	moved	into	factories.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	



George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	Marine	Engineering	and	the	Screw	Propeller	
	
Matt	Ridley’s	outstanding	book	“How	Innovation	Works”	has	a	section	titled	Turning	the	Screw.	The	text	below	
paraphrases	this	section.	Steam	engines	installed	on	trains	were	already	well	under	way	in	the	1830s.	The	idea	of	
getting	them	onto	ships	occurred	to	many	but	awaited	the	invention	of	a	decent	screw	propellor.	One	historian	has	
linked	patents	for	propellors	to	470	names,	with	George	Blaxland	as	one	of	them.	Paddle	boats	dominated	the	
market	and	sailing	technology	peaked	as	late	as	1870,	so	demonstrations	were	called	for	if	screw	propellors	were	
to	force	a	wedge	between	paddles	and	sails.	
	
In	1835,	a	27-yr	old	farmer	in	Hendon,	outside	London,	by	the	name	of	Francis	Smith	(later	Sir	Francis	Pettit	
Smith)	built	a	model	boat	with	a	screw	actuated	by	a	spring	and	tried	it	on	a	pond.	In		1836,	he	built	a	better	one	
andtook	out	a	patent	on	“propelling	vessels	by	means	of	a	screw	revolving	beneath	the	water.”	A	few	weeks	later,	a	
Swedish	engineer	–	John	Ericsson	–	independently	submitted	a	patent	for	a	similar	device.	George	Blaxland	won	a	
famous	court	case	against	Smith,	as	mentioned	below.	
	
Smith	was	already	building	a	full-scale	boat	of	10	tonnes	with	a	6	HP	engine,	with	the	help	of	Thomas	Pilgrim,	an	
engineer.	In	November	1836,	the	boat	was	launched	in	Paddington	canal,	but	suffered	a	lucky	accident.	Smith’s	
propellor	was	a	wooden	screw	with	two	complete	turns	around	a	wooden	shaft.	A	collision	knocked	off	one	of	the	
turns	and	the	boat	went	much	faster.	This	unexpected	discovery	is	related	to	turbulence	and	drag.	In	1837,	Smith	
redesigned	the	propellor	in	metal	with	a	single	turn	of	screw	and	the	boat	went	out	to	sea	and	round	the	Kent	
coast	and	back,	proving	its	worth	in	rough	weather.		
	
Smith	struggled	to	be	taken	seriously.	The	Admiralty	asked	for	a	demonstration	with	a	larger	vessel	capable	of	at	
least	5	knots.	Smith	formed	a	company	and	built	a	237-ton	ship	called	the	Archimedes,	fitted	it	with	an	80	HP	
steam	engine.	In	October	1839,	he	took	on	the	Widgeon	at	Dover	and	the	Vulcan	at	Portsmouth,	two	of	the	Navy’s	
fastest	paddle	steamers.	Still	the	Admiralty	demurred,	and	meanwhile	Smith	toured	Europe	with	the	Archimedes.	
In	1841,	the	Admiralty	commissioned	a	screw	ship	Rattler	launched	in	1843	and	in	service	the	following	year.	In	
1845,	Rattler	was	pitted	against	a	paddle	steamer	of	similar	weight	and	horse	power,	Alecto	in	a	tug	of	war,	the	
two	ships	being	attached	by	a	line	astern.	Alecto	was	humiliatingly	dragged	backwards	at	2	knots.	
	
In	the	US,	Ericsson	became	the	true	winner	by	making	his	fortune.	He	built	a	series	of	ships	including	the	Princeton	
for	the	US	Navy.	France	also	launched	the	screw-driven	Napoléon.	The	world’s	navies	essentially	switched	to	
screws	overnight.	The	design	of	the	screw	continued	to	evolve	as	the	understanding	of	turbulence	and	drag	
improved.	The	blade	shape	eventually	became	narrow	near	the	shaft,	wide	further	out,	then	tapering	to	a	rounded	
end.		
	
Blaxland’s	steam	boat	demonstration,	24	May	1841.		
	
