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Man of Inventions 
 
 
I was invited to write this brief introduction to the various inventions of Sir Henry Bessemer for the 
“Hitchin Journal – Special Anniversary Edition, Volume 22. No. 2 – July 2012” published by the 
Hitchin Historical Society.   
 
Please also see the Chapter “Honours, Distinctions and Awards” which includes the Address made to 
Sir Henry Bessemer at his ceremony for the Honorary Freedom of the City of London by the Lord Mayor, 
Sir Francis Wyatt Truscott; and Sir Henry’s response to the Court of Common Council.  
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SIR HENRY BESSEMER 

 
MAN OF INVENTIONS 

 
19th January 1813 to 15th March 1898 

 
Introduction 
 
Look up the word “Bessemer” in any Dictionary or Encyclopaedia and it will reference the famous 
Bessemer Process for producing steel by blowing hot air through molten pig iron. However, it is not 
generally recognized that Sir Henry was an engineering genius and a prolific inventor with over 117 
Patents issued between 1838 to 1883; and several other inventions which were not protected by Patent – 
and only 36 of these are to do with iron and steel.  In this article we will explore the numerous inventions 
of Sir Henry which cross several fields of science and technology. 
 
 
Early childhood in Charlton 
 
Henry Bessemer was born on 19th January, 1813 in Charlton near Hitchin and was the youngest of a 
large family.  His father, Anthony Bessemer, was a very successful businessman, inventor and highly 
skilled craftsman who built a well-known type foundry at Charlton House. Henry inherited his 
entrepreneurial spirit and love of engineering from his father, and learnt the essentials of his trade at an 
early age.  As Sir Henry writes in his autobiography:  “The knowledge of metal work which I acquired 
in this foundry, assisted, I doubt not, in fostering and developing that taste for casting and other 
metallurgical works in which, as an amateur, I took so deep and abiding an interest”. 
 
As a child Henry was fascinated with mechanical processes and was very fond of watching machinery in 
motion.  He could often be found exploring the local flour mill and gazing for hours at the enormous water 
wheel, or in his father's foundry inspecting the large melting furnace which was used to make type-metal.  
His father nurtured Henry’s inventive mind and bought him a small foot-lathe with which he could practice 
turning, and Henry was encouraged to model in clay and spent many hours casting wheels, pulleys and 
other parts for mechanical working models which he made with the metal from the foundry. 
 
 

 
 
Charlton House 

 

 
 
     Watermill at Charlton 

 
On 4th March, 1830 when he was seventeen, the family left the quiet village life of Charlton and moved to 
Clerkenwell in London where Henry was “overwhelmed with wonder and astonishment” at this new 
environment and was intensely excited by everything that he was seeing for the first time.  However, he 
also felt homesick for Charlton and the countryside he loved so much where he knew everybody and was 
well known and liked.  The anonymity of those early days in London made him determined to make a 
name for himself.  He knew that he had a hard task ahead.  "I knew full well that I laboured under the 
great disadvantage of not having been brought up to any regular trade or profession, but, on the other 
hand, I felt a consciousness that Nature had endowed me with an inventive turn of mind and 
perhaps more than the usual amount of persistent perseverance, which I thought I might be able 
to use to advantage." 
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Sir Henry never forgot the happy times of his youth in Charlton, and he named several of his houses 
“Charlton House” in honour of those halcyon days where, in his Autobiography, he writes:  “(I) could 
sometimes, in my quiet walks round my own meadows, almost fancy myself at my dear old 
birthplace, Charlton, and myself again a village boy”. 
 
Modelling 
 
Henry had been fond of modelling in clay in his boyhood, and this developed into a hobby of moulding 
natural objects such as a rosebud or a flower with its stalk and leaves and reproducing them in metal. 
Henry tried all sorts of methods and materials for his casting and, although frustrated with many failures, 
he refused to give up (a character trait evident throughout his inventive career).  He then looked at a way 
of improving and casting them in brass or yellow metal, which was thought to be impossible at the time.  
Again, he had many failures but in time discovered more suitable solutions and was eventually 
successful.  His bronze and copper coated castings of medallions and natural objects were exhibited at 
the Toplis Museum of Arts and Manufacture in Trafalgar Square, and at the Royal Academy.  These were 
so well thought of that he was given several commissions, and this exhibition opened up business 
opportunities for young Henry as we will see later. 
 
