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What Am I? – Celebrating a Mystery Thing

Print a “What Am I?” sign. Add a clue in the text box, print, and post on your bulletin board.  
Post a different clue every day or so and see who can identify the mystery item.  

Then plan a “What Am I?” discussion and other related activities.

Do you know what I am? Here are some clues:

1. I’ve existed, albeit in primitive forms, for centuries. 

2. I traveled via the Romans’ aqueduct system. 

3. An emperor had a mountain built for me.

4. The philosopher Seneca thought I was only for the weak.  

5. I figure into many architectural plans. 

6. In the past, I’ve been powered by horses, wind power, and steam. 

7. I was a comfort to President James Garfield.

8. An important piece of my history lives in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History.

9. I made my public debut at the 1904 World’s Fair.

10. People will pay a high price to have and keep me.

11. I might not exist at all without Nikola Tesla.

12. Homes at higher latitudes probably don’t have one of me.

13. Bad press gave me an initial push. 

14. Features about me have appeared in such diverse publications as Life magazine and 
Louisiana Planter and Sugar Manufacturer.

15. I’ve been going to movie theaters since 1925.

16. In the early 20th century, some thought using me was immoral.

17. I help chocolate candy keep its shape.

18. Windows are part of my ancestry.

19. I also have a working relationship with windows, in some cases.
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20. I am in more American homes than dishwashers are.

21. Fans are fans of mine, and I am a fan of theirs.

22. I come standard in new cars.

23. I can take the heat and humidity.

24. I owe a lot to an engineer named Carrier.

25. I make you cool.

Can you guess what I am? Don’t sweat the answer. I am air-conditioning.

Print a copy of the pictures to pass around as you share and  
discuss the information with your group.

Introduction

The air conditioner is one of the most important inventions of modern times. Can you imagine living 
without it? It cools our homes, our businesses, and systems that are critical to our world. You might be 
surprised to learn, however, that people in the past thought it was not only unlikely but also immoral.

Origin Story

Primitive air-conditioning systems have existed since ancient times. In early Rome, the wealthy used the 
aqueduct system to circulate cool water through their homes. In the third century, the emperor Elagabalus 
had a mountain of snow delivered to his villa to keep him cool during the summer. The snow came from 
nearby mountains and was carried by donkey trains. The system was expensive and inefficient. Many 
people were skeptical of the idea of trying to control the elements. They also questioned the mental and 
physical fortitude of those who sought comfort from the heat. Seneca, the stoic philosopher, mocked the 
“skinny youths” who ate snow to keep cool. He thought they should bear the heat like a real Roman. 

In the east, innovation moved away from the cooling properties of water. The Japanese invented 
accordion-fold fans in the eighth century. The Chinese used hand fans to cool themselves as early 
as 3,000 years ago. Around 180 AD, Chinese inventor Ting Huan created a hand-powered rotary 
fan that could cool an entire room. Architecture also played a major role in temperature control. In 
traditional Middle Eastern construction, windows faced away from the sun. Larger buildings had 
“wind towers” that were designed to catch and circulate breezes.

Architecture and fans remained the cooling mechanisms of choice for quite some time. In the 1840s, 
physician and inventor Dr. John Gorrie of Florida was convinced that some diseases, such as malaria and 
yellow fever, thrived in heat. He believed that cooling was the key to avoiding such diseases and making 
patients more comfortable. His first attempt at cooling was simple but very expensive. He placed buckets of 
ice around hospital rooms and had the cool air they produced fanned onto patients. The main issue with this 
method was that the ice had to be shipped to Florida from frozen lakes in the north, and it was very costly.
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To get around this challenge, Gorrie designed a machine that made ice using a compressor. His 
compressor could be powered by a horse, water, wind-driven sails, or steam. Although it did not 
“take off” at the time, Gorrie’s invention (patented in 1851) laid the groundwork for modern  
air-conditioning and refrigeration.