Sometime	between	1824	and	1841,	
George	moved	on	from	being	a	miller	to	
a	marine	engineer.	As	a	miller,	he	would	
have	learnt	many	skills	relating	to	crank	
shafts	and	gears.	He	must	have	seen	the	
benefits	of	steam	engines	over	wind-
powered	engines;	it	is	intriguing	that	
we	are	going	back	to	wind-powered	
turbines	in	the	2020s.	This	sign	has	
been	in	the	family	for	180	years,	
currently	in	the	possession	of	Rosalind	
Aisbitt,	a	cousin	in	Cambridge,	UK.	
(Judith	believed	that	it	was	lost	in	the	
1960s,	but	her	brother	Rollo	had	taken	
possession	of	it.	The	poster	came	to	
light	in	2020,	thanks	to	daugher	
Rosalind’s	keen	eye.)	George	named	the	
boat	the	Jane	or	the	Little	Jane,	after	his	
beloved	wife.	
	
Thanks	to	the	BNA,	I	was	able	to	find	
some	nice	articles	in	the	Nottingham	Review	and	General	Advertiser	for	the	Midland	Counties.	These	appear	on	the	



day	of	the	event	and	a	week	later,	shown	below.	The	later	article	even	mentions	the	trip	across	to	France	and	back,	
an	event	that	has	been	in	the	family	folklore	for	generations.	This	is	the	first	evidence	support	the	lore.	
	
21	May	1841	 	 	 	 	 	 28	May	1841	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Jane’s	untimely	death.		
	
Jane’s	death	was	recorded	in	the	parish	records	of	Greenwich	in	September	1847.	She	was	buried	at	Nunhead	in	
Surrey	on	the	21st	of	that	month	so	possibly	died	around	the	14th	or	thereabouts.	The	Nunhead	Cemetery	records	
her	as	being	buried	there,	and	would	be	maintained	by	the	London	Borough	of	Southwark.	Nunhead	(picture	
below)	is	the	least	well	known	of	the	Magnificent	Seven	Cemeteries	of	London,	consecrated	in	1840	(240,000	
buried	there).		
	
The	witness	Joshua	Richardson	(1799-1886)	is	interesting;	he	gave	his	
Affirmation	at	George	&	Jane’s	wedding.	George	Blaxland's	mother,	
Sarah	Alexander,	was	the	second	wife	of	John	Richardson	and	Joshua	
Richardson's	step-mother.	Thus,	Joshua	spoke	on	behalf	of	his	step-
brother	George.	Charles	Pease	sent	detailed	notes	on	Joshua’s	career	in	
civil	engineering.		
	
Charles	Pease:	
“The	question	is	whether	their	marriage	was	sufficient	to	get	George	
disowned	by	the	Society	of	Friends.	There	are	Quaker	records	marking	the	
birth	of	some	of	their	children	which	at	least	suggests	that	there	may	have	
been	hope	that	he	would	eventually	return	to	the	fold.	At	any	rate,	the	record	
that	you	so	kindly	attached	suggests	that	he	was	at	least	"not	in	membership",	
if	not	disowned.	Friends'	House	in	London	would	possibly	have	a	record	in	their	archives.	I	find	nothing	as	yet	in	the	yearly	
Quaker	publication	The	Annual	Monitor	and	other	usual	sources.	But	I	suspect	that	with	a	strong	Quaker	background,	George	
would	still	have	maintained	his	links	with	his	extended	family.”	
	
Here’s	the	registered	birth	of	Edward	where	the	family	is	indicated	“not	in	membership.”	
	

	
	
	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	his	battle	with	Francis	Pettit	Smith	
	
This	image	of	George	Sr.	(right)	comes	from	a	larger	photograph	that	belonged	to	
Judith’s	grandmother,	Jane	Aisbitt	(née	Atkinson);	Jane	indicates	that	it	was	taken	
sometime	between	1865	to	1867	(in	his	mid	60s),	about	8	years	before	he	died.	
George	was	one	of	the	main	inventors	of	the	screw	propeller,	although	some	
websites	credit	his	main	rival,	Francis	Pettit	Smith	as	the	main	inventor.	For	
example,	the	2015	article	below	almost	manages	to	paint	George	Blaxland	Sr.	out	
of	the	picture.	As	I	show,	this	precludes	much	of	the	important	history	of	the	screw	
propeller.	I	start	with	the	recent	article	as	it	helps	to	set	the	scene	of	George	
Blaxland	Sr.’s	world	at	the	tail	end	of	the	Industrial	Revolution	when	industrial	
innovation	was	everywhere	on	both	sides	of	the	Atlantic,	as	exemplified	by	huge	world	fairs	(e.g.	Crystal	Palace	
1851).	
	
