
Each month The California Museum will introduce a new artifact with accompanying 
information and questions, which will consist of three different diffi culty levels to 
choose from.  To be used as a sponge or opening activity, you can use the artifact of 
the month for your students to study, question and form ideas. You can also print the 
image and place it on each student’s desk, have them work in teams or project the 
image for a class activity. 

Use the provided questions to help your students learn more about the artifact and its 
importance to California -- or make up your own questions. Most importantly, have 
fun!

Be sure to check out our web site, CaliforniaMuseum.org, for other interesting and 

unique activities for your students. 

Artifact of the Month
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Dare to Make History

Pocket Adder



The pocket adder, formally called an addometer, was just one of several items 
commonly found in a woman’s purse in the 1950s. Pocket adders were used to 
perform simple mathematical problems and were primarily used by women when 
grocery shopping or paying household bills.
  
The Kesling Pocket Adder Company in St. Louis, Missouri, produced this simple 
adder.  These “mechanical” calculators were made in the United States in the early 
1900s. There were many different models and manufacturers, but price range for the 
handheld models was fi ve to twenty-fi ve dollars. The model in the photograph was 
made of sturdy ivory plastic; however, some models had many more dials and were 
made of other materials, including metal.

The adder worked by moving the black X either clockwise or counterclockwise 
one digit at a time. To add, users inserted the stylus into the black hole nearest the 
number and rotated clockwise. To subtract, users rotated the stylus in the numbered 
hole counterclockwise. Multiplication and division were also possible on this simple 
machine by using repetitive addition or subtraction. This adder had no zero position 
on the dials, which is different from other models. To enter a zero, the black X must be 
hidden from view.

Many consumers used this uncomplicated mechanical calculator until handheld 
electronic calculators became reasonable in price and easy to purchase.

Artifact Information
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Elementary
1) What type of mathematical problems can be solved with a pocket adder?

2) When was the pocket adder, or addometer, produced in the United States?
 
Middle
1) Why might this pocket adder have four dials?

2) Why did people carry pocket adders for so many years?

High School
1) What were some benefi ts of the pocket adder?  Could the pocket adder 
 make a comeback anywhere in the world?  Why or why not?

2) Explain how you can use repetitive addition or repetitive subtraction to 
 multiply or divide.  Was this an effi cient machine for those types of 
 mathematical problems?

Artifact Questions
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Fun with Numbers!

T H E  C A L I F O R N I A  M U S E U M  •  1 0 2 0  O  S T R E E T  •  S A C R A M E N T O ,  C A  9 5 8 1 4  •  ( 9 1 6 )  6 5 3 -7 5 2 4  •  W W W. C A L I F O R N I A M U S E U M . O R G




