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Alfred Haslam was born in Derby in 1844. He was the fourth son of the ironfounder William Haslam 
and trained as an engineer in Derby and in Newcastle upon Tyne. In 1886, he opened the Union Foundry 
in Derby the firm becoming the Haslam Foundry & Engineering Company Ltd in 1876. Following in the 
footsteps of early refrigeration pioneers he became a major manufacturer of cold-air machines.

The working principles of a cold-air machine were explained by Richard Trevithick in 1828, while John 
Gorrie, a doctor in Florida, received a US Patent for his machine in 1851. Alexander Carnegie Kirk 
developed and installed a closed-cycle plant in 1862, for the Bathgate paraffin oil works in Scotland. 
Paul Giffard, in Paris, developed an open-cycle machine in 1873. (Giffard’s cold-air machine was 
successfully improved and manufactured by J & E Hall of Dartford in Kent and used, from 1886, for the 
transport of meat in refrigerated ships).

The Bells of Glasgow, anxious to replace natural by artificial ice, sought the advice of Lord Kelvin, who 
introduced them to J Coleman. The Bell-Coleman machine, patented in 1877, represented a peak of 
development in cold-air machines. In 1880, the successful voyage of the Strathleven with its cargo of 
frozen meat heralded the birth of a new industry. That same year, Haslam acquired the Bell-Colman 
patents and, for the next fourteen years, was a major supplier to the British marine meat refrigeration
market..

In 1881, the Orient arrived in the Thames with the first cargo of frozen meat from Australia, refrigerated 
by Haslam’s system. The company exhibited its refrigeration machinery in 1883 at the International 
Fisheries Exhibition. In 1892, Haslam Engineering merged with Pontifex & Wood, a firm specialising in 
absorption refrigerating machines. In 1894, Haslam made a patent application for a new type of 
ammonia compressor.

The company which was to become Pontifex & Wood in around 1850 was founded as E & W Pontifex 
& Company in 1788 at Farringdon Works in London’s Shoe Lane. The founders were Edmund and 
William Pontifex and James Wood. The company traded as lead merchants, iron founders, millwrights 
and copper smiths. In 1876, Pontifex & Wood installed a 24 ton output ammonia absorption 
refrigerating machine at Meux’s Brewery. In 1885, they supplied a cold store refrigerating plant to the 
Great Northern Ice Company Ltd in Grimsby having “patented an ice-making machine some years 
before.” (A US record states that E E Hendrick purchased the English Pontifex patents in 1882 for the 
Carbondale Machine Company of Pennsylvania). In 1889, they built cold storage rooms in Nottingham, 
but soon after merged with Haslam.

Alfred Seale Haslam was a major civic figure in Derby. He was elected a Councillor in 1879 and was 
Mayor of Derby from 1890 to 1891, then three times Mayor of Newcastle under Lyme and Member of 
Parliament for Newcastle under Lyme from 1900 to 1906. While Mayor of Derby he replaced the old 
William Strutt Infirmary with the Derbyshire Royal Infirmary, opened by Queen Victoria in 1891 when 
she knighted Haslam for his services. (Strutt devised and installed his cockle, warm-air stove at the 
Infirmary in 1791).

Alfred Haslam died in 1927 leaving over �1 million and was buried at Morley in Derbyshire. Two of his 
three sons, predeceased him, but the third, Eric, continued in the family business, renamed the Derby 
Pure Ice and Cold Storage Company. In 1928, the Haslam Foundry Company was taken over by the 
electrical engineers Newton Brothers Ltd who changed its name, in 1935, to Newton Brothers Ltd. But 
the refrigeration side was bought in 1935 by L Sterne & Company Ltd of Glasgow who had been 
making refrigeration machinery since about 1882.

Louis Sterne was born in Philadelphia in 1835 and trained as a locomotive engineer. In 1865, he set up 
as a consulting engineer in London, going into business, in 1874, with a competitor W S Thomson. They 
formed a company manufacturing railway springs and buffers at Crown Ironworks in Glasgow. In 1879, 
they began manufacture of Clerk’s Patent Gas Engines. 



In 1888, L Sterne & Company Ltd introduced the American De La Vergne ammonia refrigerating 
system into the UK with an installation for the Leadenhall Market Cold Storage Company. In 1908, 
Samuel Richard Beale was appointed Managing Director. In 1915, Sterne was awarded the contract to 
supply refrigerating equipment for the new cold stores at London’s Royal Albert Dock. A few years 
later, it provided machinery to the Clydeside Cold Storage Company Ltd and was involved in ice rinks 
for Earls’ Court and at Liverpool. 

Louis Sterne died in 1953; the company continuing in the refrigeration business until it virtually ceased 
trading in 1961, being acquired by Prestcold Ltd in 1968. The Sterne name was phased out in 1971. 

The story of Haslam is also the story of much of the UK’s refrigeration industry: from the patents of 
Bell-Coleman, the formation of Haslam itself, the merger with Pontifex & Wood, and finally the 
development of Sterne. 

The Bell-Coleman Mechanical Refrigeration Company

The Bell-Coleman refrigerating machine was patented in 1877



The Dunedin successfully transported meat in 1880

The Haslam Foundry & Engineering Company Ltd

A Haslam cold-air machine



Haslam refrigeration of 1907
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Haslam marine refrigerating machine of 1892  
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Pontifex & Wood Ltd

Pontifex & Wood ammonia absorption machine, possibly the 1876 design



US advertisement of 1903



L Sterne & Company

Clerk’s Gas Engine of 1885

Gas or air compressor of 1905



Another gas or air compressor from 1905 

Glasgow factory of L Sterne & Company



Postscript

Abandoned Haslam refrigerating machines
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