THOMAS ALVA EDISON

AMERICA’S GREATEST INVENTOR


Thomas Edison was America’s most prolific inventor.  He had more than 1,000 patents for inventions that were his designs.  Most of these had to do with 1) electric lights, 2) motion pictures, (3)signaling systems for railways, and 4) electric motors.  Every new stage of each of these inventions was patented by Edison, and they became the basis for almost all of the applications of electricity over the next 50 years after his original invention.


Edison was born in Ohio and was the last of 7 children.  He had only a few months of formal schooling, and was taught to read and write by his mother.  At the age of 13 he left home and learned to operate a telegraph.  His first inventions when he was only 17 were based on telegraph applications.  He invented the stock ticker which could produce a continuous tape of reported information from the stock market.  He was paid $40,000 for this and gave him the opportunity to set up a lab in New Jersey to develop more of his ideas.


There at his lab, he invented the electric light bulb, phonograph, the motion picture camera, and many other applications for electricity.  It is said that he worked for days at a time without sleeping and was an avid user of cocaine, which was legal at that time.


He joined forces with J.P. Morgan and other investment bankers to form General Electric.  This made Edison a very wealthy man, and allowed him to concentrate on man other inventions.  He invented phonographs for the home as well as for commercial uses.

He sold all his interest in General Electric and would have been broke if it hadn’t been for his continued development of the phonograph and the movie industry.  But his greatest income producer was the alkaline battery which enabled electricity to be portable for hundreds of uses.


Friends of Edison, Henry Ford, and Harvey Firestone, asked Edison to develop a synthetic rubber substitute as the world situation was effecting the ready supply of rubber for tires.  They invested much money in the development, as did the U.S. government. Edison died in October, 1931 without completing that research.  DuPont would purchase the formula rights and complete his work.


Edison was given the Medal of Honor for his great service to the technical advancement of the United States.