History	has	not	been	kind	to	George’s	memory	in	part	because	Francis	was	eventually	
knighted	and	ended	up	with	influential	friends	who	pushed	his	case.	In	2007,	English	
Heritage	posted	this	plaque	at	Fountain	House,	17	Sydenham	Hill,	Sydenham.	But	
George	and	Francis	both	had	patents	(31st	May	1836,	25th	Nov.	1840	resp.),	both	
received	stipends	from	government	for	their	work,	both	carried	out	sophisticated	
trials	in	full	view	of	the	media,	and	both	died	in	the	same	year	(1874).	I	have	George’s	
original	1840	patent	and	seal	on	my	wall	in	Mosman,	Sydney.	This	document	(see	
below)	was	used	in	part	to	win	a	court	case	of	patent	infringement	against	Sir	Francis	
Pettit	Smith	in	the	1850s.	It	was	described	as	a	pyrrhic	victory	with	all	remaining	
monies	going	to	the	lawyers	–	shades	of	Dicken’s	Jarndyce	&	Jarndyce	case	in	Bleak	
House	(1853).	It’s	tempting	to	think	Dickens	was	inspired	by	this	public	case,	but	
such	outcomes	were	commonplace.	I	present	new	information	from	London	legal	
archives	on	that	case	below.	Interestingly,	there	are	letters	in	support	of	both	George	
and	Francis	in	the	newspapers	of	the	day.	But	they	both	missed	out	on	substantial	wealth	from	their	inventions.	
The	propeller	would	continue	to	evolve	and	others	crossed	the	pond	to	make	their	fortune.	



	
The	House	Husband	article	(June	2015):	
“It	didn’t	take	long	for	the	trading	classes	to	realise	that	the	screw	propeller	was	streets	
ahead	of	the	paddle	wheel	when	it	came	to	the	open	seas.	After	Francis	Pettit	Smith	(right)	
created	his	Archimedes	Screw,	shipbuilders	and	owners	bought	into	the	technology	
immediately.	Not	so	the	Royal	Navy.	The	Admiralty	was	a	bit	stodgy	about	change	and	
were	never	early	adopters.	This	might	have	been	a	leftover	of	the	Establishment	rules	that	
had	governed	the	Naval	Fleet	since	1719.	Obviously	there	were	amendments	through	the	
years	but	once	changed,	they	didn’t	like	changing	again.	So,	when	screw	propulsion	was	
set	to	replace	the	only	recent	paddle	wheel,	they	were	obviously	a	bit	reticent.	Francis	
Pettit	Smith	was	not	a	great	and	famous	marine	engineer.	Born	the	son	of	a	lifelong	
postmaster	from	Kent,	Frank	was	a	poor	farmer	for	the	first	37	years	of	his	life.	He	had	an	
idea	that	a	propeller	was	better	than	a	paddle	and,	to	prove	it,	he	built	a	little	model	ship	
with	his	original	screw	and	a	spring	to	wind	it	up.	The	model	flew	across	the	water	of	a	
small	reservoir	so,	with	the	help	of	a	friend,	he	built	a	bigger	and	better	model.	This	model	was	put	through	lots	of	tests	
at	Hendon,	near	his	farm.		
	
Eventually,	he	took	out	a	patent	and,	with	the	promise	of	purchase	by	the	Admiralty,	he	formed	the	Propeller	Steamship	
Company	which	built	the	Archimedes.	Sadly,	the	Admiralty	didn’t	buy	the	Archimedes	and	poor	Frank	went	broke,	
winding	up	once	more	as	a	farmer,	this	time	on	the	island	of	Guernsey	[JBH:	interesting	that	George	Blaxland	moved	to	
the	Channel	Islands	at	this	time].	It’s	even	sadder	when	you	think	that,	having	let	Isambard	Kingdom	Brunel	take	a	trial	
run	on	the	Archimedes,	Smith	changed	the	great	engineer’s	mind	about	propulsion,	prompting	him	to	put	a	screw	on	the	
SS	Great	Britain	(shown	here	in	Bristol).	
	
