
On November 20
th

, a cold miserable day, we met at 

the Kirkaldy Testing Museum on Southwark Street 

behind the Tate Modern. Four of us from the 

Islington U3A (all women) joined with about ten 

people from Colne Valley (all men) for the tour in 

the morning. One of the men told me he was 

surprised that any women would be interested in an 

engineering museum! The tour was given by three 

volunteers and started with a short video 

accompanied by tea and biscuits. I am not an 

engineer, but this video provided a good introduction explaining the vision of David Kirkaldy 

in the Victorian era, a time of incredible construction of bridges, tunnels and ships. He 

recognised that the iron, steel and cement used for construction were not all manufactured to 

a high standard and that a reliable way to assess their quality was important. 

He set about creating the means to assess how materials 

respond to stretching, compression, twisting, bending and 

hitting. This may sound simple but he knew he had to devise a 

machine that provided consistent stresses with a reliable and 

reproducible way to measure the responses, and the scale he 

worked on was impressive. The star of the museum was the 

Universal Testing Machine that he designed himself: it was 

over 46ft long and weighed 116 tons. After a short period on 

another site in London he commissioned the building on 

Southwark St and it was completed in 1873 using a building 

firm (LH & R Roberts) from Islington. A feature of the 

building was that double doorways were positioned front and 

back so that exceptionally long items for testing could extend 

outside the building, closing down the street in the process. The inside of the museum had no 

frills but our tour was made enjoyable by the enthusiasm of the volunteers and by our being 

able to see several machines including the “star” in action. 

It was also enjoyable to learn that David Kirkaldy was as 

impressive as his machine and typifies some of the best 

characteristics of the Victorian era. He gained his 

appreciation of the importance of materials testing as an 

engineering apprentice in Scotland and combined this with a 

considerable talent for drawing that enabled him to produce 

all his own beautiful designs for machines. He obtained the 

patent for his Universal Testing Machine and paid entirely 

himself for its manufacture in Leeds. He set up his company 

in London and during the course of his life in London he 

had homes in Islington at 55 Hilldrop Road and 45 Carleton 

Road. His company was the first independent testing 

company in the world and with his reputation for integrity 

he received samples for testing from all over the world and also analysed samples from the 

collapse of the Tay Bridge in 1879 to determine the defect. He became famous for his motto 



“Facts not opinions” which was displayed above the entrance to his office. His son and 

grandson maintained its reputation of independence, objectivity and integrity as a family 

business until 1964 when it was sold. The premises were closed in 1974 and following the 

efforts of the Industrial Buildings Preservation Trust it was opened as a museum with both 

the Universal Testing Machine and the building being Grade II listed.  

I am a new member of the U3A and this was my first “Exploring London” visit. I thought this 

was a hidden gem that I would never have found for myself and I look forward to future 

visits. (Report by Jill Lincoln, photos from the morning visit by Sue Lamble)     

This visit was repeated in the afternoon by 19 more members of ‘Exploring London’ – and 

the weather was even worse! (Liz Simpson)   

 

  

       


