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Alexander Catlin Twining was born on 5 July, 1801, in New Haven, Connecticut, into a prominent 
family claiming roots back to William the Conqueror, and having come to America before 1641. He 
attended Hopkins Grammar School before entering Yale University where he gained his Masters Degree 
in 1820. He then entered a Seminary to prepare for the Ministry but abandoned this project, instead 
becoming a tutor at Yale from 1823 to 1825.

Twining then went to West Point in New York State where he pursued a private course in civil 
engineering, then taking it up as his intended profession. He surveyed a possible route for a railway line 
between New York and New Haven though it was not adopted at the time. He continued to practice as a 
civil engineer until 1839 when he accepted the Chair of Mathematics, Civil Engineering & Astronomy at
Middlebury College in Vermont, where he remained in post for the next ten years. Returning to New 
Haven he again became involved in civil engineering projects, particularly the construction of railways 
and canals.

Twining’s other interests included refrigeration and ice-making and it is for his work in this field that he 
is now best well known. He began experiments in 1848 using ether as the refrigerant and was so 
confident of success that he filed a caveat with the US Patent Office in November 1849, before securing 
US Patent No. 10,221 on 8 November, 1853. In the meantime, he obtained British Patent No. 13,167 of 
3 July, 1850, in which he claimed “invention of the vapour-compression refrigeration itself, a claim that 
proved to be insupportable.”  (The US Patent covered only the use of mechanical refrigeration for ice-
making). In 1851, he published a booklet Manufacture of Ice on a Commercial Scale.

One of his machines was constructed at the Cuyahoga Steam Furnace Company in Cleveland, Ohio,
with freezing trials beginning in February, 1855, producing ice for the next two years. Twining then 
attempted, without success, to interest financial backers in the construction of an ice-making plant in 
New Orleans. Unfortunately, the American Civil War prevented the progress of this venture. He also 
failed in his plans for an improved system at the Morgan Iron Works of New York City in 1863.

The Civil War not only prevented Twining setting up his ice-making plant in the South, but led to his 
claims that he felt this gave the opportunity to others, notably Ferdinand Carre and James Harrison, to
steal his ideas. Twining’s appeal to Congress to extend his 1853 patent failed.  However, his “ice-can” 
method of making ice came into common use and his Cleveland plant was the earliest using the vapour-
compression refrigerating system to manufacture ice in commercial quantities. Elements of his patent 
were incorporated in the first commercial ice plant operated by the Louisiana Ice Manufacturing 
Company in 1862. 

Professor Alexander Catlin Twining died in New Haven on 22 November, 1884 and he was laid to rest 
in Grove Street Cemetery. 
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