
Thomas Edison

The Contemporary Age

Book 8

Santiago Machain 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


The Last Son and a Teacher Named Nancy

The story of Thomas Alva Edison begins in a place and time that seem lifted from a 19th-century novel, in the small town of Milan, Ohio, where on February 11, 1847, the seventh and last son of the marriage of Samuel Ogden Edison and Nancy Matthews Elliott came into the world. That child, who would go on to become the most prolific inventor of the modern era, arrived in a family marked by displacement and survival, traits that would undoubtedly shape his character. His roots ran deep into the shifting ground of American history, a story of divided loyalties and forced flights. Edison’s paternal grandparents, originally from Amsterdam, had settled in New Jersey in the 1730s, but it was his grandfather, John Edison, who sowed the seed of family nomadism by siding with the British during the War of Independence, which forced him to take refuge in Nova Scotia after the conflict. Later, the family crossed into Canada and settled near Lake Erie, where Samuel, Thomas’s father, grew up and started his own family. Yet history would repeat itself: in 1837, Samuel Edison joined the Canadian rebellion against the English, an uprising that ended in failure and forced him to make a hasty escape south, crossing the border into the United States in search of safety and a fresh start. And so, around 1840, Samuel set up a small lumber business in Milan, Ohio, a town that at the time promised prosperity thanks to river traffic, though it would soon be sidelined by the relentless advance of the railroad.

Nancy Matthews Elliott, Thomas’s mother, was a woman of Scottish descent, born in Canada, who brought to that household a completely different dimension from that of her husband, the rebellious and adventurous character. Before marrying, Nancy had worked as a teacher, a vocation she carried in her soul and one that would prove decisive for the fate of her youngest son. When the family settled in Milan, Nancy had already given birth to four children, and later would have three more. Life on the American frontier was unforgiving, and death visited humble homes all too often. Three of the older children died in the 1840s, leaving a trail of sorrow for the Edison couple. So, when Thomas Alva was born, his surviving siblings, Tannie, William, and Carl, were fourteen, sixteen, and eighteen years old respectively, an age gap that turned the little one into a pampered baby and, in a way, an only child for parents who had already suffered too many losses. They named him Thomas in honor of a family ancestor, and the second name, Alva, in memory of Captain Alva Bradley, a family friend whom Samuel deeply admired.

Thomas’s early years in Milan passed in relative tranquility, but the shadow of progress, paradoxically, brought an end to the town’s prosperity. The railroad, the very same invention that decades later he would help enhance with his electrical innovations, decided to bypass Milan in its route, and commercial activity faded like a candle starved of oxygen. The economic crisis hit the Edison family hard, and Samuel, once again, had to make the difficult decision to emigrate. In 1854, when Thomas was seven years old, the Edisons packed up their few belongings and moved to Port Huron, Michigan, a town on the shores of Lake Huron, hoping to find a more promising future there. It was in this new setting, in a house with a large basement overlooking the St. Clair River, that the life of little Thomas would take a decisive turn. The year after their arrival, his parents decided it was time for the boy to attend school, and they enrolled him in a small local school. Nothing suggested that this experience, so common in any child’s life, would become the founding episode of his legend, the moment when his mother’s figure would emerge with the overwhelming force of a heroine.

Thomas Alva Edison attended school for barely three months, possibly the most bitter months of his childhood. He was a peculiar child, with an inquisitive gaze and permanent curiosity, but he also suffered from partial deafness from a young age, a probable aftereffect of a poorly treated scarlet fever infection, which made him seem distracted or absent in class. In an era when pedagogy was based on rote repetition and iron discipline, a student who didn’t answer questions or seemed not to pay attention was quickly labeled as troubled or slow. The Reverend Engle, the teacher at that Port Huron school, was no exception. To him, Thomas was a confused, stubborn boy who couldn’t learn. Tension mounted until one day the reverend decided to get rid of this troublesome student. He wrote a letter and handed it to Thomas, asking him to give it to his mother. The boy, unaware of the content, followed the instruction. Nancy Elliott Edison unfolded the paper and began to read. What her eyes saw was a devastating message: ‘Your son is mentally ill and we cannot allow him to come back to this school.’ Other widely circulated versions of the story speak of a diagnosis of ‘sterile and unproductive’ or simply ‘retarded.’

In that crucial moment, the teacher within Nancy awoke with a fury as cold as it was determined. She looked at her son, who watched her anxiously waiting to learn the content of that note, and made a decision that would change the course of technological history. With a firm voice and a reassuring smile, she read aloud: ‘Your son is a genius, this school is too small for him and we don’t have good teachers to teach him, please teach him yourself.’ The white lie, the most radical act of love a mother could conceive, embedded itself in little Thomas’s soul as an absolute truth. Years later, already a world-famous celebrity, Edison found that original letter among his deceased mother’s belongings. Reading the teacher’s actual words, he wept for hours and wrote in his diary: ‘Thomas Alva Edison was a mentally ill child, but thanks to a heroic mother he became the genius of the century.’ The inventor himself would always remember that episode with a mixture of gratitude and amazement: ‘I discovered that a mother is usually a wonderful thing, because Mom took me by the hand and walked me back to school. In a fury, she told the teacher he didn’t know what he was saying. Mom was the most enthusiastic advocate any child could ever have, and it was exactly at that moment that I decided I would be worthy of her and prove to her she wasn’t wrong.’

