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Hidden People of Yorkshire: Inventors, Scientists & Architects

Inventors

Abraham Sharp 
(1651-1742) 
Little Horton, Bradford

Mathematician, Astronomer, Inventor, author of 
Geometry Improv’d. Assistant to Flamsteed, the 
Astronomer Royal who wrote Historia Celestis.

John Harrison
(1693-1776) 
Pontefract

Horologist. Inventor of the Marine Chronometer.
Harrison was a self-educated carpenter and 
clockmaker. His great invention, the marine 
chronometer, revolutionised naval navigation as it 
finally solved the age old problem of establishing a 
ship’s east/west position or ‘longitude’ whilst at sea. 
This meant long distance travel could be much safer.

 
Benjamin Hunstman 
(1704-1776)
Doncaster

A clockmaker from Doncaster who set up business in 
nearby Sheffield. Unhappy with the steel springs he 
was using in his clock mechanisms, he experimented 
until he had formed a much stronger alloy by using 
a cast method involving a ‘crucible’. Although his 
method was stolen by a rival, its legacy went on 
to make Sheffield city the most important steel 
production centre in the world. 

Thomas Boulsover
(1706-1778) 
Sheffield

Inventor of the fused plating process otherwise 
known as ‘old Sheffield plate’, which made metal 
objects much cheaper and more accessible. 

Jesse Ramsden 
(1735-1800)
Halifax

Inventor, Astronomer, Philosophical Instrument maker, 
responsible for the improvement of telescopes and 
theodolite. His technology was used to plot the first 
Ordnance Survey maps of Great Britain and Ireland.

Joseph Bramah
(1748-1814)
Stainborough, Barnsley

Prolific Inventor and locksmith. Numerous inventions 
including the ballcock for flushing toilets and beer 
pumps. He is most famous however for inventing the 
hydraulic press, and is considered one of the founding 
fathers of hydraulic engineering. 

Henry Francis Greathead 
(1757-1818)
Richmond

Boat builder, Inventor of the Lifeboat which saved 
many lives. Worked to develop the concept of shore-
based rescue teams.

Sir George Cayley 
(1773-1857) 
Scarborough

Aerodynamics Pioneer, father of the modern 
aeroplane design, inventor of the Glider. Defined the 
basic underlying principles and forces of flight.

Joseph Aspidin 
(1779-1855)
Leeds

Inventor of Portland Cement a crucial component of 
any modern construction, thus the whole world is in 
his debt. Honoured by the American Portland Cement 
Association in Leeds Town Hall.

Rev. William Scoresby
(1789-1857)
Cropton

Arctic Explorer, Scientist, Inventor. Student of 
magnetism and inventor of an improved compass.  
Served as Vicar of Bradford between 1839-1847. Also 
invented the crows nest which saved the lives of 
thousands of sailors (he has a blue plaque in the city).

John Kilner
(1792-1857) 
Dewsbury

Inventor of Kilner Glass Jars, a rubber-sealed jar used 
for storage of food. It was very popular and proved 
effective in improving preservation methods. The 
family business still operates successfully today.
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Joseph Aloysius Hansom 
(1803-182)
York

Highly regarded architect and inventor. Most famous 
for the invention of the Hansom Cab ,a horse drawn 
carriage designed to improve safety and speed.

Sir John Brown 
(1816-1896) 
Sheffield

Known as the father of the South Yorkshire Iron Trade, 
best known as the inventor of armour plating for ships 
in the British navy.

James Henry Atkinson 
(1849-1942) 
Leeds

Atkinson was a ironmonger who patented the ‘little 
nipper’ mousetrap which is still used today. The 
innovative mechanism was said to be the most 
humane way of dealing with infestations.

Harry Brearley 
(1871-1984) 
Sheffield

English metallurgist who became world famous when 
he was said to have perfected the world’s first rustless 
steel. It became better known as ‘stainless steel’.

Percy Shaw OBE
(1890-1976)
Halifax

Inventor and businessman, best known for patenting 
self-cleaning reflective road studs known as ‘cat’s 
eyes’.

Edward Spurr 
(1907-1998) 
Bradford

Former pupil of Hanson School, often described as 
‘Bradford’s forgotten inventor’. He worked on an 
impressive range of projects including the design of 
a powerboat engine with Lawrence of Arabia, the 
Dambusters’ bouncing bomb and Frank Whittle’s jet 
engine. He designed parts for boats, aeroplanes, cars, 
motorcycles, washing machines, record players and 
even an automatic toaster.

Scientists & Medical Practitioners

Christopher Saxton 
(1534-1610) 
Dewsbury

Cartographer, made the first survey of England and 
Wales. It took 9 years and after it was complete he 
produced the first set of county maps ever to be 
published. His work formed the template that others 
would follow for centuries.

Timothie Bright 
(1551-1615) 
Sheffield

Early physician, clergyman and inventor of shorthand, 
Sheffield.

Henry Briggs 
(1561-1630)
Warleywood 

Mathematician and astronomer, Author of Arithmetica 
Logarithmica, co inventor of logarithms.

David Hartley
(1705-1757)
Armley, Leeds

Philosopher, founder of the Associationist school of 
Psychology. He had a profound effect on the study of 
memory and consciousness; a significant influence on 
later 18th century writers like Coleridge.

