
 
 

In August 2018, the Waterworks Museum celebrated 
the ‘Pelton Wheel’ in its inaugural weekend focusing 

on key water industry technologies. 
 

We did not know then that Ledbury had connections 
to a important engineer in the development of this 

key technology. 
 
 
 

Percy Hector Pitman 

 
 
  



 
Percy Hector Pitman 
 
Pelton Wheel Manufacturer and 
Hydraulic Engineer 
 
Percy Pitman was born in June 1870 in 
Prestwich in Cheshire.   
 
His application to the Institute of 
Mechanical Engineers to become a 
registered engineer in March 1910 
provides some interesting background 
information. This confirms that:  
 
• He was educated in the north west of 

England at Rhodes College, 
Brooklands, and at Halifax & 
Manchester Technical Colleges. 

• He started in business as a 
manufacturer of Pelton Wheels in 
1896, having previously worked for 6 
years for three firms in Manchester, 
Salford and Halifax. 

• He claimed the most important 
mechanical engineering work for 
which he was personally responsible 
was the design and manufacture 
(under licence) of patent protected 
hydraulic governors and turbines. 

 
From press advertisements we know that 
Percy’s business was located in:  
 
1903-1906 Bosbury, Ledbury 
1907  Cropthorne, Pershore 
1911  Wilcott Rd, Acton, London 
1915  Victoria St, London 
 
The move from Bosbury to Cropthorne 
would have coincided with his marriage to 
Ethel Norton, daughter of a clergyman of 
that place on 8 June 1907.  In the 1901 
census, Ethel’s elder brother Cecil was 
stated as being a civil engineer, which may 
explain how this couple met. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

These advertisements are from 1906 
(Source: Graces Guide) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
We know that in the 1891 census Percy 
(then 20) was living at home with his 
parents and that just three years later, on 
31 August 1894, when carrying on a 
business as a hydraulic, electrical & general 
engineer under the name of P Pitman & Co 
(of 3 Brook Rd, Cheadle) he was declared a 
bankrupt. 
 
This may be relevant as a reason for 
relocation to another part of the country, 
but there is no clear evidence to say what 
brought a young engineer from Cheshire to 
Bosbury, or precisely when.  
 
Percy’s early work in improving the 
efficiency of the Pelton Wheel was 
recognised with detailed descriptions of his 
work in the ‘Engineer’ (the journal of the 
Institute of Mechanical Engineers) between 
1904 and 1908. 
 
Percy’s first engineering patent was 
granted when he was living in Cropthorne 
in November 1909 ‘for an improved 
governor for hydraulic apparatus’.  A 
second followed in June 1914 for 
‘improvements in & relating to governors 
for hydraulic & like motors.   
 
In between, in September 1912,he was 
granted a patent for a toy roundabout with 
a revolving platform.   
 
Further UK patents were granted in 1925 
and 1926 for ‘improvements in & relating 
to governors and other controlling 
devices for jet engines’ and for a 
‘regulator for jet engines’.  This coincided 
with a period of activity in which four 
similar patents were registered in the 
USA between 1925 and 1928, suggesting 
that he had successfully licensed his 
know how overseas.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following is a box advert form the Surrey Mirror 
newspaper dated 15 September 1908: 
 
‘The latest mechanical toy, the Tango-motor.  This 
interesting novelty is a tremendous success. Price only 5s 
6d, or complete set of parts with instructions to build 3s 
3d. Descriptive list and photo 3d.  
Percy Pitman, Cropthorne, Pershore [Box 8]”   



The addresses at which Percy lived and 
carried on business in Acton and in 
Victoria St, London, suggest that his 
business was successful.   
 
But it was not all plain sailing for Percy: 
 
▪ His marriage had failed when it ended 

in divorce in May 1916.  He had been 
cited for adultery with cruelty towards 
his wife and only given access to his 
children every three months; and 

▪ The register of UK Mechanical 
Engineers states that his name was 
removed from the register in May 
1932, he haven fallen into arrears in 
1930 in payment of his professional 
subscriptions.  

•   
Percy died, age 91, in 1961 in Wood 
Green Middlesex.  
 
 
 
 
 



Pitman Percy 

 
Member of the Institution of Mechanical Engineers (1910) 

 
 

 
 



 
  



 

 

 



 
 

 



 
 
  

This article describes 
Percy Pitman’s 
variation on the Pelton 
Wheel for use in 
driving hauling gear 
handling slate 
underground in the 
Cambrian Mine at 
Glyn, north Wales.  
 
 



 
The Engineer (30 April 1915) 

 

 
 

 
 

 
   
 
 


