
 
 
 

Preface 
 
 

This electronic book traces the history of man’s attempts to control his 
environment from early times. Through the design of his buildings, harnessing 
the wind for natural ventilation, using natural ice for cooling, then from mid-
Victorian times using mechanical ventilation and various means of cooling, until 
the introduction of comfort air conditioning with refrigeration at the start of the 
20th century. The use of air conditioning for industrial purposes is another story. 
 
The first significant use of comfort air conditioning came about in cinemas in the 
1920’s with the introduction of the “talkies” and this continued up until the start 
of World War II. During this period only a handful of air conditioning installations 
for office buildings were carried out. Office air conditioning started to gather 
momentum after the war and had only any real impact in the 1970’s due to the 
construction of taller buildings, lightweight curtain wall cladding with large areas 
of glazing, the adoption of increased lighting levels and the introduction of 
electrical office equipment. 
 
Many early systems were of the low velocity type with zone re-heaters or air 
control damper arrangements. The space occupied by distribution ductwork 
became a serious problem, hence the introduction of high velocity all-air 
systems. But these often required significant electric power. To overcome this 
and meet the calls for individual room control the use of air-water systems using 
room fan-coil units or induction units became popular. By now a number of 
buildings started to have large internal zones where air-water systems were not 
always feasible. This led to the growing popularity of variable air volume (VAV) 
systems, but many suffered teething problems when the designers and 
operators failed to understand potential problems with part-load operation. 
 
A sea change took place with the rising costs of energy and then concerns over 
CFC’s and the ozone layer and now carbon dioxide emissions. Air conditioning 
and ventilation and the design of buildings are continuously evolving to meet 
these challenges.  
 
Our story finishes at the start of the new Millennium. 
 
 
 
 
BMR Tadworth, 2009   
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

The  Story of  
Comfort  Air 

Conditioning 
 

Eur Ing Brian Roberts CEng FCIBSE MASHRAE 
Chairman CIBSE Heritage Group  

 
Yes sir, that’s the city of the future! Two-hundred storey skyscrapers! 

Air pumped in from the country. Every cubic foot of space used day and night. 
Mechanically perfect! Magnificent! Will any one live there? 

   
Lewis Mumford, 1929 [Caption to title illustration above] 
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