
 

11th October 2023 

 

Committee Capers 
Dear Friends 
  
Welcome to the Autumn edition of the 
Fulmer Research History Group 
Newsletter - the weather seems better 
now than it was in the summer! And a 
particular welcome to new members 
and of course relatives of past 
employees too. We seem to have had 
a spate of these recently, and you are 
all very welcome. 
 
In this issue we have a short piece 
from Michael Richmond, one of our 
new recruits, while another, Andy 
Archer, met up with those in the 
Committee who managed to attend our 
last meeting and hopefully will pen 
something for our next edition. 
 
The eagle eyes of David Davies' wife 
Gill spotted an obituary of Ian Hunt in 
the 2023 issue of the Old Edwardians 
Gazette, which is the alumni magazine 
for King Edward's School in 
Birmingham, David's old school. It was 
written by Ian's second wife Christine. 
Via the magazine editor, David has 
been in touch with Christine and Brian 

Tranter recently picked up some 
memorabilia. We are working through 
it to put it in some sort of order and 
scan what we can. A most interesting 
item is the original 1971 pencil 
drawings by Harry King of the Fulmer 
tension meter. 

And another Ian - Ian Jones - has 
been in touch. The connection is again 
David Davies, as he was David's first 
pre-Oxbridge student! 
 
If anyone has connections with former 
Fulmer employees, or their families or 
descendants, please do get in touch on 
our behalf, so we can build the 
community and our treasure trove or 
memories and artefacts. 
 
I myself was unable to attend our last 
Committee meeting, partly due to 
developing a problem with my hip 
which affected my mobility for a few 
weeks, and partly because of my 
daughter and her husband who are 
expecting our first grandchild 
imminently! So Brian Tranter and I met 
up on Zoom last week to discuss what 



we might cover in this edition. 
 
Mike Dewey and I have been 
collaborating on a piece about the 
Fulmer Materials Optimizer which we 
will complete and publish very soon. I 
succeeded Normal Waterman as 
editor, whose brainchihld it was, 
Below, as we approach the golden 
anniversary of the Optimizer, we have 

written a short piece, which also looks 
at how it might look if it had been 
conceived today, and how much wider 
its reach might have been! 

Andy Pye  

Newsletter Editor  

andy@andypye.com 

 
Come flying saucers, fall on Slough... 

 
Mike Richmond writes: When I was a lad, my dad used to wake me up, to let me watch 
'flying saucer' films on late night TV. These used to scare the hell out of me, yet for some 
mysterious reason I was compelled to watch them. 
 
Years later, an advert appeared in my local paper, for a Technician at Fulmer 
Research. This was my chance to work with eggheads, like those in the film, 'This 
Island Earth' so I applied and was successful. 



I created this painting from memories and photos of Fulmer. 
 
The day of the painting was special to me. The whole sky was a vivid pink, with a 
beautiful Christmas snow scene below it. A robin red breast had just landed on the 
window sill. Then someone who looked remarkably like Albert Einstein, puffing his 
pipe, staggered by, crunching the icy snow beneath his feet. A precious memory I 
will always cherish. 
 
In order to capture the essence of the Fulmer laboratories, I painted a combination of 
four rooms in one. Left: a fume cupboard from Willy Warr's Chem lab, with beakers 
containing soil, being stirred and boiled in Hydrogen Peroxide solution.  
Right: the Balance room, with a burette, flasks of chemicals, a microscope and a 
mortar and pestle. 
Centre: the Atomic Absorption Spectrophotometer (AA), into which I could squirt a 
solution of metal into its hot Nitrous Oxide flame. 
(*) Window View: the House contained yet more laboratories, including a computer 
room, dark room, library, offices and reception room. 
(*) In reality, for safety reasons, there was a thick blank wall behind the spectrometer 
but I have painted a window view, which was from the fourth room, Nick and Pete's 
Mass Spectrometer room, which looked out upon the House. 
 
Should a friendly 'flying saucer' fall on Slough, I could cut a piece off, dissolve it in hot acid 
under pressure and squirt it in. A quick printout would list the elements from which it was 
made. 
 
Mike Richmond, August 2023 

 

 

The Fulmer Materials Optimizer - Golden Anniversary Beckons 

 
In 1972, a letter arrived on Mike Dewey's desk, a somewhat unusual letter. It was 
postmarked Denmark. He opened it - it was from a Dr Norman Waterman. He was 
working for the Danish company Danfoss in Nordborg, Denmark but wanted to return 
to the UK, and was enquiring if there were any employment prospects at FRI. 
 
Mike continues: "Not an unusual letter then, but as I continued reading the content 
became much more interesting. Norman began to set out his ideas for a materials 
selector, that would allow design engineers to select and specify materials and 
manufacturing methods that would fulfil the design functions of an engineering 
component. 
 
"It so happened that I was visiting Copenhagen in a couple of weeks’ time to attend a 
materials conference and so after a quick discussion with Eric Duckworth it was 



agreed that I should extend my trip to visit Dr Waterman in Nordborg. 
As a result of that discussion, an offer of employment at Fulmer was made to 
Norman and a couple of months later he joined us at Stoke Poges. A “P” number 
was raised. 

 

Mike Dewey's father-in-law Norman Saunders was a director of a local printing 

company in Reading called Osco. They agreed a print-on-demand arrangement, not 

requiring any large financial outlay by Fulmer. 

 

Norman had been inspired by some of the materials selection techniques devised by 

University of Cambridge Professor Michael Ashby: “The aim of the Fulmer Materials 

Optimizer (FMO) was to allow design engineers to select and specify materials and 

manufacturing methods that would fulfil the design functions of an engineering 

component and permit economic manufacture.” 

 

Extensive use was made of the presentation of information in tabular and graphical 

form to facilitate the comparison of candidate materials for a specific application. In 

particular, Ashby Plots feature one property on one axis and another property on the 

other. (see Fig 1). 



Initially, the Optimizer consisted of three volumes (*), 

published in loose-leaf format in ring binders to facilitate 

updating.  

 Volume 1 Comparative Properties of Materials 

(Metals, Plastics and Ceramics) and related 

component Manufacturing Processes. 

 Volume 2 Properties of Metals. 

 Volume 3 Properties of Non-metals – Plastics and Ceramics. 

(*) A fourth volume was added later to accommodate special applications, including 
materials for building and construction, electronics, asbestos substitutes, and others. 
 
The FMO was sold to customers in the UK and Europe, the USA, Australia, South 
Africa, China, Japan, and the USSR. The business model was an upfront purchase 
cost, plus an annual subscription to cover the updating service. 
 
When Norman left Fulmer, the project management passed to Martin Moore, and the 
editorship to Andy Pye, who had worked extensively on the project under Norman. 
When in turn Andy left Fulmer in 1980 for a career in technical publishing, 
subsequent editors included Dr Ursula Lenel and Les Wyatt. 
 
The Optimizer legacy 
To try and produce the Optimizer as a published document was extremely difficult. 
The Internet of course, is a perfect for it. A wealth of information is already out there, 
albeit much of it unverified. The ability to “Optimize” materials selection by accessing 
all of this data and finding the optimum material for a specific purpose is exactly the 
type of task that artificial intelligence (AI) tools are designed to do. Who will take on 
the mantle? 

 
 

Committee Contacts 

Contact details are here: 

David Davies    david@questans.co.uk 
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Brian Knott    brianrk@btinternet.com 

Ron Lewin    relewin@btinternet.com 

Andy Pye    andy@andypye.com 

Brian Tranter    btranter@btinternet.com 

 



 