 

 
(IOM3) 
 

 

 
(IOM3) 

 
Henry had an entrepreneurial spirit even in these young days and realised his castings would be useful 
for botanists or collectors in remote areas where it would be impossible to bring the plant back unspoilt.  
He made travelling kits so that a botanist would be able to make a perfect cast of a plant in the field and 
approached the British Museum with his idea. 
 
 
Electroplating and depositing copper 
 
During his modelling experiments, in 1832 when he was 19, Henry inadvertently discovered the process 
of electro-plating and deposited copper on lead casting to produce ornaments for his mantelpiece.  This 
was six years before the formal discovery of the electrotype process, and reference to this feat is made in 
Dr. Ure's Dictionary of Arts, Manufactures and Mining of 1846. 
 
 
Die Making 
 
In addition to his modelling, Henry followed in his father's footsteps and experimented in die-making and 
casting and built a powerful fly press which could stamp cardboard and leather, and he began to make 
money by stamping leather covers for bibles, bookbinders, and cardboard-box manufacturers.  He also 
invented a new and distinctly different way of making a die from an embossed impression which was then 
capable of reproducing exact copies of the original subject. 
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The Stamp Office 
 
Henry then turned his attention to a way of preventing forgery of stamps affixed to deeds and legal 
documents which was costing the Government a fortune, as he was certain they would reward him well 
and he wanted to settle down and marry his fiancé Ann Allen.  At the time, a deed stamp consisted of a 
small piece of blue paper glued to the document through which was passed a thin strip of metal foil with 
another piece of paper gummed over the loose ends, and the stamp was then impressed onto the paper.  
However, it was very easy to remove the stamp by moistening it and then sticking it on a new document. 
This method of stamping had been in use for over a hundred years since the reign of Queen Anne and 
there was a large underground illegal trade in old useless deeds which were then reused in forgery. 
 
Henry spent nine months conducting experiments long into the night in the strictest secrecy.  He 
eventually created a steel die that pierced the parchment with more than 400 holes which was unique as, 
before this, perforation of paper was unknown.  Henry approached Sir Charles Presley of the Stamp 
Office and showed him how easy it was to remove and reuse an old stamp, and how his new machine 
could forge the embossed impression.  Henry then demonstrated his perforated design and explained 
that the new stamp would be impossible to forge as it could not be removed from one deed and reused, 
and an impression could not be made to copy. 
 
The Stamp Office were so impressed they decided to adopt the new design and offered Henry the 
position of Superintendent of Stamps at a salary of £800 a year (equivalent to £82,195 in 2016 *).  When 
Henry told his fiancée the good news, she at once suggested that a safer way would be to put a date on 
the stamp.  Henry immediately changed his die to include a changeable steel plug showing the day, 
month and year.  He felt duty bound to show this new development to Sir Charles, and the plan for his 
perforated stamp was abandoned and an Act of Parliament was passed calling in all the old stamps 
throughout the country and replacing them with the new dated ones that Henry had designed from Ann's 
idea.  All stamps previously issued, or any deeds stamped using the old method, were declared illegal 
and it was made a criminal offence, punishable by transportation for life, to transfer a stamp from one 
deed to another. 
 
 

 
 
          Henry’s perforated stamp 
 

 

 
 
              Revised stamp with date 

 
It is amazing to think that Henry's meeting with Sir Charles Presley had caused such a state of panic in 
the Stamp Office, and that they completely changed the method of stamping that had been in use for over 
a hundred years due to the revelations of a mere boy and girl of nineteen ! Henry lost the post of 
Superintendent of Stamps and did not receive a penny or any thanks for his important invention.  Forty 
five years later, Henry wrote to the Prime Minister, Lord Beaconsfield, and each of his Cabinet Ministers 
that his idea was effectively stolen by the Government, and that it had saved the Government millions of 
pounds - yet Henry had not received one penny. As a direct result of this letter, Henry was knighted by 
Her Majesty Queen Victoria at Windsor Castle on 26th June 1879. 
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Lead pencils 
 
