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a b s t r a c t

The long history of the attempts to harness the power of the wind to generate electricity from the late
19th Century to the present day is outlined. The article discusses the way that the filing of patents has
reflected the waxing and waning of enthusiasm for this free, but challenging, resource and the com-
mercial realities of trying to convert an unpredictable and sometimes violent energy source into an
economically viable contributor to the world’s energy needs. The author opines that the key to unrav-
elling this dichotomy may lie in the successful development of alternative, improved methods of storing
electricity.
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1. Introduction

Wind powered sailing ships go back at least 5000 years while
windmills for raising water, grinding grain etc. go back over a
1000. The development of the post mill was one of the major
technical breakthroughs of the Middle Ages so, by the time the
First Industrial Revolution began in the 1750’s, wind power was a
major energy source. Thereafter, industry increasingly used coal
powered engines and, by the 1850’s, engines had begun to
replace wind in ship propulsion, but in 1880 wind power was still
widely used.

2. Electricity

It is unclear who first thought of generating electricity by wind.
In 1860 Moses Farmer allegedly patented a device to convert wind
into electricity and a Belgian Professor, Francois Nollet may have
done this in 1841 [1]. However, the independent development of
effective incandescent light bulbs by Swan and Edison in 1881 led
to a surge in demand for electric power generation machinery. In
1881 the famous physicistWilliam Thompson (Lord Kelvin) pointed
out that the supply of coal was finite and that wind powered
electricity generation was a possible solution [2]. The development
of reliable electrical batteries made storage of the generated elec-
tricity a feasible option. It was extensively discussed e.g. in The
Scientific American in 1883 [3] which also considered various stor-
age schemes some feasible, e.g. raising water to a reservoir, others
which some might find bizarre, e.g. lifting weights, coiled springs
etc!

3. James Blyth (1839e1906)

James Blyth was an electrical engineering Professor in Glasgow,
Scotland, UK, who apparently built the first operative machine in
1887. He had three different turbines, one of which powered his
holiday home in Marykirk for 25 years. It was said he offered the
surplus electricity for lighting the village street but the villagers
turned it down as they thought electricity was the“ work of the
devil!”. He did file a patent in 1891 and licensed a firm of Glasgow
engineers to exploit it [4]. They built only one, for use at a local
asylum, which was abandoned after many years when the main
vertical driving shaft broke. George Cadbury (founder of the famous
chocolate firm) erected a similar one in England in the 1890’s but
discovered that the wind speed variability wore out the storage
batteries very quickly.

4. Charles Brush (1849e1929)

Charles Brush was a successful electrical industry pioneer and,
in 1887e88, he adapted a multiblade 60 ft high farm windmill to
generate battery stored power for his estate in Cleveland, USA.
Unlike Blyth’s machine, it was automatic and had a braking control
to prevent damage with strong winds. However he made no
attempt at commercial exploitation; although he was normally
very patent active allegedly he never filed a patent for this which
speaks volumes. It operated for over 12 years till Brush decided to
switch over to mains electricity [5].

5. Professor Poul La Cour (1846e1908)

Poul La Cour was known as the “Danish Edison” and began
experimenting with wind generation in Denmark in 1891 [6]. TheE-mail address: brian_spear31@hotmail.com.
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Fig. 1. Rollason’s Wind Motor, published here with the kind permission of the Editor of ‘The Engineer’.
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