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had only been powering machines from about 1783 and had very rarely been applied to boring 
rods, lathes and drills. Engines were normally erected for the first time at the allotted site, 
using parts of variable quality made in any number of places. The Boulton and Watt solution 
to this expensive and time consuming process was to make all the engine parts in their own 
manufactory, assemble as many as possible there and deliver the engine to the purchaser, who 
was then required to organise relatively little for its reception on site. Many products were 
already made this way, certainly at the Soho Manufactory, Handsworth, Birmingham; the 
novelty (and the necessity of circumstances) was to apply such techniques to the making of a 
complex engineered artefact such as a steam engine. Fortunately the conjunction of events 
that precipitated the creation of the Soho Foundry was matched by a combination of 
technological and engineering advances that made the whole venture at least feasible. 
Matthew Boulton would have wished to have done it this way in 1769 just after he first met 
James Watt, but his idea was far ahead of the technological capability of that time. Even 
twenty-five years later some of the best engineers in the country struggled to perfect the new 
Soho Foundry machinery. 

Substantial remains of the Soho Foundry survive, the main buildings being the Foundry itself, 
the Erecting Shop, the 14H Shop and the Pattern Stores. The survival of Boulton and Watt 
buildings at the site was not suspected until a few years ago and are now listed Grade 11*. 
Below the ground there are remains that extend below and far beyond the footprint of these 
buildings. It is in the nature of engineering works with their deep and robust foundations that 
these will be well preserved. At the Soho Foundry they include steam engine and machine 
bases/pits, wall foundations, drive shaft tunnels, drainage culverts and wells, storage vaults, 
casting pits, air furnace and cupola foundations, blowing tunnels, gasometers and gas retort 
foundations, the waste from air furnaces and cupolas making the vast tip of foundry ash, the 
remains of water bodies such as the canal and canal arm and the pool known as the Casson. 

5.2 Association with Boulton and Watt and other pioneering engineers 

It is no coincidence that the first purpose built steam engine manufactory in the world was 
founded by the leading steam engine firm, Boulton and Watt. The company attracted many 
engineers, who, in devoting their working lives to the firm, made a name for themselves, for 
example, William Murdoch, John Southern and Peter Ewart. The buildings were not merely 
workshops, places for the manufacture of products, but also laboratories for innovation and 
experiment. Great minds endow places with greatness and conversely celebrated places can 
inspire ingenuity and creativity. 

The sons of Matthew Boulton and J ames Watt are less well known and their contribution has 
often been dismissed, but it is clear that James Watt Jnr masterminded the creation of the 
Soho Foundry, no mean achievement. He was ably assisted by his partner, Matthew Robinson 
Boulton, who in turn, completely rebuilt and extended the engine works at the Soho 
Manufactory between 1802 and 1804. 

Both partners were heavily dependent on William Murdoch, whose supposed inability to 
compose a fine phrase in correspondence, and his straightforward and unsophisticated manner 
meant he remained backstage, and willingly so, in the commercial, social and political milieu 
that the senior partners needed to frequent and foster. These apparent social deficiencies were 
easily overcome by an engineering genius and inventiveness. On many occasions William 
Murdoch was begged to return from his work at other engines in the country in order to solve 
a technological problem at the Soho Foundry, which remained at a standstill awaiting his 
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appearance. These engineers benefited from the cross-fertilisation of ideas. It is little known 
that it was John Southern, no slouch as an inventor, who first suggested the use of permanent 
tanks for the storage of gas. 

5.3 The site of the earliest experiments in gas lighting, and the production of gas 
lighting equipment on a commercial basis 

In 1798 the Soho Foundry was the first factory in the world to be lit with gas from a fixed 
retort. Gas lighting was one of William Murdoch's best-known achievements. He had begun 
experiments in Cornwall in the 1790s and transferred them to the Soho Foundry on his return 
in 1798, lighting part of the Foundry. The Laboratory where he conducted these experiments 
has possibly been identified and its survival will need to be established by archaeological 
excavation. A little later in 1802 the Peace of Amiens was celebrated at the Soho Manufactory 
by the illumination of the front of the principal building. A myth has arisen that all the 
illumination was produced from coal gas, but the truth is that only two lights, called Bengal 
lights, were produced from small retorts such as those tried in the Foundry Laboratory. In 
contrast to the Soho Foundry, the Soho Manufactory was not known to have been lit by gas. 
William Murdoch was beaten by a whisker in lighting the first industrial premises outside 
Soho. His supposed assistant in the Soho experiments, Samuel Clegg, set up on his own in 
1805 and in the same year installed a gas making plant at the cotton mill of Henry Lodge at 
Sowerby Bridge, near Halifax. Two weeks later Boulton and Watt illuminated the larger 
cotton mill ofPhillips and Lee at Salford. 