In 1838, there was only one mine in England which produced the black lead (plumbago) suitable for 
pencil making, and the lead was so valuable that the mine was closely guarded and an armed escort was 
used when it was transported from the mine to Keswick.  The existing method of manufacture was to saw 
it by hand, but the lead was very brittle and easily snapped, and the slice broke when the saw hit minute 
sparks of black diamond. There was also a lot of waste produced by the saw. 
 
Henry invented a mechanical saw with very narrow teeth which were set upper wards and the plumbago 
was brought down onto the blade.  He incorporated delicate watch springs in the machine which stopped 
the saw as soon as it hit a black diamond; and it also saved a large quantity of plumbago which was 
previously wasted as dust. 
 
Henry also found a way to use the plumbago dust by heating it in a cylindrical iron mould in a furnace 
and, with a powerful hydraulic press, forced a plunger down the cylinder with about five tons of pressure 
per square inch. When cooled the plumbago was pushed out and the end product was used to make the 
very best lead pencils. 
 
 
Type casting 
 
Also in 1838, Henry designed a completely new method of casting types which was a great success.  The 
standard practice was to pour molten metal into a mould by hand with a ladle which was a very slow 
process as it took a long time for the metal to cool, and the mould was broken up and destroyed after only 
one cast.  Henry invented a machine which could cast up to sixty types in a minute in reusable moulds 
which were made of hardened and tempered steel.  Melted metal was injected into the moulds which 
were kept cool by a constant flow of cold water, and a vacuum was formed in the mould to prevent air 
bubbles in the metal. 
 
 
Engine turning and printing 
 
Henry experimented in making specialist dies used in the production of patents, medicine labels, coupons 
and bonds so they could not be fraudulently imitated.  He found it was difficult to cut deeply incised lines 
in most metals, so Henry created an alloy of tin and bismuth which was perfect for the task and was so 
successful that he manufactured blocks of this new metal for the Trade. 
 
Henry also invented another alloy that passed from fluid to a solid state so slowly that, when the metal 
reached the intermediate stage of partial solidification, a detailed impression of a die could be obtained by 
gently pressing it into the metal.  He then made many special dies called "forcers" which were used in 
embossing leather or cards.  The sale of these two alloys was a very profitable source for Henry. 
 
 
Napoleon Medals 
 
From his exhibits at the Toplis Museum of Arts and Manufacture, Henry was commissioned to reproduce 
Napoleon Medals which had been engraved in the French Mint.  Henry devised a machine which could 
stamp these impressions in semi-fluid metal and, after considerable trouble, created a new alloy of tin and 
other metals for this purpose.  Immense quantities of these medallions were made, and they were said to 
be some of the finest portrait medals ever produced and made him a lot of money. 
 
 

 
(IOM3) 
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Young's Typesetting Machine 
 
Another visitor to the Toplis Museum who was impressed with Henry’s exhibits was James Young who 
commissioned Henry to design and build a machine for setting up printing type.  This was a very complex 
project and Henry spent 15 difficult months patiently designing a machine which eventually looked rather 
like a piano.  Each key was marked with a letter of the alphabet and the respective stamps were arranged 
in long narrow boxes above the keyboard.  The typesetter would sit at the machine like a pianist and, 
when a key was played, the correct type would slide down a series of grooves on a sloping board and 
arrive at the bottom where a rapidly vibrating flipper would tip up every letter into the upright position and 
force it along a narrow channel which set the letter into the correct position in the compositor’s frame. The 
ordinary way of composing types was to pick each letter and arrange it by hand, and a skilled setter could 
arrange up to 1,700 letters in an hour.  Using Henry's machine, an untrained operator could arrange as 
many as 6,000 types an hour. 
 

 
 
 
Utrecht Velvet 
 
This was previously very expensive to manufacture.  Henry invented a machine which could produce the 
velvet much more cheaply.  Henry's product was so successful that it was used at Windsor Castle, the 
Houses of Parliament, the House of Lords, many stately homes, and covered the seats and cushions of 
thousands of cabs and buses. 
 

