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| HE present gt 

“ gantic system of 

railway communi- 

owing to the efforts 
of two men— 

James Watt and 

Stephenson. The 

of the steam-engine, brought 

it into practical use; the 

latter adapted it to locomo- 

tive purposes. The result of their joint 

labours we see in the network of railways 

which intersects our land. 

George Stephenson was born on June 

gth, 1781. His father was a fireman at a 

coal-pit, where he had charge of a pumping 

engine. The cottage in which George first 

saw the light is situated about eight miles 

from Newcastle, in a village called Wylam. 

Like other colliery cottages, it was un- 

plastered, had a clay floor, and was open 

to the rafters. “Old Bob,” as Robert 

Stephenson was called, was much respected 

amongst his neighbours. His mother, too, 

was held in high esteem as a “rale canny 

body.” ‘Old Bob” worked at the Wylam 

Colliery, and for his services he received 

the munificent sum of twelve shillings per 

week, upon which he had to keep the eight 

members of his family. Schooling for 

George and his brothers was therefore out 

of the question; but the father taught his 

children himself as well as he was able, 

and his lessons were never forgotten. 

When George was about eight years of 

age, his father removed to another colliery 

at Dewley Burn, where he was engaged in 

shovelling in coal to a furnace which kept 

a steam-engine going. Here George him- 

self was set to work. His first employ- 

ment was to carry his father’s dinner to him, 

former, by his improvements. 
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and to keep the children off the tramway 

which ran in front of the house. He was 

also left in charge of some cows, and was 

commissioned to close the gates after the 

wagons had passed through. For this he 

received twopence per day. The spare time 

which these occupations left him, he de- 

voted to modelling engines in clay, and 

making imaginary steam-pipes from reeds. 

When he grew older he was set to lead the 

horses in ploughing and to hoe turnips at 

the advanced wages of fourpence a day. 

But at last he became a fireman, being 

appointed assistant to his father at Dewley. 

Here his duty consisted in attending to the 

furnace of one of those gigantic steam- 

engines which pumped water from a coal- 

pit. From Dewley he went to Mid Mill, 

and after that to the colliery of Throckley 

Bridge, at which his wages were twelve 

shillings aweek. He felt he was getting on. 

It was a proud moment for him when one 

Saturday evening he got his first twelve 

shillings. ‘“ Now,” said he enthusiastically, 

“T am a made man for life.” THis next rise 

was to the position of plugman, while his 

father worked under him as fireman, From 

looking after a furnace, he had now to 

attend to the working of a steam-engine, 

and to watch that the pumps were kept 

properly working. It was a post of re- 

sponsibility, and not without trouble. If 

the pumps went wrong, he had to descend 

the pit, and do his best to rectify them by 

stuffing any hole or crevice to make them 

draw; and if the defect was beyond his 

power of remedy, his duty was to report it 

to the chief engineer. He was now in his 

element: could handle and scour, and 

work about among pistons, cylinders, wheels, 

levers, pumps, and other mechanical con- 

trivances. About this period, too, he 

learned to read and write. In order to


