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Warren Seymour Johnson, 1847-1911

Johnson was born on the 6th November, 1847, in Leicester, Vermont, his family shortly 
moving to Wisconsin, eventually settling in Menomonie. He had only a limited formal 
education but taught himself by studying scientific subjects. He worked for a time as a 
printer, surveyor and then schoolteacher before becoming first principal and finally 
school superintendent. In 1876, he obtained a teaching position at the State Normal 
School in Whitewater (now the University of Wisconsin). In about 1881, he was 
appointed Professor of Natural Science.



The State Normal School in Whitewater, Wisconsin

It is said that Johnson had an enquiring mind, being particularly interested in electricity. 
The story is he “came up with the ideas for automatic temperature control while teaching 
at Normal School in Whitewater, Wisconsin in the 1880’s. Originally, janitors would 
have to enter each classroom to determine if it was too hot or too cold and then adjust the 
dampers in the basement (warm air system) accordingly. Johnson sought a way to end, or 
at least minimise the classroom interruptions and increase the comfort level of the 
students.”

So Johnson developed a thermostat which he named an electric tele-thermoscope in his 
US Patent No. 281,884 of 24th July, 1883. “It was a bi-metal coiled thermostat with a 
mercury switch, which could be used to ring a bell to alert the fireman to open or close 
the heating damper.”  While not the first bi-metal thermostat, Johnson received financial 
backing to manufacture the device, establishing the Johnson Electric Service Company in 
Milwaukee in 1885.   



1883



Johnson’s Multi-Zone Temperature Control System

“Johnson’s most notable contribution to temperature control was the automatic multi-
zone temperature control system- a pneumatic system that used a bi-metal thermostat to 
control air flow through a nozzle and thereby operate a pilot regulator. The amplified air 
signal from the regulator was then used to control a steam or hot water valve on a heat 
exchanger, or to control a damper of a forced air system. He received a patent for the 
system in 1895 (US Patent No. 542,733).”



An early Johnson combined thermostat and thermometer



DEVELOPMENT OF AUTOMATIC CONTROL SYSTEMS IN THE USA

Warren Johnson was granted patents for his electric thermostat in 1883, established the 
Johnson Electric Service Company in 1885 and went on to develop a complete range of 
pneumatic controls. The company now operates world-wide.

Meanwhile at the same time in Minneapolis, Albert Butz invented his damper flapper for 
heating furnace control and formed the Butz Thermo-Electric Regulator Company. When 
he left the company in 1888, it became the Consolidated Temperature Controlling 
Company which struggled financially. With the assistance of William Sweatt its fortunes 
improved and it became the Minneapolis Heat Regulator Company in 1912. In the 
1920’s, its largest competitor was the Honeywell Heating Speciality Company which had 
been started by Mark Honeywell. In 1927, William Sweatt and Mark Honeywell merged 
their companies to form the Minneapolis-Honeywell Regulator Company which grew to 
operate world-wide as Honeywell. 



1926 Honeywell

William Penn Powers formed his first company in LaCrosse, Wisconsin in 1867, entering 
the field of automatic controls when he set up the Powers Regulator Company in Chicago 
in 1890. The company manufactured a complete range of controls and provided systems 
for the new Chrysler and Empire State buildings. 
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Development of Johnson thermostats from 1885 to 1970



An 1896 magazine advertisement



A 1922 advertisement promoting energy saving



Johnson Controls headquarters building in Milwaukee from 1902

Johnson continued to produce many inventions: a humidistat, chandeliers, springless door 
locks, puncture-proof tyres, thermometers and a hose coupling for providing steam 
heating to railway passenger coaches. He designed pneumatic tower clocks, including 
one for the Milwaukee City Hall Tower.

Johnson also experimented with wireless communications, forming the American 
Wireless Telegraph Company, which exhibited at the Paris Exposition of 1900, winning 
Second Prize to beat Marconi. They built a radio tower south of Milwaukee but tests were
unsuccessful.

For about three months Johnson had worked with Lee de Forest, who was later to become the famous 
inventor of the grid Audion, the first successful three-element (triode) vacuum tube, that made radio 
possible. De Forest had designed this by placing a grid between the cathode and anode of his two-
element vacuum tube (the diode).  



Johnson Humidistat, c.1905



The Globe Electric Company of Milwaukee manufactured car batteries from about 1911

The Battery Division of Johnson Controls played a major part in the development of this 
product.



NOTABLE BUILDINGS PROVIDED WITH EARLY JOHNSON CONTROLS

The US Capitol in Washington DC

The Chicago Post Office



The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

West Point Military Academy



The Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York



The New York Stock Exchange opened in 1903, with the first large-scale combined Air 
Conditioning & Co-generation system, designed by Alfred Wolff.





The Sales Team of 1900 with Warren Johnson seated front row, 3rd from left

Factory testing of steam valves, 1940
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APPENDIX I: EARLY AMERICAN PATENTS OF W S JOHNSON
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EPILOGUE

Warren Seymour Johnson is credited with more than 50 patents. He died on the 5th

December, 1911, in Los Angeles.



Johnson Controls, the company he founded “exhibits the enduring legacy of Warren
Johnson and his inventions through its 140,000 employees and services evident in 200 
million vehicles, 12 million homes, and 1 million commercial buildings.”


