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A Changing World

The life of Alexander Graham Bell spanned 75 years and
covered an age of great invention, discovery and change.
This period saw the height of the Industrial Revolution in
Europe. Huge new factories powered by coal and steam
were producing all sorts of goods. Some of the greatest
changes took place in the field of communications. In
1847, the year in which Bell was born in Edinburgh,
Scotland, railways and the electric telegraph were only
just beginning to open up the world. By the time he
died in 1922, people were flying in aeroplanes and the
television was about to be invented.

Atouch of brilliance

Early in his life, Bell was inspired by his deaf mother to
teach deaf-mutes to speak. While he was investigating
the methods of human speech and hearing, he also dis-
covered the principles of the telephone. Several people
contributed to the development of the telephone, but
it was Bell’s brilliant imagination that made it possible.

Bell’s invention of the telephone revo-
lutionized communications, and it con-
tinues to affect our lives today in ways
that would have been unimaginable in
his time. The telephone is one of the
most important inventions of all time.
Without it, many of the things we now
take for granted—the radio, television,
fax machines and the Internet—would
not have been possible.

Alexander Graham Bell
in 1895, aged 48.
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An early Bell telephone in use. In
Bell’s original telephone system
the speaker and the receiver were
1dent1cal




Many interests

The invention of the telephone in 1875 made Bell
rich and famous while he was still only in his early
thirties. But he did not stop there. The remaining
46 years of his life were packed with ideas and
experiments. He invented a vacuum jacket, a fore-
runner of the iron lung, following the death of his
own infant sons from breathing problems. He de-
signed kites, aeroplanes and a hydrofoil boat. He
helped to improve the breeding of sheep and co-
founded the National Geographic Society of the
USA. When Bell died, he was working on a project
to distil drinking water from sea water. His inter-
ests and genius touched many areas, but Bell’s name
is known all over the world mainly for his inven-
tion of the telephone.
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Early Life

Alexander Bell was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, on 3
March 1847. He was always known in his family as Aleck.
He was the second son of Alexander Melville Bell, Pro-
fessor of Elocution and the Art of Speech at Edinburgh
University. Professor Bell helped people with problems
such as stammering to talk clearly.

Growing up in Edinburgh

Professor Bell’s three sons, Melville, Aleck and Edward,
were at first taught at home by their mother, Eliza Bell.
She taught the three boys the usual school subjects, such
as history and mathematics, but she also gave them
drawing and music lessons. Aleck was an excellent
pianist, and music played a very important part in his
childhood. Eliza had been deaf since childhood and the
boys learned to communicate with her by using sign
language. This was to have a profound influence on the
interests and later career of young Aleck.
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Eliza Grace Bell,
Aleck’s mother. Eliza
Bell had been deaf
from birth. Aleck was
to spend much of his
adult life developing
and teaching deaf and
deaf-mute people to
communicate.
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Eliza Grace Symonds
Eliza Grace Symonds (1810—1897) was an Englishwoman.
She had three younger brothers. Her father was a surgeon
in the Royal Navy and died in 1818 when Eliza was 9 years
old. Although she had been deaf from childhood, she was
very intelligent and widely read. She was 10 years older
than Alexander Melville Bell, and when they first met she
was working as a teacher of drawing and as a painter of
miniatures. They were married on 19 July 1844.
Ry - REH - AR

FWS - HEH - WRE (1810-1897) ZHAE LA,
s

WH=ANF# MR EREFEREBEN [ 3
4. 18184 FWSISHRAFELY, BRAPW S =
FHRER, #HHEFRA, FHENHE, LT

Pili K - Mg /R 4R - DL k%# MHM U
PR ffr““@%&lﬁﬁu WA EE R, T 184447
A 19 U”*‘z?r

elocution n. EIFAR
stammer v. O[Z

sign language FiZ
profound a. BY;FTH
miniature n. {EVE



Edinburgh, like most large cities of the time, was smoky
and dirty, and Aleck’s father was concerned for his
family’s health. He bought a second house outside
Edinburgh near the sea, so that the family could get out
of the city and enjoy the fresh air. Aleck loved the time
the family spent there and enjoyed going for walks along
the beaches, studying the plants, birds and animals. He
also spent a ot of his time trying to invent things.

In 1858, at the age of 11, Aleck was sent away to study
at the Royal Edinburgh High School. But his time there
was not a success as he disliked the strict discipline at
the school. He chose to study Latin and Greek but had
no particular interest in the formal lessons. After four
years at the school, he left without any proper
qualifications.

A new name

When Aleck was 11 years old, a former pupil of his
father’s called Alexander Graham visited the family.
Aleck liked the man’s name and, as a show of indepen-
dence from his father and because his brothers had two
first names, he added the name Graham to his own.
From then on he was to be called Alexander Graham
Bell.

On Bell’s words

“Gn boyhood 9 have spent many happy hours lying among the heather on the Qeottich hile.

breathing in the scenery around me...”

(From a letter written to his future wife Mabel Hubbard)
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Edinburgh
University, where
Aleck’s father,
Alexander Melville
Bell, was
Professor of
Elocution and the
Art of Speech.
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A Year in London

Aleck’s father was worried about his son’s poor perfor-
mance at school and wrote to his own father in London.
The old man believed that his grandson needed the space
to develop his own personality away from the domi-
neering characters of his father and brothers. He sug-
gested that Aleck should come and stay with him in
London. Aleck’s father agreed, and in October 1862
Aleck, aged 15, boarded the train south. He wrote later
that this was “the turning point of my whole career”.

Aninspiring teacher

Aleck’s grandfather was strict and insisted that his grand-
son dressed neatly every day and studied hard. Together
they read through the plays of Shakespeare and Aleck
learned many of the speeches by heart. Aleck’s grandfa-
ther was also a speech expert, and taught Aleck his spe-
cial skills. Although he was strict, he inspired Aleck in a
way that his father and teachers had been unable to do.
Aleck respected his grandfather and they got on well
with each other.

Aleck’s grandfather,
Alexander Bell, was the
first member of the Bell
family to become
interested in studying
and teaching speech.
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Alexander Bell

Aleck’s grandfather, another Alexander Bell (1790 1865),
had begun his working life as a shoemaker in Scotland. He
later became an actor and teacher of elocution at the University
of St Andrews in Scotland. It was during this period that he
became interested in speech difficulties, especially
stammering. He moved south to London where he opened a
school of speech. His son (Aleck’s father), and later Aleck
himself, continued with this family profession.
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