 
 
  



Man of Inventions (7 May 2017).docx Page 7 of 13  
 

 
Glass manufacture 
 
Henry took out 8 separate patents involving the manufacture of glass including a glass melting furnace 
which prevented elements from segregating; optical glass for lenses; methods of silvering and coating 
glass to make mirrors and reflectors; a machine for rolling plate glass; and the mass production of sheet 
glass.  He demonstrated some of his inventions at the Great Exhibition in Crystal Palace in 1851. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Exhibit at Great Exhibition 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
Bessemer Glass Factory 
 

 
Railway engines and carriages 
 
Henry was granted over 10 patents relating to railways including a system of hydraulic brakes which 
could stop every wheel of the train; improvements in axels and wheel design; and the forerunner of the 
modern corridor train where passengers could move between carriages as they were joined together with 
collapsible hoods, and the train was continuous from end to end. 
 
 
Sugar 
 
In 1849, Henry was awarded the Gold Medal by the Royal Society of Arts for his improvements in the 
extraction and treatment of cane juices.  He invented a portable steam engine which could be moved 
around the plantation and would cut and compress the sugar cane, and the juice was filtered through a 
centrifugal apparatus.  The yield of the juice was much greater than the previous crude methods and he 
improved it from 45% to over 80%.  
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Henry was presented with the Gold Medal by Prince Albert.  Henry was issued 12 patents on sugar 
extraction and refining between 1850 and 1853, and several of these were displayed at the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 at Crystal Palace in Hyde Park where Clara Novello, the daughter of his good friend 
Alfred Novello, sang the National Anthem at the opening. 
 

(IOM3)       

 

 
 
 
Bronze and Gold Paint – his first fortune.  
 
As we can see, Henry had an incredible inventive talent. He was constantly striving to find the one great 
success that would make him a fortune and give him the independence and financial backing to allow him 
the freedom to develop the ideas which teemed in his head.  However, he struck his first goldmine 
completely by chance while doing a favour for his sister - an event which had momentous consequences 
and changed his life for ever. 
 
Henry was asked to illustrate the cover of a booklet for his sister Sophia and was so shocked at the 
exorbitant price of gold powder that he realised the opportunities which could be made and threw himself 
into the new project to find a new way of making it more cheaply.  The Germans in Nüremberg had the 
monopoly and the method of manufacture was a great secret. 
 
Henry decided to invent a machine which could produce this powder from a solid lump of brass and 
studied the problem over and over again for months on end and just would not give up - even though he 
had many bitter failures.  In his autobiography Henry admits that  “it required all my philosophy to 
persuade myself that I must look forward to such disappointments as the natural result of trying 
so many novel schemes.  It was not the first castle I had built, only to see it topple over."  
 
Henry eventually found a solution and decided not to patent the machine as it would only be protected for 
14 years, and nothing could prevent the process being carried out abroad.  He therefore kept the nature 
of the process an absolute secret.  Henry sat behind a drawing board for several months and personally 
made all the general plans and working drawings for each machine.  He then made separate drawings for 
the working parts of the machines which he sent off to different engineers in towns throughout the country 
- so that not one person could guess what the machines were for.  Henry employed his wife Ann's three 
younger brothers and designed the machines so that they were self-acting requiring minimal supervision. 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

Baxter House, St. Pancras  
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A substantial wall was built at Baxter House, St. Pancras, to separate the engine and boiler house from 
the factory, and the only access to the engine house and coal store was by a back entrance leading to 
another street.  The factory itself had only one door which opened into a large hall from which all other 
rooms were separated by locked doors.  It had no windows as all light was through double skylights which 
could not be seen through from the outside, and these were secured by impregnable sliding shutters. 
Henry and his brothers-in-law assembled the machinery themselves which consisted of the six different 
classes of machines necessary to prepare, manufacture, polish and colour the bronze.  Each machine 
was concealed in a complete case or covering so that no one could see or understand how it was made 
or how it worked.  From the day of completion, for over twenty years, only five people ever entered the 
factory - as not even Henry Bessemer's own sons were allowed in. 
 

