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Abstract

This paper was originally presented as a talk by the author at a luncheon meeting of the Ottawa
Branch of the Canadian Society for Senior Engineers on 20 May 2013. It has since been lightly
edited for publication and a few photographs added.

For most of the past 200 years, engineers in Britain have been receiving the accolade of
knighthood and other national awards for their services to the nation and the profession. This
paper discusses the careers of six of them and draws attention briefly to several more who have
been so honoured. Until 1919, Canadian engineers were eligible to receive knighthoods from the
British Sovereign, and around a dozen did.

About the Series

Principally, the Cedargrove Series is intended to preserve the research, writing and oral
presentations that the author has completed over the past half-century or so but has not yet
published. It is, therefore, the modern-day variant of the privately-published books and
pamphlets written by his forebears, such as his paternal grandfather and grandmother and his
grandfather’s brother John.

About the Author

He is a graduate in mechanical engineering and the liberal arts and has held technical,
administrative, research and management positions in industry in the United Kingdom and the
public service of Canada, from which he retired over 25 years ago.

He became actively interested in the history of engineering on his appointment to chair the first
history committee of the Canadian Society for Mechanical Engineering in 1975 and has been
active ever since in research, writing and editing historical material on behalf of that Society, the
Engineering Institute of Canada and the Canadian Society for Senior Engineers. He has also
served as president of CSME and EIC.



Introduction

Ten years ago I published a paper on Canadian engineers who had received the accolade of

The theme of this present paper is the identification of some of the British engineers who have
received the accolade, and includes a few who became peers. But first, a brief word on the
British honours system. I stress ‘brief’ because this paper is not about peerages or knighthoods as
such, but about engineers who received them.

The British Honours System

The peerage in Britain has five levels of ‘pecking order’: Duke; Marquess: Earl; Viscount; and
Baron. Up until 1958, all of these titles were hereditary, with the eldest male child as the heritor
in most cases. However, that year the baronial rank of ‘Life Peer® - available to both men and
women, but with no hereditary component - was instituted. In 1963, the Peerages Act allowed
peeresses in their own right to sit in the House of Lords as well as the ‘disclaiming’ of hereditary
titles, the best-known example of which, perhaps, has been Tony Benn, who refused to become
Viscount Stansgate when his elder brother died.

In Britain, the title of ‘Baron’ is not used and those holding it are called ‘Lords’ - as in Lord
Strathcona or Lord Beaverbrook. However, Baronesses of the ‘Life’ variety tend to use it as well
as using the ‘Lady’ title - for example, Baroness James of Holland Park, otherwise known as
author P.D. James or Lady James. And, as those of us who have watched Downton Abbey know,
the daughters (and sons) of senior members of the peerage have courtesy titles, composed of
their Christian and family names - as in Lady Mary Crawley.

Under the British system, certain Judges are titled as Lords, but are not normally peers. On the
other hand, archbishops and bishops of the Church of England may sit in the House of Lords.

The title of Baronet is hereditary and is awarded by the Crown. It is effectively the sixth level of

peerage. The recipient does not receive an accolade, although he is styled ‘Sir’ like a knight.
Baronetcies have existed since the 1300s. The early ones could be bought. This led in the 17

Although non-hereditary, current British knighthoods also have a ¢ pecking order.’ Originally
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Orders of Chivalry, they now recognize services to the Crown and to society, as well as
international and intellectual achievements, military service, theatrical and sporting eminence
and so on. New ones are usually awarded twice a year - at New Year and on the Sovereign’s
official birthday - as well as on the dissolution of a Parliament.

The most senior is the Order of the Garter, established in the 14™ century, which has limited
membership and is awarded by the Sovereign, personally. Next comes the Order of the Thistle,
which is also limited. It was established in the 17" century and has a special connection to
Scotland. In recent years, both Orders have admitted women members.

There was once a third member of this group, the Order of St. Patrick, connected to Ireland, but
it has been discontinued.

