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Foreword 
COOKE, TROUGHTON & SIMMS is a name known and 
respected throughout the world in the field of scientific 
instruments. It has a history going back over 200 years to 
the Troughtons and then to the Simms in London, and 
some years later to the Cookes in York. T hey were all 
drawn to the craft of fine instrument makers by their 
love of hand-made precision engineering. 

Anita McConnell, a well-known historical authority 
in this field, has now recorded in detail the fascinating 
story of how the business grew from small beginnings in 
a yard behind Fleet Street in London into a world­
renowned manufacturer. She records how the parts of 
the business were brought together as a subsidiary 
company of the armaments giant, Vickers. She records, 
alas, the final disappearance of the famous name from 
the ranks of scientific instrument makers. 

Anita has drawn upon her own extensive and expert 
knowledge, and has also delved deeply into many 
collections, archives and libraries. Her long list of 
acknowledgements reveals the extent of her research. 

A collection central to the subject is the Vickers 
Instruments archive at the University of York. T he 
documents and photographs are in the Borthwick 
Institute there, while examples of the actual products 
are in the Physics Department. Until a few years ago 
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these were all held at the works of Cooke, Troughton & 
Simms in Haxby Road, York; they have now been 
sorted, arranged and indexed by Alison Brech, thus 
saving them from a fate all too familiar to company 
historians. 

It is most appropriate that the archive has been 
retained in York. For this we are grateful to the 
University authorities, particularly to Professor Jim 
Matthew and to Or David Smith who have given the 
fullest support both to the setting up of the archive and 
to the writing of this book. It is to be hoped that these 
will encourage others to carry out futher research in the 
scientific, historic and economic fields covered by 
Anita's book. 

A collection complementary to the Vickers Instru­
ment archive is that containing the Vickers head office 
records now lodged with the Cambridge University 
Library. T his covers the wide-ranging armaments and 
commercial activities of Vickers and its forebears, 
including those of the later activities of Cooke, 
Troughton & Simms. 

We are all most grateful to Anita McConnell for 
recording this most interesting story of a long-established 
company in the field of scientific instruments. 

HUGH SCROPE 
Company Secretary of Vickers Limited 

1967 to 1984 



Preface 
IN 1946 SELECTED CUSTOMERS AND friends of Cooke, 
Troughton & Simms of York received a small book, its 
blue cover embossed with a gold orrery and the words 
'At the Sign of the Orrery'. Subtitled 'The origins of the 
firm of Cooke, Troughton & Simms Ltd from material 
collected by E. Wilfred Taylor and J. Simms Wilson', it 
was privately published and distributed. In 1960 a 
second edition was published 'brought up to date by 
P. D. Scott Maxwell', who had succeeded Taylor and 
Sirnms Wilson as Managing Director. Since then, 
though many valuable studies of some aspect or period 
of its business have been published, no full history of this 
company has been attempted. 

Taylor's curiosity about the origins of Troughton & 
Simms seems to have been aroused by his interest in 
dividing engines. Several of his technical papers were 
prefaced by a brief account of his firm's history as he 
understood it. Simms Wilson was the great-grandson of 
that William Simms who became partner to Edward 
Troughton in 1826. He had salvaged a few documents 
from Troughton & Simms' Charlton Works, and these, 
supplemented by family papers, suggested further lines 
of enquiry to document the early days of the business in 
the City of London. Unfortunately, World War Two was 
in full swing when they decided to carry out this 
research. Taylor and Simms Wilson were joint Managing 
Directors of a company fully engaged on war work. T hey 
were based in York, whilst the archives that would have 
helped their enquiries were either in London or 
evacuated to some safe place of storage for the duration 
of the war. T hey were not historians, and their method 
was to employ an antiquarian print-dealer named Moon 
to search for suitable material. Moon unearthed more 
information about those instrument makers - Worgan, 
Rowley and Wright - whose shop had been located in 
the western end of Fleet Street, hence the emphasis on 
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these characters in the book. He found nothing on the 
two John Troughtons, uncle and nephew, who conse­
quently received scant attention. As a result of these 
circumstances, facts and dates were not checked, and 
sins of ommission and commission proliferated. 

Cooke, Troughton & Simms Ltd was part of the 
Vickers Instruments Division of Vickers Ltd in 1988 
when it was closed down as a consequence of a Vickers 
Group reorganisation. Since then, the name lives on 
only as a dormant 'shell company'. Vickers handed the 
surviving business documents and their small collection 
of instruments to the University of York, and these have 
now been made accessible for study. T he University of 
York commissioned my research and writing of this 
book, which was generously funded by the Renaissance 
Trust. 

Over two centuries have elapsed since the Troughtons 
first plied their trade in London; one-and-a-half 
centuries since T homas Cooke set up in business in 
York. To write the full technical or business history of 
these firms, even supposing that supporting documen­
tation could be found, would take years of time and 
travel. But it is said that Edward Troughton burnt all his 
papers when he took Simms into partnership, and many 
other records were destroyed for want of space or during 
moves from one factory to another. Nor have I had 
access to relevant material in the Hydrographic Office 
archives, which have been closed in recent years. So this 
book aims simply to supply the framework on which 
others can build according to their own interests. 
Suggestions for further reading are intended to help 
people without specialist knowledge of scientific instru­
ments or background history; the notes are for 
enthusiasts with access to major libraries and the rich 
archive material in Britain. 
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A Note on Terminology 
TH[S STORY RUNS FROM the early 18th century to the late 
20th century, during which time nations and empires 
emerged, shifted their boundaries, and, in some cases, 
vanished from the map. Who now can identify the 
multitude of small and not-so-small unjts of government 
that held sway through central Europe, or within the 
Indian sub-continent? Where I have used such terms as 
'Germany' or 'India', these refer to geographical 
regions, rather than to any political division. 

In dealing with dimensions I have retained the 
originals; a 12-inch sextant, for example, was made to 

xi 

that radius, not to 30.48 centimetres. Prices are given in 
their original pounds, shillings and pence, or guineas 
(where one guinea, £1-1-0, is £1.05 in decimal coinage) . 

Dating presents other problems. With the largest 
apparatus, several years could elapse between the order 
being given, the instrument being completed, then 
delivered (taking months rather than weeks, to reach 
America, India or Australia) and finally set up for use. 
T he dates given here may, therefore, conflict with others 
elsewhere. 
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