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Benjamin Franklin Sturtevant, 1833-1890

Benjamin Franklin Sturtevant was an American fan engineer and possibly the most 
important name in ventilation during the second half of the 19th century. He was borne in 
Norridgewock, Maine, on 18 January, 1833, where he learned the trade of shoemaking 
and repair before moving to Boston in 1856. Having an inventive mind, in about 1850 
Sturtevant built a crude fan to relieve the summer heat. Around 1861 he designed a 
centrifugal fan to suck dust and leather clippings away from his work area. Soon other 
shoemakers wanted one, leading Sturtevant to set up a shop on Sudbury Street in Boston 
where he employed 8 men to build centrifugal fans, creating the centrifugal fan industry 
in the USA.



FANS AND VENTILATION MACHINES BEFORE STURTEVANT

The earliest fans date from the mid-16th century and were used to ventilate mines in 
Savoy and Bohemia. They were driven by hand or were horse-driven or relied on wind or 
water power. About 1735, Desaguliers provided a hand-cranked fan, operated by a man 
called the ventilator, for use in the Houses of Parliament. Bellows were used by Triewald 
(1841) for ventilating ships and by the Rev Stephen Hales (1758) to ventilate hospitals. 
Barry (c.1847) used a steam jet (ejector pump) for the ventilation of the House of Lords 
while Arnott used an automatic air pump (driven by water stored at high level) for night-
time ventilation of York Hospital. 

Curved fan blades were introduced about 1840, but Walker (1850) preferred an air screw
driven by a steam engine. Improvements just prior to Sturtevant’s fan-making activities 
include the backward-curved fan of Buckle (1847) and the spiral scroll of Professor 
Rankine. 

Making fans for mine ventilation, 1556, using fan blades tipped with goose feathers



Fanning Wheel of Dr Desaguliers, 1735

Screw fan of 1850 driven from a steam engine



Advertisement of 1872

Advertisement of 1895





His business expanded rapidly. One report says that in 1866, he provided fans with 
“wheels 16 feet in diameter” for the US Capitol building (if so these would have been 
replacements for the originals of 1857). In that year the business had grown to the point 
where Sturtevant was employing nearly 50 men, all making fans.

In 1969, Sturtevant entered the so-called modern heating era with the introduction of his 
“hot blast system.” This consisted of a steam engine driving a fan passing a large volume
of air through a steel pipe heating coil and distributing it through supply air ductwork to
the heated spaces with a building.

As the business grew the company moved to a factory in Jamaica Plain and was now 
making fans, steam engines, heating coils and drying apparatus while providing complete
heating & ventilation systems. Sturtevant went on to expand in New York, Chicago,
Philadelphia and then in England and Germany, becoming the largest fan manufacturing 
company in the world 

In 1886, Sturtevant began making mechanical draught fans for marine applications 
starting with the USS Alliance, the first extensive test on a US warship and the results 
were said to be sensational.

Benjamin Sturtevant lived at 11 Revere Street in Jamaica Plains until 1889 and then at 60 
Elm Street where he died at home on the 17th April, 1890. He had hired Eugene Noble 
Foss in 1882 and put him in charge of manufacturing. Sturtevant has two daughters, the 
younger married Foss in 1884, the same year he was appointed Treasurer & General 
Manager. Upon Sturtevant’s death, Foss was elected President of the company. 
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An early Dual-Duct system

















Advertisement of 1907



1896

In the early 1900’s, Foss moved the main manufacturing operations to Hyde Park, near 
Boston. Around 1910, the Sturtevant company ventured into aviation, both aircraft and 
engines. This ultimately proved unsuccessful though it made a material contribution to 
the brief America World War I effort during 1917-18. 

The Hyde Park Factory, early 1900’s



Sturtevant’s Hyde Park Manufacturing Plant, early 1900’s
(Assembling aircraft wings in the lower photo)

In 1927, the company introduced Fan Inlet Vane Control. In the 1940’s the Sturtevant 
Company was acquired by Westinghouse and later sold to the Howden Fan Company. In 
the UK, in 1965, Sturtevant Engineering (then an air conditioning contracting company) 
was taken over by Drake & Gorham Scull.



Sturtevant House, London, c.1965



APPENDIX I: STURTEVANT ENGINEERING UK ADVERTISEMENTS









APPENDIX II: B F STURTEVANT PATENTS
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POSTSCRIPT: FURTHER READING
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EPILOGUE

There is little information on the death of Benjamin Franklin Sturtevant and his final 
resting place. One report says he died in 1890 and that “the Sturtevant and Foss families 
are buried in adjacent plots in Jamaica Plains Forest Hills Cemetery.”  

Commemorative Gravestone of Eugene Noble Foss
and Lilla Sturtevant Foss (Benjamin’s Daughter) 

Entrance to Forest Hills Cemetery