From that moment on, Nancy took on her son’s education with absolute dedication, convinced that this child, whom the system had written off, possessed an intelligence as brilliant as it was atypical. The Edison home became an improvised but rigorous school. Nancy, who knew teaching methods from her experience as a teacher, instilled in Thomas a love of reading and taught him to seek answers to his endless questions in books. Lessons in math, history, and above all reading filled the mornings, while afternoons were left free for the boy to explore on his own. But Nancy didn’t limit herself to transmitting academic knowledge; her true legacy was awakening in her son a boundless curiosity, a thirst for understanding the world that would stay with him until his final days. She encouraged him to experiment, to ask why things were the way they were, not to accept conventional explanations without subjecting them to his own judgment. In short, she taught him to think for himself, the most valuable of all teachings. Thomas, for his part, responded with a voracious appetite for knowledge. He devoured any book that came into his hands, from literature to scientific treatises, developing a method of self-education that would later make him scorn those who boasted of university degrees without having proven their practical worth.

By the age of nine, Thomas’s curiosity had already led him to an uncommon depth. Among the readings that marked his childhood was a book titled ‘Natural and Experimental Philosophy’ by Richard Green Parker, which he read with the passion of someone discovering a new world. But it was at thirteen, when he found the works of Thomas Paine on his father’s bookshelf, that his thinking took on a more critical and radical dimension. He also delved into the pages of Newton’s ‘Principia,’ an intellectual challenge that few boys his age could even contemplate. Nevertheless, reading wasn’t enough for him; Thomas needed to put what he learned into practice. At just ten years old, he convinced his parents to let him set up a small laboratory in the basement of the Port Huron house. There, with jars, chemicals bought with his meager money, and recycled items, he began conducting his first experiments, imitating the procedures he read about in science books. It was in that basement that the boy discovered that his creativity could serve not only to satisfy his hunger for knowledge but also to earn a living, a lesson he would never forget. Chemistry and electricity became his obsessions, the pillars upon which he would build his future innovation empire.

The family and economic circumstances of the Edisons required everyone to contribute to the household’s upkeep, and Thomas was no exception. In 1859, just turned twelve, he took a bold step that marked the start of his life as an entrepreneur. He landed a job selling newspapers, sweets, vegetables, and fruit on the morning train running between Port Huron and Detroit, a round trip that took up most of his day. The United States was in the midst of the Civil War, and train passengers were hungry for news from the front. Edison, with his innate business sense, seized the opportunity. He convinced the railroad telegraphers to post brief headlines about the war’s progress on the station bulletin boards, adding at the bottom that full details appeared in the newspapers he sold on board. Success was immediate, and his earnings quickly grew. But the train was not just his workplace; it was also his traveling university. During the six-hour layover in Detroit, while the train was being prepared for the return trip, Thomas invariably headed to the Young Men’s Association library, later known as the Detroit Free Library. There he adopted a method as peculiar as it was effective: he would start reading from the first book he found on the lowest shelf and continue in order with the rest until he finished the whole row. No matter the subject, all knowledge was welcome and stored in his prodigious memory.

Edison’s intellectual voracity didn’t stop at reading. He soon converted an empty baggage car into his portable laboratory, where he conducted experiments during the long travel hours. There he also set up a small printing press he’d gotten secondhand, thanks to a gift of typefaces from a friend at the Detroit Free Press. With this press, he began publishing his own newspaper, the Grand Trunk Herald, a weekly of which he printed up to four hundred copies and sold to railroad employees and travelers. He thus became the first editor and journalist of his own story, a precedent for his ability to create businesses where others only saw routine. However, the laboratory-on-rails adventure ended abruptly and spectacularly. One night, while working with phosphorus, a bottle broke and started a fire in the car. The conductor and brakeman managed to put out the flames, but their reaction was violent: they threw out the windows all the printing supplies, bottles of chemicals, and lab junk. All the precious equipment, along with the inventor himself, ended up on the tracks. And so concluded Thomas Edison’s first business, but not his determination.

That period of his life was also marked by an uncertainty that lingers: the exact origin of his deafness. Edison himself helped fuel the legends, offering contradictory versions over the years. One of the most widely repeated, and which he himself told, was that a railroad employee, trying to help him board a moving car, had grabbed him roughly by the ears, causing irreversible damage. Another version, more plausible to doctors and historians, points to deafness as a consequence of a poorly cured scarlet fever attack during his childhood, combined with successive ear infections. Also considered is the possibility that the deafening noise of the trains and his constant work near the tracks contributed to worsening a preexisting problem. The truth is that Edison progressively lost his hearing until he was almost completely deaf. Nevertheless, far from considering it a disadvantage, the inventor turned his disability into a virtue. With his characteristic pragmatism, he wrote: ‘From the outset, I found that deafness was an advantage for a telegrapher. While I could hear the loud sound of my instrument properly, I couldn’t hear other sounds that would distract me.’ Deafness isolated him from the noise of the world and allowed him to concentrate completely on his experiments and the sound of his machines, a fertile silence in which some of his most brilliant ideas germinated.