 

 

 
 

 
The project was a great success - and from his bronze / gold paint fortune, Henry was able to buy a very 
large property in Highgate next door to Lady Baroness Coutts (the banking heiress and wealthiest woman 
in England) which he named Charlton House after his birthplace. 
 

 
 
Charlton House at Highgate  
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Henry was also able to commission the architect Sir Horace Jones (whose famous works include Tower 
Bridge, the Great Hall at Guildhall, Smithfield Market, Billingsgate Market and Leadenhall Market) to build 
a house for his daughter Elizabeth in the grounds of his Estate in Highgate. 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
House designed by Sir Horace Jones in Highgate for Sir Henry Bessemer’s daughter, Elizabeth 
 
 
Steel 
 
Henry’s famous Bessemer Converter introduced a new system of steel manufacture which enabled large 
quantities of quality steel to be produced in a fraction of the time it took to make crucible steel at a much 
cheaper cost.  Before this, steel was mostly used for hand tools, cutlery and small machine parts, and 
cast or wrought iron was used for structural purposes. 
 
After initial success in 1856, disaster followed as most of the ores used by other manufacturers contained 
a much higher phosphorus content than Henry had used in his experiments at Baxter House, and this 
resulted in a poor quality product.  Henry’s dogged determination and perseverance came to the fore 
once more, and three years of experimentation passed before he brought his invention to the world again 
in 1859 and was awarded the Telford Gold medal by the Institute of Civil Engineers. 
 
Henry’s improved method involved filling a huge receiver with 5 or 10 tons of melted pig-iron.  This 
"Bessemer Converter" is made of boiler-plate thickly lined with "ganister", a kind of fireproof sandstone 
cement, and is shaped like a bottle with the neck bent forward. 
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The Converter is tilted on trunions to receive the charge of molten metal, and then swung back to an erect 
position when a blast of air is forced through holes in the bottom of the vessel.  There is no need for a 
furnace to keep the pig-iron fluid liquid - for the combination of oxygen in the air with the carbon in the pig-
iron produces sufficient heat to raise the temperature.  When as many impurities as possible have been 
burned out, a quantity of spiegel-eisen, or iron containing proportions of manganese and carbon, is 
introduced which will give the steel the amount of toughness required for any particular purpose.  By this 
improvement, and the adoption of linings for the Converters which eliminate the phosphorus from pig-iron, 
a much larger number of ores could be used for Bessemer steel than in the other methods of 
manufacture. 
 
 

 
 
The Shah at Crewe – Illustrated London News – 5 July 1873 
 

 

 
 
Bessemer Converter Blast 
 

 
 
The major revolution Henry Bessemer made in the Steel Industry can be explained when considering the 
methods and output of the time before his invention.  In 1861 Sheffield produced 51,000 tons of steel 
which sold for £50 to £60 per ton (equivalent to £6,695 in 2016 *).  Swedish bar-iron of high quality was 
used which was very expensive and cost £15 to £20 per ton (≡ £2,231 in 2016 *), and the overall process 
of manufacture took about 10 days - two to heat the bars as they lay packed in charcoal in the furnace, 
six to keep them white hot and to cool them down.  They were then broken and melted in crucibles 
containing only 40lb or 50lb, from which they were cast into ingots. 
 
Bessemer proposed to use the cheaper pig-iron at £3 per ton (≡ £335 in 2016 *) and no fuel (in the old 
process two to three tons of coke were needed per ton of steel).  The process took only 25 - 35 minutes 
for the conversion instead of 10 days, and 5 - 10 tons could be made at once and the sale price was only 
£5 per ton (≡ £558 in 2016 *) – a saving of £ 6,137 a ton at 2016 * prices and a considerably faster and 
more efficient process !! 
 