Discussion Starters

 • How important is air-conditioning where you live? Have you lived any part of your life without 
air-conditioning? How did you keep cool? What other ways to keep cool can you think of? 
What would you try? Share with the group.

 • Dr. John Gorrie wanted to relieve his patients of “the evils of high temperatures.” Do you 
consider high temperatures evil? How do they affect you and/or other people? Does your 
mood change? Your thinking? Your patience level? Imagine a very hot and humid day. What 
words would you use to describe it? What words would you use to describe the relief that  
air-conditioning could bring?

Willis Carrier

Willis Carrier invented the first modern air-conditioning system in 1902. Interestingly, his invention 
was not intended to make people more comfortable. Carrier was solving a different problem. 
The Sackett-Wilhelms Lithographic and Publishing Company in Brooklyn was a major printer 
of magazines and other print products. New York’s hot summers were wreaking havoc on 
the business. Paper was swelling and wrinkling, causing print images to come out blurry. The 
company’s reputation for high-quality work was suffering.

Carrier was a 25-year-old engineer at the time, and he was tasked with solving the printer’s 
problems. After a series of unsuccessful experiments, inspiration struck. While waiting at a train 
stop one cold, foggy night, Carrier considered the interrelationship of temperature, humidity, and 
dewpoint. He realized that he had to control humidity to control temperature. His first attempt 
consisted of steam coils filled with cold water. This created excess humidity, which condensed on 
the coils. An industrial fan blew over the condensation and cooled the air. Thanks to his invention, 
printing presses could run through the summer. 

It wasn’t long before Carrier realized that humidity control and air-conditioning could benefit many 
other industries. He devised and patented an automatic control system to regulate the humidity 
and air temperature in textile mills. Manufacturers of everything from macaroni to leather goods 
began to notice how Carrier’s innovations could increase both quality and production. In 1906, the 
Louisiana Planter and Sugar Manufacturer wrote: “one wonder[s] why ventilation with cool currents 
has not been thoroughly well exploited before these days.”

Even though the manufacturing industry was eager to utilize air-conditioning, 
the general public was wary. Victorian attitudes prevailed, and many people 
believed that trying to control the environment was wrong, even immoral. 
Then in 1922, Carrier Engineering Corporation installed the first well-designed 
cooling system for theaters at the Metropolitan Theater in Los Angeles. Carrier 
followed up with an improved system, which was installed in the Rivoli Theater 
in Times Square in 1925. On Memorial Day weekend, moviegoers experienced 
watching a film in cool comfort for the first time. With that, public perception 
quickly changed: maybe air-conditioning was not so bad after all.
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Discussion Starters

 • Air-conditioning is considered one of the most important inventions in modern times. Would 
you put it in the top five? The top 10? What other inventions would you include on your list? 
Compare your list with others in the group.

 • Movie theaters with air-conditioning were quick to capitalize on their asset. This 
advertisement was shown before the feature film to make patrons more aware of how 
fortunate they were to be in an air-conditioned theater. What do you think of this ad? Is it 
effective? Is it honest? How would you advertise air-conditioning?

 • This video gives additional history on air-conditioning and discusses industries’ reliance on it. 
Watch the video and discuss the importance of air-conditioning to businesses. 

The Air Conditioner Comes Home

As air-conditioning moved into more and more retail, restaurant, and entertainment businesses, 
more of the public was exposed to the comfort—and often relief—it provided. People began to 
want it in their homes. But cooling systems had been designed for industry. They were too big and 
too expensive for home use. In 1929, Frigidaire introduced a room cooler that was shaped like a 
radio cabinet. However, it was heavy and too expensive, and it required a separate condensing 
unit. An engineer at General Electric developed a self-contained room cooler in 1930. 

