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A BUSINESS IS STARTED

James A Trane  1906 Jas A Trane Plumbing



James A Trane left his native country of Norway and set up in the plumbing and heating 
business in La Crosse, Wiscosin in 1886, the same year as his son Reuben was born. His 
store was described as “the largest plumbing building in the State.”

The Trane Plumbing & Heating Store





The James A Trane Business

REUBEN TRANE AT THE HELM IN THE HEATING YEARS

Reuben Trane was born in La Crosse, Wisconsin on 13 September, 1886, the only son of 
James Trane and Mary Miller Trane. In 1910 Reuben graduated with a Bachelor of 
Science in Mechanical Engineering and then worked as a sales engineer for a Milwaukee 
machine tools firm.  In 1912 he married Helen Hood of Madison. In 1913 Reuben 
returned to La Crosse and with his father incorporated The Trane Company to 
manufacture steam valves and traps that James had invented for use in vapour heating 
systems. Three years later, Reuben Trane assumed the Company’s presidency.

During the First World War, Reuben Trane devoted much of his time to war projects but 
in the years that followed he expanded the business, adding to the premises and the 
number of staff. He was joined by his brother-in-law, Frank Hood, who became a 
Director, Assistant General Manager and Treasurer. Reuben and Frank made a good 
team. Reuben headed the drive for the development of new products, while Frank 
handled all financial matters.  



Reuben Trane’s IHVE Membership Certificate, 1923

Around 1925 Reuben Trane conceived the idea of a lightweight convector heater as a 
successor to the heavy cast iron radiator. This heater consisted of a “heat cabinet” 
housing a fin-and-tube coil having thin copper or aluminium fins attached to copper 
tubing through which steam or hot water was circulated. Attempts to sell the idea to the 
large established radiator companies were unsuccessful so in 1926 he began 
manufacturing it himself. He went on to add a fan, creating the fan convector. The 
Company went from strength to strength even surviving the 1930’s depression when 
Reuben Trane and his Company entered the air conditioning market. 



1927 advertisement



Trane Company, La Crosse, Wisconsin, 1925

THE AIR CONDITIONING YEARS

The Trane Company was to become a pioneer in the relatively new field of air 
conditioning and in 1931 developed the Trane Unit Cooler. This blew air across finned 
coils through which cool well water was circulated and its first commercial applications 
were in cinemas. The company went on to introduce a range of “air conditioners” in 1932 
and 1933.

With the depression the industry fell upon hard times but Trane managed to remain 
solvent. As the Unites States came out of the depression, the company introduced a major 
innovation. This was the industry’s first hermetic centrifugal refrigeration machine for 
producing chilled water (Trane had to compete against the Carrier centrifugal chiller first 
introduced in 1922). Reuben Trane christened the new machine the “Turbovac.” The year 
was 1938. Also in the late 1930s, Trane began manufacturing fans, mainly for use in its
air handling units.

Then during World War II, Trane manufactured a variety of products for the armed 
forces and, perhaps most important, an aircraft intercooler which enhanced performance.



In 1931, Trane provided a “Cooling Coil System” for the Indianapolis Theatre



The Trane DC3 Sky Sleeper with Reuben Trane (left), c.1939

Introduction of the Turbovac, 1938

By 1951, the Company had developed the still more efficient centrifugal –the 
“Centravac.”  In 1950, Trane began to manufacture its own reciprocating refrigeration 
compressors and a few years later the production of self-contained air conditioning units.



OUTLINE OF CENTRIFUGAL REFRIGERATION DEVELOPMENT

Centrifugal compressors, once also termed turbo-compressors, were initially used for air,
but the first attempt to use them for refrigerating machinery was made by Lorenz and 
Elgenfeld in 1910-11. About the same time, in France, Leblanc obtained a broad patent 
for his centrifugal compressor and built a workable experimental machine, using water 
vapour as the refrigerant. (He also invented a steam jet machine in 1905 and with the help 
of Westinghouse demonstrated a successful apparatus in Paris in 1910). Leblanc was 
unable to make progress with his centrifugal compressor due to the lack of a suitable 
refrigerant.

Willis Carrier became interested in the centrifugal in about 1911, but it was not until 
1922 that he was able to demonstrate the first practical machine. Over the years, a 
number of other companies manufactured and sold centrifugal water chillers: Brown 
Boveri, Ingersoll-Rand, Trane (1938), Worthington, York, Ideal Standard and Sulzer. 

Diagram of a Carrier centrifugal refrigeration machine



One of many Willis Carrier patents for his centrifugal refrigerating machine



1932 Brown Boveri catalogue for a centrifugal refrigerating machine (or turbo-compressor)



A 300 hp Centravac compressor at the Trane Research & Testing Laboratory

Trane Centravac centrifugal water chiller, 1956



Typical Trane reciprocating compressor system with direct-expansion cooling coil (evaporator)
and water-cooled shell & tube condenser



Examples of Trane room fan-coil unit arrangements



Trane centrifugal water chillers at Kai Tak Airport, Hong Kong, 1975 (Drake & Scull)



APPENDIX I: SOME OF THE PATENTS OF REUBEN TRANE













APPENDIX II: FAMOUS TRANE BUILDINGS

The following information is taken from the Trane website but it does not provide dates 
or details of the equipment provided. However, it does feature a number of historic 
buildings and national monuments.
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POSTSCRIPT: FURTHER READING
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Reuben Trane’s drive to educate engineers continued after his death with the publication 
of Trane Applications Engineering Manuals, as these examples:

1971



1973



1974



EPILOGUE

Reuben Trane died on 5 September 1954 and is buried in the Oak Park Cemetery in La 
Crosse, Wisconsin. He had joined the Institution of Heating & Ventilating Engineers way 
back in 1923. He was voted a Life Member of ASHRAE in 1951 and inducted into the 
ASHRAE Hall of Fame in 1997. One of his most lasting contributions to the industry was 
the Trane Graduate Engineer Training Programme which he started back in 1925. He was 
also responsible, in 1938, for the introduction of the Trane Air Conditioning Manual 
which by 1977 had reached its 53rd edition.

When the 1st edition of the Trane Manual was published, Reuben Trane defined its 
purpose in these words: “To organise and to make comprehensible and available the store 
of knowledge on Air Conditioning- to envision the field in its entirety- is the function of 
this Manual.”


