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L I T E R A C Y  R E S O U R C E

Famous fir:

• Inventin da Watt steam engine (da first 
een tae convert steam back intae waater)

• Developin a rotary engine which 
mechanised weavin, spinnin an transport

• Da term ‘horsepower’

• Da rev counter.

James Watt wis an inventor an mechanical engineer wha’s improvements in steam 
engine technology drave da Industrial Revolution.

Watt didna invent da steam engine. Steam engines wir aaready in existence, mainly 
bein used tae pump water oot o mines. Whit Watt did wis tae makk important 
changes tae da design o steam engines, increasing dir efficiency an makkin dem 
chaeper tae run.
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James Watt (1736-1819)

Aerly childhood

James Watt wis born in Greenock in 1736. He wisna a healthy bairn sae wis educatit at hame fir maest 
o his aerly years.

His faider wis a carpenter an shipwright wha set himsel up in business as a merchant an ship-owner. 
Watt laekit tae mak models an repair nautical instruments in his faider’s wirkshop.

Engineering work in Scotland

In 1755 Watt geed tae London tae be an apprentice scientific instrument maker. He wis a quick 
learner an mastert his craft in wan year.

Aged 19 he returned tae Glasgow, whaar he set up his ain business. Afore lang he wis recognised as a 
high-quality engineer, an employed on da Forth an Clyde Canal es weel es da Caledonian Canal.

He wis involved in da improvement o da harbours dere, an ida deepenin o Scottish rivers, includin da 
Forth an da Clyde.

Improvin steam engines

In da laet 1750s, Watt met Joseph Black, wha den wis Professor o Chemistry at Glasgow University. 
Da men cam ta be freends, an Watt providit model engines fir Black tae use in his lectures on da 
properties o haet.

One Sunday in 1765, Watt wis struck bi da idea dat wis tae spark da Industrial Revolution.
Waakin ida park near da Clyde, he suddenly realised foo he could mak da standard Newcomen steam 
engine mair efficient. Dey could use a separate chamber tae condense steam ithout coolin da rest o da 
engine.

He patented his steam engine condensing chamber in 1769.
 

Boulton & Watt an da Industrial Revolution

In 1774, Watt startit a business in Birmingham wi investor Matdaw Boulton tae manufacture his 
improved steam engine.

Da Boulton & Watt Company produced steam engines dat could be used onywhaar, an demand fir 
dem wis high. Watt an Boulton wir noo leadin figures in da Industrial Revolution.

Watt continued tae mak improvements tae steam engines, an patented idder important inventions, 
laek da rotary engine an a steam locomotive.
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Did you know?

James Watt is featured on da largest silver medal coin in da Wirld – da 2008 Europe Taler. Watt 
represents da industrialisation o Europe an da age o technical innovation.  

His achievements wir recognised bi fellow scientists. He wis a fellow o da Royal Society of Edinburgh 
an da Royal Society o London, an becam a Foreign Associate o da French Academy o Sciences.

Faimly an laeter life

Watt’s first wife, Margaret, deed in childbirth in 1773, laevin him wi twa peerie bairns. He mairried 
Ann in 1776 an hed a son an a dowter, wha deed o consumption afore dir faider’s daeth.

James Watt died in 1819 in Heathfield, near Birmingham, he wis 83 year aald.

Taken from the National Library of Scotland’s Science Hall of Fame
http://digital.nls.uk/scientists/biographies/index.html
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