Isaac Pitman
Stuart Burroughs, Director, Museum of Bath at Work.

For many years the shorthand typist was an integral part of office hiv@ridbly the
shorthand used was that devised by Isaac Pitman who for many years residéd in Ba
becoming one of its most prominent citizens. This article recounts his life and work.

He was born in the nearby town of Trowbridge 8rjanuary
1813. For several centuries Trowbridge had been an
gl important centre for the manufacturer of cloth and his father,
\ Samuel Pitman, was a hand loom weaver. For around twenty
. years his father became an overseer of a local cloth factory
. owned by a Mr James Edgell in which he proved extremely
' successful. Samuel Pitman received virtually no formal
schooling but in the spirit of Samuel Smiles he attained a
- considerable level of self education in a wide range of areas.
. For example in astronomy he obtained sufficient knowledge
/that he was able to predict the occurrence of eclipses and other
/' cosmic events. Isaac Pitman clearly inherited many of his
father’s characteristics notably his passion for education. He
also owed much to his mother Maria not least to her fostering
Sin taasc Prowan the love and affection that Isaac felt for both his parents and
his six brothers and four sisters. His parents had a deep
religious faith and all of the children were baptised in the local
parish church of St James and brought up within a strong Christian environment. His
father’'s entrepreneurial spirit can be seen by the fact that througlidnts stifficient
money was raised to fund a small elementary school. This was many yeaesthef
groundbreaking Education Act of 1870 and stemmed from his admiration for the work of
Joseph Lancaster who had pioneered schools for the children of the working classes.
These later became known as British Schools. His father’s social valualscde seen
in his advocacy of temperance. Alcohol abuse was a huge problem within Britain both
then and now. In addition many years before the establishment of free $ip&amauel
Pitman formed a library and reading room for the workers of the cloth fagtase he
was employed.

Despite this emphasis on education Isaac Pitman’s own schooling was distisitly ba

He left school in his thirteenth year mainly due to the totally insanitanjitboms in the
school room due to extreme overcrowding, which gave him fainting fits. He beglan wor
as a clerk in the office of the same cloth factory as his father. Despjteehised to rise
two hours before the start of his work at 6 am in order to study. He would also spend a
further hour or more after work at 6 pm in study. Samuel Smiles would certaidy hav
approved. He became extremely well read acquiring an extensive knowledge of the
classics as well as the Bible. He also read the Spectator and this wattiaifloe
developing his interest in language and current social and political issues. Gudded a
encouraged by his father Isaac Pitman trained to become a school teacimetheit

British School system and studied for five months at the Borough Road Training College



of the British and Foreign School Society. Perhaps it says much for the emphasis on
education placed by Samuel Smiles that a further five of his children followeahicids
footsteps in attending the Borough Road Training College.

Samuel Smiles began his teaching career in 1832 at the British School at@arton
Humber, which is a small market town in North Lincolnshire. He appears to have been
an excellent teacher and there exist several glowing testimoniesatoilitisand
professionalism. In addition he played an active role within the community. He gave
popular lectures on astronomy and began to develop a serious interest in Temperance
Reform, something which remained with him for the rest of his life. Smilesdatiehe
local Methodist Church and became an active lay preacher. He spent many hihngs rea
and studying the Bible. It was in January 1835 that Isaac Pitman marriedHdlgate,

a highly educated lady some twenty years older than him, who was the widow of a
solicitor in Barton-on-Humber. Mary Holgate had been well provided for by her late
husband and this enabled the newly wedded couple to live in a well appointed house,
which was far and away grander than that which would have been possible on his
somewhat meagre teacher’s salary.

FIRST PHONETIC INSTITUTE, 1839-1851.

