ELIHU THOMSON
ELECTRIC COMPANY FOUNDER

by Brian Roberts, CIBSE Heritage Group

Elihu Thomson, 1853-1937

Thomson was born in Manchester, England, on the 29™ March, 1853, his family moving
to Philadelphia in 1858. He attended the Central High School in Philadelphia and
graduated in 1870, then took up a teaching position at the School. In 1876, at the age of
23, he held the Chair of Chemistry. In 1880, Thomson left Central to pursue research in
the emerging field of electrical engineering.

Together with Edwin J Houston, Thomson founded the Thomson-Houston Electric
Company in 1883, where his inventions included an arc-lighting system, an automatically
regulated three-coil dynamo, a magnetic lighting arrester and a local power transformer.
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In 1884, the Thomson-Houston International Company was formed. Then in 1889,
Thomson-Houston bought the Brush Company which resolved their patent disputes
relating to the arc lamp and the dynamo. Thomson-Houston went on, in 1892, to merge
with the Edison General Electric Company to form the General Electric Company
(Edison having been the loser in the battle of DC versus AC current).

Thompson chose to continue to work in his laboratory at Lynn, Massachusetts. It has
been recorded that Thompson “displayed methodological characteristics in the workshop
and the laboratory as inventor and in the business world as entrepreneur.” He particularly
enjoyed solving problems in the field of electric light and power, receiving more than 700
patents for his inventions.
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Thomson-Houston Electric Company, 1884
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Elihu Thomson




The electric welder of Elihn Thomson.
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In 1893, the Compagnie Francaise Thomson-Houston (CFTH) was formed in Paris. Then
in 1896, British Thomson Houston (BTH) was created (having been previously Laing,
Wharton & Down, in business since 1886).

The Brifish Thomson-HousTon boJfd.
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Pace 16 The Eleclrical Power Engineer Jaxuary, 1939
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Elihu Thomson died on his estate in Swampscott, Massachusetts, in 1937. His house was
designated a U.S. National Historic Landmark in 1976.

The Elihu Thomson House, now U.S. National Historic Landmark



APPENDIX I: SOME THOMSON AMERICAN PATENTS
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R E. THOMSON.
ELECTRIO ARD LAME,
No. 261,790, Patented July 25, 1882.
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'E. THOMSON.

ELECTRIC LAMP.
No. 283,437, _ Patented Aug. 21, 1883.
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E. THOMBON.
ELECTRIC ARG LAME.
No. 297,200. ' Patented Apr. 22, 1884,
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E. THOMSON. .
REGULATOR POR DYNAMO ELECTRIC MACHINES.
No. 302,963. Patented Aung. 5, 1884.
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(Ko Model.)

E. THOMSON & E. W. RIGE, Jr.
: HOLDER FOR INCANDESOENT LAMPS.
No. 344,692, ' Patented June 29, 1886.
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No. 461,144,

3 Sheets—8hest 1.
E. THOMSON.
ELECTRIC ARC LAMP.

Patented Qot. 13, 1801,
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(No Model.)

2 Bhests—Bheet 1.

E. THOMSON.
ELECTRIC LIGHTING SYSTEM,

'Patentﬂﬂ Nov. 14, 1893,
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(Ho Model.)

E. THOMSON.
LEADING-IN WIRE FOR INCANDESCENT LAMFS.
No. 508,669, Patented Nov. 14, 1893.
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E. THOMSON.
INCAKDESOENT LAMF,
AFFLIGATION FILED 00T. 18, 1808,

980,703, Patented Jan. 3, 1911.
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E. THOMSON.

THOANDEEOENT LAMP.
AFPPLICATION FILER OOT. 1%, 1008,

980,703. Patented Jan. 3, 1911.
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APPENDIX II: EXTRACT FROM THE THOMSON-HOUSTON
ELECTRIC COMPANY CATALOGUE of 1890

THE
THOMSON-HOUSTON

ELECTRIC

(COMPANY

MANUFACTURER OF

[FLECTRICAL APPARATUS

ARC AND INCANDESCENT LAMPS

ELECT RIC RAHLWAY APPARATUS

STATIONARY MOTORS

SUPPLIES
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INCENDESCENT LIGHTING ON ARC LIGHT CIRCUITS

SERIES INCANDESCENT LAMPS

INCANDESCENT LIGHTING there frequently occur situations
such as stores, halls, and public enclosures, which it is
cften desired to illuminate by incandescent lamps, without
the mnecessity of runming a circuit from a separate dynamo.

