Heinrich Boecker, ca. 1855 — ca. 1940

W. Emil Boecker, 1851-1945
by Brian Stevenson, Kentucky USA

Heinrich Boecker was a professional microscope slide preparer, working in Wetzlar, Germany
from 1875 until at least 1930. A brother, Emil, produced microscopes and related equipment
under his own name, and in partnership with Gottlieb Fecker, between 1879 and 1885. Some
museums and other modern sources have incorrectly attributed Boecker microscopes to
Heinrich.
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Figure 1. Examples of microscope slides prepared by Heinrich Boecker. A wide variety of
specimen types were produced, from insects to botanicals to diatoms to minerals. Not all of the
slides he sold were produced by Boecker, as he is known to have retailed mounts by Eduard
Thum and Heinrich Frey. Boecker’s labels came in a variety of colors — there are no apparent
correlations between color and specimen type or quality, and slides bearing two different colors
of label are not uncommon.

| have yet to discover much information that directly describes Heinrich Boecker’s life. Even
Karlheinz Rosenbauer’'s comprehensive Mikroskopische Préparate says nothing personal about
Boecker. However, some assumptions may be made, based upon what is known about his
career and the lives of his siblings. Heinrich spent his whole working career in Wetzlar, Hesse,
Germany, as did also his brothers, so he was probably born and raised in that city. Leopold
Dippel, in his 1882 Das Mikroskop und Seine Anwendung, described Heinrich as being the
brother of microscope-maker Emil Boecker. Rosenbauer provided Emil’s lifespan as 1851



through 1945. The Boeckers’ sister Emma married Emil's business partner, Gottlieb Fecker.
The Feckers emigrated to the U.S., and the 1900 census recorded that Emma was born in
September, 1863. In that Heinrich reportedly began his slide-making business in 1875, a
birthdate of ca. 1855 is reasonable, as is also a date of death similar to that of Emil.
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Figure 2. A sampling of advertisements published by Heinrich Boecker. He offered a wide
variety of mounted and unmounted objects, plus supplies for customers to make their own
slides. Heinrich was described as a preparer and source of slides in various microscopy and
entomology books through 1930.

Brian Bracegirdle’s Microscopical Mounts and Mounters illustrates excerpts from an 1882 H.
Boecker catalog, indicating an extensive range of available specimens. Presumably, that
catalog also provided the information by which Bracegirdle could state that Boecker began his
business in 1875.

Boecker named his operation “Mikroskopisches Institut” (Microscopic Institute). That title was
also adopted by several other German slide-makers. Inexplicably, Boecker’s slide labels spell
the business as “Mikroscopisches” (Figure 1). That German/English hybrid spelling was also
used on the similar-looking labels of Moritz Hensoldt (also of Wetzlar) and Carl Rodig (of
Hamburg). Boecker’s labels were identical to those of Rodig and similar to those of Hensoldt, so
the odd spelling may reflect a quirk of a shared print shop. There were not any known business
connections between Boecker, Rodig or Hensoldt.

An 1879 list of German naturalists gave Heinrich’s address as 78 Gernsbacherstrasse, Wetzlar.
He is known to have lived at several other locations in that city during his ca. 55 year career: 8
Johannisstrasse, 35 Silhoferstrasse from 1882-85, 35 Sophienstrasse in 1892, Steinstrasse in
1895, and 13 Bruhisbachstrasse in 1930.

Heinrich rapidly acquired an international reputation as a skillful slide maker. At an 1884
meeting of the Royal Microscopical Society, “Herr H. Boecker's collection of slides of Bacteria,
Bacilli, &c, exhibited in the room, were referred to by Mr. Crisp as one of the best yet seen in
this country”.

While Heinrich Boecker mounted a wide range of biological, mineral and chemical preparations,
he appears to have had a personal interest in butterflies and other insects. For example, his



entry in the 1882 Naturalists’ Universal Directory reads, “Boecker, Heinrich, Mikroskopisches-
Institut, Wetzlar. Mic, MacroLepid. C. Ex. Wishes exotic Lepidoptera for microscopic objects.
Will send gratis my new Catalogue of microscopical preparations”. Judging from advertisements
and descriptions of what Heinrich retailed, it is likely that the requested lepidoptera specimens
were for his personal collection.

The 1930 census book of Wetzlar listed “Heinr. Boecker, Mikrosk. Institut Briihlsbachstr. 13",
indicating that he still had an independent business at that late date. He would then have been
70-80 years old. Heinrich appears to have used only one style of label during his career from
1875 until ca. 1930 (Figure 1). Thus, it is probably impossible to accurately date when any
particular slide was produced during that 55 year period.