Thereafter until 1814 Boulton and Watt produced gas making plant from the Soho Foundry 
for about twenty firms. Here they were front runners with Samuel Clegg, by no coincidence 
another son of Soho, in the production and installation of gas making equipment. 

5.4 The Soho Foundry was associated with the well-known Soho Manufactory 

The association of the Soho Foundry with the Soho Manufactory endowed the site with an 
instant celebrity but unfortunately brought about much confusion. After the demolition of the 
last Manufactory building in 1863 the Soho Foundry stood alone as a monument to the 
Boulton and Watt achievement. It is important to stress that the survival of buildings at the 
Soho Foundry is made doubly significant in view of the loss of the all the buildings above 
ground at the earlier enterprise. 

The Soho Foundry and Engine Works at the Manufactory were inextricably linked in 
production and organisation. This relationship is yet to be satisfactorily analysed. The closure 
of the Manufactory Engine Works in the early 1850s heralded a major expansion at the Soho 
Foundry where room was made for many of Manufactory engines and machinery, with 
relatively little being abandoned. 

Together with the site of Soho Manufactory and Soho House (the former home of Matthew 
Boulton), the Soho Foundry is a possible World Heritage site. 

5.5 Association with extensive and uniquely comprehensive archive collections 

On their own, the points made above would place the Soho Foundry in an eminent position in 
world industrial history. In the two-hundred year history of the site, however, fortune has 
been kind to the buildings and the business records. Indeed their survival confers an 
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All these remains are concentrated in the western half of the A very Berkel site, the exceptions 
being the row of early nineteenth-century cottages on the north side of the main driveway, 
that were demolished between 1897-1900, and Brindley's former canal basin of 1769 which 
extends into the southeastern quarter of the site. 

It should be noted that any scheme involving groundworks within the archaeologically 
sensitive area shown on Fig.7 must be preceded by an archaeological assessment and 
evaluation where the over-riding principle will be the in situ preservation of nationally 
important archaeological remains. 

Within the redundant foundry complex in the northwest quarter the archaeology may be 
divided into three levels of importance (Fig.8). 

• 1 (the highest) 
• 2 
• 3 (the lowest) 

Areas of Level 1 Importance 

Areas ofLevel1 (high) archaeological importance include: 

• Boiler house and steam engines of 14H Shop (Fig.8: 1). 
• The Boring Mill (Fig.8: 2). 
• The line of the Foundry west wall of 1795-6 (Fig.8: 3). 
• The line of the Foundry west wall of 1801-2 (Fig.8: 4). 
• The tunnel, cupolas and air furnaces immediately south of the Foundry (Fig.8: 5). 
• Possible site ofWilliam Murdoch's laboratory (Fig.8: 6) 
• Entrance to accessway descending between sand bins ( 1801) and earliest ash retaining 

wall (c1800) (Fig.8: 7) 
• The line of the main drain and other culverts in the area of the Boring Mill and Fitting 

Shop (Fig.8: 8). 
• The coining press room, engine and boiler house and rolling mill in the Mint building 

(Fig. 8: 9). 

Areas of Level 2 Importance 

The whole of the area covered by the Boulton and Watt, and James Watt and Co. period 
buildings (other than those parts that fall within category 1) is deemed to be of Level 2 
importance. This includes the original canal basin and associated features. 

Areas of Level 3 Importance 

These areas include the Boulton and Watt, and James Watt and Co period yards, later Avery 
period buildings, the Casson (a pool of water) and the ash bank, which might contain failed 
castings (though not the ash bank retaining wall which falls into Level2). 
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Plate 13 Workshop (19), interior from theN 

Plate 14 Cutting Room (20), interior from the N 
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Plate 15 Returned Items warehouse (25), SE corner 

Plate 16 Returned Items warehouse (25), general view of interior from the NE 
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