
MR NEWCOMEN'S FRLEND: 
DR JOHN ALLEN ( 1660- 1741) OF BRIDGWATER 

nY A. P. Woouuc11 

To 111os1 readers 1hc early his1ory or Ihe s1.i1iunary steam engine is probably a closed book. 
They will know of James Wa11 ancl possibly Richard Trcvi1hick and if very well read may 
have heard of Jona1ha11 Hornblower ancl Anhur Wool f. Yc1 men such as these were 
improvers or a machine which w~1s introduced by Savery and Newcomcn early in Lhe eigh1-
cen1h ce111ury. Rcccnl scholarly :111e111ion has been directed It> the very early years o f 1hc 
invc111io11·s his1ory. which is beginning to bring 10 ligh1 infom1ation abou1 1hc pioneers and 
their circle. 

A sha<lowy figure in 1hi~ circ:le w.is John Allen, a doc1or pr.ic1ising in Bridgw .. 11er. Somer­
set. He was horn in ahou1 I 660. bu1 who his family were is 1101 known and no details survive 
of his education and trajning, which probably occurred in a Scouish or Continental univer­
sity since O.xford and Cambridge offered no training in medicine then. He lirs1 appears in 
1he recmd in 1692 when he was admiucd as an ex1rn-l icen1ia1e of the College of Physicians 
o f London. He evemually returned to 13ridgw;ucr und gained a considerable reputation. He 
disti lled his experience in a hook Sy11opsis U11il'<!r.1·ac Medil'it101' Prar1i('(le. published in 
17 I 9. 111 1his he primed a compendium of disease. noting 1he various Lrea11nents specified 
by 1hc cl:issical wri1ers and adding more dewils from his own experience. 

Allen's publications ancl a rew lcuers arc almost the only source for his biograrhy. He 
was u Whig. and his polit ics brough1 him imo contact with John Oldmixon. (1672- 1742) 
Collector of Cw.toms at Bridgwa1er. who had been given his sinecure as a reward for his 
journ:11is111 in the Whig and Hanoverian cause. T hey were ac1ive in Bridgwa1er and ran inw 
1rouhle wi1h the Mayor and Corpormion-all Tories. In ,\•larch 17 1 S bo1h were brought 
before 1hc nrngistr:11es in order 10 give evidence agains1 local people who had been iaking 
part in 1he ·High Church and Onnondc · troubles. 1 This was an unsuccessful movemcnl 10 
invade England wi1h troops led by James Butler, second Duke of Omrnndc (1665-1745) 
ancl was supported by Lile Jacobi1es. 

Allen :1nd I.Her Oldmixon were involved wi1h the Duke of Chandos in his building 
schemes in 1hc 1own, in particular 1he construction of whar 1oduy is called C11stlc S1rcc1. 
with i1s line 1crraces of red-brick houses. (fig I ) Allen was rhc purchaser o f one of the first 
complc1cd houses in Castle Street. (fig 2) He was also involved in helping Oldmixon in his 
research for his ltis1orical writ ings.2 

Like 1m1ny educated men of his time. Allen was greatly in1crcs1ed in science. or natural 
philosophy :L~ it was known rhen. and it wm; this interest which brough1 him imo conwct 
wirh 1hc Newcomen circle. 

When 1hcir friendship smncd is 1101 known nor the cvcnrs which led up to i1. bu1 a major 
f'actm which probably threw them toge1hcr was 1he geographical loca1ion of Bridgwater ( fig 
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Fig. I Dr John ,\lien by \I.on Jcr GuchL By councs) 1hc Ko)'ul College of Physician, . 

3) si1umecl midw,1y be1wee11 Devon, where Newcomcn was in business as an ironmonger a1 
Dur1mou1h. und 1ht: i11dus1rial 111i<l luncls where the fi rst engines were ercc1cd and from where 
Ncwcornen ob1ained his c,1s1i11gs. A l 1ha1 1imc there was an ex1cnsivc network of watcrborne 
trJnspon down the Severn to the pons of the Bris1ol Channel. It would have been a relatively 
simple journey for Ncwcomen to travel overland from Devon 10 Bridgwa1er. which wa:. on 
a by-road of 1he main post road from London 10 1he We!-.l of England which passed 1hrough 
Wel ls and Tau111011. There he could 1rnnsfer to one of the many small boats known us 1rows 
which sai led through the Bristol Channel and the Severn Valley as far a.,; Welshpool. giving 
access to Bristol as well as Coalbrookdalc and Bromsgrove where pans for the early atmos­
pheric engines were cast. 