However,	before	Frank	moved	on,	there	was	the	little	matter	of	HMS	
Rattler	vs.	HMS	Alecto,	i.e.	paddle	vs.	steamer.	[JBH:	newspaper	and	
engineering	articles	state	that	George	was	responsible	for	this	trial.]	
The	Admiralty	decided	it	should	look	into	this	propeller	issue	a	little	
deeper	so	they	built	a	warship	to	test	the	new	technology.	It	was	built	
at	the	Royal	Dockyard,	Sheerness	[JBH:	at	a	time	when	George	
Blaxland	Sr.	was	Chief	Engineer]	with	engines	by	Maudslay,	Son	and	
Field	on	the	Thames.	Completed	in	1843,	she	then	had	no	less	than	24	
propellers	tried	on	her.	Eventually,	the	many	and	varied	forms	of	
screw	were	whittled	down	to	four	contenders,	Thomas	Sunderland,	
George	Blaxland,	Bennet	Woodcroft	and	Francis	Pettit	Smith.	Tom	
and	George	fell	by	the	wayside,	leaving	two	of	the	greatest	propeller	
inventors	to	battle	it	out	between	them.	(There	was	a	third,	a	Swedish	
Captain	called	Ericsson	who	had	tried	to	convince	the	Admiralty	that	
his	screw	was	best	but	they	ignored	him.	He	then	went	to	the	US	and	was	responsible	for	the	propellers	on	all	ships	in	
the	US	Navy.	He	became	very	wealthy	and	engaged	in	litigation	for	most	of	his	later	years	because	of	perceived	
copyright	infringements.	Several	articles	–	see	below	–	mention	that	Ericsson’s	patent	was	also	in	1836	and	of	very	
similar	design	to	F.P.	Smith.)	
	
It	was	a	very	close	thing	but	Frank’s	screw	won	out	and	was	fitted	onto	the	Rattler	permanently.	The	Navy	then	fitted	all	
subsequent	screw	ships	with	Frank’s	propeller,	making	him	very	famous	but	not	a	jot	wealthier.	He	continued	farming	
but	not	forgotten,	on	Guernsey.	Bennet	Woodcroft	did	extremely	well	for	himself.	As	well	as	developing	screw	
propellers	for	ships,	Bennet	Woodcroft	made	his	money	from	textile	machinery	in	the	North.	He	eventually	founded	the	
Patent	Museum	and	worked	along	with	Frank	to	build	up	the	objects	that	eventually	made	up	the	Science	Museum	
Collection.	[JBH:	this	is	a	significant	act	of	public	service	in	its	own	right.]	
	
Back	to	the	Rattler.	As	well	as	the	propeller	tests,	the	Admiralty	wanted	to	cover	all	bases	so	they	pitted	her	against	
another	ship,	the	paddle	steamer	HMS	Alecto,	a	ship	almost	her	equal	in	every	other	detail.	There	were	a	series	of	12	
tests.	They	mostly	consisted	of	speed	tests	over	open	water.	It	was	quickly	clear	that	the	screw	was	better	than	the	
paddle	and	the	Admiralty	decided	to	change	after	the	first	few	tests.	However,	given	they’d	planned	them,	the	rest	of	the	
tests	had	to	be	run.	Which,	as	it	turned	out,	was	a	good	thing	because	the	final	test	(some	say	it	was	a	publicity	stunt)	
was	a	mighty	tug-a-war	between	the	two	ships.	A	massive	cable	was	strung	between	the	sterns	of	both	ships	and	they	
fired	up	their	engines	to	full.	The	Alecto	reached	full	power	the	quickest	and	she	was	soon	pulling	the	Rattler	behind	her	
but	then,	with	a	great	cheer,	Rattler’s	engines	reached	capacity	and	the	mammoth	struggle	was	on.	It	wasn’t	long	before	
the	mighty	screw	propeller	showed	it’s	superiority	and	Rattler	started	towing	Alecto	at	an	amazing	2.5	knots.	It	was	a	
great	and	festive	event	with	thousands	lining	the	shoreline	at	Portsmouth,	a	lot	of	them	journalists	and	artists.	



HMS	Rattler	served	the	Navy	well	until	being	broken	up	in	1856.	She	
worked	to	fight	the	final	vestiges	of	the	slave	trade	as	well	as	taking	part	
in	a	successful	tussle	with	Chinese	pirates	then	taking	part	in	the	Second	
Anglo-Burmese	War.	Her	greatest	claim	to	fame,	however,	was	her	
demonstration	of	the	screw	propeller	which	changed	the	British	Navy	
forever.	In	1860,	after	pressure	from	his	friends,	Francis	Pettit	Smith	was	
appointed	Curator	of	the	Patent	Museum	(which	became	the	Science	
Museum).	Final	recognition	came	in	1871	when	he	was	knighted.”	
[JBH:	A	sad	epitaph	is	that	Francis	was	buried	3	yrs	later	beside	his	7-yr	
old	grandson	Archimedes	in	beautiful	St.	Leonard’s	Churchyard,	Hythe,	
near	Dover,	famous	for	its	huge	collection	of	ancient	bones.]	
	