At fifteen, Thomas’s life took another turn thanks to a chance act of heroism. While at the Mount Clemens station, near Port Huron, he saw a small child fall onto the train tracks just as a car was approaching. Without a second thought, he jumped onto the tracks and rescued the little boy from certain death. The child turned out to be Jimmie MacKenzie, the son of James MacKenzie, the station master and a skilled telegrapher. The father, overwhelmed with gratitude, offered him a reward that would change the course of his life: teaching him the trade of telegrapher for free. Edison eagerly accepted and, over the summer, learned the secrets of Morse code and the operation of telegraph equipment with astonishing speed. By sixteen, he had mastered the trade well enough to land his first paying job as a telegrapher in Port Huron, replacing MacKenzie himself, who had joined the Military Telegraph Corps to serve in the war. Telegraphy not only provided him with a living but also became his gateway to the world of electricity and communications that would define his entire career. The dots and dashes of Morse code were the alphabet of his first technological language, the seed from which inventions like the quadruplex telegraph or the phonograph itself would sprout.

At sixteen, Thomas Alva Edison made a decision that confirmed his independent spirit: he left his parents’ home to set out in search of new horizons. Port Huron had become too small for him, and his instinct drove him to travel the roads, try his luck in different places, and accumulate experiences. Over the next five years, he led a wandering life, town to town, taking occasional jobs as a telegrapher in cities like Indianapolis, Cincinnati, Nashville, and Memphis. His disheveled appearance and his tendency to invest everything he earned in books and experimental apparatus earned him a reputation as an eccentric, but his telegraphy skills were so outstanding that he always found work. It was during these years that his fascination with electricity turned into an obsession. He read everything that came his way, especially physics and chemistry treatises, and spent nights experimenting, often falling asleep on the floor of the telegraph office. His life was a continuous hands-on education, a traveling university where the textbooks were technical manuals and the teachers were veteran telegraphers who shared their tricks with this young man as diligent as he was unusual.

One of the most curious episodes of this wandering phase was his attempt to travel to Brazil. The year was 1866, and rumors circulated that the Brazilian government might be interested in hiring telegraphers for its expanding lines. Edison, always ready to seek new opportunities, set sail with two friends intending to try their luck in the South American country. However, fate had it that the ship they were on was delayed in its departure. Apparently, the young inventor lingered on dry land and missed the boat, or perhaps the arrangements fell through, and he ended up abandoning the idea. His two friends continued the journey without him and tragically died shortly afterward from yellow fever that was ravaging the region. This event, which Edison himself barely mentioned in his memoirs, may have saved his life and confirmed his belief that chance plays as important a role as talent in a man’s destiny.

In 1868, just turned twenty-one, Thomas Edison arrived in Boston, a city that at the time was a hotbed of technological and cultural innovation. He found work as a telegrapher at the Western Union office, working the night shift, which left his daytime hours free to devote to his true passion: invention. It was in Boston that he found a book that would mark a before and after in his working method: Experimental Researches in Electricity by the British scientist Michael Faraday. That work, which clearly and rigorously broke down the principles of electricity and proposed experiments to verify them, fascinated Edison in a way no previous reading had. Finally, he found a method, an ordered path to channel all his inventive genius. Until then, his approach to technology had been that of a self-taught person who tries and errs by intuition; Faraday gave him the compass to navigate with a fixed course in the ocean of electricity. He became more disciplined in his note-taking, more methodical in his experiments, and from then on adopted the habit of always carrying a notebook to jot down any idea or phenomenon that demanded his attention, a practice he would maintain throughout his life.

Driven by the new horizon opening before his eyes, Edison made a momentous decision: he quit his job at Western Union to establish himself as an independent inventor. In 1868, he filed his first patent, an electric vote recorder for the United States Congress. The device was simple but ingenious: it sat on each representative’s desk and had two buttons, one for yes and one for no, allowing for instant, infallible vote counting. Convinced of his invention’s usefulness, Edison presented it before a congressional committee in Washington. The response he received was a bucket of cold water that, nevertheless, taught him an unforgettable lesson. One congressman bluntly told him: ‘Young man, if there is any invention on earth we don’t want here, it’s exactly yours. One of our main interests is to prevent voting fraud, and your device would only encourage it.’ The system, by its very nature, eliminated the possibility of delaying the count or subtly manipulating it, something the politicians of the era were not willing to allow. That commercial failure burned into Edison’s mind a maxim he would repeat again and again throughout his career: an invention, above all, had to be necessary, had to meet a real market demand. It wasn’t enough that it worked perfectly; you had to find a practical use for it that people were willing to pay for.

The following year, in 1869, Edison arrived in New York without a penny in his pocket, lodging in the basements of the Gold Indicator Company, an office that transmitted stock market quotations by telegraph to its subscribers. Shortly after his arrival, the company’s
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