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Introduction 

George Turnbull was a prominent engineer who spent his working life in 

nineteenth century Britain and in India. A man who was born into a family of 

Scottish industrialists, he became involved in a number of major engineering 

schemes in England and Wales before taking on the major task of surveying 

and constructing the East Indian Railway. 

On his retirement to England he became actively involved in the life of the 

local community and the work of several important organisations. He was a 

deeply religious man whose memory is preserved by a memorial  window in 

the parish church of the Hertfordshire village where he spent his final years.  

I was motivated to find out more about the life of George Turnbull because 

he was born in the village of Luncarty, where I have lived for the past         

10 years. His name seems to be almost unknown to most of the local people 

and little has been written about him, except on various specialist websites. 

In writing this short biography, I have paid particular attention to aspects and 

episodes which will probably have more interest for the residents of the 

Perth area than any wider group, but make no apology for that. I have also      

highlighted some of the events of his life about which he himself wrote and 

which seem to me to be of a more general nature and shine a contemporary 

light on matters which to us are now merely óhistoryô.  

My main sources have been Georgeôs memoirs and diaries, which are   

largely contained in the óAutobiography of George Turnbullô, printed in     

London by Cooke & Co. in 1893. This volume consists of three distinct    

sections. The first is written in narrative form as memoirs and is clearly 

based on his own diaries and memories. When he died in February 1889, 

the task was continued by his widow, Fanny, basing her account on the   

diaries. This covers the period until the end of 1882 - at which point she   

decided that the final section should be a greatly curtailed account,          

reproducing only the most interesting parts of his later diaries. There are 

copies of this book in the National Library of Scotland and in the British     

Library. I have also made use of a small collection of Georgeôs original     

diaries and notebooks which are held in the Centre for South Asian Studies, 

which is part of Cambridge University.                            

I have used ñitalicsò to show direct quotes from any of the above sources.   

John Andrews  2018 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Centre_of_South_Asian_Studies&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambridge_University
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   If you think about what kind of start in life might be 
helpful for a man destined to become an engineer, George Turnbull could 
hardly have been more fortunate. Being born in the early years of the        
Industrial Revolution into a family whose business depended heavily on    
constant improvements in machinery would appear to have been an almost 
ideal beginning.   

 

In 1752 his maternal grandfather, William Sandeman, had established a 
bleachfield in the village of Luncarty.  

 

 

This was initially intended to be for the 
bleaching of thread, but soon expanded 
to treating cloth and, as the business 
thrived, large numbers of óspinning    
jenniesô were brought in to spin the    
cotton on site.  

 

 

 

 

 

Before then, however, Sandeman had taken on a new partner, Hector    
Turnbull, who became the Operations Manager of the business. The two had 
such close links that there were five marriages between the admittedly large 
families of these two men.  

 

In 1814, William Turnbull moved his family to live a relatively short distance 
away at Huntingtower, where another of the Perth areaôs bleachfields had 
been established some years previously, in order to manage that business.   

 

 

 

Extract of Ordnance Survey 6 inch map of 1867 

       Early life:1809-1827   

Family connections 

By the end of the 18th 

century the Luncarty 

operation was said to be 

the largest of its kind in 

Britain. 



р 

 

 

    From Georgeôs diaries we know that he had no   
formal education until the age of ten, but was taught to read and write at 
home, largely by his oldest sister, Mary. However, shortly after his tenth 
birthday in 1819, he was enrolled at the Grammar School in Perth, which 
had about 100 boys in attendance and whose headmaster was Mr Dick. 

George spent five happy years at the Grammar School. He travelled the 
three miles from Huntingtower on a pony and was often accompanied by 
his father when he had business to carry out in the town.  

These years were clearly successful as well as enjoyable, since he records 
that he carried off the first prize for Latin and Greek in every one of them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In later years he looked back at this period of life in a loving family with a 
sense of regret that he had seen so little of his parents in the years that  
followed. 

In November 1824, at the age of 15, he was sent to Edinburgh University, 
where he continued to study Latin and Greek - as well as a  certain amount 
of Mathematics. In the second year he added a class in Natural Philosophy 
to his studies. It was at this time, that a family friend offered him a post in 
the East India Company, which certainly attracted him. However, his      
parents were strongly opposed to his going to India, so he declined the  
offer.   

Extract from the Perthshire Courier 

         Early life:1809-1827 

A time for education  
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In March 1827 he took on the task of keeping the books of the         
Bleachfield Company at Huntingtower, a job that he worked at for a year 
and which gave him a good insight into business accounts. This served 
him in good stead for the rest of his life.  