JBH:	Gary	(House	Husband)	emailed	on	19/1/18	to	say	that	many	of	
the	archives	are	at	the	Science	Museum	where	he	used	to	volunteer.	He	
also	drew	from	E.	C.	Smith’s	(1937)	Short	History	of	Marine	
engineering,	and	the	National	Dictionary	of	Biography	which	gives	
more	details	on	Smith’s	youth	and	later	life.	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	“Blaxland’s	Propeller”	
	
A	long	technical	discussion	published	in	1842	of	George’s	invention	is	
given	in	an	Appendix	(the	first	page	is	shown	to	the	left).	The	patent	
approved	on	25th	Nov.	1840	seems	to	have	been	shared	with	a	Mr.	
Steinman.	In	summary,	George’s	improvements	over	Francis’	propeller	
were	as	follows,	i.e.	an	incremental	series	of	inclined	planes	that	mimic	
a	corkscrew.	
	
Post	facto,	as	early	as	1852(?),	J.I.	Knight	is	quoted	as	saying	in	
Mechanics	Magazine	(vol.	56,	p.	174)	that	neither	Smith’s,	Lowe’s,	
Ericsson’s,	Woodcroft’s,	nor	Blaxland’s	propellers	is	similar	to	that	used	today	in	Her	Majesty’s	ships,	except	for	a	
very	basic	principle	invented	by	Boyle	and	Bernoulli.	He	goes	on	to	make	the	case	for	a	Mr.	Taylor.	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	the	importance	of	HM	Dockyard	
	
I	found	this	remarkable	article	(right)	in	the	29th	Jan	1858	issue	of	the	
Evening	Mail.	It	refers	to	the	visit	by	a	Prussian	prince	to	the	dockyard	at	
Sheerness.	After	the	Rattler	vs.	Alecto	trials,	several	world	navies	
consulted	with	Great	Britain	about	installing	these	propellers.	Since	the	
famous	trials	took	place	out	of	this	dockyard,	such	a	visit	may	have	been	a	
prelude	to	that	process.	George	is	mentioned.	
	
Again,	this	article	below	was	published	in	the	20th	April	1859	issue	of	the	
Wolverhampton	Chronicle	and	Staffordshire	Advertiser.	This	must	have	
been	a	time	of	extreme	urgency.	Being	“ready	for	the	pendant”	is	a	
common	term	on	Navy	docks,	I	think	a	reference	to	the	small	flags	posted	
topsail.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

There	are	quite	a	few	articles	to	be	found	of	this	kind,	especially	using	
advanced	searches	on	the	British	Newspaper	Archives.	
	
George	did	important	work	on	other	mechanical	structures,	inter	alia,	



marine	engine	boilers.	This	article,	published	on	28th	November	1857	in	the	Hampshire	Advertiser,	refers	to	the	
testing	of	a	patented	design,	work	carried	out	with	(Rear	Admiral)	John	Jervis	Tucker	(1802-1886)	for	whom	
rather	a	lot	of	information	can	be	found	on	the	web.	
	

	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	testing	the	Blaxland	Propeller	
	
There	are	delightful	articles	on	George’s	extensive	testing	of	his	invention	(1841-44),	both	with	and	without	
members	of	the	public.	It	is	believed	that	he	first	crossed	the	English	Channel	under	steam	power	in	“Jane”	or	
“Little	Jane”	going	to	Boulogne	and	back.	Two	articles	appear	in	the	same	issue	of	the	Hertford	Mercury	and	
Reformer,	4th	June	1842	–	see	the	footnote	at	the	bottom	of	the	first	article	about	the	second	article.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
The	Navy	did	eventually	buy	into	the	propeller	later	in	the	decade,	as	
did	other	world	navies,	including	France,	Russia	and	Italy	(after	it	was	
founded	in	the	1860s!).	Here’s	the	second	article	(above)	in	the	same	
issue.	It	mentions	the	shared	patent	and	the	fact	that	the	propeller	
would	be	generally	adopted.		The	follow	up	article	on	11th	June	1842	in	
the	same	publication	is	shown	to	the	right.		
	
