Thomas Edison

Samuel Edison came through the kitchen door and spoke to his wife. She was bending over the oven of her big black coal stove, sticking a straw into a cake to see if it was done.

'Nancy,' said Mr Edison, 'I'm bothered about Tommy. I don't think he has good sense.

Nancy Edison stood up and answered, 'Yes he has. He's a bright child.'

'But listen,' said Tommy's father, 'do you know what he's doing now? He's squatting down on a nest of duck eggs He expects them to hatch out. And it's mighty cold out there in the barn.'

Nancy flung a shawl over her head and hurried out to the barn. There sat little Tommy, all scrunched up on a nest of eggs. His face was blue with cold, but when his mother made him leave the nest he cried with disappointment. He was only four.

'Why did you sit on those eggs, Tommy?' she asked as she hurried him indoors.

'I wanted to know,' said Tommy. 'I wanted to find out if I would do instead of the duck.' He was saying what he was to say all the rest of his life: 'I want to know.'

In the warm kitchen, Tommy sat on a chair drinking cocoa, but not thinking about it. His bright blue eyes followed his mother as she worked over the big hot iron stove. She lifted a lid, looked at the fire, and said, worried, 'I'm afraid the fire went down too soon. I hope that cake won't fall.'

In a hurry she picked up some coal in a small shovel and poured it through the open lid of the stove. 'Now my hands are all black,' she groaned as she stood and watched the stove to make sure it reached the right heat. 

'Mother,' said Tommy suddenly. 'Why don't you have a longer handle on that coal shovel so you don't have to bend so much?'

Mrs Edison was astonished. 'Why, that would be a good idea,' she smiled. 'I wonder why I never thought of it.' Nancy Edison could not look into the future when women would not have to carry great kettles of hot water from stove to washtub. She could not know that from the brain of that blond head would come electric lights and electric washing machines. And all because Tommy wanted to know, and asked questions, and then figured out a new and better way to do things.

When he became a man this boy, who was thought by his teacher to be stupid, was going to invent the phonograph and phonograph records. Through them he would give everybody music, every​where and at any time. Today we are so used to the wonders of the record player that it's hard for us to think of a world without music that is available whenever anybody wants to hear it.

Tommy left school, but with his mother's teaching he learned fast. Besides, he was always learning on his own. He was so curious about everything that by the time he was ten he was reading exciting books about history and science. He was always busy. 

By the time Tom was twelve years old his experiments were beginning to cost a good deal of money and the Edisons had little to spare. He made up his mind to earn the money he needed and he went to see the superintendent of the Grand Trunk Railroad that ran through his home town.

Tommy got a job going through a train selling magazines and newspapers and sweets. Tom did well with this job and soon added fruit and vegetables he picked himself. And after a while he got other boys to work for him. He never put on airs with them or acted like a boss and he gave them their fair share of what he got. They all had fun together.

The railroad telegraph operators were Tom's great friends. He gave them left-over magazines and sweets. One day when Tom was talking to Mr Mackenzie at the telegraph office, a baby ran out on the track in front of a freight car that was coming down a hill. Instantly Tom Edison dashed out, grabbed the baby, threw him to safety, and then fell sprawling himself and almost lost a leg. The baby belonged to Mr Mackenzie who was so grateful that he gave Tom the thing he wanted most at that time. He taught Tom how to be a telegraph operator.

That was wonderful. Tom was only sixteen but he studied day and night and got his first job as a telegraph operator on the Grand Trunk Railroad. As always, he kept trying out new things. Samuel Morse had invented the telegraph, but there were more messages than the wires could take because each wire could send only one message at a time. The railroad men said Tom was wasting time on something that didn't make sense. But he eventually found a way to send two messages one way and two messages the other way, all on one wire.

Tom Edison was now eighteen, he got a job in Boston as a telegraph operator, the other men were neat with their stiff high collars and paper cuffs to protect their sleeves. They looked at Edison's hair hanging over his eyes and the holes in his clothes and thought he couldn't be any good at the job. They set out to prove it by giving him the hardest work they could find, work they thought he wouldn't be able to do. They stood around grinning while the fastest operator on the line sent messages at his highest speed. For four hours, without a break, Tom Edison sat and took the messages and wrote them down without a mistake. But Tom liked a joke himself and at the end of the four hours he asked the champion sender if he couldn't go faster. 

Eventually, in New York, people paid Thomas Edison well for his ideas. But he still went about in shabby clothes and shaggy hair. Whatever he earned went into new experiments.

As the years went on wonders came fast from Thomas Edison. Alexander Graham Bell had invented a kind of telephone, but Edison thought it wasn't good enough. He worked hard on it for two years and made it work for everybody. Then came the phono​graph. There was nothing like it in all the world before. It brought Edison fame and great wealth. From that time on, the whole world knew who Thomas Edison was. He was still shy and his dress was still careless, but no one cared any more. People liked his plain simple ways. When he wasn't shut away working on an invention he was friendly with everybody.

In those days the streets were lit with gas lamps at night. Men would come around with long poles and light the lamps one by one. In the morning they would come around again and turn them off. 

One evening, after five years of effort on Edison's part, a whole section of the city of New York burst into light all at once. Thomas Edison had thrown a switch, that was all. And in the morning he threw another switch and all the lights went out at once.

Now almost everywhere people coming home after dark merely touch a switch at the door and the house lights up. 

He went on making even greater inventions. He invented the motion-picture camera. He set up a studio in New Jersey, where he directed and made the first silent movie. He was so fascinated by making moving pictures that for years he could think of little else and gave it his whole time. And because of him we have talking movies today. Indeed, what he did was to make the whole life of people today easier and more pleasant.

He became rich but he always stayed modest and plain and friendly. And when people asked him what made him successful, he said, 'Two per cent inspiration and ninety-eight per cent perspira​tion.

On the day Edison died Herbert Hoover, who was then President of the United States, asked everyone to turn off electric lights for one hour as a tribute to the inventive genius of Thomas A. Edison. It is to him that our modern world owes so many of its comforts and conveniences.  
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