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Idaho:  A History of Invention
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Idaho consistently ranks among the 
leading states in innovation.2  The lofty 
ranking is in keeping with the innovative 
and entrepreneurial spirit characteristic to 
Idahoans since its early days as a territory.  
Insight into the history of Idahoan innova-
tion can be read from the patents of the 
age, and this article briefly details the first 
few patents awarded to Idahoans, which 
helped pave the way for today’s continued 
climate of ingenuity.  

Idaho inventors were awarded 1,290 
U.S. patents in calendar year 2010.3  This 
may not be surprising to those of us that 
live and work in the state; we know about 
the proclivity and success of our high-tech 
residents.4  However, what is more repre-
sentative of Idaho’s spirit of innovation is 
that those patents were awarded in fields 
of technology ranging from apparel to 
zeolites and everything alphabetically in-
between.5  

This breadth of technology can be 
traced back to the first Idaho patents which 
were also awarded in a wide range of in-
dustries.  Of course, the technology of the 
mid-nineteenth century was based more 
on metal and steam compared to today’s 
silicon and electron.  Nonetheless, as re-
counted below, the innovations spanned a 
wide gamut of fields. 

The first patent in Idaho dates back to 
1866, when U.S. 
Patent No. 60,611 
issued to Robert 
Bailey of Idaho 
City, in the Ter-
ritory of Idaho.  
Not surprisingly, 
the invention re-
lated to mining, 
a key industry of 
the early Terri-
tory, and was an 
improvement in 
steam boilers that 
was “particularly adapted to mining pur-
poses in distant interior localities, where 
transportation is difficult and expensive.”6  
The mining camps in Idaho, circa 1866, 
certainly fit the description of distant in-
terior localities where transportation was 
difficult.  

Mr. Bailey continued his innova-
tive ways, earning the second patent in 
the Territory in 1867 with an improved 
quartz-crusher.7  Again, locality being the 
mother of invention, the quartz crusher 

reflected the difficulties of life on the 
mining frontier “where transportation is 
difficult and expensive, [and the crusher 
could] be made principally of materials on 
the ground.”8    

One hundred miles southwest of 
Idaho City, another mining boom-town, 
Silver City, was large and cosmopolitan 
enough in 1865 to publish the territory’s 
first newspaper, the Owyhee Avalanche.9  
There, in 1869, John S. Butler, the pub-
lisher of a competing paper, The Tidal 
Wave, which eventually merged in 1870 

with the Owyhee Avalanche, invented an 
improvement in copy holders for use in 
type setting.10  The purported advantages 
of the copy holder were that it held the 
paper in place securely, while taking up 
little space and not obstructing any of the 
type-boxes holding the letters to be used 
in printing the day’s news.11     

In 1871, the fourth and fifth patents in 
the Idaho Territory, came again out of Sil-
ver City, when William E. Phillips invent-
ed an improvement in oil lubricators for 
machinery.12  In that same year, and same 
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city, another improvement for machinery 
was invented by Charles P. Bowen, who 
invented a governor to regulate the speed 
of steam engines.13  Again, both inven-
tions most likely found applicability in 
maintaining and operating the steam en-
gines and machines driving the industries 
of the day.

Later, in 1873, two miners, Henry T. 
Lantis and Nelson Davis, invented an im-
provement for wire rope-ways14 specially 
adapted for operation in mining tunnels.15  
Messrs. Lantis and Davis resided in the 
town of Atlanta, Idaho.  One novel feature 
of their arrangement was the use of split 
pulleys to allow a load bearing hook, con-
nected to the wire-way, to pass through 
the pulley and still support the load.  This 
allowed for a more compact construction 
and enabled the wire-way to turn sharper 
corners which had obvious advantage in 
the mining tunnels.16  Such an arrange-
ment can still be seen in use on the ski lifts 
of Idaho today.

The city of Boise made its first contri-
bution to the innovation assets of the ter-
ritory, when in 1876, William C. Carlton, 
was granted the seventh patent in the ter-
ritory for an improvement in bolt and rivet 
cutters.17  An interesting tool, it allowed 
for a pivoting cutter head to reach into 
difficult places where “common forms of 
tools” would not fit.18  No doubt the cutter 
facilitated the construction of the “bridges 
and machinery” vital to the railroad, min-
ing, and other industries of the time.19 

That same year, 1876, Charles M. 
Hayes of Idaho City received the eighth 
patent in the Idaho Territory for develop-
ing a ruler to aid in bookkeeping.20  In 
something of an ergonomic improvement, 
the ruler was slotted to enable “one us-
ing it to see, without stooping, rising, or 
changing his position (at a table or desk) 
the figures under which a balancing line 
is to be drawn[.]”21  Mr. Hays went on to 
be the publisher of the previously noted 
Idaho City Avalanche in 1882.22  

Mr. Bowen, also from Idaho City, was 
awarded two more patents in 1878, the 
territory’s ninth and tenth.23  The ninth 
was for a machine to aid in the agricul-
tural industry and comprised a fruit pit-
ter and slicer, and had applicability in 
quartering peaches and simultaneously 
removing the pits.24  Mr. Bowen’s other 
invention supported the mining industry 
and was an amalgamator used to process 
ore by “thoroughly stirring the ore with 
mercury.”25    

In 1879, David B. Kimmel earned a 
patent26 in another key industry of the ter-
ritory, the railroad.  Mr. Kimmel invented 
a balance slide valve for steam engines 

that was “especially fitted for locomotive-
engines, in which the valves and ports are 
large and, the valves are subject to great 
pressure and rapid motion.”27  In that same 
year, William Beeson, of the settlement 
of Eagle Rock along the Union Pacific’s 
Utah and Northern Rail Road,28 received 
a patent for an improvement in automatic 
table waiters.  Perhaps arising out of a 
shortage of man-power in then sparsely 
settled Oneida County,29 Mr. Beeson’s 

patent discloses a food ordering and deliv-
ery machine operable by a single cook in 
a kitchen and intended “to take the place 
of waiters in restaurants, saloons, and 
other places.”30  It is not known whether 
any hungry Utah and Northern Rail Road 
patrons were ever served by the automatic 
waiter, but one hopes so, because it would 
have been something to see.

As the decade of the 1870’s came to a 
close, and still some 20 years from state-
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hood, inventors in the Idaho Territory had 
been awarded almost 20 patents.  As can 
be appreciated, these early innovators ad-
vanced the industries of the time:  agricul-
ture, mining, printing, railroads, and more.  
This tradition continues in Idaho today in 
the high tech industries of this age.  
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