Some	time	in	the	1960s,	Aunt	Judith	(Blaxland	Aisbitt)	lost	an	original	
poster	–	what	a	pity!	–	that	was	made	by	George	Blaxland	Sr.	to	
celebrate	the	upcoming	attempt	on	the	Channel	crossing.	He	was	
advertising	for	customers,	Judith	remembered.	She	also	recalled	that	
the	poster	said	“Little	Jane”	rather	than	simply	“Jane.”	I	have	not	been	
able	to	track	down	the	poster	via	the	web.	But	I	did	find	the	first	
independent	evidence	to	Little	Jane,	shown	here.	In	any	event,	I	think	
the	missing	poster	may	have	been	the	Colwick	Weir	event	above.	
	
What	follows	is	a	letter	to	the	Times	(June	1843)	in	response	to	a	
discussion	in	the	House	of	Commons	on	the	merits	of	the	propeller.	It	
gives	strong	support	to	George	Blaxland’s	design.	
	
	
	 	



	
	



George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	“Rattler	vs.	Alecto”	
	
A	very	detailed	history	for	the	sail	vs.	paddle	history	leading	up	to	the	historic	event	is	left	to	an	Appendix	(10	
pages).	This	is	a	dispassionate	account	of	the	history	without	any	mention	of	inventors.	Below,	I	show	an	article	
that	specifically	gives	George	Blaxland	Sr.	credit	for	convincing	the	Admiralty	to	carry	out	the	famous	tug	of	war.	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	

	
	

Some	illuminating	details	of	the	paddler	vs.	screw	steamer	battle	are	given	at	this	website	specifically	for	Victorian	
Royal	Naval	vessels	-	http://www.pdavis.nl/ShowShip.php?id=137	--	the	site	provides	details	on	specific	ships	like	
HMS	Rattler	(id=137).	The	ship	was	launched	at	Sheerness	Dockyard	on	12th	April	1843,	underwent	the	first	set	of	
sea	trials	in	Oct-Nov	1843,	and	a	second	set	over	1844-45.	The	ship	saw	active	service	for	a	decade	before	being	
broken	up	in	1856.	
	

	
	



	
	
The	letter	from	F.	Collier	Christy	(see	above)	is	included	in	the	list	of	Rattler	documents.	Indeed,	the	text	in	yellow	
is	about	10%	of	the	entire	reports	given	for	HMS	Rattler.	An	interesting	typo	is	that	George	is	referred	to	as	
“Blacland,”	so	searches	may	need	to	be	broader.	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	vs	Francis	Pettit	Smith	–	Court	Case	
	
The	comment	on	the	legal	case	(below	right)	is	taken	from	George	Blaxland	Jr.’s	obituary.	The	case	brought	before	
the	House	of	Lords(?)	mentions	a	number	of	remarkable	facts	about	George	Sr.	including	(i)	he	claimed	to	be	one	of	
the	propeller	inventors,	(ii)	he	entered	into	a	court	case	with	F.	P.	Smith	spending	most	of	their	money	on	legal	fees	
(2000	GBP,	see	below),	(iii)	George	was	responsible	for	the	Alecto	vs.	Rattler	tug	of	war,	(iv)	he	went	to	Boulogne	
and	back,	probably	the	first	Channel	crossing	by	screw	steamer,	(v)	the	picture	of	the	event	was	in	George	Jr.’s	
possession.	
	
Francis	Pettit	Smith	applied	to	have	his	patent	extended	(14	years	on)	in	Feb.	1850.	The	document	from	VII	Moore	
is	revealing	and	recommended	to	the	casual	reader.	See	in	particular	the	bottom	half	of	Moore,	p.	831.	It	says	the	
Admiralty	owes	Smith	25,000	GBP,	still	unpaid,	for	patent	licensing.	It	implies	that	Smith	sued	Blaxland	but	lost	to	
the	tune	of	2,000	GBP.	The	document	says	the	true	novelty	of	Smith’s	design	was	the	placement	of	the	propeller	at	
the	back	in	the	dead	space	that	does	not	affect	the	draft.	The	House	appears	to	come	down	in	Smith’s	favour	for	an	
extension.		
	 	



	End	of	George	Jr.	obit.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

	

	
	
	 	



George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	Second	Marriage	&	Original	Letters	(which	survive	to	this	day)	
	
A	year	after	the	death	of	his	first	wife,	Jane	Thompson,	George	married	Louisa	on	11th	November	1848	who	
managed	to	outlivse	him,	remaining	in	Gillingham	House	for	many	years.	There	is	no	record	of	children.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
They	appear	together	in	1851	and	1871	census	polls	(Channel	Islands	then	Gillingham	House,	Kent).	By	1891,	
Louisa	is	alone	with	servants.	
	