Nonetheless, he was growing restless, not really enjoying the nature of his 
work, ñnor the prospect of settling down as a Bleacherò.  In addition, the 
combined team of his father and his brother William left no real             
opportunities for him to play a significant role in the business.  

When his friend David Hogarth went to London to study engineering in 
1828, George wrote to ask David how he liked the subject and if he 
thought that he himself might have the capacity to become an engineer.  
The reply was friendly and positive and included a plea to come and join 
him at the St Katherineôs Docks. George reflected on the feeling that he 
must have had a natural bias in that direction, as he had always delighted 
in being around the machinery in the works and had already learned how 
to use many of the tools of the trade.  

So, on 28
th
 June 1828, 

he left Dundee by ship 
for a 10-day voyage to   
London, where he took 
up lodgings with David 
Hogarth and             
discovered his new 
place of work. 

At this point in his life 
he encountered for the 
first time the renowned    
Thomas Telford, who 
was the Engineer - in - 
Chief and creator of the 
St Katherineôs Docks 
project. He recorded that the Docks were partially opened shortly after his 
arrival, but that some work was well behind schedule. 

George quickly familiarised himself with the London scene - seeing the 
sights and going for long walks with David Hogarth. One of these was said 
to have been about 35 miles. 

The opening of the St Katherineôs Docks In 1828 

           Early life:1809-1827 

First steps in the world of work                                                                                            
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In November 1829 he decided to make a trip home to visit his parents at  

Huntingtower. While he was there he received a letter from Telfordôs office 

saying that there was now a vacancy and that Telford suggested that he 

might like to take advantage of this opportunity. So, in March 1830, he took 

up the job of draughtsman and clerk to       

Telford, whom he described as a ñfine, hale 

and hearty old manò. This arrangement meant 

that he had to live in Telfordôs house.  

Perhaps surprisingly, one of the earliest tasks he was given by Telford was to 

make the drawings for the copperplate engravings which were 

to feature in the latterôs memoirs or autobiography.             

This proved to be a considerable piece of work and he was 

involved in making these drawings for the next two years. 

The results can be seen in the substantial volume of plates which was     

published in 1838 to accompany Telfordôs autobiography. It contains a total 

of 83 plates of a remarkable variety of subjects. Most of the plates are large, 

having dimensions of approximately 13-14 inches by 18 ï 20 inches. Many of 

them are copies of detailed plans for the construction of bridges, canals,   

harbours etc. Some even show such detail as small items of ironware and 

minor mechanisms.  

Others are more truly 

works of art ï skilfully 

detailed compositions 

which set the main    

subject in its landscape 

context.  

Of this collection, 65 of 

them bear the     

information that they 

were drawn by              

G Turnbull and a few more unattributed ones may also have been created by 

him.  

Georgeôs plan of the harbour at Dundee 

 Career in England : 1828-1850 

Amongst the many well-known visitors to 

the house was the poet Robert Southey, 

a firm friend of Telford, who admired the 

design of the Clifton Suspension Bridge. 

His artistic skills 

revealed. 
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Detail from a drawing by George        

Turnbull of the Menai Bridge 

He soon found himself  involved in a variety of on-going engineering               

projects. These included the Birmingham & Liverpool Canal, the Ellesmere 

Canal, Dean Bridge in Edinburgh, the pier at Herne Bay and the                      

improvements to the London to Holyhead Road. However, his actual         

contribution to any one of these projects is not clear.  

By this time he had been made an Associate of the Institution of Civil            

Engineers and found himself having to keep the Minutes of that                 

organisation, which annoyed him greatly.  

When Telford was asked to prepare a survey and report on the best way of 

supplying London with pure water, George was 

delighted to get out of the office and play his part 

in this work.  

The team was also engaged in a number of    

surveys of Scottish roads and in the design and construction of the           

reportedly handsome Broomielaw Bridge over the Clyde in Glasgow.  

In the summer of 1832 he travelled north to visit family and friends in the 

Perth area, returning via a remarkable tour of the north of England, Wales 

and the Midlands. In doing so he viewed some of the great engineering    

projects of the day including 

the Manchester to Liverpool   

Railway, the  Menai Bridge 

and the  Birmingham and  

Liverpool Canal.  

 

 

 

 

Early career in England  Career in England : 1828-1850 

The scheme to provide fresh water 

for London made encouraging 

progress with the cooperation of a 

Parliamentary Select Committee.    