In 1862, Henry Bessemer was a large exhibitor at the Great Exhibition where he displayed specimens of 
his steel bent and twisted into all conceivable shapes.  Soon after the opening, Mr. John Platt, M.P. for 
Oldham and nine others at a dinner in Manchester entered into an agreement  to give Henry £50,000 (≡ 
£5,579,032 in 2016 *) for one-fourth of the receipts of his royalties and paid him in cash !  This was an 
excellent investment as, two years later they were each being paid £520,000 (≡ £58,021,935 each in 
2016 *) a year as part of the bargain !! 
 
Henry’s steel invention transformed industry in the Victorian age and changed the face of the world.  The 
mass production of quality steel was used in a full range of structural applications including railway lines, 
bridges, girders, ship building, guns, ordnance and other areas of heavy engineering. 
  



Man of Inventions (7 May 2017).docx Page 12 of 13  
 

 
Some Steel Statistics 
 

• Prior to Bessemer's invention the entire production of steel in Great Britain was 51,000 tons a 
year. 
 

• When Sir Henry died in 1898, the world’s steel production through the Bessemer Process had 
reached 11 million tons a year. 

 
• For 14 years, Bessemer made 600 % profit on the manufacture of steel alone. 

 
• By 1898 the production of Bessemer Steel in Europe and America was £ 84,000,000 per year (≡ 

£10,019,172,413 in 2016 *)  
 

• An American engineer traced directly to the Bessemer's invention the ability of the United States 
to reduce its National Debt.  The Bessemer Process enormously cheapened the cost of 
transportation, and so enabled the United States to increase its sale of food products in British 
Markets and also to increase the imports of foreign merchandise.  This added revenue from 
import duties brought down the National Debt. 

 
• It was estimated that the greater cheapness and durability of Bessemer Steel rails had reduced 

the cost of transport on American railways so much that by 1890 it was US$1,000,000,000 ((≡ 
US$ 25,410,000,000 in 2016) a year less than it would have been if the rates of 1870 been 
retained in operation. 

 
(*) Using the Bank of England historical money converter: 
 http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/Pages/resources/inflationtools/calculator/default.aspx 
 
Other inventions 
 
Other patents taken out by Henry included machinery for raising and forcing water; treatment of pit coal; 
steam driven fans for ventilating mines; asphalt pavements; grindstones and artificial stones; waterproof 
fabrics; and various patents concerning naval and military guns, projectiles, ordnance, armour plate and 
marine artillery.   
 
Henry also constructed the second largest telescope in the world in his grounds; and designed machines 
for cutting and polishing diamonds.  Another project in his retirement was a solar furnace which 
harnessed rays of the sun to smelt metals. 

 

 
 
The Observatory and telescope at Denmark Hill 
 

 

 
 
Sir Henry with the Solar Furnace 

  

http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/Pages/resources/inflationtools/calculator/default.aspx
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However, not all of Henry’s inventions were a success.  His most dramatic failure was the Bessemer 
Saloon Ship Company.  This was a cross channel steamer which was supposed to prevent sea-sickness.  
The S.S. Bessemer was built with hydraulic machinery and the passenger cabin was mounted on gimbals 
to keep the saloon steady no matter how rough the sea, and only the hull would pitch and roll with the 
waves.  However, the project was a disaster as the ship was difficult to steer, and it demolished the pier 
at Calais harbour on its maiden voyage !!  
 

 
 

 
 
Persistent Perseverance 
 
As we have seen in exploring several of his inventions, Sir Henry would never give up a challenge, and 
would often work late into the night - and try and try again until he found the solution to a problem.  In a 
letter to his 15 year old grandson when he was at school, Sir Henry offers the following advice:  
“everything is possible to those who energetically follow up the opportunities which are 
presented to them in life; I say this from experience, and can now feel how entirely I owe my 
present position to a determination in my young days to do something, and become somebody”.   
 
Sir Henry, throughout his long and industrious career and life - from the early attempts at casting clay in 
his youth in the village of Charlton to his retirement at Denmark Hill, never failed to put into practice the 
family motto on the Bessemer Coat of Arms – “Onward Ever !”. 
 
 
By Paul H. Bessemer (my grandfather Howard Frank Bessemer was a grandson of Sir Henry Bessemer) 
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Honours, Distinctions and Patents awarded to Sir Henry Bessemer 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Credits: 
 
I would like to thank the following for their kind permission to use the photographs in this article. 
 
