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Stories of the Famous Persons

Morse: He Linked Every Corner
of the World Up

Morse was born at Charlestown, Massachusetts, U. S. A.,
on the 27th April, 1791. His father was a Congregational
minister of that town, and a man whose upright character and
independence of mind had won for him universal respect. In no
sense of the word a wealthy man, he was able, by careful
economies, to send his three sons all to Yale University.

During the year 1809, Morse attended his first lecture on
electricity. The subject, as taught by Day, intrigued his
imagination enormously. He could think and dream of nothing
but electricity. But electricity, then in its infancy, offered no
possible openings for a career, so young Morse, who
possessed very distinct artistic ability, decided to become a
portrait painter.

Soon after his graduation from Yale, Morse met

Washington Allston, then the best-known portraitist of the
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United States. With Allston he came to England during 1811,
returning to Boston four years later a fully equipped master of
his chosen craft. Sitters were hard to find in Boston, so Morse
set out on a trip through the eastern states, taking commissions
for portraits on the way. During this venture he met and
married, in 1818, Miss Lucretia Walker, of Concord. Until
1825 Morse flourished greatly, building up for himself a
substantial reputation as an artist. Suddenly, however, his wife
died, and the mainspring of his ambition was broken.

He had a family of three young children to support, so he
continued painting in a desuitory fashion. During 1827 his
mind was again turned towards electricity by his attending a
series of lectures on the subject in New York. In 1829 he
journeyed once more to Europe in order to perfect himself as a
painter by three years’ further study.

In the autumn of 1832 he traveled home in the company of
several scientists. One of them asked him in the course of
conversation, “Is the velocity of electricity reduced by the
length of its conducting wire?” Morse instantly recalled
Benjamin Franklin’s experiment, which showed that the time
taken for a current to traverse several miles of wire was too

minute to be measured. He thought this over for a few
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seconds. Then, suddenly, the whole idea of an electrical
telegraph flashed into his mind.

On his return to America, Morse more or less gave up
his profession in order to devote himself to the working out
of his great idea. For three years he was often reduced to
starvation. But fortunately he got a post in New York
University. And later his colleague, Leonard Gale became
his collaborator. At last, on the 2nd September, 1837, a
successful experiment was made with 1,700 feet of wire,
which was stretched round and round Morse’s studio. In
fact, the success of the trial exceeded the inventor’s wildest
hopes. The telegraph came into being.

After years’ great efforts, lines were laid from city to
city. And later the “Morse telegraph”, as it was called, began
to be installed in Europe. Railway companies and war
departments were the first to appreciate the services offered by
the telegraph.

The public regarded the invention rather suspiciously, and
to the cautious, commonsense men of mid-nineteenth century
industrialism anything to do with electricity seemed rather a
joke than otherwise. However, a case changed their attitude

unexpectedly. A particularly brutal and senseless murder was
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committed at Slough, and the murderer left by a train for
Paddington before a hue and cry could be raised.

The Great Western Railway, however, had a telegraph
line installed between Slough Station and Paddington, over
which a description of the murderer was flashed, and he found
the police awaiting him when the train drew into the London
terminus. Without the aid of the telegraph, it is almost certain
that he would have escaped. His arrest caught the popular
attention, and completely broke down the great and
unreasonable prejudice which had existed against the telegraph.

Unlike many other inventions, Morse reaped the rewards
of his labors in the shape of a handsome fortune. For many
years he continued to interest himself in telegraph enterprises,
being associated with Professor Henry, among others, in
gradually improving and perfecting his invention. He lived to
see a telegraph line span the North American continent, and a
submarine cable link America with England. Decorated and
honored by many governments, universities, and public

bodies, Samuel Morse died on the 2nd April, 1872.
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