
Robert Fulton lived during a time of many wars.  At that 
time, the British navy ruled the seas.  Fulton wished for world 
peace.  Yet, he combined many of his inventions to make 
weapons.  Fulton hoped his weapons would end wars.  He tried 
to sell his weapons to both the United States and countries in 
Europe.  He thought in this way he could help to bring peace.

Fulton put underwater cannons onto boats.  Before that 
time, cannonballs were shot onto decks of other ships.  They 
put holes in the ships or damaged the sails.  The ship would sink 
or slow down.  Fulton’s new cannons could shoot into the sides 
of ships.  This would put holes in the ships under the water 
level.  Water would then rush into the ships’ hulls.  This made 
the ships sink faster.

Fulton also made 
torpedoes with gunpowder 
that could explode 
underwater.  He designed 
his diving boat to tow the 
torpedoes.  His boat could 
tow a torpedo under a ship 
and then set the fuse.  This 
would blow up the ship’s hull 
and sink the ship.

Maritime Warfare
Engineering the Brooklyn Bridge

John Roebling was hired in 
1867 as the chief  engineer of the 
new Brooklyn Bridge project. An 
accident at the site led to his death 
in 1868.  His son Washington 
took over.   When he became ill in 
1872, his wife Emily took on the 
job.  She supervised the day-to-day 
construction.  Many of the workers 
thought of her as the chief  engineer.  
She had already studied some of 
what she needed to know before the 
project.  She also learned much on 
the job.  She became such an expert 
that many bridge workers sought her 
advice.  She worked on the bridge 
until it opened in 1883.

	This sketch done by Fulton in 1806 
shows a cross section through a 
“plunging boat.”
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Little is known about the personal life 
of Robert Fulton.  Many books have been 
written about him.  Each of these mainly 
gives a long history of his inventions.  A 
few things are known.

In the later years of his life, Fulton 
was put in charge of all steamboat traffic 
in New York.  Steamboats were commonly 
used to transport people.  He charged high 
fees because he had all the steamboats.  In 
1818, other people began to run steamboat 
businesses.  Now there was competition.  
This dropped the price of fares.  Fulton’s 
company could not stay in business.  

Fulton did not live a long life.  He developed lung problems that 
started with a bad cold.  He became very sick.  In 1815, at the age of 
49, he died in New York.  It is said that his death “deprived the United 
States of one of her most useful citizens.”

Robert Fulton spent his life as an inventor, mechanic, and engineer.  
His work lives on in his inventions.  It also lives in the work of engineers 
that came after him.  Even today, engineers use his work to develop ideas 
and inventions of their own.

Later Life

	At one time, steamboats did the work that modern 
ferries do today.

	Some of New York’s waterways today
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