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Alexander Graham Bell

It 15 such a common aceurrence that no one ever wonders Trom whence il
came, But the telephone has a faseinating story behind 11, one that could he en-
titled. *the Conguest of Solitude.™ 11 is the story of Alexander Graham Bell.

He was born in Edinburgh. Scotland. In 1847, the son of a man who was
consumed. passionately consumed, with the workings of the human voice. how it
i= produced and used. and especially, in teaching the deal how ta use it For in
those dayvs, you see. the deaf lived i permanent solitude, Not only could they
nolt hear, they could 1ot speak. Afler all, how could they pronounce words. they
couldn’t hear? Perhups this ohsession ol the elder Bell was one of the reasons he
married whom he did. For the woman who would give birth to the inventor of the
telephone: - -was ddeal

Young Alexander Graham Bell grew up with his lather's passions. In 1870,
because of poor health, he migrated to Canada. Tt was not long hefore his sue-
cess in teaching the deal to speak brought him to the attention of a wealthy ner-
chanl in Boston whe hud o deal daughtee, Mabel Would Mo Bell please teach
Yabel how 1o speak? Yes, he would, And did. Aud they fell in love, Ttowas she
who inspired him through an of the exhausting experiments. Who pulled him
through the clepressieljs that often inflict those whose drive 1o suceeed s so in-
tense, while he developed the then remarkuble instrument that transformed
speech into electrical impulses that could then he converted back into lumian
speceh at the end of a wire. He had pierced vet another solitnde. the one that up

until then had denied human specch between people distant fronn one another. A
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vear later, in 1877, he and Mabel were married. He later became an American
citizen.

Oh, Alexander Grahahl Bell was showered with the praise of the world.
Honars came 1o him from all the points of the compass, Yes, he would go on to
other discoveries, many of theni. But in his own view, he was wost provd of his
efforts 10 help the deaf.

S0, when the government of France awarded him the Volta Prize lor invent-
ing the telephane. he combived this monetary award with the money hve made
from selling the patent on anether invention (o extablish the Volta Rureaun in
Washington, . C. . iz purpose was 1o fund research on deafness. Today. it 1s
culled the Alexander Graham Bell Association. It role has heen changed o po-
viding the latest information to the deal of the world on how hest 0 cope with
their disability.

Alexander Graham Bell djed in 1922, Mabel five months later. She foved
him that much. His name is likely o Tive as long as man vecalls history, After
all, there is this constant reminder of how he bronght the human family into
closer 1ouch.

The Tirst voiee o frave]l over a wire was even a surprise lor b= inventor.

Alexander Graham Bell. He was espevimenting in his laboratory late one wuight,
and quite by accident he succeeded in transmitting o message 10 his assistand
in the next room, What Mr. Bell could nol know at the time was thal thal night
tn 1876 would mark the start of a revolition in communications.

AL firsts two iron wires connected vach pair ol 1elepliones. Then switeh-
hoards bronght phane wives into one location. Cther inventions—the  vacaum
thhe to ampuify sound, and coaxial cables to link long distances on land and on-
der the seas —greathy expanded phone serviee, Transistors replaced the old vacu-
wn tighes, and I the 1960= communications satellites eliminated the necessity
of landlines. Today. bundles of glass [ihers carry calls on Taser beams of Tight.

Many of these wventons —inclading sound  motion pictures und  stereo

recording, atong with 23.00 other patenis—come from ATET Bell Laboratories
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founded in 1925, John Davis is executive dircetor of Bell Laboralories Consumer
Products Division. He says, as we move into the 19005, we can expect even
greater [Texibility in telecommunications.

It is hurd 10 imagine a world without the telephone. Our lives have grown to
depend on computers linked into phone lines to do our shopping, our banking.
or helping us through a typical day work.

When vou walk into your office. the first thing you do is to turn on the
compuler and pull up vour eleetronic mail for the day. Of course, your elec-
tronic muil does not come in through the maithox, bit comes in through ftele-
phone lines. The nice thing is you cun turn them around by simply forwarding
back withoul having 1o worry about addressing or stamping or enveloping the in-

formation te the person thal senl you the message.
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A man can succeed at almost anything for which he has unlim-

ited enthusiasm.

——C.M.Schwab
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LLeo Baekeland

[n the opening scene of The Gradvate. Benjamin raddock  (plaved by a
voung Dustin Hotlman) 12 awkwardly working an affluent Seuthern California
crowd at a graduation party arranged for him by his parents when a fanily
friend offers oue of the centurny’s most famous pieces of cine—matic advice: ]
Just want fo say ane word to vou. Just one word: plastios.”