Hilda Kaune, Institute of Materials, Minerals & Mining (IOM3) 

Dr. Susan Mossman, Science Museum 

 
 
 
 
By Paul H. Bessemer (my grandfather Howard Frank Bessemer was a grandson of Sir Henry Bessemer) 
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SIR HENRY BESSEMER 

 
 

LIST OF HONOURS AND DISTINCTIONS AWARDED TO SIR HENRY BESSEMER 
 

 
• Awarded the Gold Telford Medal by the Institute of Civil Engineers for the paper read at 

Cheltenham - (1858).  
 

• Prince Oscar of Sweden travelled many miles to see the process in operation and, as a mark of 
his approval, made Henry Bessemer a member of the Iron Board of Sweden. 

 
• The Emperor of Austria made him a Knight Commander of the Order of his Imperial Majesty – 

and Emperor Franz Joseph I presented Henry with the gold enamelled cross and ribbon of the 
order - (1867). 

 
• The Emperor Napoleon III of France wanted to present Henry with the Grand Cross of the Legion 

of Honour, but the British Government would not allow him to accept it.  The Emperor in person 
presented him with a superb Gold Medal instead. 

 
• Her Majesty Queen Victoria knighted Sir Henry Bessemer on 26th June, 1879 at Windsor Castle. 

 
• The Prince of Wales presented Henry the Albert Gold Medal at Marlborough House which was 

awarded by the Council of the Society of Arts. 
 

• The King of Wurtemburg presented him with a Gold Medal and complimentary testimonial. 
 

• His Majesty King Leopold II of Belgium had a deep interest in the Bessemer Process and was a 
frequent visitor to Sir Henry’s house on Denmark Hill. 

 
• Freedom of the City of Hamburg. 

 
• Honorary Freedom of the City of London "in recognition of his valuable discoveries which have so 

largely benefited the iron industries of this country, and his scientific attainments which are so 
well known and appreciated throughout the world”.  The presentation was held at a specially 
convened meeting at the Guildhall on 6th October 1880 and was followed with banquet at the 
Mansion House hosted by the Lord Mayor, Sir Francis Wyatt Truscott. 

 
• Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Turners "in recognition of the great services he 

has rendered to the World by the invention and production of Bessemer Steel” – 15 April 1880. 
 

• Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Cutlers "as a mark of the Company’s 
appreciation of the important services rendered by him to Science and more especially in 
connection with Iron and Steel”– (19 January 1881). 

 
• Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Armourers and Braziers "in recognition of his 

eminent scientific attainments, and of the many and important improvements which he has 
offered in the Arts and Manufactures; in particular by the great discovery in the manufacture of 
Steel, which will for ever be associated with his name, and which has so greatly diminished the 
cost of production of that metal and so largely extended its usefulness as to render it available for 
many purposes from which its costliness has previously excluded it; among others by permitting 
its application to the strengthening and improving the defensive Armaments of this grateful 
Country” – (15 January 1885). 

 
• Succeeded the Duke of Devonshire as President of the Iron and Steel Institute of Great Britain.  

During his presidency he instituted the "Bessemer Gold Medal" an annual award for the most 
important improvement in iron and steel manufacture during the year - (1871). 

 
• Gold Cup and Howard Quinquennial Prize awarded by the Institution of Civil Engineers. 
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• Awarded Albert Gold Medal by Society of Arts "for the eminent services rendered by him to arts, 

manufacturers, and commerce, in developing the manufacture of steel" - (1872). 

• Grant of Coat of Arms and Crest by Sir Albert William Woods, Knight, Garter Principal King of 
Arms and Robert Laurie Esquire, Clarenceux King of Arms - (14th July 1880) 

 
• Fellow of the Royal Society - (1879). 

 
• Associate of the Institute of Civil Engineers – (1st May 1866) 

 
• Member of the Institute of Civil Engineers - (27th December 1877). 

 
• Honorary Member of the Institute of Civil Engineers - (21st May 1889). 

