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The A.W. Faber—Castell Columbus System

Dieter von Jezierski

In addition to Bobby Feazel’s inquiry in this Journal (v. 1 no. 2) and also W.
Rudowski’s remarks (v. 2, no. 2) I should like to give a full account of the
Columbus System.

The first Columbus model was announced by A.W. Faber-Castell as a nov-
elty in April 1925 with model number 342. It was Faber’s attempt to promote
commercial slide rules in order to create a new group of consumers, because at
that time technical ones were dominating the market.

The 342 was designed by Albert Rohrberg, a well known slide rule expert in
Germany at that time, who was associated first of all with Faber-Castell. As
Rudowski mentioned, he wrote the excellent book Der Rechenstab im Unterricht
aller Schularten with a comprehensive chapter about the slide rule’s history,
containing many details (e.g. about the Gunter-scale and others), that I could
not find elsewhere, including Cajori’s A History of the Logarithmic Slide Rule.
Another of his books, Theorie und Prazis des Logarithmischen Rechenschiebers,
first appearing in 1916, was in print until the 11th edition of 1953. And, of
course, there was an instruction booklet explaining the Columbus, published by
A.W. Faber-Castell, until the 5th ed. 1937. Rohrberg offered his invention to
A.W. Faber in 1924.

Up until 1934 the slide rule was listed as No. 342, then, for a short time
342N, and from 1935 as 3/42/342. Its final designation was 3/42. Figure 4.1 in
the centerfold shows the early model of the 342.

The body and slide were made of pear wood, with celluloid facings. The
framed aluminum cursor has three lines: the center-line and two lines (right and
left) to work out products of three factors with the inverted scale. On the rule
were listed the two “common” patents for A.W. Faber’s wooden slide rules:!
DRP No. 206,428 (1908), which covers brass inserts in the stock and slide for
better stability and to prevent twisting; and DRP No. 365,637 (1922), with
screws (5 with the 342), adjusting both body parts for better handling of the
slide. ? Furthermore, the DRGM’s 306,017 and 522,689 cover elastic inserts in
the groove, respectively, (celluloid) and (metal).

!That is, patents that were listed on all rules.
2See also v. 1, no. 2, I. Schuitema
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The rule is almost 15 inches (38.5 c¢cm) in length. However, the scales cor-
respond to the standard 10-inch (25 cm) length. The scales are double length
(folded), with the four main scales designed as “precision scales,” with markings
beginning with 0.8 and then running past 1 up to 3.16 on the upper part, be-
ginning with 2.5 over 10 up to 1.1 at the lower part. The extremely extended
graduations on both ends are remarkable. Also the inverted scale (on the slide)
was “prolonged.” The result, of course, was the greater accuracy obtained from
20-inch scales.

The first series had special scales on the reverse of the slide and a centimeter
scale on the top edge. Beginning in 1926 the scales were arranged as follows:
On the top edge of the rule, on the left and the center, there were two scales
for conversion of Schillings to Pounds and vice versa; on the right, the very
interesting scales E.P. % (cost price %) and V.P. % (selling price %), to change
the percentage of cost price to percentage of selling price and vice versa. |
suppose this last scale was developed by Rohrberg. The centimeter scale was
moved to the lower edge.

Without a doubt Albert Rohrberg intended to develop a special arrangement
of commercial scales, but his system had the drawback of being both very com-
plicated in use as well as in construction, in addition to which the model was
relatively expensive.

Sales outside of Germany were modest. Therefore, the Columbus was discon-
tinued about 1940-41, and was not taken up again after WW II. It was in the
end replaced by the “Disponent” series; this system was designed and offered
from 1934 until the end of slide rule production.

The Columbus slide rules are esteemed rarities, and doubtless a precious part
of any slide rule collection.

Additionally there existed:

e No. 307 “Der kleine Columbus” (The small Columbus) 10 inches in length,
for commercial schools, nearly the same construction as 342, but only scales
C,D (1-10) on the upper part of the rule (unusual'), and a folded (by 360)
scale on the middle of the slide. The lower part of the rule (slide and body)
has no scales.

e No. 310 “Der kleine Columbus” (The small Columbus) 5 inches in length.

e No. 320 - Same scales (307) and construction as the 327, but 5 inches in
length.

e No. 327 - 10 inches in length, somewhat cheaper construction (maple),
only white lacquered facings, celluloid cursor, same scales as 310 and 307.

e No. 330 — same scales as 307, made of celluloid, with brass inserts, DRGM
1,186,061, scales as above.
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Notes

1. The AW. FABER name was used for slide rules until approximately 1925,
following which A.W. Faber-Castell was employed in various designs over
the years until now. But this is another story to be reported in the future.

2. The rule W. Rudowski mentioned (No. 51/86) from 1962 was a simple slide
rule (A,B,C,D) made of plastic, for elementary schools, with no relationship
to the Columbus-system.