No. 5 Nelson Place, Bath, opposite Norfolk Crescent, was occupied by
Isaac Pitman at Midsummer, 1830. In 1845 the production of his own
hooks was commenced in a large room on the ground floor.
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A year later he and his wife left Barton-on-Humber to take up a similaritepc
appointment at a new British School which had been established at Wotten-Under-Edge
in Gloucestershire. This is a small and ancient town on the edge of the Cotsliold Hi

His elder brother, Jacob, and his wife lived close by and his younger brothers Benn and
Henry attended Isaac’s school. Pitman lived at Wotton-Under-Edge for thrednalid a



years and it was during this time that some profound changes occurred in his life. |
1837 he renounced all alcoholic drink and around a year later he became a vegetarian.
Pitman maintained that both of these were contributory factors to his long life &tyd abi
to work hard. As a result of a chance encounter he became interested in the “New
Church” and religious writings of Emanuel Swedenborg (died 1772) and became a
passionate advocate of its doctrines. This resulted in a breach with the Wesleghn chu
and he was forced to resign his teaching position at the British School at Wotter-Under
Edge. However, in 1837 he opened a new and more advanced school in the town. It was
here that he decided to embark upon the teaching of shorthand to some of his more
advanced students. He was already proficient in a form of shorthand developed by
Samuel Taylor. Pitman had planned to teach this form of shorthand to students
throughout the school and appreciated that it was necessary to have available an
inexpensive text book. In characteristic manner he wrote such a book and sent it to a
publisher of his acquaintance. This was passed on to an advisor who suggested that
instead it would be an excellent idea if Pitman himself could produce a brand new form
of shorthand. He immediately threw himself into this project.

It was during the Summer months of 1837 that he worked to devise a new system of
shorthand, which was based on the sounds of the English language. Several earlier
systems of shorthand had represented the five vowels by five different symbols
However, Pitman realised that there was a considerable sound variation méathin t
different vowels. As such he devised a scale which reflected the different voumdks

This is an important departure from earlier systems and the idea of gaitisound”

was Pitman’s important innovation. Once he had devised a shorthand representation of



the different vowel sounds, he turned his attention to the consonants and adopted a
similar procedure. In November of 1837 his analysis appeared in a book published in
London with the title “Stenographic Sound-Hand”. It immediately began to have an
impact and his system began to be widely adopted. Over the years, Pitman and others
refined and developed the system making it simpler and more effective alithgas it
becoming far and away the most frequently used system of shorthand used throughout the
English speaking world.

There is an interesting analogy between Pitman’s development of “wifisgund”

around 1837 and important developments in optics leading to photography which were
occurring around the same time. Prominent among the pioneers of photography at that
time was the Frenchman Louis Daguerre and the Englishman William Fox-Wddbot

lived and worked at Lacock Abbey, some ten miles from Bath. In these earlytdays, t
photographic process was often referred to a “drawing by light”.

In the middle of 1839, Pitman left Wotten-Under-Edge and came to live in the city of
Bath initially at No 5 Nelson Place (now Nelson Place West close to Norfodic€rg.

It was here that he set up a private school, which in addition to the normal curriculum
subjects, also taught Pitman’s “Stenographic Sound-Hand”. This rather cumbéersom
term was soon replaced by his introduction of a new word “Phonography” derived from
two Greek words for sound and writing. People began to correspond in this new form of
writing, and its popularity and usage increased rapidly. It was fortunatédrfarPthat

his development of phonography coincided with the introduction in 1840 of the “penny
post” by Rowland Hill, which meant that letter writing was able to become ohezdper

and more widespread. Pitman also started to give formal courses in phonography at the
Mechanics’ Institute in Bath as well as correspondence courses. It wasgbefore
phonography began to be referred to as “shorthand”, which soon became the universally
adopted name for this type of writing.

Pitman’s decision to move leave Wotten-Under-Edge and come to Bath was #iso par
influenced by the fact that some ten years earlier city had formexp gf people who
were interested in the religious ideas of Swedenborg. He became a praménamer of
this group, which soon afterwards changed its’ name to the New Church.

