
Tyneside Challenge 

 

This gallery talks about the innovations, inventions and advancements in technology that 

have happened on Tyneside. So new technology that was developed on Tyneside that then 

changed the world.   

 

Model of Puffing Billy 

 Puffing Billy was a locomotive engine, built in 1814-15 for use in coal mines. Locomotive 

engines had been developed to transport coal from mines down to the river so it could then 

be transported around the country.  

The Liverpool & Manchester Railway announced a competition to find a better way of 

transporting people on their new railway line. Before locomotive engines people moved 

around the country on stagecoaches-these horse pulled waggons would take you so far then 

drop you at an inn/pub where you would stay the night or catch your next coach, these were 

called coaching inns. People in general did not move around very much, it was too expensive 

and took too much time. This competition was called the Rainhill Trials and happened in 

October 1829. The rules of the competition were that it had to run at 10mph consistently for 

70 miles (the distance between Manchester and Liverpool and back again) only re-fuelling 

once and pulling carriages. 

This is a model of Comet, built by R & W Hawthorn in Newcastle in 1835, so just a few years 

after Rocket. It was used on the Newcastle Carlisle Railway, the first railway line to cross the 

country.  

George and Robert Stephenson were father and son, born in North Tyneside.  There were 

only 23 years between the two so they worked well together.  George (1781-1848) worked at 

the mines, working on the steam engines that worked the waggonways. He was from a 

humble background and taught himself to read and write. He built steam engine’s himself 

and invented a safety lamp, which you can see here. He went on to construct the first public 

railway, the Stockton and Darlington railway and then continued to be a railway engineer. 

Some people think that the nickname for people from the North East-Geordie- is after 

George Stephenson’s safety lamp which was called a Geordie lamp.  

 

His son Robert (1803-1859) was educated and became a mine engineer apprentice. He 

assisted his father and then founded the world’s first locomotive company in 1823 in 

Newcastle. This is where in 1829 he builds Rocket which competes in and wins the Rainhill 

trials. He went on to work on many railway engineering projects including in Egypt, Colombia 

and Canada.  

 

The safety lamp. This starts a theme of this gallery which is that often a few people develop 

the same technology at the same time.  The problem was that pockets of gas within mines, 

released through the process of mining, would explode when they came into contact with an 

open flame, for example like the candles that were used for lighting in mines. This was 

obviously very dangerous and so a solution was needed.  In 1813 William Clanny of 

Sunderland presented his safety lamp to the Royal Society. In November 1815, after a 



research visit to the North East, where he borrowed a Clanny lamp, Humphry Davy presented 

his version of a safety lamp. They are different and Humphry claimed the difference was 

enough to not accuse him of stealing ideas. In October 1815 George Stephenson tested his 

safety lamp. This was quite similar to the Davy lamp. There was a public argument between 

the two about who invented it.         

 

Oil tanker ship model.  As with lots of ship building, and technological developments in 

general, it seems like oil tankers were being developed at the same time by different 

companies. It was designed by Henry William Swan and built by Armstrong-Mitchells’ in their 

Walker Yard.  

William Armstrong will be mentioned a few times in this gallery, as his company was in the 

Story of the Tyne. His company had several names, Armstrong’s, Armstrong Whitworth, 

Armstrong Vickers depending on which other company he joined with. His company mainly 

built ships, armaments and hydraulic cranes. He was born in Newcastle.  

It was launched in 1886, one month before the Bakuin was launched in Hartlepool.  It was the 

first vessel where oil could be pumped directly into the hold rather than loaded in barrels, 

this model was used by oil tankers from this point onwards.  This was the first oil tanker to 

carry oil across the Atlantic. 

   

Windscreen wiper. Invented by Gladstone Adams of Whitley Bay whilst driving back from a 

Newcastle United football match in London. However, an American women also invented a 

windscreen wiper 5 years earlier.  1903 for Mary Anderson’s design and 1908 for Gladstone 

Adams drive-1901 for the patent.  

 

Lifeboats again, they have a bit of a messy history.  By the1780’s lifeboats were being 

designed and built. This was before Life Brigades and lifeboat institutes were formed, when 

local people would mount rescues in their own vessels and under their own steam. Especially 

fishing communities.  

In 1789, after a bad wreck off the South Shields coast the Gentlemen of the Lawe (local 

business men) set a competition for someone to build a self-righting boat to be used 

specifically as a lifeboat.  The result was, and is, controversial and contested even to this day. 

There were two winning designs, one by Henry Greathead and one by Willie Wouldhave, 

both of South Shields. The actual boat was built by Henry Greathead and he got the prize 

money, but with a combination of both designs.  Today, both men are commemorated in a 

memorial in South Shields.  The design included hollows in the both ends filled with air and 

cork around the sides.  The boat was called the Original. The Tyne Lifeboat Institution was 

founded with the Original as its lifeboat.  

The RNLI was founded in 1824-with a different name. Tynemouth Volunteer Life Brigade in 

1864. SSVLB in 1866.  

Life brigades tend to specialise in rescue from the land whereas the RNLI, the Tyne Lifeboat 

Institute focused on rescue by boat.  

In 1851 there was another competition, this time by the Duke of Northumberland, who was 

at the time president of the RNLI (still going by its previous name), who wanted to improve 

on the ‘Shields Pattern’ or ‘Greathead’ type of boat and make lifeboats more uniform across 



the country, all being built to the best possible design.  James Beeching one with his ‘self-

righting’ lifeboat won. The local institute-separate from the RNLI-continued to use the 

‘Shields Pattern’ type as they felt it was better suited to local conditions.  

                                                                           

Mauretania ship model and artefacts.   

We learnt about Mauretania in the Story of the Tyne but here it is again because it was so 

important in the development of shipbuilding and using Parson’s turbine engines on ocean 

liners. Here you can see Mauretania next to Turbinia. So you can get an idea of how big 

Mauretania would have been.  

 

Baikal ship model. Ice breaking, train ferrying, steamer.  Built by Armstrong Whitworth and Co 

ltd in 1896. It’s an incredible story. It was needed to transport trains across the lake whilst 

the trans-Siberian railway was completed. The lake often freezes over and so it needed to be 

able to break through thick layers of ice. It was built on the River Tyne, then every piece was 

marked with a code. The ship was then taken apart and transported to Lake Baikal, in Russia, 

via ship and rail and waggon. Along with the parts of the ship, workers from Armstrong 

Whitworth travelled to Russia in order to assist with re-building the ice breaker. On the 

model you can see the train carriages within the body of the ship.  

 

Tyne Bridge. This is a model of the Tyne Bridge. Completed in 1928. The Tyne Bridge is a 

scaled down version of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, built by Dorman, Long & Co of 

Middlesbrough. Amongst the team of engineers was Dorothy Buchanan, the first female 

member of ICE (Institute of Civil Engineers). She also worked on the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 

The bridge was opened by King George and Queen Mary, you can see this booklet 

commemorates that event.  

Armstrong car. This car was built by Armstrong Whitworth in 1912. This is an example of the 

company diversifying/changing their business, so not just producing the same things 

(armaments, cranes and ships), to make it more stable, in case demand for those things 

stopped. So if demand for one thing stopped they could rely on their other products. It is 

thought that this is the only surviving example of this model. It was owned by the first curator 

of the museum and was driven in when it was donated. It was last driven in the 1990s. 

 

 


