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  Off we go!
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  Time’s Up
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  Most revolutions end up with someone getting hurt, or at least one group of people telling another group, rather impolitely, where to go. The Industrial Revolution was

  different in that nobody raised their voices or even got a black eye (unless you count the Luddites – who got hung). Sounds obvious, but the Industrial Revolution was a revolution of industry

  – rather than one in which people got cross. It was the name given to the period in Britain that separated the old world from the modern age. It introduced the machine, not only as

  man’s unpaid slave (instead of all those real unpaid slaves), but as a way of life that, once up and running, could never be reversed. And once Britain’s Industrial Revolution got

  going, other countries soon started copying it.




  In this magnificent volume, I will endeavour, despite the interference of my editor (who keeps writing those pathetic niggles at the bottom of the page and signing herself Ed –

  short for Editor*), to take you through from the 18th century, when Britain was still basically a medieval backwater, through to the mid-19th when she was fast becoming the most powerful industrial

  country in the world.




  *Ah yes, but where would you be without me? Ed
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  Population was what started it all off. One of the problems with people dying much later (midnight?) was that the population seemed to double every time you blinked and

  consequently there were never enough ‘things’ to go round. From anvils to ashtrays, buckets to baby-buggies (which, admittedly, hadn’t been invented yet), everything had to be

  handmade as a one-off, which took ages. This, as you can imagine, made these ‘things’ a bit pricey. At this time, Britain was a land of individual craftsmen, who, on the whole, saw

  whatever they were making through from beginning to end. These days, most factory workers spend all their time making one little part of the whole thing. Boring or what?




  

    [image: ]


  




  It’s also difficult to get into our heads* that there was a time when practically everything round the house and even in the workplace had to be operated by the sweat of man’s (and

  woman’s) (or kids’) brow(s). Just think (and, if you’ve got nothing better to do – count) how many machines are in your home now, and how long every job must have taken

  without them. On the other hand, they didn’t have anything else to do and time is relative after all.




  *Especially your head. Ed




  Running Out




  Apart from the difficulty of getting hold of ‘things’, however, there was a far more important side to the whole business. Industries like agriculture and coal

  mining just couldn’t produce enough to keep up with demand. Stuff like food and fuel were rather essential to an ever-growing, ever-hungry population (who, rather annoyingly, felt the cold).

  Up to the beginning of the 18th century there were only three main sources of power they could call on. These were . . .




  1. Wind




  It might seem a bit like stating the blinking obvious, but wind power only really works when there’s enough wind to work it. OK, it was cheap (well, free actually) when it

  was er . . . blowing, but even the most fabulous, great, state-of-the-art windmill wasn’t much use on the days when there wasn’t enough wind to even ruffle the miller’s

  trousers.




  2. Water




  Water power was the same. As long as the streams and rivers were full and in a hurry, it was another free source of huge powerful power. But Britain being Britain, one never

  knew from one month to the next, especially in the summer, whether the wretched things were going to dry up or flood. On top of that, it was not unheard of for someone to build a mill or factory

  upstream from one that was already there, cutting off the supply and causing many a pre-18th-century punch-up.
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  3. Animals




  Animals were pretty good at pulling things, but the trouble was, they had (and have) a nasty habit of needing to be fed every so often, which was not only costly, but also

  rather smelly. (Though at least the smelly substance could be usefully used as fertilizer.) Also, unlike machines, animals have another nasty habit of falling over and dying if you don’t give

  ’em a rest every now and again.




  . . . Obviously, some new sauces* of energy had to be found. This book describes how, in a relatively short period, relatively few men changed the whole world of work and

  industry – relatively speaking. Read on . . .




  *Tomato? HP, chilli? Or do you mean ‘sources’? Ed
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  Revolutions in those days often took a while to build up steam (which was still waiting to be discovered), and, as I suggested in the intro, this one was no exception. It

  needed something to kick it off, and it soon became obvious that the ‘it’ was going to be an alternative source of power. But from where? Clouds? Birds? Baked beans?* It’s all

  very well for us to giggle now – these days we get the energy we need from electricity, nuclear reaction, gas, the sea and even from sunshine, but they knew nothing of all that.




  Major breakthroughs in technology seldom happen overnight. Nobody woke up one day and thought, ‘I know, I’ll invent a light bulb, or an aeroplane, or a machine for taking fluff off

  jumpers.’ The big, important inventions happen in tiny little stages, or adjustments, and often come about through enormous need and/or a fair dollop of greed.




  *Don’t be silly, please. Ed




  Water, Water, Everywhere




  One of the main industries in the 18th century was mining; after all, coal was becoming the major source of heat (especially when lit). Most of the time miners dug their coal,

  copper and tin from quite near the surface, but everyone knew that the amounts they found were piddling compared to the massive deposits waiting to be plundered down below the water table (which is

  the level at which the water sits). But there’s one big problem with water tables . . . they’re wet! As soon as you dig below them, the holes simply and quite understandably fill up

  with the blasted H2O (water, to you). Admittedly, the early miners had crude pumps driven by crude animals (a bit like hamster wheels – only with oxen or donkeys), but they were

  terribly inefficient and unreliable. It must have been so frustrating – all that valuable stuff down there waiting, but no good (or dry) way of getting at it.
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  Money, Money, Money




  It’s a funny thing, but the chance of acquiring great fortunes has always made the scientist try just that little bit harder. To be honest, it wasn’t the

  white-coated, wild-haired inventor who was waiting for a brainwave, it was the hard-working men in the industrial workshops who were seriously searching for solutions to problems. Actually, having

  money dangled in front of them probably helped. The owners who employed these engineers had long since realized that if they could crack this particular pumping prob, they’d soon be as good

  as mining money.




  

    

      Useless Fact No. 799




      Many ancient scientists (called Natural Philosophers) knew that there was power to be gained from the elements – particularly air and water. They

      knew about atmospheric pressure and that steam from boiling water also created a sort of pressure, but how the devil could they do anything with it? That was the hitch.




      The first person ever to clock onto the idea that steam could be made to do things on its own was a Greek chap called Hero from Alexandria, way back in the 1st century

      AD. He invented an ‘aeolipile’ which, although sounding like a horrid medical condition, was actually a sort of toy steam-powered wheel which went round on its own. Unfortunately,

      poor Hero couldn’t think of a single thing to do with it and his invention died with him. After all, who could possibly think of a use for a moving wheel (or four)?
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