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In the realm of speculative fiction, the subgenre of steampunk often oscillates between aesthetic romanticism and 

rigorous industrial analysis. However, few works have managed to bridge the gap between historical divergence 

and mechanical plausibility as effectively as Cherie Priest’s Clockwork Century series, pioneered by the seminal 

novel Boneshaker (2009). This technical study examines the structural components of Priest’s world-building, 

focusing on the intersection of mechanical engineering, chemical pathology, and socioeconomic shifts within an 

alternate late 19th-century America. By deconstructing the primary technological catalyst—the Incredible Bone-

Shaking Drill Engine—and the subsequent environmental catastrophe, we can gain a deeper understanding of

how narrative technicality drives high-stakes speculative literature.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Divergence of the Clockwork Century

The Clockwork Century operates on a point of historical divergence centered around the prolonged American Civil 

War and the accelerated exploration of the Pacific Northwest. Unlike standard Victorian-era narratives, Priest 

utilizes a Grit-Steampunkframework, where technology is not a clean, utopian advancement but a source of

industrial decay, pollution, and unintended biological consequences. The theoretical core of this universe is built

upon the premise that industrial competition, specifically between Russian prospectors and American inventors,

pushed mechanical engineering beyond its safe operational limits during the late 1870s.

The Role of Russian-American Technological Competition

The impetus for the creation of the Boneshaker machine was the Klondike Gold Rush. In Priest’s timeline, the 

Russian Empire maintained a stronger foothold in Alaska, necessitating a machine capable of drilling through 

impenetrable permafrost. This geopolitical pressure created a vacuum where safety protocols were bypassed in 

favor of raw power. The resulting machine, commissioned by the Russians and designed by Leviticus Blue,

represents the pinnacle of high-pressure steam-driven excavation technology.

2. Technical Analysis: The Incredible Bone-Shaking Drill Engine 
(Boneshaker)

The namesake of the novel, the Boneshaker, is a masterpiece of mechanical audacity. To understand the narrative

stakes, one must understand the engineering principles that governed its design and eventual failure. The machine

was designed as a massive, self-propelled terrestrial drill intended to penetrate the frozen strata of the north, yet its

first deployment in Seattle led to a seismic and atmospheric disaster.

Mechanical Specifications and Power Dynamics

The Boneshaker utilized a multi-stage hydraulic and steam-driven system. Below is a technical breakdown of its

primary components:

•  Primary Drill Head: A rotating conical assembly featuring diamond-tipped tungsten-steel bits designed for 

high-torque penetration of solid rock and ice.

•  Steam Pressure Vessels: Dual high-capacity boilers fueled by anthracite coal, capable of generating upwards 

of 3,000 PSI to drive the piston-actuated rotation.



•  Traction System: Oversized iron treads designed for low-ground pressure to prevent the massive weight from 

sinking into soft subterranean pockets.

•  Seismic Dampeners: Experimental (and ultimately insufficient) lead-weighted springs intended to absorb the 

kinetic feedback generated by the drill’s operation.

The Failure Mechanism: Subterranean Cavitation

The disaster in Seattle occurred when the Boneshaker breached a pocket of concentrated Blight Gas. From an

engineering perspective, the failure was not of the drill itself, but of the environmental survey. The drill’s high-

frequency vibration—the eponymous "bone-shaking"—acted as a localized earthquake, collapsing the precarious

limestone foundations of Seattle and releasing a toxic, pressurized gas from the earth’s crust.

3. Chemical and Pathological Analysis: The Blight Gas

The primary antagonist of the Clockwork Century is not a person, but a chemical agent known as The Blight. This

yellow, heavy-than-air gas serves as the central environmental hazard of the series. Its properties defy standard

19th-century chemistry, suggesting a geochemically unique compound released by the Boneshaker’s deep-earth

penetration.

Physical Properties of the Blight



Property Description Observed Effect

Density High; significantly heavier than air. Settles in low-lying areas, flooding city 
streets and basements.

The "Rotter" Phenomenon: Biological Reanimation

The most terrifying technical aspect of the Blight is its effect on human physiology. Victims who inhale the gas do 

not merely die; the gas interacts with the central nervous system to maintain a rudimentary, predatory state of 

motor function. Analysis of "Rotters" (the setting’s zombies) suggests that the Blight acts as a preservative and a 

neural stimulant, preventing traditional decomposition while overriding the higher-brain functions. This necessitates 

the use of rebreathers and gas masks, which are staple technologies in the series, requiring constant filter

replacement and airtight seals.

4. Urban Engineering: The Walled City of Seattle

Following the Blight’s release, Seattle’s survivors engaged in a massive urban engineering project: the construction 

of The Wall. This containment structure is a marvel of desperation, standing hundreds of feet tall to keep the Blight

—and the Rotters—trapped within the city’s downtown core.

Structural Integrity of the Containment Wall

The wall is composed of a mixture of masonry, scavenged steel plates, and reinforced concrete. Technical

challenges faced by the builders included:

1.  Atmospheric Pressure Management: Ensuring the wall was high enough to contain the gas during thermal 

inversions.

2.  Vibration Resistance: Protecting the wall against the constant scratching and battering from the Rotters 

trapped inside.

3.  Airtight Sealing: Using coal tar and pitch to seal gaps where the gas could leak into the "clean" outskirts of 

the city.