	
	
	
George	Blaxland	Sr.	–	Death	&	Will	

JBH:	need	to	include	copies	of	George’s	letters	and	other	details	once	
back	in	Australia	(April	2018);	they	reveal	much	of	the	family.	

vvv 	
	

George	Blaxland	Jr.		–	Birth,	Baptism,	Education,	Marriage	&	Apprenticeship	
	
The	1833	birth	and	1834	baptism	of	George	Blaxland	Jr.		in	St.	Albans	is	recorded	in	the	Quaker	register.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
On	5th	March	1856,	George	married	Jane	Moore	of	Plumstead,	Kent;	both	were	21.	The	marriage	document	below	
includes	a	copy	of	George’s	signature.		
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
I	have	taken	the	text	below	from	his	official	obituary	published	on	23rd	August	1912	in	The	Engineer:	
	

By	his	death	on	the	8th	August,	Mr.	George	Blaxland	of	Gillingham,	Kent,	the	engineering	profession	has	lost	a	member	
interesting	by	his	own	personality	and	career,	as	well	as	from	his	connection	with	the	past.	
	
George	had	a	privileged	education	at	the	Greenwich	Naval	School.	He	served	his	apprenticeship	as	a	mechanical	
engineer	with	Mr.	John	Penn,	of	Greenwich	[JBH:	see	note	below],	and	at	an	early	age	acquired	the	confidence	of	his	
master.	He	had	barely	completed	his	indentures	when	he	was	sent	by	the	firm	to	supervise	the	erection	and	
preliminary	running	of	some	factory	machinery	at	Genoa.	Two	years	later	saw	him	in	Brazil	superintending	the	
engines	of	a	warship	constructed	by	his	master.	Shortly	after	returning	home	he	was	appointed	by	the	Spanish	
Government	to	the	post	of	director	of	machinery	at	Havannah.	Here	for	several	years	he	had	control	of	the	arsenal	
and	the	repairs	of	the	Spanish	naval	vessels	arriving	at	port.	His	tenure	of	this	office	covered	the	period	of	the	
American	Civil	War,	and	several	ships	of	war	and	blockade	runners	from	both	sides	put	into	Havannah	for	repairs,	
among	them	the	famous	Confederate	corvette	Alabama.	After	six	or	seven	years	in	Cuba,	he	once	more	returned	to	
England	where,	in	partnership	with	a	Mr.	Wyllie	[JBH:	spelt	Wylie	in	other	articles],	he	set	up	in	business	as	a	marine	
salvage	engineer.	

	

	
	

About	this	time	a	severe	hurricane	at	St.	Thomas,	West	Indies	sank	a	floating	dock	designed	by	the	late	Sir	Frederick	
Bramwell	as	well	as	the	mail	steamer	Columbia	and	several	other	vessels.	A	contract	for	salving	the	dock	was	
entrusted	to	the	new	firm.	The	ensuing	operations	were	attended	with	great	difficulty.	The	dock	pontoons	were	badly	
crushed,	and	only	3ft.	or	4ft.	of	the	side	walls	projected	above	the	surface	of	the	water.	Several	unsuccessful	attempts	
were	made	to	raise	the	dock,	but	in	the	end	Mr.	Blaxland	refloated	and	repaired	it.	His	method	of	doing	so	is	worthy	of	
record,	as	it	is	said	to	mark	first	use	of	compressed	air	for	salvage	work.	He	designed	special	air	locks	whereby	access	



to	the	various	pontoons	might	be	obtained,	and	by	means	of	air	pumps	constructed	on	the	spot	he	expelled	the	water.	
He	and	his	workmen	then	entered	the	pontoons	and	effected	the	necessary	repairs	preparatory	to	the	final	raising.	
The	dock	is,	we	believe,	still	in	use	at	St.	Thomas.	The	same	procedure	was	applied	to	the	steamer	Columbia.	Mr.	
Blaxland	was	again	successful,	and	himself	navigated	the	vessel	back	to	Liverpool	although	it	had	been	under	water	
for	about	etghteen	months.	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
 