The c ldes1 son of Ncwcomcn. also Thomas. wns a sergemukcr al Taunton. and his uncle. 
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Fig. 2 Bridgwa1cr in Dr Allen's time. c 1720. Somerset Record Oflicc. DD/SII/C/202. Castle smck$ runs up for 
the ri\'Cr in the bonom right of the mup. with the ca.~tlc remain.< above it. 

John. brother to Thomas I, was an apothecary of Chard. The cider Ncwcomcn w.is .r frc4ucn1 
visitor 10 his fami ly in Somerset, .111d i1 is possible he came into contact with Allen by 1hi~ 
means. especially if John Newcomcn of Chard was a coniuct of Allcn·s on medicul muuers.3 

This geogrnphical coincidence is not the only point where 1he Al len and the Ncwcomen 
circle.: met. Newcomcn ·s engines were marketed from 1715 by an unincorporuted joint stock 
compan~• known as the Comminee of the Proprietors of the Invention for Raising W,uer by 
Fire. whose managing commi11ee included London merchant!- and leading Baptists. Its fir.st 
treasurer-or managing director- was Edward El lio11, pastor at Wapping ,111d fom1erly at 
Bridgwater from 1694-1704, who would have known Allen. On his death in 1717 his place 
on the committee was fi lled by uno1hcr London pas1or. Ncwcomen' s friend Edward Wallin; 
and the post of Treasurer was .issumc<l by Savery's fri~nd John Meres. Clerk of the.: Worship­
ful Society of Apothecaries. 

Another link is that Newcomen·s partner, Thomas Savery. was appointed in 1705 as 
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Treasurer of Ihe Adrnirahy"s Commission for Sick and Wounded Sailors. T his involved 
S,ivery ac1ing as a 1ravelling paymas1cr. visi1ing 1hc various ports, such as 13ridgwa1cr, where 
needy sailors were given rel ief from 1he fund. The local reprcsen1a1i vc of Ihc fund was o ften 
1he local doc1or or apothecary. and it is e111ircl y possible 1ha1 A llen joined 1hc Ncwcomcn 
circle through his professional conmc1s with Savery. There is no evidence so far <l i scovercd 
1ha1 the Commission opera1cd in Bri<lgw.iter. and Alan Smith is of 1he view 1ha1 Allen and 
Newcomcn were more likely acquuin1cd through Newcomen·s family. 1r:1tling or Bap1is1 
connections wi th Bridgwatcr: 

YcI ano1her link may be 1hrough the ,1c1ivi1ics in Briclgwater of James Brydges. Duke of 
Chamlos, (1673-1744). He became wcahhy thrc,ugh his sinecure in 1705 as Paymas1cr 10 
Britain's nvcrscas forces. and invested in many of 1hc lead ing. money-making projects, sur­
vived the Mississippi crai-h and the Sou1h Sea Bubhle. dubbled in 1hea1rcs. coul mines. soap 
works. glass foctorics. oyster fisheries a11d many orhcr projects. In 1721 he bough! the si1e 
of Bridgwa1er Castle for house building and inves1ed in the construction al Bridgwa1er of 
nrnnufactorics of soap. cloth. rope. glass boules. 1he cs1ablishmen1 of 11 shipbuilding yard 
anti distillery. Between 1726- 28 John Oldmixon was appointed by the Duke as his local 
age111 and A l len became involvccl. already being a longstanding corrc~pondc11I or Lhc Duke. 
The Duke of Chandos was a Governor o f Lhe York Bui ldings \\later Works. in London, and 
had as his chaplain Revd. J. T. Ocsagulicrs FRS (1683- 1744) Dcmonstru1or 10 rhe Royal 
Society .ind a member of the Newcomen circle. 