During the Christmas school holidays of 1840 and again in the following summer, Pitman
made extensive trips around the United Kingdom promoting his ideas and book on
“Phonography”, the third and much clearer edition was published towards the end of
1840. Some idea of his stamina and dedication can be gained from the fact tHat on 23
December 1840 he set out very early from Bath with a pile of his phonographicitgerat

to walk thirty miles along snow covered roads to the town of Stroud, where he gave a
lecture on his new writing method. The following day he walked to Oxford and

distributed his literature around many of the colleges. His journey subseduoektlyim

to Manchester, London and then back to Bath. The summer trip was much more
extensive and he visited among other places Leeds, Edinburgh, Glasgow and London.
Although his system of writing received some hostility from certain gtgron the

whole the reception was very positive and began to become widely accepted and utilised.



By early 1843, he decided to discontinue his private school and devote his full energies to
promoting his system of writing. In that year he produced a textbook called “The
Reporter's Book”, which was an adaptation of his system for those people who wished to
carry out verbatim reporting. By this time he had acquired a large volume of
correspondence from people sending exercises on his shorthand system to him for
correction. Pitman worked extremely hard and conscientiously on this work and each
day managed to send back corrected work. By this time there were severaldhousa
people proficient in his system of shorthand and that number was growing rapidly. He
attracted quite a few enthusiastic disciples of his art who in turn encouragesl tot

learn.

From the very small beginnings in the early 1840s as just described, the use of Pitman’s
system of shorthand mushroomed to become far and away the most widely used form of
abbreviated writing. Although it was not the first of such shorthand systems, argl other
existed in parallel with that of Pitman, it was by far the most successfulsed

throughout the vast British Empire as well as America and was even adapted to the
Spanish used extensively in South America. Pitman established a series ofitPhonet
Journals” and its teaching became widespread in purpose built establishments and
Mechanics’ Institutes. He also established printing presses in Bath feotkisand

today Bath still remains an important centre for publishing. The introduction of
Pitman’s shorthand coincided with the beginnings of the Victorian period, an era
characterised by a dramatic increase in journalism, the law courts, biesidess

commerce, all of which required extensive use of an abbreviated form of writing a
reporting.

Isaac Pitman became a highly revered member of the Bath Society. In addilien t
introduction of his system of shorthand, he became a firm advocate for simplifging t
spelling of English words on phonetic principles, something which was to occupy him for
much of his later life. He became an active member of the Spelling ReforetySddis

first wife died in 1857 and in 1861 he married his second wife a Miss Isabellar$laste
from Bath, who outlived him. Through his work Isaac Pitman had become a very
wealthy man and he passed his final days living in comfortable surroundings at No 17
Royal Crescent outside of which can be seen today a memorial tablet plaedulytties
Corporation of the City of Bath in 1901. Isaac Pitman was knighted in 1894 and died on
the 229 January 1897 aged eighty four. Although his body was cremated as he had
wished there is a memorial tablet to him in Bath Abbey. It reads:

IN MEMORY OF
SIR ISAAC PITMAN KT
INVENTOR OF PITMAN’'S SHORTHAND

His aims were steadfast, his mind
original, his work prodigious, the achievement
world-wide. His life was ordered in
service to God and duty to man.



Pitman’s shorthand was important from the 1840s right up until the 1960s. However

with technological advances it was inevitable that it would eventually be sdpdrs

This occurred with the development of tape recorders and later with laptops and personal
computers. Nevertheless, it speaks volumes for his creativity and inventiveréses tha

use of Pitman’s shorthand was prominent in the work place in large parts of the world for
around one hundred and twenty years.

With his second wife Pitman had two children and it was with descendents that the
legacy of the printing company and the philosophy of spelling reform wasdar.

Pitman’s grandson, James Pitman, who became M.P. for Bath in 1945, achieved in 1959
what his grandfather had failed to do, by getting government approval for a book based
reading system using the phonetic system- the Intial Teaching Alptoabe tested in

primary schools in Britain. Though the trials of ITA were abandoned in the late 1960s

and teaching returned to traditional methods, the option of using phonetics has never
completely been rejected and, ironically, over one hundred years after Bigieath, the

use of ‘Synthetic Phonics’ is once again under consideration.
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