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Inventor Henry Bessemer to Take His Place of Distinction in the 

National Inventors Hall of Fame

The Bessemer Steel Converter was the first to make steel inexpensively and in large quantities, giving way to the manufacturing revolution.

Palo Alto, Calif. -- May 16, 2002--Steel before Henry Bessemer had been scarce.  It was made only through a costly and arduous process by artisans who created small batches out of pig iron, and was used mainly to make tools and weapons.  Then came the Bessemer Converter, and with it a revolution in manufacturing.  For the steel manufacturing process he pioneered, Henry Bessemer will be honored posthumously by being inducted this year into the National Inventors Hall of Fame at a ceremony at the Hewlett-Packard Company, the leading corporate sponsor of the National Inventors Hall of Fame.  

Henry Bessemer made it possible for unskilled workers to make vast quantities of steel cheaply.  His interest in steel came not out of manufacturing, but an idea he had during the Crimean War to make a new type of artillery using a spinning projectile.  Existing cannons for his artillery were not strong enough and the artillery would make them explode, so he needed to find better materials. Although England rejected his invention of spinning shells, Bessemer happened to have lunch with Emperor Napoleon III, who liked the idea. 

In the process of perfecting the cannons for France by strengthening the steel, Bessemer created the Bessemer Converter.  The idea seemed simple:  an egg-shaped vat would hold molten iron and cold air could be blown into perforations in the bottom to remove the carbon and other impurities in the iron.  Until his converter, it was thought that cast iron had to be converted to
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wrought iron by removing the carbon, and then converting to steel by re-adding carbon--a painstaking process.  Bessemer's process took only 20 minutes from start to finish, raising annual steel production enormously and reducing cost dramatically. 

Bessemer patented his invention in 1856.  Ironically, an American inventor named William Kelly developed virtually the same process in 1851.  But he chose to protect his discovery by keeping it secret instead of by patenting it.  Kelly received an American patent a year after Bessemer unveiled his converter, but Bessemer eventually took over Kelly's firm and received all of the profit and notoriety.  

Born in Charlton, Hertfordshrie, England on January 19, 1813, Bessemer was a true inventive spirit who learned early on the importance of obtaining a patent.  When he was 17, he thought of a way to emboss deeds with dated stamps so that people could not re-use the deed.  The Stamp office took his idea and he received no compensation for his work. 

In all, he held 110 patents for creations such as a steamship cabin that remained stable at sea--an idea he developed after he became sea sick on his trips to France to meet with Emperor Napoleon III.  He also invented a solar furnace, machines to compose type and a way to make graphite for pencils, as well as an astronomical telescope and a diamond-polishing machine.  

Bessemer became a millionaire from his many patented inventions.  He died in London in 1898. 
The Bessemer Converter eventually became obsolete in the 1930s.    

The not-for-profit National Inventors Hall of Fame® is the premier organization in America dedicated to honoring and fostering creativity and invention.  Each year a new class of inventors is inducted into the National Hall of Fame in recognition of their patented inventions that make human, social and economic progress possible. Founded in 1973 by the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office and the National Council of Intellectual Property Law Associations, the Hall's permanent home is Akron, Ohio, and serves as both a museum and an educational programming resource.  For more information or to nominate an inventor, go to www.invent.org.

HP's sponsorship of the National Inventors Hall of Fame is part of the company's Invent Sponsorship program, which celebrates the significant impact of technological invention on people's lives by supporting creative and pioneering organizations around the world.  More information on HP's sponsorship programs can be found at: 

http://www.hp.com/hpinfo/abouthp/sponsorships.
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