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Thaddeus Lowe was born 20 August, 1832 in Jefferson Mills, Coos County in New Hampshire. He was said to 
have been largely self-educated in chemistry, meteorology and aeronautics. Throughout his life he engaged in a 
wide variety of activities including hydrogen gas manufacture, balloon building and aerial reconnaissance, the 
invention and patenting of ice machines, building of ice-making plants, use of refrigerated ships, banking, and 
railway construction.

At the start of the American Civil War, Lowe considered it his patriotic duty to offer his services to President 
Abraham Lincoln for the purposes of carrying out reporting, on behalf of the Union Army, the location and 
movement of Confederate troops from the air using his balloon. In July 1861, Lincoln appointed Lowe Chief 
Aeronaut of the Union Army Balloon Corps. While he achieved some success in this role, his efforts were not 
always fully appreciated by all members of the military. Disputes over his operations and pay scale forced him to 
resign in 1863.

Lowe’s success with aerial balloons had relied on his expertise and experience in the manufacture, storage and use 
of hydrogen gas. (At one time, he proposed to cross the Atlantic in a special large balloon of his design). He 
continued with his work after the war having invented the gas-water process by which large amounts of hydrogen 
gas could be produced from steam and charcoal. His patents on this process and on his ice-making machines made 
him a millionaire.

It seems he made a carbon dioxide refrigerating compressor in 1865 or 1866, obtaining three US Patents in 1867,
and went on to use it to manufacture ice, firstly in Dallas, Texas, then in Jackson, Mississippi. Another report 
suggests that after moving to California in 1887, he opened several ice-making plants. But at this point Lowe 
seems to have lost interest in refrigeration and pursued other interests. He built himself a 24,000 sq ft house in 
Pasadena and founded the Citizen’s Bank of Los Angeles. From 1891, he embarked on ambitious plans for a 
scenic mountain railway. After a first successful opening in 1893, he continued to support further expansion but 
the financial drain proved too much and by 1899 he had gone into receivership.

Thaddeus Lowe spent his remaining days living at his daughter’s home in Pasadena where he died at the age of 80 
on 16 January, 1913.

President Lincoln’s note, of 1861, with the suggestion to consult Lowe over the possible military use of his balloon  



Lowe’s hydrogen vehicles outside the Capitol building

Lowe’s balloon and hydrogen apparatus in use during the Civil War

















In 1868, Lowe endeavoured to set up a Refrigerated Steamship Company, without much success

Lowe’s house in Pasadena, 1881



Lowe relaxing in his Pasadena garden
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