Figure 3. Photomicrograph of an H. Boecker preparation of the life stages of the human louse,
by S.T. Stein, 1884.
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Figure 4. 1883 advertisements from Heinrich and Emil Boecker, from the Journal of the Royal
Microscopical Society.



The relationship between slide-maker Heinrich Boecker and instrument-maker W. Emil Boecker
was clarified by Leopold Dippel in his Das Mikroskop und Seine Anwendung. Writing about
Emil’'s microtome, Dippel stated, “Ich selbst habe das Mikrotom ... noch nicht néher gepriift, da
aber Herrn Boecker dessen Bruder Heinrich Boecker als sachkundiger Berather in diesen
Dingen zur Seite steht’, i.e., “I have this microtome but have not examined it in detail, but Mr.
Boecker’s brother Heinrich Boecker is an expert in these things”.

The 1882 Tageblatt der Versammlung Deutscher Naturforscher und Aerzte placed both Heinrich
and Emil at the same house: 8 Johanisstrasse, Wetzlar. Together, they were described as
dealers of “Mikroskope, Mikrotome, Objectivrevolver, Zeichenapparat, Loupen efc.,
mikroskopoisebe Préparate (zoologische, patholog., botanische)”.

Emil (born 1851) worked for the Ernst Leitz microscope firm in Wetzlar between 1869 and 1871.
After traveling for several years, Emil retuned home and opened his independent business in
1879. About 1883, he formed a partnership with telescope-maker Gottlieb Fecker, who later
married the Boeckers’ sister, Emma. Emil left the partnership and went back to work for Leitz in
1885. He retired in 1931, and died in 1945.

Fecker continued the business for another couple of years, as “Fecker & Company”. This
included Heinrich to some extent, as an 1885 patent for a "spring regulator for the engines of
astronomical and meteorological instruments" was issued to “Fecker, G., und H. Boecker, in
Firma Fecker & Co. in Wetzlar’. That point raises the possibilities that Heinrich may have also
worked in the manufacture of microscopes and other apparatus with his brother, Emil, and/or for
Leitz.

Fecker moved to the USA in 1887, initially working in Washington, D.C., then with Warner &
Swasey in Cleveland, Ohio, from 1895 until his death in 1921.
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Figure 5. Some apparatus produced by Emil Boecker. He also made a freezing microtome of
note. A. Monocular compound microscope and advertisement, from Strasburger’s 1884 ‘Das
Botanische Practicum’. B. Dissecting microscope, from Dippel’s 1885 ‘Grundziige der
Allgemeinen Mikroskopie’. C. Air-pump microscope from 1883, “which enables an object to be
examined in a vacuum under the Microscope, and the progressive effects attendant upon the
exhaustion of the air watched, as well as serving for the more ordinary purposes of an air-pump
in mounting”. D. Microtome, from Dippel’s 1882 ‘Das Mikroskop und Seine Anwendung’. E. An
extant microtome that is currently in the Harvard University Collection of Historical Scientific
Instruments. It is marked on the base “W.E. Boecker Wetzlar 1883”. Image used for nonprofit,
educational purposes.
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Figure 6. An 1885 advertisement from Boecker and Fecker, the partnership between Emil
Boecker and Gottlieb Fecker.



There was evidently a third Boecker brother, Ernst, born in 1856. His occupation is not known,
but he had a strong interest in entomology. Ernst spent a substantial amount of time in Tenerife,
Canary Islands. He wrote a multi-part article on the beekeepers of Tenerife for /sis, a German
nature magazine, in 1883. Ernst sold insect specimens from the Canary Islands, available by
subscription or through Heinrich (Figure 7). Victor von Rdder wrote in 1883 about a group of
diptera he received from Ernst, in which he complained that the insects had suffered from
soaking in alcohol, and could not be identified with confidence. In 1914, Ernst placed an
advertisement in another entomology magazine, offering to sell 50-60 caterpillars. He then lived
at 22 Pariserstrasse, Wetzlar. An 1930 address book of entomologists recorded him at that
same address, and being a specialist in lepidoptera. Circa 1937, Ernst donated an “extensive
butterfly and beetle collection” to the city schools of Wetzlar.

Der Unterzeichnete beabsichtigt, im Mirz d. J. nach den Canari-
schen Inseln — nach Gran Canaria iiberzusiedeln und dort in seinen
reichlichen Mussestunden Insecten aller Ordnungen, insbes. Lepidoptera
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lich vor Ende Februar an den Unterzeichneten gelangen zu lassen.
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Figure 7. An 1882 advertisement for Ernst Boecker’s insect specimens from the Canary
Islands, which were available through “Heinrich Boecker’s Institut fiir Microscopie in Wetzlar’.

This and other illustrated biographies of historical microscopists can also be viewed at the
author’s web site, http://microscopist.net
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