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David Boyle was born in Johnston in Scotland on 31 October, 1837. He served an apprenticeship as a 
clerk in a grocery store, where he became concerned with the price of ice and its scarcity with the 
consequent loss of perishable products.  In 1859, he emigrated to Mobile, Alabama, beginning his 
refrigeration work in 1865. He later settled in California from 1869 to 1872. Reports and dates on his 
activities are often contradictory. In 1870, he had bought the rights to the use of petroleum ether 
refrigerant (chimogene) from Peter Van der Weyde and went to New Orleans, selling most of his assets 
to purchase a Van der Weyde machine which turned out to be a total failure. Also, around this time, he 
purchased a Harrison machine from Siebe of London, but it failed to arrive and he had to sue to recover 
his money since the machine was never shipped.

Boyle designed an ammonia refrigerating compressor which he patented in 1872. (He is credited with 
being the Father of the Ammonia Compressor, at least in America).  About this time, he built his first 
ammonia compressor of about 3.5 kW refrigerating capacity in New Orleans, this machine being 
transferred to Jefferson in Texas (probably to the Louisiana Ice Manufacturing Company), where after 
being completely rebuilt, it was used until 1874 to make ice. Unfortunately, it was later destroyed in a 
fire.

Boyle arranged for ammonia vapour-compression systems of his design to be made in 1875-1876 in 
Illinois, notably by Crane Brothers in Chicago. In 1877, a Boyle machine of about 70 kW was in use in 
the Chicago Brewery of Bemis & McAvoy:

It consisted of a twin-cylinder single-acting vertical compressor,
the cylinders were 254 mm bore and 457 mm stroke.

In 1877 or 1878, he founded the Boyle Ice Machine Company in Chicago and produced about 200 
machines in the period up to 1884.

In 1884, the Boyle Ice Machine Company merged with the Empire Refrigerating Company of St Louis 
to form the Consolidated Ice Machine Company, with headquarters in Chicago and a branch office in St 
Louis. The architect, Theodore Bergner, designed a new refrigeration machine and boiler house for 
Boyle ice machines at the Bergner & Engel Brewing Company in Philadelphia. Next, the Anheuser 
Busch Brewery in St Louis installed three ice machines followed by a similar installation in 1883 for “an 
elaborate new brewhouse” for Bemis and McAvoy in Chicago. 

Described as a “genial mechanic,” David Boyle died in 1891. His systems were manufactured by his and 
successor companies until 1905.

















Boyle ice-making plant of 1879, now using the ice-can system in favour of his earlier plate-ice plants

A Boyle machine for breweries, from a catalogue of about 1881
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