NOTE:		John	Penn	FRS	(1805-1878),	Civil	Engineer,	was	a	very	distinguished	man.	His	citation	for	the	
Royal	Society	read	“Inventor	of	Several	Parts	of	Marine	Steam	Engines	and	Machinery	Connected	with	
Steam	Navigation.	Distinguished	for	his	acquaintanceship	with	the	science	of	mechanics.	Eminent	as	a	
Mechanician	and	Engineer.	From	personal	knowledge	John	Penn	CE	(Civil	Engineer).	Signed	W	
Cubitt;	Thos.	Sopwith,	Joseph	Whitworth;	Rob	Stephenson	and	others.	He	was	of	outstanding	character	
and	regarded	as	the	model	employer,	see	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Penn_(engineer)	
	
NOTE:	George	Jr.’s	obituary	gives	some	of	the	story	of	George	Blaxland	Sr.	and	the	Alecto-Rattler	
“paddler	vs	steamer”	trial	ending	with	a	comment	on	Jr.’s	prized	possession:	
	

A	picture	of	the	remarkable	trial	was	among	the	late	Mr.	Blaxland	Jr.’s	most	cherished	
possessions.	The	result,	rightly	or	wrongly,	of	course,	claimed	as	a	decisive	victory	for	the	screw	propeller.	

	
I	think	this	must	be	the	image	that	is	available	(for	a	fee)	at	the	Science	&	Society	Picture	Library.	I	did	purchase	a	high	
resolution	copy	in	2014	from	www.scienceandsociety.co.uk	but	then	misplaced	it	somehow	on	a	discarded	computer.	One	of	
the	images	above	is	the	preview	image	at	that	website.	
	 	



George	and	Jane	Blaxland	–	March	1860	paddle	steamer	journey	to	New	York	
	
It	is	interesting	that	George	and	Jane	Blaxland	made	the	paddle	steamer	journey	from	Liverpool	to	New	York	just	
one	year	before	the	outbreak	of	the	American	Civil	War	and	the	“draft	riots”	in	the	ciy,	arriving	on	30	March	1860.	
They	travelled	on	the	Cunard	steamer	Arabia	shown	below.	Before	1861,	New	York	traders	were	well	established	
and	traded	between	Europe	and	the	Southerners	who	were	mostly	in	debt	to	New	Yorkers,	one	of	the	historical	
reaons	given	for	New	York	supporting	the	Southern	cause.	Here’s	the	log	book	entry	–	they	travelled	as	“Second	
Cabin”	middle	class	passengers	so	were	allowed	on	deck,	for	example.	
	

	
	

	
	
These	are	1860	pictures	of	New	York	from	Wikipedia	-	there	are	many	online	photographs	from	this	period..		The	
photograph	is	Broadway?	and	the	sketch	is	Central	Park,	Manhattan	(not	fully	developed	at	this	stage)	which	was	
opened	the	year	before	from	land	grabbed	from	New	Yorkes	by	eminent	domain.		
	

	
	

	
I	can’t	find	any	record	of	their	return	but	they	must	have	done	so	within	the	year,	or	so.	
	



	
George	Blaxland	Jr.	–	West	Indies	and	historic	developments	in	marine	salvage	engineering	
	
Here	is	an	excellent	article	from	The	Engineer	(2	pages),	with	outstanding	sketches,	of	George	Blaxland	Jr.’s	time	at	
St.	Thomas,	West	Indies.	He	had	to	solve	a	very	difficult	problem	inventing	marine	salvage	with	compressed	air	in	
the	process.	George	was	lucky	to	escape	with	his	life!	I	found	this	article	through	the	online	British	Newspaper	
Archives.	There	are	numerous	reports	to	this	work,	and	his	obit.	speaks	of	this	structure	being	in	full	use	many	
years	later.	
	
	



	



APPENDIX:		Blaxland’s	Propeller	
	
This	is	the	original	patent	and	seal	for	George	Blaxland’s	1840	patent.	Today,	it	hangs	on	the	wall	at	1	Harbour	St,	
Mosman,	NSW	2088,	Australia.	Aunt	Judith	(Blaxland	Aisbitt)	had	it	restored	in	2015,	and	JBH	shipped	it	to	
Australia	in	2016.	The	seal	was	damaged	by	a	heater	at	Judith’s	and	Canon	Denis	Payne’s	home	built	into	the	
Roman	Abbey	at	Bury	St	Edmunds,	Suffolk.	This	was	once	in	the	possession	of	Dr.	Stephen	Blaxland,	Bury	St.	
Edmunds,	Suffolk.	
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