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Thomas Potterton, 1847-1926

Thomas Potterton was born in Balham in south London in 1847. When his father died in 
1847, Thomas was left a building business which it is said “he was able to transform by 
sheer ability, personality and good sense into a boiler company with a world-wide 
reputation.” 

Thomas’s first ambition was to improve the efficiency of the boilers and kitchen ranges 
then in use. Like Rumford and Tredgold before him, he was determined to achieve better 
utilisation of coal and in this he succeeded enabling him to expand the company. So he 
turned his attention to the development of the gas-fired boiler.



He realised that sooner or later, solid fuels would give rise to significant problems of air 
pollution in cities. It is said he risked his business by spending so much time and money 
on research and development, but in 1902 he was able to introduce the world’s first gas 
boiler for central heating, which in those days used town’s gas. (This boiler was the 
forerunner of his famous Victor range). Thomas went on to invent the first cut-out valve 
system and an ether capsule thermostat.

With the success of this boiler, by 1905 his company had largely ceased its building 
activities to concentrate on the development of heating equipment and its installation,
while Thomas emerged as a leading figure in the heating industry. He had been a founder 
member of the Institution of Heating & Ventilating Engineers in 1897 becoming “a
successful businessman, a colourful figure at conferences and exhibitions and a pioneer 
of advertising and promotional ideas.”

At the age of 76 he was still striding down from his house at Wandsworth Common to his 
works at Balham. It is said his suits were made with a special pocket in which he could 
carry his slide rule.

*His Obituary, from the Gas Journal of the 3rd February, 1926, is reproduced later in this essay.

Thomas Potterton (Heating Engineers) was acquired by Thomas De La Rue in 1946 as 
the basis for a new business in gas water heaters. In 1958, the Potterton Division of De 
La Rue was still making boilers, but their introduction of an oil-fired boiler range was 
adversely affected by the Suez Crisis. In 1963 they marketed pressed-steel radiators 
manufactured to their specification by Fisher & Ludlow, but in 1973 De La Rue sold the 
Potterton heating operation to Birmid Qualcast.  
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Potterton installation of multiple gas boilers, London, 1909
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Potterton servicing demonstration, 1905
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Mr & Mrs Thomas Potterton in 1880









A B Potterton, President IHVE 1936-37

A B Potterton was born on 30th June, 1873 at Balham, the son of Thomas Potterton. On 
the death of his father he became joint managing director, with his brother T F C 
Potterton, in the firm then styled as Thomas Potterton (Heating Engineers) Ltd. He was 
also Hon. Treasurer of the National Association of Heating, Ventilating and Domestic 
Engineering Employers (later the HVCA), and also a Past-Master of the Radiant Lodge 
of Freemasons (which was founded mainly for members of the IHVE).
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De La Rue, Potterton Factory



APPENDIX: POTTERTON PATENT OF 1894
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POSTSCRIPT: FURTHER READING



EPILOGUE

CIBSE Present HQ at Balham, with St Mary’s Church on the right

Thomas Potterton died on the 26th January, 1926. He was 79 years old. His funeral was 
held at St Mary’s Church in Balham, which is next to the present Headquarters of the 
CIBSE, and he was buried at Wandsworth Cemetery.  