In 1932, an air-conditioning unit that could be placed on a window ledge hit the market. The 
units were still too expensive, so they did not sell well. A more compact, inexpensive version 
was introduced a few years later. By 1947, about 43,000 of these were sold. For the first time, 
homeowners could enjoy air-conditioning at home.

In 1952, U.S. sales of window air conditioners topped one million. Victorian notions gave way  
to a willingness to change and control nature. By the late 1960s, most new homes had central  
air-conditioning, and window units were more affordable than ever. Today, air-conditioning is in  
87 percent of all U.S. households. We are more likely to have central air-conditioning or a window 
unit than we are to have a dining room, a garage, or even a dishwasher.

Discussion Starters

 • Do you remember when you or your family got its first air conditioner? Maybe you had 
a water cooler, attic fan, or window unit. Maybe you had central air. Describe your first 
experiences to the group. Was getting air-conditioning a big deal in your household?

 • Air conditioners are becoming more affordable and more efficient. Which do you think is more 
important, lower cost or energy efficiency? Discuss with the group.

Other Interesting Facts About Air-conditioning

 • Ting Huan’s rotary fan employed seven wheels, and each was 10 feet in diameter. Turning a 
single hand crank, one man could cool an entire hall.

 • Nikola Tesla’s development of alternating current motors made possible the invention of oscillating 
fans in the early 20th century. Without this, air-conditioning as we know it could not exist. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_ibWyNHlErw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FJ8kxhxaBwk
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 • President James A. Garfield was shot in the summer of 1881. In an effort to cool the 
president’s stiflingly hot sickroom, U.S. Navy engineers improvised an air conditioner. An 
electric blower forced air through a box with thin cotton sheets that were kept wet with ice 
and ice water. The cooled air was then pumped into Garfield’s room through a duct. The 
contraption lowered the temperature by 20 degrees. It used 436 pounds of ice per hour.

 • At the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904, organizers used mechanical refrigeration to cool the 
1,000-seat auditorium, the rotunda, and other rooms within the Missouri State Building. For 
the first time, the American public experienced comfort cooling. 

 • Early cooling systems for public theaters were essentially heating systems modified with 
refrigeration equipment. They blew cold air through floor vents, resulting in hot, muggy 
conditions in balcony levels and colder temperatures on lower levels. Patrons in the balcony 
armed themselves with lighter clothing and hand-held fans. Patrons in the lower level 
wrapped their feet with newspapers to stay warm.

 • After air-conditioning was introduced in movie theaters, people piled into theaters on hot 
summer days. This trend prompted film studios to begin releasing summer blockbusters. 

 • In 1945, Life magazine published a four-page spread about air-conditioning entitled “Air 
Conditioning/After the War It Will Be Cheap Enough to Put in Private Homes.”

 • The Energy Department’s Appliance and Equipment Standards Program sets federal 
energy efficiency standards for air conditioner manufacturers. The program has driven huge 
improvements in new technology and helped consumers save energy and money. In fact, 
new air conditioners today use about 50 percent less energy than they did in 1990.

 • One of the first centrifugal refrigeration compressors, dating to 1922, is housed at the 
Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History. 

 • Improved and accessible air-conditioning technology has been a major factor in population 
growth in states like Arizona and Florida.

 • In his book Cool: How Air Conditioning Changed Everything, Salvatore Basile talks about 
things that would not be possible without AC, such as dinner parties during a heatwave in 
June and buying chocolates in August. 

 • The United States uses more energy for air-conditioning than all 
other nations combined.

 • Households in hot and humid southeastern states spend about 
27 percent of their energy budget on air-conditioning.

Additional Activities

1. Watch this video to learn how an air conditioner works. 

2. Authors, playwrights, and filmmakers have often used heat as an effective and even powerful 
story element. Watch a film, such as The Seven Year Itch. Pay attention to the role that 
heat and air-conditioning play. How would the characters and plot be different without air 
conditioning? How would the movie change if the apartment building had central air?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PT38gaGciP4
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0048605/
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