Dr. John Fothergill 
(1712-1780) 
Semerdale

Physician, plant collector, philanthropist. Highly 
influential in improving treatment of patients. A man 
of standing who campaigned alongside Benjamin 
Franklin trying to prevent the American War of 
Independence.

John Haygarth 
(1740-1827)
Garsdale

Physician famous as the inventor of the Fever Ward. 
Instrumental in the development of methods relating 
to the spread of infectious diseases, notably smallpox.
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Joseph Jackson Lister 
(1786-1869)  
Bingley

Opticist and physicist, most famous for his 
development of the optical microscope. Also notably 
the father of Joseph Lister/Lord Lister (1827-1912) 
who was a Surgeon that became known as the ‘father 
of antiseptic surgery’.

Henry Clifton Sorby 
(1826-1908) 
Sheffield

Microscopist and geologist, founder of metallography 
(the structure of metals), promoted use of 
microscopes across all fields of natural science.

George Adolphus Schott 
(1868-1937) 
Bradford

Mathematician and a Fellow of the Royal Society.
Born in Bradford to German parents. Best known for 
developing the theory about radiation from electrons 
travelling at the speed of light. It was ahead of its 
time. Synchroton Radiation was demonstrated in 1947, 
ten years after Schott’s death.

Frederick William Eurich 
(1869-1945)
Bradford

Like Schott, Frederick William Eurich was a former 
pupil at Bradford Grammar School. He was a 
bacteriologist whose extensive and personally-
dangerous research into the cause of anthrax among 
wool sorters, resulted in the sterilisation of wool at 
the point of entry into the UK.

Brigadier Sir Robert Mortimer Wheeler 
(1890-1976)
Glasgow/Bradford

Wheeler’s family moved to Bradford from Glasgow. 
A former Bradford Grammar School student, he 
popularised archaeology, lecturing all over the world 
and undertook numerous digs. He was a charismatic 
presence on television panel games particularly 
Animal, Vegetable, Mineral and was named British 
TV Personality of the Year in 1954. His appearances 
helped to bring archaeology to a mass audience.

Sir Edward Appleton 
(1892-1965) 
Bradford

A former Hanson Grammar School student. 
Discovered the upper atmosphere, now called 
ionosphere, and 150 miles above that the short-wave 
reflecting Heaviside Layer. His discoveries resulted in 
him receiving the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1947. It 
also led to the development of Radar, which was of 
inestimable benefit to Britain and its allies in World 
War Two.

George Whyte-Watson 
(1908-1974) 

Surgeon, highly regarded, collaborated with Robery 
Lowry Turner on the treatment of breast cancer. 
Instrumental in getting self-examination included as 
part of the procedure for detecting cancer. Senior 
consultant surgeon at BRI for nearly 30 years.

Sir Fred Hoyle
(1915-2001)
Bingley

Astronomer, Physicist, Science-fiction writer. Highly 
regarded as an influential astrophysicist; it has 
since been noted that he should have won a Nobel 
Prize for his pioneering work in the field of stellar 
nucleosynthesis. A former Bingley Grammar school 
student, he became a Fellow of the Royal Society and 
famous for coining the phrase ‘big bang’.

Robert Lowry Turner 
(1923-1990) 
Belfast

Pioneering scientist in the field of cancer research. 
Came to Bradford from Belfast. Appointed Consultant 
Pathologist at Bradford Royal Infirmary in 1956 where 
he led a team in administering the first chemotherapy 
treatments in 1959. 

Albert Crewe
(1927- to date) 
Bradford

Bradford-born American physicist and inventor of the 
scanning transmission electron microscope. It was 
the first of its kind and capable of taking still pictures 
of atoms, a technology that proved crucial in the 20th 
Century.
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Professor David Sharpe 
(1946- to date)
Gravesend/Bradford 

Made his name after the Bradford City fire in 1985 by 
setting up the Bradford Burns Unit. He pioneered the 
Bradford Sling for people with hand and arm burns, 
and developed methods of skin grafting including 
stretching, where healthy skin is slowly stretched to 
cover burned skin, which is cut away.

Architects & Engineers

Robert of Beverley 
(unk-1285) 
Beverley

Architect, mason and sculptor famous for building the 
nave of Westminster Abbey and Tower of London.

John Smeaton
(1724-1792) 
Leeds

Civil Engineer and builder, designed numerous 
bridges, canals and harbours. Smeaton was the first 
self-proclaimed civil engineer, and often regarded as 
the “father of civil engineering”.  Most known for the 
redesign of Eddystone Lighthouse, the most famous 
lighthouse in the country. 

Henry Bessemer 
(1813-1898)
London/Sheffield

Engineer, inventor and businessman, responsible for 
the invention and popularisation of the Bessemer 
Process for the manufacture of steel. Not born 
in Yorkshire but settled and made his fortune in 
Sheffield. Born in London.

Sir Donald Coleman Bailey OBE
(1901-1985) 

Civil Engineer who contributed greatly to the allied 
war effort in World War Two. Famous for the invention 
of the Bailey Bridge, a portable pre-fabricated bridge 
that could be built on the move by army units to cross 
rivers quickly and safely.

Professor David Rhodes
(1943- to date) 
Shipley

Successful as both an academic and industrialist. 
Rhodes was the recipient of the Royal Academy of 
Engineering’s highest award, the Prince Philip Medal, 
in recognition of his work on mobile communications 
and electronic defence equipment. His company, 
Filtronic PLC, at its height had 3,000 employees in 17 
factories on four continents.


