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The Nationa-l Fire Protection Associrtion owes its origin to the fire sprinkler
and, more specifically, to the desfue of folward-looking insurers to stardaxdize sprin-
kler design ard installation. Ftom this desire, NFPAS greater hre protection mission
grew.

The history of the sprinkler-and, in fact, of all automatic suppression systems-
began 173 yeaxs before the founding of the NFPA in 1896. Patented in Englard by
Ambrose Godfrey, the first fire sprinHer system consjsted of suspended casks of
water to which chambers of gunpowder were attached. A rising fire \ /ould light fuses
stretched between the casks, the gunpowder would blow apart the casks, and, with
a hope and a prayer, the shower of water wor d put out the fire.
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The first true sprinkler
system to be installed in
North America was a
perforated pipe system,
instaled in a New Eng-
land factory in 1852. Perfo-
rated pipe systems were
eventually installed in other
mills and factories, but they
weren't the truly automatic suppression
devices we know today. Though well-
intentioned, pedorated pipes weren't
much of ar improvement over Godfreys
exploding water baxlels.

Modern sprinkler technolosr made its
debut in 1874, when Henry Parmelee was
awarded t}le filst U.S patent for an auto-
matic sprinkler system. With its valve head
held closed by a spring of fusible materia.l,
Paxmalee's new sprinkler was the fiIst
pmctical automatic spinlder invented for a
wet-pipe system. Parmelee's sprinklers
were inst lled ertensively thrcughout New
England in subsequent years.

New England's cold weather also led to
l,he developmenl of l,he firstdry-pipe sprin-
kler system. Early attempls ro keep sprin-
klers from freezing mainly consisted of
adding antifreeze solutions to the regulax
wet-pipe systems. This was followed by
the development of a mechanically oper-
ated valve that held water back from the
sprinkler supply piping until the fusible
cord keeping t}le valve closed was melted by
the heat of a fire. At this point, waler would
rush into the system to douse the flames.

One such dry-Pipe valve, the bellows
differential dry valve, was patented in 1885
by Ftederick Grinnell, the narnesake of the
Grinnell Corporation. This design, which
used air pressure to hold water below the
clapper, was the forerunner of the dly-pipe
r"lves in use today.

Another spinlder pioneer lTas Charles
Potter. founder of Potter Electric Signal
Compar.ry in 1898. Pottet who was active
in the NFPA, designed his own water flow
alarm and sprinkler supervisory systems,
which initiated ar alrrm when water pres-
sure in the system decreased.

The speed with which
sprinklers caught on
commercially led to sev-

era.l different insurance
company stardards a.nd

manufacturer designs for
sprinkler systems by the late 19th century.
As many as 86 different tjrFes of automat-
ic sprinkler hea.ds were marufactured by
more than 40 different manufacturerc
between 1878 altd the early 1900s!

With the many different sprinldels came
mary different installation methods arld
starda-rds, however It soon becane obvi-
ous to those representing fire insuralce
ard sprinkler manufacturing interests that
this "plumber's nightmare" had to be
solved. So a group representing industrial
underwdters and inswers, sprinkler com-
palies, and inspection bureaus set out rn
1895 to create unifom sprinkler nrles

Hosted by E. U. CrosbY of the Under-
writers Bureau of New England, attendees
included ljbefto C. Crosby, chaitman of
the Factory Improvement Committee of
the New Englard Insurance Exchange; W
H. Stratton of the Factory Insurance Asso-
ciation; John R. Fleemarl of the Factory
Mutual Fire Insurance Companies; FYeder-
ick Grinnell of the Providence Steam ard
Gas Pipe Compary; and E Eliot Cabot of
the Boston Boaxd of Fire UnderwdteF. No
record of that meeting exists, but it
appears from subsequent events that the
insurance company representanves pre_
sent were impressed with what Mr. Grin-
nell, a sprinller pioneer, had to say about
sprinkler performance. They were also
impressed by the success the Factory Mutu-
als e4joyed underwdting sprinldered build-


