
RICHARD PATTEN (1792-1865) 

Mr. Richard Sterling of Hoquiam, Washing
ton Stale brought to the attention of this page 
a vernier surveying compass with tripod 
owned by Frederick Byles Rosmond of 
Forks, Washington State, It had been owned 
and used br his grandfather, Charles N. Byles, 
a Go\'ernment l and Office connaCl SUTvevor 
who began his career in 1869. The Byles fam
ily moved from Kentucky to WaShington 
State in about 1853. Charles Byles and his 
brother David produced about 40 township 
surveys in Grays Harbor County and planed 
portions of Monteayo and Elma. The Boyles 
instrument dates from the latter period of 
Pallen's work, probably from 184010 186S. 
The dial is inscribed "Richard Patten & Sons 
Bahimore." The North point of the dial fea
tures an eagle and shield. 

Among the most prominent makers of sur· 
veying instruments in the first half of the 
Nineteenth Century was Richard Pauen, who 
worked at various times in New York City; 
Washington, D.C.; and Baltimore, Maryland. 
He was born August ; , 1792, probably in 
Maryland, but no records of his early life or 
training ha\'e survived. 

Patten's name first appeared in 
Longworth'S Directory for New York City in 
1813 as a maker of mathematical instruments 
with a shop :11 350 Water Slreet. He moved to 
a new location al IS4 Water Street during the 
next two years. By IS20 he had mo\·ed 10 ISO 
Water Street, where he remained during the 
rest of the time he worked in New York City. 
From IS35 to 1840 he was listed at various 
locations bm withoUi any indication of his 
profession. 

Patten moved to Washington. D.C. in 1841, 
and was first listed in 1842 in the Washington 
business directory swion of Tbe Business Di· 
rectory and &lltimore A/manac as ·'R. Patten 
& Son," with a house at 119l1!ercer Street. He 
continued to be listed through 1846. From 
1849 to the end of 1860 he appears to have 
worked in Baltimore, then returning to Wash
ington, where he was listed in the directOries 
from 1862 to 1865, the year of his death. 

One of his trade labels claimed that he was 
the "only Manufacturer of Sextants and Quad· 
rants in New York" and that" All instruments 

Figure 1. Vernier surveying compass made by 
Richard Patten of New Yo,,, Cit}( Brass, with 
silvered circle, dial and vernier. Single level vial. 
Overall length, 13 inches, width 7 inches and 
approximately 7 Inches high. Sights detachable. 
Courtesy of the National Museum of American 
Histor." Smithsonian Institution. 

in the above line made to order Bi Warranted 
being divided on an Engine after the plan of 
Ramsdens." The statement implied that he 
owned and used a dividing engine. However, 
he imported and sold instruments made by 
British makers such as Spencer, Browning & 
Rust of London and probably others. 

In 1822 Patten became involved in a legal 
bailie between twO competitive New York in· 
strument makers, Edmund March Blunt and 
isa:J.c Greenwood. Blunt was a native of New 
Hampshire, and early in the Nineteenth Cen
tury established himself in Newburyport, 
Massachusetts as a book dealer, printer of ser
mons and stationery, and proprietor of a cir· 
culating library. He began to publish naViga
tional books and chans, and developed a 
lucrative business. In lSI I he moved to New 
York City, where he opened his '"NaUl iC21 
Book Store, Sign of the Quadrant" near the 
waterfront at 202 Water Street, at the corner 
of Beekman Slip. There was no international 
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copyright convention at that time, and he be· 
g<ln to pitJte English navigational publications 
and charts. He also produced his own books 
on various subjects, including travel guides. 
Following his success with the small chans in 
his COOSI Pilots, Blunt began to cngnve and 
publish his own ch:uts, which were in greal 
demand. 

One of Blunt'S major competitors was Isaac 
Greenwood 1l! , of New York City. Descended 
from a prominent New England family and 
the son of a maker of mathematical instru· 
mentS, Greenwood was born in BasIOn in 
1758 and made and sold instruments in New 
York from 1783 to 1787. He then moved to 
Providence, Rhode Island. In about 1810 he 
returned to New York to take over the busi· 
ness of his recently deceased brother. Clarke, 
also an instrument maker. 

