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The Man Who Made the Future

Switch on the light. Night turns into day. Now think of
a few other ways in which we use electricity — television,
computers, tools, gadgets, electric trains ... the list is
enormous. We live in a “plugged in” world.

Edison’s world

Not much more than 100 years aqo, life was very
different. There were steam trains, and steam engines
in factories, but the power of steam couldn‘t provide
light. At nightfall, it became very dark. Townspeople lit
hissing gas lamps. In the countryside, smelly oil lanterns
and flickering candles gave patches of light. Most people
went to bed soon after it got dark.

Daily life was different, too. People did business and
exchanged news by writing letters, because there
were no telephones.
They entertained them-
selves by talking, play-
ing games, reading,
singing, and dancing.
There were no radios,
no stereos, no films, and
no television.

When Edison was born, most people lit their homes by candles and oil
lamps. After dark, they sat in pools of light, surrounded by
flickering shadows and dark corners, as shown in this painting by
Johannes Rosiere (1818-1901). Today most people use candles only
when there is a power outage.
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Edison proudly holds one of
his early electric light
bulbs. Inventing an instant,
yet constant, source of light
changed the way people lived
and worked. By the time this
photograph was taken, Edison
was probably the most famous
inventor in the world.
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What Edison did

Thomas Edison gave the world electric light, sound
recording, moving pictures— marvels that we now take
for granted. In his lifetime, he came up with more than
1,000 inventions, or ideas for inventions. They included
business aids, vote recorders, an electric pen, a talking
doll, a magnetic “iron-finder”, better batteries, electric
trains and cars, and even helicopters and concrete
houses. He built the first electricity generating station, lit
city streets, improved the telephone, and created one of
the most successful businesses in the U.S. Some other
inventors died poor and frustrated, but not Edison.

Inventing made him rich and famous. People all over the
world knew his name.

Edison was more than a dreamer; he was a practical
engineer who turned ideas into money, often improving
other people’s inventions. Sometimes he failed, but not
for lack of effort. All his life he was optimistic and
determined, sometimes ruthless, always hard-working.
His example inspired many Americans, and his research
methods were copied the world over. In many ways,
Edison helped to create the modern world.
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Early Life

Edison was born on February 11, 1847, in the small town
of Milan, Ohio. At that time, the United States of
America were not yet fully explored . The West was still
wild, and many people were new arrivals.

Edison’s father, Samuel, a small-time businessman, had
moved south from Canada in the 1830s. He and his wife
Nancy, a teacher, settled in Milan. Three of the Edisons’
first six children died young, and the oldest were teen-
agers when a seventh child was born in 1847. He was
named Thomas Alva, but the family called him Al.

Since his brother and two sisters were much older, Al
played mostly on his own. He found it hard to make
friends because he did not hear well— the problem may
have been caused by scarlet fever. By the time he was
12, he later recalled, he was “too deaf to hear birds sing”.

Childhood and changing times

As a child, Al learned how to fill oil lamps, chop fire-
wood and feed the horse. He walked with his mother to
the town stores and went to bed by candlelight as dark-
ness and silence fell over the small town. Nothing much
changed until he was 7, when the Edisons’ lives were
turned upside down. It was time for them to move.

In 1853, a new railroad bypassed their town. Trade fol-
lowed the trains away from Milan, and its stores were
hit hard. Samuel Edison, never successful in land and
timber buying, decided it was time to move to a new
life in Port Huron, Michigan.
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Like many other Americans in the mid-19th century, Samuel and Nancy
Edison were trying to bring up a family and make a better life for
themselves in a changing world. Nancy was interested in books and
ideas, while Sam’s thoughts drifted more towards new business
ventures, which were seldom very successful.
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Al spent the first seven years of his life in this red brick house
in Milan, Ohio. It was a comfortable but not luxurious home. Today
the house where Edison was born is a museum.
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The struggling schoolboy

At his new home, a small river port beside Lake Huron,
Al went to school, but he did not do well in class. He
could not hear well, and asked so many questions that
the bad-tempered teacher told Mrs Edison that Al was
“addled”— mixed up and no good. His father had always
thought he was stupid.

Nancy Edison knew he wasn’t and she took him out of
school. she taught him at home, reading with him the
plays of William Shakespeare and the writings of the
ancient Greek philosophers. Al never wrote or spell well,
however, nor was he good at math.

What Al was brilliant at was making things. His favourite
reading at age 9 was a book of science experiments, and
he persuaded his mother to let him set up a laboratory
in his bedroom. There he often worked at night, by
candlelight, dreaming. If only there was a way to turn
night into day. A man could make his fortune ....
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The steam engine

The Scottish engineer James Watt did not invent the steam
engine, but his work in the 1760s and 1770s had turned a
pumping engine that was not very efficient into a machine
that could drive all kinds of machinery. The factories and
mills of Edison’s boyhood used steam power for all the
jobs that were too tough for horsepower or human muscles.
There were even steam plows on farms. Children like
Edison built mode! steam engines the way children today
build model cars or planes.
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Working the Railroad

This photograph of Al at the age of 14
shows a cheerful, confident young man,
already in business on his own. Could
anyone have predicted the fame that
awaited this determined teenager?
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Mrs Edison soon banished the young scientist and his
smelly chemicals to the cellar. Neighbours watched
nervously for new oddities and developments at the
Edison place. Al rigged up a battery-powered telegraph,
stringing wires from trees to a friend’s house. He built
miniature steam engines that hissed, rattled, and some-
times exploded!

To earn money for chemicals and spare parts, 10-year-
old Al sold tickets to tourists who came to view Lake
Huron from a rickety tower his father had built. He also
sold vegetables grown by a friend, driving around town
in the family’s horse and cart to deliver them.

In business

In 1859 the new Grand Trunk Railroad linked Port Hu-
ron with Detroit. For Al, this was more than just the
chance to ride a steam train every day. It was a busi-
ness opportunity.

It was a three-hour train ride into Detroit. Young Al
talked his way on board, selling newspapers, sweets,
snacks, and other items to the passengers. He had to
buy his own supplies, but he could keep all the money
he made. The Edisons needed the money because Al’s
father’s grain and timber business was not doing well.
Many other children his age were working, and Al was
delighted to be his own boss.
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The railroad gave Al his first business opportunity. The first
steam railroad in the United States began in 1831. The US
government encouraged railroad building to aid settlement of the
West, and by 1869, tracks spanned the country from coast to coast.
BRERGSURHRT B— KRB, EEB IR KEFET 1831 4, 2 E I AF SRS RS
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He got on the morning train at 7:00 am, spent the day in
Detroit, and came home on the 6:30 pm train. The train
conductor agreed to let him set up his laboratory in the
train’s baggage car, so he could carry on experiments
while the train waited in Detroit for the return trip.

Al also hung around the city telegraph office, talking to
the operators as messages came clicking in and out
across the wires. He was fascinated. This was an amaz-
ing new world waiting for him.



