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The Allis C ha liners Corliss steam electric generating plant appears 
today much as it did when built about 1912, except for the changed 
surroundings. /  massive - and impressive - mass of black metal, the 
Corliss is approximately 25 .feet long and 18 feet wide, weighs some 
110 tons. Its flywheel alone is 12 feet in diameter and weighs ten 
tons. Its cylinder has a 20-inch bore with a 36-inch stroke.

The Corliss uses a "Reynolds" trip gear, perhaps the oldest and 
most widely used gear of its kind. A spring triggers the engagement 
of the hook and catch plate. An unusual feature of the Corliss is its 
use of a separate valve for steam and exhaust, providing for a natural 
system of drainage. There is also a space between the outer surface 
of the steam regulator and the inner surface of the boiler to prevent 
sudden and unequal pressure build-ups. The nuts and bolts of the 
Corliss are larger than a man's hand and must be adjusted with special 
tools. A large boiler provides the power to get the massive machine 
moving. It is still in good operating condition.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

"An athlete of steel and iron with not a superfluous 
ounce of metal on it!" exclaimed William Dean Howells 
before the centerpiece of Philadelphia's International 
Exhibition celebrating our nation's 100 birthday.

He was inspired to these words by the gigantic 
700-ton Corliss steam engine that towered over Machinery 
Hall. When President Ulysses S. Grant and Emperor Dom 
Pedro of Brazil turned the levers on May 10, 1876, a 
festive crowd cheered as the engine set in motion a 
wonderful assortment of machines - pumping water, combing 
wool, spinning cotton, tearing hemp, printing newspapers, 
lithographing wallpaper, sewing cloth, folding envelopes, 
sawing lo^s, shaping wood, making shoes - 8,000 machines 
spread over 13 acres.

The monster steam engine was an appropriate symbol of the American 
future, for it heralded the dawn of what Daniel J. Boorstin, Librarian of 
Congress, has called (in a Bicentennial Essay, Time« January 1?, 197?) 
"the Republic of Technology." Corliss engines were built to convert 
heat energy into mewphanical work. Invented by G. II. Corliss in 1850, 
the Corliss proved so much more efficient than all previously built engines 
that it has been called the "Eighth Wonder of the World" and referred to 
as "the most significant advance in steam power since the era of James 
Watt."

Significance of the Corliss Steam Engine in Pawnee would seem therefore 
to be three-fold: (l) its position of pre-eminence in the history of American 
technology, (2) its role in the Industrial development of Oklahoma, and (3) 
its survival as one of the country's few remaining functional Corliss 
Engines.

Direct from the factory the Pawnee Corliss was placed in the zinc 
smelter at nearby Blaekwell, powering most of its electrically operated 
machinery. There it remained in service until 1973 when the plant - the 
city's biggest employer with some 1,000 workers - finally closed. The 
engine was disassembled and given to the Oklahoma otesia Thresher Association, 
which recaserabled it - with the help of the original blueprints - in its
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own building at the Pawnee County Fairgrounds.

The Pawnee Corliss no longer powers a battery of machines, as it 
once did. But it is fully operable. Each year at the Steam Thresher 
Show, it is started as a crowd pleasing demonstration. It still produces 
electricity and, given a large enough boiler, could once again take on 
the many chores for which"was built some 65 years ago.