Millions of moviegoers wineed and smiled. The scene neally captured their
own late "60x ambivalence toward the ever more synthetic landscape ol their
times. They Joved their cheap. easy— to—clean Formica countertops, bul envied-
anid longed for the authenfic touch and time—lessness of marble and wood. The
chord shuck by that Tine in The Gradnate under—scored how much had hap-
pened iu e six decades since the swmmer of 1907, when Leo Baekeland made
the laboratory hreak=through that would change the stull our world s made of.

A Belgian—horn chemist—entrepreneur, Baekeland had a knack lor spotting
prolitable opportunities. He scored his first success in the 1890s with his inven-
tion of Velox. an improved photographic paper that freed pholographers from
Laving to nse sunlight (or developing images. With Velox, they could rety on ar-
tificial light, which at the time usnully meant gaslight bul soon came 10 mean
clectic. Bowas a far more dependable wul convenient way to work. In 1899
George Bastiian, whose cameras and developing services would make phologra—
phy a household activity. bought full rights 10 ¥elox for the then astonishing sum

ol & 1 milthon.
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With that windfall, Baekelund, his wife Celina (known as  “Bonbon™) and
two children moved 1o Snug Rock, a pala~tial estale nonh of Yonkers, N.Y.,
over—looking the udson River, There, in a harn be converted into a lab. he [he:-
gan foraging for his next big hir. It wasn') Jong before the hurgeoning electrical
industry seemed 10 say just one word to him: insolators.

The initial tease for Baekelund——"Doc Baekeland” to manyv—muasx the
rising cost of shellac. For centuries, the resinous secretions that Taccifer lacea
beetes de—posited on Irees had provided o coltage in—duslry in southern Asia,
where peasants heated and fillered it 1o produce a varish for coating and pre-
serving wond produets, Shellac also happened (0 be an effeelive elecirieal Hisu-
lator. Early electrical workers used it as u coading 1o insulate cotls, and maolded
it into stand=alone insulators by pressing 1ogether lavers of shellac—impreg—nui-
ed paper,

When electrification hegan in earnest in the first vears of the century. de-
mand for shellac soon oulstripped supply. Backeland recognized a killer ap
when he saw one, If only he could come up with a syniletic substitute for shel-
lae.

Others gearly beal him 1o it As early as 1872, German chemist Adolf Von
Baeyer wus investigating the recaleitrant residue that gathered i the bottom of
glass—ware thal had been host o reactions he—lween phenol  (a turpentine -like
solvent dis =tilled rom coal tar, which the gas —lighting industry produced in
bulk} and formalde—hyde (an embalwing Quid distilled from wood aleolioll, ¥You
Baeyer set his sight= on new synthetic dyes, however. nol insulators. To hin, the
ugly. insoluble gunk in liis glasswace was « sign of 4 dead end,

To Buckeland and others aiming 1o find commereial oppoeriunities in the
vascent electrical industry, that gunk was o signpost pointing toward something
wreal. The chial=lenge for Baeckeland and his rivals was to find <ome set of con-
ditions —some slippery ratio of ingredients aned heat and pressure Hiat would
eld a more workable, shellae—like substance. Ideally it would he wome ~thing

that would dissolve i solvents to make mstilating varmishes wid et be as mokd-
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able as rubber.

Stariing around 1904, Baekeland and an assistani began their search, Theee
vears later, alier filling laboralory hooks with page aller page of fatled expen-
ments, Baekeland finally developed @ material that he dubbed in his notebooks
“Bakelite™. The key armed ot 1o be his “hakelizer”™, a heavy iron vessel tha
was part pressure cooker and part hasement boiler. With it be was able to con-
trol the formaldehydephenol phenol reaciion with more finesse than had unvone
helore him.

[nitial heatng of the phenol and Tormaldehvde  {in the presence of an acid
or hase 1o gel the veaction going} produced a shellac=like Tiquid good for coating
surfaces like a vamizh. Further heating turned the liquid into a pasty. gummier
good. And when Baekeland put this sl into the bakelizer, he was rewarded
with o hard, translucent, infinitely moldable substance. In a word: plastic.

He filed patent applications and <oon hegan leaking word of his invention
to other chemists, In 1909 Baekeland un—veiled the world™s first fully synthetic
plas—tic at a meeting of the New York chapter of the American Chemical Soei-
v, Woull=he customers discovered it could T fashioned into molded insula-

Lion. valve purts, pipe stems, bithard balls. knohs, buttons. kuile handles and all

Fit K IPesE

R



