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Richard Prosser 

 
Richard Prosser (1804-1854) born in Birmingham was a Civil Engineer, 
Inventor and Patent Law Reformer. He is also my husband's ancestor 
and I am researching his life.  

 

 
Richard Bissell Prosser 

 
He was the father of Richard Bissell Prosser (1838 -1918), the better 
known historian of inventors and inventions, a prolific author on the 
subject whose writings are still a valuable research resource. Until very 



recently sadly his father had virtually disappeared from the historical 
narrative. 
 
Industrial historians reading the 1970 reprint of Richard Bissell's  
Birmingham Inventors and Inventions (BI&I) will have come across his 
brief and almost apologetic references to his father. This book is a 
collection of articles that Richard Bissell Prosser wrote for the 
Birmingham Weekly Post in 1880.  He had them privately published in 
one volume in 1881, a limited edition of 50 small leather bound books 
that have become collectors' items. Written only 26 years after his 
father's death he already describes him as a "forgotten Birmingham 
genius". 
 
Those historians curious to find out more about the author of BI&I, on 
finding his entry in the Dictionary of National Biography (DNB) or 
Wikipedia, will have read that he was the eldest son of the Birmingham 
engineer and inventor Richard Prosser, who was "heavily involved" with 
the introduction of the Patent Law Amendment Act 1852 and contributed 
707 books to the Patent Office Library which opened in 1854 the year of 
his death. Those wishing to find out more about the father would have 
found no entry in the DNB until September 2013, Wikipedia still has no 
entry (May 2014). 
 
Richard Bissell, for reasons not known, never wrote about his father, 
other than the few references made in the BI&I, unless there are some 
unpublished writings yet to be discovered.  
 
Richard Prosser now has his own entry in the ODNB, the author being 
Professor Christine MacLeod, an historian with a special interest in 
invention and the role of the Patent system in inventive activity. Richard 
was an ardent campaigner for the reform of the Patent system and at 
least one obituarist claims the reform was largely achieved due to 
Richard's efforts. Richard is also attributed with persuading the then 
Government to buy his friend and collaborator, Bennet Woodcroft's 
Indices of pre-1852 Patents, which were subsequently all separately 
printed.  
 
Richard took out 14 British Patents during the period 1831 to 1852. His 
earlier career was in the cut nail industry, inventing and making nail 
machinery. His later inventions were primarily for tubes for use in steam 
engines with a final one for improvements to calico printers.  
 



In 1840 he patented the pressed dry dust process for making buttons 
and tiles, he sold a half share to Herbert Minton and must have made a 
fortune when Victorian tile mania ensued.  
 
In 1839 and 1840 he was granted the 2 Patents for the stoves with which 
these webpages are principally concerned. 
 