The Underground Economy and Scavenging Protocols

The technical reality of the Walled City created a unique scavenging economy. Technicians and "Blight-jumpers" 

utilized customized pneumatic suits and air-filtration systems to enter the dead zone. The primary goal was 

often the recovery of lost industrial assets or the specialized medicinal compoundsneeded to treat minor Blight

exposure.

5. Comparative Analysis of the Clockwork Century Series

While Boneshakerintroduces the core mechanics, subsequent novels expand the technical scope of the universe.

The following table compares the technological focus of the primary entries in the series.



Novel Title Primary Tech Focus Geopolitical Setting Key Innovation/Disaster

Boneshaker Terrestrial Drilling/
Chemical Gas

Seattle, WA The Incredible Bone-
Shaking Drill Engine.

Dreadnought Steam Locomotive 
Engineering

Transcontinental Railroad The Dreadnought armored 
train; high-speed transit.

Ganymede Submersible/Marine 
Engineering

New Orleans/Bayou The Ganymede, a 
pressurized stealth 
submarine.

The Inexplicables Chemical Synthesis/Urban 
Survival

Seattle (Inside the Wall) Refined filtration and drug 
synthesis for Blight 
immunity.

Fiddlehead Calculating Engines 
(Computing)

Washington D.C. The Fiddlehead, a 
Babbage-style analytical 
engine.

6. Technical Field Guide: Operating in a Blight-Contaminated Zone

For individuals navigating the world of the Clockwork Century, technical proficiency is a requirement for survival.

The following procedures outline the standard operational protocols for venturing into high-Blight areas.

I. Equipment Calibration

Before entering the Walled City, operators must inspect their gas masks. The masks utilize a multi-stage filtration

system:

•  Stage 1: Charcoal-infused linen to capture large particulate matter.

•  Stage 2: Alkaline-soaked sponges to neutralize acidic components of the gas.

•  Stage 3: Tight-fitting copper mesh to prevent the inhalation of microscopic fungal spores associated with the 

Blight.

II. Breach and Entry

Entry is typically achieved via airship to avoid the concentrated gas at ground level. Descent must be rapid, and 

operators are advised to stay above the "Yellow Line"—the visible height of the gas—for as long as possible. If 

ground entry is required, a decompression chamberor double-door airlock system is mandatory to prevent the

gas from leaking into safe zones.

III. Combat and Neutralization

Standard firearms are effective but inefficient due to the lack of physiological pain in Rotters. Technical advisors

recommend:

•  High-Caliber Impact: Using heavy lead slugs to shatter the cervical vertebrae.

•  Incendiary Devices: Utilizing pressurized kerosene sprayers to incinerate contaminated tissue, though this 

carries the risk of aerosolizing the Blight further.

•  Close Quarters: Reinforced machetes or axes, requiring frequent sterilization to prevent cross-contamination.

7. Socio-Industrial Implications of the Blight



The existence of the Blight and the Boneshaker disaster fundamentally altered the industrial trajectory of North 

America. The cessation of traditional westward expansion led to the rise of Airship Commerce. Because the

ground was often too dangerous or too polluted for traditional rail in certain sectors, the sky became the primary

medium for high-value logistics.

The Physics of Clockwork Century Airships

The airships in Priest's work are not the graceful luxury liners of the early 20th century. They are rugged, steam-

powered industrial vessels. Their lift is generated by hydrogen-helium mixtures(reflecting the tech-divergence),

and their propulsion relies on massive, rear-mounted rotors driven by compact steam engines. This creates a

"heavy" aviation aesthetic where fuel-to-weight ratios are the primary engineering constraint.

8. Case Study: The Legacy of Leviticus Blue

The figure of Leviticus Blue serves as a cautionary tale in the ethics of engineering. Blue was not a villain, but an 

innovator who failed to account for unintended systemic consequences. His work on the Boneshaker 

demonstrates the Complexity Trap : as machines become more powerful and complex, their failure modes become

more catastrophic and less predictable.

Lessons in Engineering Ethics:

1.  Redundancy is Mandatory: The Boneshaker lacked a secondary emergency shut-off that could operate 

independently of the primary steam line.

2.  Environmental Impact Assessment: Blue ignored the geological instability of the Seattle area in favor of 

meeting the Russian contract deadlines.

3.  Accountability: The social stigma faced by Blue’s family (his wife Briar and son Zeke) highlights the long-term 

societal fallout of technical failure.

Synthesizing the Clockwork Century

Cherie Priest’s Boneshakerand its sequels provide a rigorous exploration of a world defined by its mechanical and

chemical errors. By treating the "Blight" as a measurable physical hazard and the "Boneshaker" as a failed

industrial project, the series elevates steampunk from mere costume drama to a sophisticated analysis of

humanity's relationship with technology. The enduring appeal of the Clockwork Century lies in its realization that

progress is often a double-edged sword: for every advancement in drilling, transportation, or computing, there is a

corresponding risk of environmental collapse or biological catastrophe. In this alternate 19th century, survival is not

just a matter of courage, but a matter of understanding the complex mechanics of a world that was shaken to its

core.

Ultimately, the Clockwork Century serves as a reminder that the tools we build to conquer the earth may eventually

release the very forces that force us to retreat from it. Whether through the lens of a gas mask or the window of an

airship, the technical landscape of Cherie Priest’s world remains one of the most thoroughly realized and

hauntingly plausible visions of alternate history in modern literature.
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