Allen was so111ething of an invcmor. In 1716 he sent detai ls o f a :-hip"s log he had 
invcnicd to the Royal Socic1y. and in 1726 he developed a carriage with steel springs. 
fJriu• s 11',•ekly .lm,mal. an Exeter paper for 3 February 1727 described it : 

Dr Allen, :, norcd physician of T3 ric.lgwarcr. has i11 vcmc<l anc.l pcrfcc1cd u chariot. which 
g.o(;S un srccl springs. und is druwn by 1wo horses. lmving u door behind. will hold four 
persons beside:, the Coach,111111. is not liable to be U\'Crturncd. hut will lra\'CI wi1h a pair 
of horse~ si.\t)' miles a <lay. with as much case us :1 common ehariur wirh six can in 
1we111y. carrying rhc same number or people. 

In 1729. t\ llen obtained .. , patent (No 5 13) for three inventions: the first was an improve­
ment 10 the design of steam boilers and include<l a comparison with the boi ler of the engines 
a l 1he York Bui ldings Water Works: the second relaicd to propell ing ships by hydraulic 
pressure worked by pumps. which could be open11c<l by hand. steam or even exploding 
gunpnwcter: and 1hc thi rd was a new mc1hod of drying malt 10 avoid damage by :-.moke-tainl. 
Allen described some mo<lcl 1est:-. for his second invcn1ion tried out on the River Parrett, at 
Bridgwatcr. 

In 1730 he described hi:. inventions in u hook Specimina lc/1110.~raphim. (lig 4) and it 
was in 1his book 1ha1 he described himself as being Ncwcomcn ·s friend I Section I . anicle 
111. ll is clear from his account of 1hc York Buildings hoilcr (anicle 7) Iha1 he hud detai led 
person,tl knowledge of Lhe construction. 

A llen. living in Bridgwater, cunno1 have had any local experience of 1he atmospheric 
engine. The Ncwcomen engines were in use in the 1720's in Comw.ill , 1hc Midl;111ds and the 
Nonh Eas1cm coal field. The Bristol Coalfield. about thiny-five miles away, was extensively 
worke<l. hut Newcomen engines were not in use 1hcrc until after Allen':. dcalh.s 

Allen was elected a Fellow of 1hc Royal Society in 1730 anti from then on wrote. a series 
o f le11ers 10 the Society on all manner of scicruific and technical 1n.111crs, ranging from 
bridge design, gunnery, solar eclipses, geometry, 10 physiology. 

A llen was murricd 10 Frances, the only daughrer o f John Gilbert whn wu.~ prob,tbly 1he 
man who was elected as one of 1hc MP"s for Bridgwmer in 1700, and who died in 173 I. 
Gilben was also mayor of Bridgwater at various rimes in the lute seventeenth century. John 
A llen's wife died 29 December 1729. aged 53 and was buried in St Mary·s Church. Bridg-
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~pcci111ina lcbnogrdpbica : 
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JOH N A LLE N, M. D. 

LONDO l\1 : 

.Printed for W. INN \' s at the Wcfl: End of Sr. Pnufs. 
MDCCXXX. 

Fig. 3 Ti1lc of Allen·,, Sperimina ld 11111xr"phirn. 1730. ar councsy f the Royal Society. 

wmcr_t, ill le i kn wn about 1h ir chi ldren, but his s n. cnjamin. (d. 179 l ) wa:: elected a: 
one of Bridgwatcr's IP"s in 1768 and 177 and a grands n. Jeffrey: A l len (d. IS ) was 
Bridgwatcr s M P fro111 1787- 9 ) ,md from 1796- 1804. an I was Ree iv ·r-Gcneral for Somer­
set. A great-grandson. John Roy Allen (d I ' l:M) wa: Recorder of 13ridgwa1cr early in 1h • 
ninele nth cent ury. 7 



:!66 Somc•rser Ard1m•olo:{r and Nm11rol Hiswry. 1998 

Fig. J I louses at the head of Chantlo, S1rcc1 (now Cu.,tlc S1r~c1). Bridgw:ucr. Uy cuurtc~)' S0111cr.,c1 
,\ rchacolugical ;uul Niilurnl I li,mry Libniry. Taunton. 