 
• Member of the Royal Academy of Trade in Berlin. 

 
• Member of the Society for the Encouragement of National Industry of Paris. 

 
• Member of the Royal Society of British Architects. 

 
• Member of University College, London. 

 
• Member of the Institution of Engineers and Shipbuilders of Scotland. 

 
• Member of the Society of Mechanical Engineers of England and America. 

 
• Several Cities named after Henry Bessemer in the United States: 

o City of Bessemer, Gogebeo County, Michigan. 
o City of Bessemer, Bessemer County, Alabama. 
o City of Bessemer, Lawrence County, Pennsylvania. 
o City of Bessemer, Botetourt County, Virginia. 
o City of Bessemer, Natrona County, Wyoming. 
o City of Bessemer, Caston County, North Carolina. 
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Albert Gold Medal  (IOM3) 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Gold Cup and Howard Quinquennial Prize 
awarded by the Institute of Civil Engineers (IOM3) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Society of Arts Prince Albert gold medal presented to 
Sir Henry Bessemer by the Prince of Wales in 1872 
 
(Science Museum) 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
  



Honours, Distinctions and Patents (City 
University Blue Plaque) - 6 May 
2017.docx 

Page 5 of 13  

 

 
 

 
 
Gold Medal from Emperor Napoleon of France 
 
(Science Museum) 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
(IOM3) 
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Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Armourers and Braziers – 15 January 1885  (IOM3) 

 
 

 
 
Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Turners – 15 April 1880  (IOM3) 
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Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Cutlers – 19 January 1881  (Paul Bessemer) 
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Institute of Civil Engineers - Associate (1 May 1866) 
(IOM3) 

 
 
Institute of Civil Engineers - Member (27 December 
1877) (IOM3) 

 

 
 
Institute of Civil Engineers - Honorary Member  
(21 May 1889)  (IOM3) 

 
 
       Grant of Arms & Crest (14 July 1880)  (IOM3) 
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Honorary Freedom of the Worshipful Company of Turners –  
The Graphic – 8th May 1880 
 
(Paul Bessemer) 
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HONORARY FREEDOM OF THE CITY OF LONDON 
 
The Honorary Freedom of the City is the highest honour that the City of London can bestow on an 
individual citizen and usually takes place in the Great Hall at the Guildhall followed by a lavish banquet at 
the Mansion House. 
 
The following is an extract from the Illustrated London News on the above ceremony at the Guildhall for 
the Honorary Freedom of the City of London awarded to Sir Henry Bessemer on 6th October 1880. 
 
The Illustrated London News – 9th October 1880 
 

The Common Council on Wednesday presented the Freedom of the City of London to Sir Henry 
Bessemer, as a token of esteem for his merits in the invention of great improvements in the 
manufacture of steel, and in other branches of productive industry. The proceedings took place in 
the Council Chamber at Guildhall and were presided over by the Lord Mayor; who in the evening 
entertained Sir Henry and Lady Bessemer and a company numbering about 300 guests at the 
Mansion House.  
 
The gold casket, specially designed and manufactured by J. W. Benson, of Ludgate-Hill, 
illustrates the process of the conversion of iron, from the raw material, to the application of the 
Bessemer steel to engineering and constructive purposes. 
 

It is of solid English design, surmounted by a finely-modelled figure of 
Commerce, standing between a stack of pig-iron and the furnace used for the 
Bessemer process. She commends the invention on account of the impetus 
that cheap steel gives to commercial enterprise. The overflowing cornucopia 
at the base signify this success. On either side of the rounded cover are 
vignettes (in repoussé work) of a railway locomotive, entirely constructed of 
this steel, and standing on its steel rails, and of a steel-clad ship. The two 
curved ends contain the enamelled arms of the City, with the dragons 
modelled in high relief. On the centre panel is the medal that Sir H. Bessemer 
gives annually at the Iron and Steel Institute. The inscription is on the reverse 
side. Shields for the Bessemer arms and monogram complete the whole, 
which rests on a plateau of Bessemer steel. 
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Honorary Freedom of City of London (6 October 1880)  (IOM3) 
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