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Thomas Parker - “Edison of Europe” ?      
 
30th January, 1895. Opening Ceremony  Wolverhampton Power Station. Used the “Oxford 
system “ developed by Parker of 2000v DC distribution stepped down using motor generator sets to 200v 
Performed by Lord Kelvin, President of the Royal Society. Who made the comment.  
 
Midland Evening News , 25th April, 1900   
During the legal proceedings it was mentioned that the famous physicist from the University of Glasgow, 
one of the most distinguished scientists in the world, Lord Kelvin, described Thomas Parker as “The Edison 
of Europe”.  
 
The Times 4th May, 1907  
The career of Mr. Thomas Parker, J.P., M. Inst C.E., M. Inst. M.E., M. Inst. E.E, of Wolverhampton, the 
inventor of Coalite, is one of those of commercial and scientific activity which are rarely recorded until the 
subject of them has passed from out of our midst. It would be no excessive compliment to speak of Mr. 
Parker as an English Edison.  
 



Modern Innovations in Transport   





“Rechargeable batteries that provided a viable means for storing electricity on 
board a vehicle did not come into being until 1859, with the invention of the lead-
acid battery by French physicist Gaston Planté.” Earlier efforts  used galvanic 
cells not accumulators.  
 
Many people were working on developing accumulators at the time gradually 
improving their energy density. The 1882 Parker design was the best at that time. 
Parker’s improved Patent was eventually divided with Planté. Planté’s share was 
later bought out.   
 
The Engineer June 15 1883 describes the design in detail and also      
also reviews other designs. Elwell-Parker Ltd were leaders  
but not dominant.  
 
 
“Thomas Parker, built the first practical production electric car in 1884, 
using his own specially designed high-capacity rechargeable batteries.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Rail Technology Magazine Online 



1880s 

Contributed to Portrush Tramway (Giants 
Causeway) in 1882.  
Supplied traction and plant for Blackpool 1885  
retained as Consulting Engineer. 
First significant scale American system  
Richmond VA 1888. 









“The first EMUs in were used on the elevated Liverpool Overhead Railway in 
1893. The southern terminal of the railway was underground, giving the LOR the 
distinction of also being the first to use EMUs underground” 

“In 1893 the Liverpool Overhead Railway opened with two lightweight passenger cars 
coupled together on each car one bogie was powered with a single 60 hp (45 kW) 
motor powered from a third rail between the tracks at 500 V DC. Any number could be 
coupled together and all the motors controlled by the driver at the front.”  

“In 1897 Frank J. Sprague demonstrated a system where a low-voltage control 
signal from any driving position controlled all the motors on a train, developed for 
the South Side Elevated Railroad in Chicago”  
 
Sprague sometimes dubbed “Father of Electric Traction” was an important 
American electrical pioneer, associate of Thomas Edison and contemporary of 
Parker. By the 1890s Parker was using the Julien & Sprague motor patents. 
Although in several respects Parker was slightly ahead of Sprague. The American 
Elwell-Parker Company was also established in 1893   



Stephenson Medal & Telford Premium 
1893-4 



Early achievements at The Coalbrookdale Company  

• Chosen to attend the International Exhibition of 1862 in 
London (aged 19 after 10 years service)  

• Develops the award-winning Kyrle Open Grate a Steam Pump 
and other products.  

• Introduced to electrical accumulators and experimented to 
improve performance.  

 



The 1880s 
 Business partnership with Paul Elwell. Elwell-Parker Inc USA manufactures 

until 2000 and  the brand still continues.        

 Initially with Accumulators, followed by Motors  Generators and other 
Electrical Plant becomes a Leading Engineer and Inventive Entrepreneur    

 By the end of the decade in the top ranks of British and World Electrical 
Engineers 

 

 



The Early 1890s 
 Establishes the Electric Construction Company’s reputation as a leading 

electrical manufacturer and supplier.  

 A British and world leader in the development production and application 
of Electrical Plant for a wide range of applications. Including the leading 
method of Phosphorous production (Parker-Robinson process).   

Became “Electric Construction Corporation” Eventually closed down by Hawker 
Siddeley group in 1985. Now the site of Wolverhampton Science Park 

 

 



1894 -1899 
 Having fallen out with the Directors of ECC Establishes his own business. 

Major suppliers to the newly developing Electricity Generating, Supply & 
Electric Railway sectors  

 

  



1899 -1905 
Metropolitan Railway. Consulting Engineer later also a Director  

Led the Company’s submission to a Board of Trade Enquiry 1901   

  



1904  COALITE 
  Not just a smokeless fuel but capable of being refined 

into a form of petrol used extensively during the 
Second World-War.  

Production finally ceased in 2004  

  

Bolsover 



The Times 4th May, 1907  (continued) 
 
About 1878 he was the first to design and build a dynamo for the deposition of metal from solutions to 
take the place of the huge cells then in vogue. In partnership with Mr. Bedford Elwell, the firm of Elwell-
Parker, Limited became famous throughout the world, and one of its most notable performances was to 
design and construct the electrical plant for the first electrically driven tram system of any considerable 
size in this country. In 1888 the firm was absorbed into the Electric Construction Corporation, Limited, and 
many very noteworthy enterprises were successfully carried out by this Company under Mr. Parker's direct 
management, such, for instance, as the design and construction of the Liverpool Overhead Railway. 
 
In the field of chemistry Mr. Parker's achievements are also remarkable. He it was who solved the problem 
of the successful pyro-electric extraction of phosphorus, and his patented processes are at present used 
in all the great phosphorus works. In 1900, Mr. Parker was called in by the Directors of the Metropolitan 
Railway to take charge of the contemplated electrification of the line, and from the results of his 
experiments the Directors caused specifications to be drawn up by Mr. Parker, and ultimately not only the 
Metropolitan but also the District Railway was electrified on almost identically the same principle as that 
employed in his construction of the Liverpool Overhead Railway. Something over 50 specifications stand 
to his credit in the Patent Office. 





Died 5 Dec 1915  

A contemporary of Parker –  similar 19th century achievements?  
(1898 Engineer-in-chief of the Kensington and Knightsbridge Electric Light Co) 
 
Lived until 1940 – Faraday Medal (1926) and a “household name” company 
Better educated and socially connected – Harrow, the Military etc.  
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