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True Believers

IL
LU

ST
RA

TI
O

N
:A

LL
AN

 B
UR

CH

Arnold Beckman’s death on
May 18 marked a milestone
in the analytical instrumen-

tation business, since one could argue
that he more or less created the indus-
try. In the mid-1930s, while teaching
at the California Institute of Technol-
ogy, he designed a self-contained elec-
tronic device to measure the acid levels
in California lemons. His
“acidimeter” was the first
commercially produced
analytical instrument.
By 1937, his company,
National Technical Labo-
ratories (later renamed
Beckman Instruments
and now Beckman Coul-
ter), had sold 28,000 units.
According to Gerald Gall-
was of the Arnold and Mabel Beckman
Foundation, the pH meter “was the
seed that planted the tree of electron-
ics in the field of chemical instrumen-
tation.” In 2003, nearly $30 billion
worth of instruments were sold in this
market, with hundreds of companies
vying for a share. 

But the story of Arnold Beckman,
as inspiring as it is, goes well beyond
the success of pH meters. His genius
was to see the beauty of science, under-
stand the fundamental underlying
technology, and visualize instrumen-
tation as a business. There was an
entire cadre of like-minded people in
that post–World War II era, and they
built this industry to what it is today.
Howard Cary, Sigurd and Russell Vari-
an, Bill Hewlett, David Packard, Dick
Perkin, Charles Elmer, and Erhard
Mettler, just to name a few. They were
the true believers of their time and for
their companies. 

Bill Hewlett is famous for know-
ing instinctively that an electronic
calculator could be made that would
fit in an engineer’s shirt pocket. But
he was also known for seeing his
instrumentation business primarily in

terms of chromatography. According
to one who knew him in the early
1970s, he was once approached with
an offer to sell HP’s nascent quadru-
pole mass spectrometry product line.
He refused because he saw mass spec-
trometers as the ultimate chromatog-
raphy detector, which is how most of
us see them today. Richard Perkin,

essentially an optical engi-
neer by avocation, built his
company with World War
II government contracts
for periscope and camera
lenses, precision range-
finders, bombsights, and
similar devices. When
approached after the war
to build infrared spectro-
photometers for Ameri-

can Cyanamid, he bought the rights
to the technology and turned it into
a commercial product line that sold
tens of thousands of instruments over
the next 30 years. 

Fortunately today, true believers are
still around. They may be a different
generation from Arnold Beckman,
Dick Perkin, or Bill Hewlett, but many
of the instrumentation companies are
still being led by people who live and
breathe the technology of their prod-
ucts. Only now their instruments are
based not on infrared spectra or pH,
but rather on new technologies such
as inductively coupled plasma, micro-
wave synthesis, laboratory automation,
and innovative software. The future
success of these technologies lies as
much with the insight and dedication
of the leadership of the company as
much as it does with the engineering
of the instrument. That’s as true now
as it was for Arnold Beckman. 