He cominued in business until 1819, and 
died in 1829. [n addition to m,-igational and 
surveying instruments of his own manufac
ture, he also imported and sold British instru
ments and navigational charts. Concerned 
that his rival had become so successful, and in 
an effort to increase his own trade , he 
claimed in his advertising that the British 
charts he sold were greatly superior "to any 
copy of those charts printed in America," and 
Charged that Blunt had copied English publi· 
cations. On one occasion he wrote 10 a ship· 
master, a Captain Steinhauer, that Blunt's 
cham were unauthorized copies of English 
chans and that furthermore they were inac
curate. Steinhauer showed the letter to Blunt, 
who thereupon sued Greenwood for libel. 
The case was tried before a special jury of 
shipping merchants in the Court of Common 
Pleas in December 1822, and Patten appeared 
as a witness for Greenwood. 

Aftcr Patten had presented his evidence in 
support of Greenwood, Erasmus A, Kutz, a 
prominent New York instrument maker, \\'as 
called 10 teStify on Blunt's behalf. He testified 
that "the defendam (Greenwood) said to Mr. 
Patten, it is damned Strange if we cannot fix 
him (Blunt) between us." As a consequence, 
Patten's evidence collapsed. Although Green· 
wood claimed that Blum's reputation had nOt 
been damaged by the libel, the jury found for 
IIlunt and the court awarded him S750 and 
COStS, 

Six years laler Blunt had his revenge on Pat· 
ten for having testified against him. In 1821 

Blum had personally surveyed Nantucket and 
the Georges shoals, establishing the postion 
of the Nantucket South Shoal to be 38 min· 
utes north of the position in which it ap
peared on existing chans, giving an extra 22 
miles to the channel used by ships sailing be· 
tween Europe and American ports. This new 
information made it possible for ships to gain 
as much as 24 hours on the passage to Eu· 
ropc. Blunt immediately engraved a new 
chart, which he copyrighted, produced and 
sold. 

Figure 2. Detail 01 dial plate of vernier compass 
by Richard Patten. Needle is 6 inches long, the 
south end having a few turns of wire to 
compensate magnetic dip for northern 
hemisphere. Courtesy of the National Museum 
of American History, Smithsonian Institution. 

Panen also engraved and primed maps :lOd 
nautical charts. [n his chart of New England 
waters published in 1827, he included the 
shoal in the same position and with the same 
detail as had appeared on Blunt's copyrighted 
chart. Blunt promptly sued for copyright vio
lation. The case was heard before the Circuit 
Court of the United States in 1828. Although 
Patten and his witnesses held that the infor
mation was in public domain, a number of 
shipmasters affirmed that they always cred
ited Blum with the discovery, and the jury 
brought in a verdict for prosecution. 

This decision was of considerable impor
tance, because prior to this time, sailing direc· 
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Figure 3. Detail of vernier scale above the North 
point of the vernier compass made by Richard 
Patten. Courtesy of the National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institulion. 

tions and simillr nautical information had al· 
ways been considered public domain. Blum 
himself had followed this practice in his nauti
cal publications and charts, but by insistence 
on copyright infringement, he established a 
dangerous precedent, However, there are no 
records of its later use. 

During the years thaI he lived and worked 
in WashinglOn and Baltimore, Patlen was em
ployed by the Coast Survey. He may have 
made some instruments for the Coast Survey, 
and there is record that in 1843 he repaired 
some 'of the instruments of Ferdinand Ru· 
dolph Hassler, the Survey's first superinten
dent. PS 

NOTE TO READERS 
II is often desirable 10 illustrate instruments 

about which you inquire beCiuse they are of 
interest to other readers as well. For this pur· 
pose we request thaI you send clear black and 
white photogr.lphs depicting the instrument 
in detail. We cannot reproduce color, or snap· 
shots in which the inSlrument is nO! clearly 
delinealed. We appreciate your support and 
your interest in CoHectOrs' Corner. Thank 
you. 

Silvio II. Bedilli is all historian with fhe 
Smithsonian/nstitlllion in Washing/on, allda 
COlllribllli1l8 editor to Professional Surveyor. 