To meet this requirement, incandescent lamps are placed in the lighting
circuit directly in series with arc lamps of 1,200 or 2,000 candle-power.

They are provided with an automatic cut-out, which furnishes a path for
the current, and prevents an open circuit in case the filament breaks.
These lamps are demominated ** Star " and * Crescent,” the former being used
on 1,200 candle-power circuits, and the latter on circuits of 2,000 candle-power.

They are made of zo, 25, 32, 65 and 125 candle-power. The facility with
which both arc and incandescent lamps can be operated from the same
dynamo and upon the same circuit, is one of the most important features
of this system. By its use it is possible for local electric lighting companies
to supply both forms of light in a great variety of candle-power, without
employing a separate dvname. These advantages are equally as great in the
case of isolated plants. The Thomson-Houston Electric Company is the
owner of all the funilamental patents for the automatic cut-outs uszed in

gerpics incandescent svstems.

[¥DIVIDUAL DISTRIBUTORS

What are kmewn as Dlmlisidual Distributors are sometimes used where it
is desired t omaintain a group of incandescent lamps on are light circuits,
When such i~ the case, lamps are placed in groups of five on the 1,200
candle-power circust, or eight on the 2000 candle-power circuit, an equal
amount of current passing  through each one. Each lamp has its cwn
individual cut-sut, comsisting of a resistance  which s automatically thrown
ints circuit as a substitute for the filament itself, and which provides for
an excess of current in the other lamps, when one of a group is broken or

turned off.




SERIES LAMP
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BR_ACKETS FOR SUSPENDING

INCANDESCENT LAMPS

=

imca{m‘s FOR USE WITH INCANDESCENT LAMPS

=

are made in two forms as shown on the opposite page.
The upper bracket has an inverted shade, which reflects the
light, and a glass globe which serves to protect the lamp ahd socket from
moisture and mechanical injury.

The lower hood is used in connection with Series Incandescent Lamps
and is provided with a cut-out, placed in the upper part of the hood, by
means of which the lamp can be extinguished and relighted at will. These
hoods, which are made of tin, are strong and durable, and especially

designed for out-door use.
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HOOD FOR SERIES LAMPS

53




o IF

[NCANDESCENT LAMPS

“HE INCANDESCENT LAMPS used with the Thomson-Houston

Dyname for Incandescent Lighting are superior in many Tespects

to lamps of other makes, being manufactured under the well
known Sawyer-Man patents. Owing to a special method of treatment during
the process of manufacture, used only by this company, the carbon flament,
though similar to that used by other manufacturers, gives this lamp superior
advantages. It haz a distinctive form, a guarer turn being girfn to it, which
permits an equal radiation of Hg-hl in all directions. Under repeated tests the
life of these lamps has greatly exceeded the guaranteed number of hours, and
at the same time they maintain a uniform candle-power without blickening
of the bulb. They are made for leng-distance incandescent lighting, using the
Teansformer System; for use with Distributors: in series on Are Lighting

circmits and for Direet Current Lighting by low-tension: currents,
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Elihu Thomson with other electrical pioneers

In later life, Thomson was showered with awards. In 1889, he was decorated by the
French Government for his electrical inventions, being made Chevalier et Officier de la
Legion d’honneur. He received an honorary degree from Yale (1890), a Ph.D from Tufts
College (1892), a D.Sc from Harvard (1899) and was the first recipient of the Edison
Medal of the American Institute of Electrical Engineers (1900). His other awards
included the Rumford Medal (1902), the Hughes Medal of the Royal Society (1916), the
John Fritz Gold Medal, the Franklin Medal, the Elliot Cresson Medal and the Kelvin
Gold Medal (1923). Elihu Thomson died in 1937.

Dr Thomson was President of the AIEE (1889-90), a founding member and 2" President
of the International Electrotechnical Commission and went on to serve as Acting
President of MIT (1920-23). He was a member of many British Institutions: the
Institution of Civil Engineers, the British Association for the Advancement of Science,
and the Institution of Electrical Engineers of which he was an Honorary Member.

His second wife, Clarissa Hovey Thomson, is reported to have said that she needed a
basket to carry all of her husband’s awards and honours.



Thomson at his desk