John A l len died on 16th September 174 1 and was buried in St M:uf s Church. Bridgwater 
on 29 Sep1cmber. His ponrait was later cngrnvcd by the Dutch anist Van dcr Guch1. It 
shows him in middle age. bewigged as was the fashion. (Fig 5) As well as the house in 
Castle Street. Allen is 1hough1 10 have owned the ncarhy manor o f Dunwear which in I 770 
was held by his son Benjamin. The propcny descended 10 his son Jeffreys Allen ,111d was 
lawr held in trust for liis son John Roy. 

A fter his dca1h A l len 's fame was assured by 1he co111inual reprinting and translat ion o f 
his medical treatise. During his lifeti me transla1ions appeared in Paris and Amsterdam. and 
in 1730 he published ;1 tr.mslation himself in10 English from the original Latin. As !arc as 
1762 an Italian 1rnnsla1ion was published in Venice. Sec Appendix I. 

In time, Al len's scientific and technical activi1ics and his links wi1h Newcomc 11 became 
forgo11cn. The brief biography of him in Abraham Rccs·s Cyclopaedia, Vol I . ( 1802) only 
mentioned his medical writ ings. and when John Farey. j r. was making his researches for his 
monumental Treatisr 011 the Srram £11.~ine ( 1827). which dealt exhaustively wi1h the early 
history, he clearly had no knowledge of A llen's exis1ence. By the 1830"s Allen·s S11eci111i11a 
lc/111ograpl,ica had been rediscovered by historians. and his imponance was acknowledged 
by the inclusion of 1hc book by the Pa1ent Commissioners in their series M rcpr inrs of 
significant writi ngs on curly technology, published in 1858. A ui.eful biography of Al len 
was publil-hed by George Long, The Biut,:raphical Dirrionary of the S.D.U.K 4 vol 1842-
44. and this was clearly the trigger for his inclusion in 1hc Dictionary of Natiunal Biography 
la1er on. 

Allen 's influence on 1he development of the steam engine was minimal. Whm is o f inter-
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Fig. 5 Dr John Allcn- Gcogr:iph)·. 

Coalbrookdale 
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cs1, however, is how much he was able to assist Ncwcomen 1hrough his scic111ific knowl­
edge. A l 1hat time Lherc was 1101 1hc rigid division which came to exist in 1hc following 
century bc1wccn pure and applied science. between the gentleman and the anisan. In A llen's 
lifetime a common in1cres1 in 1echnology could overcome all question of social class 
between men like him and Newcomen. Of even grea1cr intcrcs1 is learning how a seemingly 
obscure country doc1or could have become personally involved with those responsible for 
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such :.i significani technical developmcn1. which laid the found:.itions of the Industrial Revol­
ution. and which ultimately resulted in our modern 1cchnological c ivilisat ion. 

f\PPENDIX-EDITIONS OF ALLEN·s MEDICAL 1300K 

FRo:--1 T t m DNB E:-.'TKY UY J. F. P,\YNE 

Latin: 
London. First ed. 1719. 8vo: 3rd edition (enlarged t:d 1729). 1749. 
Amsterdam. I 720. 1723. I 730 (3rd ed). 
Venice. 1732. 1762. 
Frankfort. 1749. 1753. 
English: London. 2 vol. 1730. Tr.ins by author 1733. 1749. 1761. 
French: Puri:.. 1728. 174 I. 1752. 
German Budissin. I Bautzcn 1- I 726. 

An:ording 10 the Li brarian or the \Vcllcome lm:titutc no work has been done on 1\llen·.,; 
medical wri tings since Payne in the 1~80"~. so this aspect of his life needs the attentions of 
a modern medical historian. 

I-\O,NOWLEIX,l!/\lf:1'1"S 

I am grateful i'or much help from David Bromwich. Somerset Swdies L ibrnrian, Taunton. 
and Philip Stoyle, Reference Librarian at Bridgwatcr Library. A lan Smith reml an early draft 
and provided v;1hrnblc criticism. I am gratefu l for the rcudy assisiancc of the l ihrnri,u1s or the 
Royal Society. the Royal College of Physicians and the Wcl ln1mc lni;titute. The archivists of 
the Huntington Libr,1ry. San Marino. California and Nor1h,11npton Record Office provided 
copies of the Duke of Chandos·s lc11crs to Allen. I am graicful to the photographic unit of 
the Royal Society of Medicine fur copying the Van der Guchr portr.i i1 o f Al len. 
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