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Professor John C Taylor OBE is a world-renowned inventor and entrepreneur, 

with over four hundred patents to his name. He has a long association with 

Durham University. He is a visiting professor in the Department of Physics, 

and has generously supported research within the Department. 

 

John studied Natural Sciences at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge and 

went from there to work for Otter Controls in Buxton, Derbyshire. It was at 

Otter that he started to invent. He is probably best known for the invention of a 

novel thermostatic bi-metallic switch, which now can be found in around two 

billion kettles used all over the World. A bi-metallic strip consists of two metals 

with different coefficients of thermal expansion stuck back to back such that 

the strip bends when it is heated. The earliest surviving bi-metallic strip can 

found in a clock – the marine chronometer - made by the famous clock maker 

John Harrison in 1759.  On this basis, Harrison is assumed to be the inventor 

of the bimetallic strip. Harrison’s clock designs made frequent use of 

bimetallic components to compensate for the effects of temperature changes 

while at sea. Harrison knew that time-keeping and navigation are intimately 

related, and his innovative clocks were orders of magnitude more stable than 

anything ever constructed before, thereby providing a solution to the problem 

of calculating longitude at sea. If you are unfamiliar with Harrison’s story, I 

strongly recommend the popular science book Longitude by Dava Sobel. 

 

I have mentioned Harrison at length because as we shall see, there has been 

a life-long association between the eighteenth century inventor John Harrison 

and the twentieth century inventor John Taylor. Recurring themes involving 

innovation, bimetallic components, time-keeping and navigation feature 

throughout both their lives. 
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After his invention of the bi-metal kettle switch, the twentieth century inventor 

John Taylor founded a new company, Strix Limited, which went on to produce 

further inventions, earning the company four Queen’s Awards: three for 

Export and one for Innovation, granted for the 360-degrees cordless kettle 

connector. 

 

In addition to being a highly successful entrepreneur, Professor Taylor has 

latterly become known as an eminent horologist, following in the footsteps of 

the great John Harrison. He traces his love of clocks back to his childhood 

when he would watch his father Eric fixing clocks on the kitchen table. In 

John’s view the clock is man’s most important invention. Now, that we all 

navigate using atomic time - based on the global positioning system or GPS - 

I think we would all agree. 

 

John’s most famous clock is known as a chronophage or time-eating clock, 

and can be seen on the outer wall of the Taylor Library at Corpus Christi 

College, Cambridge. It features a giant time-eating grasshopper - a tribute to 

the grasshopper escapement mechanism invented by John Harrison in 1722. 

In 2006 together with Sir Arnold Wolfendale of Durham Physics, Professor 

Taylor was instrumental in the installation of a memorial stone to Harrison in 

Westminster Abbey. 

 

Professor Taylor has been awarded a large number of prestigious awards 

during his lifetime. He is an Honorary Fellow of Corpus Christi College, 

Cambridge, and a Fellow of the Royal Academy of Engineering.  He was 

made an Officer of the Order of the British Empire in the 2011 New Year’s 

honours list for services to business and horology, and finally also for his 

contributions to horology, he received the Harrison Medal of the Worshipful 

Company of Clockmakers in 2015. 

 

As well as being a famous inventor, John is a keen aviator and hence 

navigator, with over 50 years of flying experience. He has enjoyed the 

responsibility of delivering some rather famous people to various destinations. 

Two of his most noteworthy passengers include Prince William, and the first 
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man-on-the-Moon Neil Armstrong who was interested in visiting the 

chronophage clock in Cambridge. 

 

John’s motto is “think the unthinkable”, and in his Rochester Lecture delivered 

to the Department of Physics in 2016, he advised us all: not to think of a 

reason why we can’t do something, but rather to think of the reasons why we 

can. John’s own career is evidence of how far such advice may take us. 

 

Chancellor, I present to you Professor John C Taylor to receive the degree of 

Doctor of Science, honoris causa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 


