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Fowler & Company 1898-1988

John V. Knott

The Fowler circular calculator appears to have started life in 1898, in an article on
a circular calculator in The Mechanical Engineer journal issued by the Scientific
Publishing Co., owned by William Henry Fowler. The article claimed it was
cheaper and easier to use than other slide rules available at the time. It consisted
of a revolving dial, operated by a milled nut at the top, and fixed indexes moving
over five scales on its face. There is no record to indicate who designed this
calculator or where it was made. It was sold by the Scientific Publishing Co.

William Henry Fowler was born in July, 1853 in Lancashire. He trained as an
engineer at Platt Bros., textile machinery manufacturers. His father also worked
at this company as a foreman moulder.

William Henry became a draughtsman with the Steam Users’ Association.

At the age of 20 he won a scholarship and studied for four years at Owens
College, Manchester, where he won several prizes.

In 1877 he became an Assistant Engineer for the Steam Users’ Association,
a position he held for 12 years. During this time he designed steam boilers and
investigated the causes of steam explosions.

e joined the Institute of Mechanical and Civil Engineers and in 1888 became
General Manager of the Chadderton Iron Works.

In 1891, when he was 38, for unknown reasons he changed his career and
became editor of Practical Engineer, a weekly publication issued in Manchester.

In 1897 he worked on his own as a consulting engineer in Corporation Street,
Manchester, and in 1898 he started The Scientific Publishing Co., where he
published a weekly journal, The Mechanical Engineer.

In 1900 we find the company at 53 New Bailey St. in Salford, Lancashire,
and publishing The Fowler’s Mechanical Engineers Pockel Book, one of a se-
ries of annual pocket books for architects, mechanics, machinists, and electrical
engineers.

William Henry’s son, Harold, was born in 1879 when his father was 26 and,
like his father, his first job was in a drawing office at Platt Bros. in Oldham. He
won a scholarship to the Manchester School of Technology in 1900. After a year
he won a free place in the Royal College of Science in London, which he did not
accept.

In 1902 Harold joined the Switchgear Dept. of Ferranti, Ltd., and a year later
moved to the Vulcan Boiler Insurance Co. Ltd. as an electrical engineer surveyor.

In 1905 he joined The Scientific Publishing Co. and began designing circular
calculators, and in 1908 set up a workshop in a room in his house in Sale, and
before long he had an assistant to assemble the calculators. Some early examples
are shown in the centerfold.
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Possibly, his father provided the finance to purchase the equipment Harold
required. The workshop appears to have been in one room, with an assembly
table down one side, and machinery, including a treadle lathe and a press, on
the other.

It would appear that business was never very profitable, as these calculators
had quite a number of parts and had to be assembled by hand, making the
production costs high. Thus, the calculators were about four times the cost of a
straight rule.

In 1910 the first patent was issued, No. 5528, for a circular calculator with a
centre knob. Harold was now living in a house in the Avenue Ashton on Mersey,
and had a larger and better equipped workshop.

Harold, after being invalided out of the Royal Signal Corp. during the 1914
war, returned to work with his father.

In 1914 the second patent appeared, No. 5638, with two knobs on the rim of
the calculator. This did help when using the calculator, as one could turn both
knobs using only one hand.

Patent No. 15990 was issued later in 1914, for a single knob on the rear face
and an outer rim which could be rotated. The calculator was single-sided.

By the 1920s the Fowlers had moved to a large workshop at the ‘Station
Works’, Sale, Cheshire. In 1923 patent No. 2156548 was issued, which covers
an improvement to the mechanism. In 1927 the Long Scale calculator appeared,
followed by “The Magnum,” which was equal to a 50-inch straight rule.

In 1929 the business was still not very profitable, and indications are that
other engineering work was taken on to support the calculator side of the busi-
ness.

In 1932 W. Henry Fowler died and Harold became owner of the business. In
1936 the ‘12-10" model was on sale, designed for architects and builders, survey-
ors and timber merchants, for whom calculations with decimal and duodecimal
(12ths) notation were required.

In 1938 we find the company on Hampson St. in Sale as the Station Works
was demolished to make way for a Town Hall extension. By now the works was
a general engineering workshop, concentrating on metal pressings for the car
trade, but the calculators continued to be made.

In 1948, on its 50th anniversary, the ‘Jubilee Magnum’ was introduced. It
had a scale length equal to a 76-inch straight rule; this was followed by the
‘Universal’ single dial and the ‘Textile Calculator’.

Joseph Casartelli & Sons Ltd., an instrument maker of Salford, marketed all
the Fowler calculators.

In later years, the manufacture of the calculators became a one-man opera-
tion, producing one calculator per week.

During the second world war Jim Cookson was employed as Manager, and he
continued to run the company after Harold’s retirement. In 1988 the company
went into liquidation.
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