JOHN LETHBRIDGE-1675-1759

Inventor and Diver
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John Lethbridge, was a remarkable man!  Born in 1675, he was to, settle in trading as a wool merchant.

However, finding himself ‘quite reduced’ John Lethbridge soon realized that the income from the trade was insufficient for the needs of his large family.  A change of direction became for him a pressing ‘necessity…’
As far as we know today, he did not appear to have any connections with the sea or with the London-based shipping companies.  Nevertheless, at some point he did turn his attention to the business of shipwrecks and the treasures therein lying at the bottom of sea bed.

And so it was, exploring and developing this idea further, a unique kind of diving machine was born from John Lethbridge’s imaginative and fertile mind.

In 1715, experimentation at his home in Woolborough Street, Newton Abbot, led him to initially improvise by with using a Hogs Head (a large wooden barrel) . Lethbridge, wanted to test how long it was possible for him to stay under water, in the sealed barrel, using a makeshift trench in his garden, filled with water, fed from a nearby well.  Lethbridge was later to record that he did indeed successfully stay under water, without communication of air, for a remarkable thirty to thirty-five minutes.
From these primitive trials, Lethbridge went on to design, with the utmost meticulous detail, produce plans illustrating his unique barrel-shaped diving engine.

He was able to secure the services of a London firm who built the machine. Lethbridge upon the completion of the diving-engine’ as he called it, arranged a demonstration of the engine’s capabilities, in April 1720,  
He was anxious to show off, not only the diver’s controlled manoeuvrability but the machine's durability and capabilities under water.   Lethbridge hoped the demonstration would attract the interest of shipping companies which traded around the world, thus perhaps leading to future contracts for his services as a ‘fisher of wrecks’.   He, however, failed to impress his would-be employers.

Nevertheless, Lethbridge remained undaunted.   Although initially unsuccessful, he used the proceeds gained from retrieving treasures from 
‘the deep’ in partnership with a senior contemporary, John Rowe, to fund his own commercial salvage operations.  
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Using his own diving engine, John Lethbridge, rapidly became one of the most sought after ‘fisher of wrecks’.  His reputation and expertise became renown amongst the shipping fraternity.  He was to   undertake some of the most dangerous assignments, diving and salvaging from wrecks where no man had attempted before him.  Many of the wrecks, still hording their precious cargo of silver and gold, had been lying on the sea bed for decades.
As a confident  ‘fisher of wrecks’, Lethbridge’s calculated fearlessness, and calm persistence, culminated in making him very rich man.  
Now famous, John Lethbridge continued to live in Newton Abbot and was still offering his services to the shipping companies two years prior to his death in 1759.  
He is buried in St Mary’s Churchyard, Wolborough Newton abbot. 
The Parish Register reads:

“December 11th 1759.  Buried Mr John Lethbridge, inventor of the most famous divine-engine by which he recovered from the bottom of the sea, in different parts of the Globe, almost £100,000 for the English and Dutch Merchants which had been lost by shipwreck   