Next comes the Order of the Bath - established early in the 18" century. It has three levels, two
of which - the Knight Grand Cross (GCB) and Knight Commander (KCB) - are knighthoods.
The third, Companion (CB), is not. This Order has military and civil divisions.

The Order of St. Michael and St. George followed in the early 19™ century and is awarded
principally to diplomats, members of the Colonial Service, and to citizens of the
Empire/Commonwealth. Again, there are three levels: Knight Grand Cross (GCMG), Knight
Commander (KCMG) and Companion (CMG).

The Royal Victorian Order was established in 1896 by Queen Victoria to recognize, in particular,
services to the Crown. It has five levels, two of which are knighthoods (GCVO and KCVO) and
three that are not.

The Order of the British Empire dates from 1917. It also has five levels, of which two are
knighthoods (GBE and KBE) and three are not. It recognizes both military and civilian services.
This Order admits lady “knights,” who become Dames Commander (DBE). There is also a more
junior British Empire Medal (BEM).

Two Orders at this level are now dormant: the Order of the Star of India and the Order of the
Indian Empire.

The most junior, and the most populated level of knighthood, is the Knight Bachelor (Kt).
Historically, it is the oldest form of British knighthood, having been awarded since the 11th
century. Knights bachelor receive the accolade and a badge, and may put ‘Kt.’ after their names.
Nowadays, they cover all kinds of achievements and services and are quite often also holders of

earlier junior awards in the Orders of the Bath, St. Michael and St. George and the British
Empire.

The Distinguished Service Order (DSO) was established in 1889 to recognize military bravery,
and is not a knighthood. Neither are the Order of Merit (1902) nor the Companion of Honour
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(1917). The former is awarded by the Sovereign for services to the Crown, the latter for services
to the arts, sciences, industry and religion. It has also been called ‘the poor man’s knighthood.’
The Imperial Service Order has, since 1902, recognized faithful service to the Crown through
public service.

The 19" Century

Now to the British engineering knights, baronets.....and peers.....of the 19" and 20" centuries.
There have been so many of them - over a hundred at any one recent point in time - that I will
summarize the careers of only a handful, but will list a larger number of others, and will mention
in passing some well-known and distinguished engineers who have nof become known as *Sirs.’

For example, well-known British engineers whose careers were principally in the late 18" and
early 19" centuries and who were not among those receiving knighthoods or baronetcies include:
Joseph Bramah, Henry Maudslay, James Nasmyth, John Rennie the Elder, George Stephenson,
Thomas Telford and James Watt,

Three of the eminent British engineers who were honoured later in the 19 century included
Joseph Whitworth, Joseph Bazalgette and Thomas Bouch.

Whitworth has been called by a biographer “the world’s best mecanician.” He received a
baronetcy in 1869. Born in Stockport, Lancashire, in December 1803, the elder son of Charles
Whitworth, a cottonmill worker and later a Congregational minister who abandoned his family
after the death of his wife several years later. Joseph was ‘fostered’ at the age of 12 and for the
next five years. By then he had acquired an interest in machinery and machine tools, largely from
reading. He found a job in Manchester as an apprentice and served three companies in this
capacity. Time-served, competent and confident, he then went to London where he found
employment with Henry Maudslay, who already had a great reputation for his mechanical
engineering ability and leadership. Under him, Whitworth acquired great personal skills as a
mechanic and machine designer. But ever a seeker after new work experience, he changed
companies twice more before he left London in 1833 to return to Manchester to start his own
business.

Both Whitworth and his factory, the Chorlton Street Works, became world famous for the
quality, accuracy and general standards of workmanship put into the lathes, milling, boring,
screw-making and other machine tools that were their principal products. Whitworth popularized
the method of producing accurate flat surfaces which led to the development of more precise

became the first internationally-recognized British Standard thread. He was asked to develop a
replacement for the Enfield rifle currently in use in the British Army, which he did, but it was
adopted by the French Army and not the British. He also designed a large rifled breech-loading
artillery piece that fired a 12 pound spirally-grooved projectile a distance of six miles. This,
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