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CHAPTER ONE:
MENLO PARK

Everyone thought the inventor’s idea was impossible.  Some people thought he was foolish for even trying.  Flocking around the young man in the back of the laboratory, several of the workers laughed and joked, pointing their fingers at the strange machine in front of them.
The inventor looked unsure himself.  He was only 30-years-old and still learning about science.  It had been little more than a year since he had taken the risk of opening his own shop.  His earlier mechanical experiments had been very simple.  Although he had invented many small tools and devices, this would be his first big experiment.

Thomas Alva Edison, the young inventor, motioned for everybody to be quiet.  It was a dark night in December 1877.  The laboratory in Menlo Park, New Jersey, was just a large hall full of tables, pipes, glasses, wires and many adventurous young men.  Around the large room, shadows moved in the corners with the flickering of the old lamps.  Electricity had not as yet been invented.

Putting his hands on the machine in front of him, Edison slowly turned a small handle.  The machine was not big.  It looked like a wooden box topped with a pile of wires and metal objects, a small plate in tinfoil attached to the sides.  Bouncing on the top of the plate, a small needle made strange lines.

Then, continuing to turn the handle, Edison, in a strong voice, recited a nursery rhyme.

“Mary had a little lamb.  Its fleece was white as snow.”

The others in the room covered their mouths with a hand, trying to keep from laughing in front of their boss.  The machine creaked as if it might fall apart.  Without looking at his co-workers, Edison picked up the needle and set it back to the beginning, and then he began turning the handle again.
Some of the people were starting to lose their patience.  They thought Edison was wasting their time.  Following the ideas and theories of other people, Edison had wanted to make a machine that would record voices.  He was nervous.  He was not sure his experiment would work.

“Mary had a little lamb.  Its fleece was white as snow,” suddenly repeated the machine.

Edison stopped immediately.  He looked at the machine as if it were alive.  He was not certain if he had imagined the voice or if the machine had really repeated his words.  Everyone in the room went silent, gasping, shocked by the invention, and then the audience roared, clapping their hands, cheering the great inventor.
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Thomas Edison had become the first person to record the human voice.  He called his invention the phonograph, which was later perfected into the stereo and recording systems of today.
The phonograph, as Edison called it, remained his favorite invention, even years later when the greater inventor created many more machines.  He loved music, and with the phonograph, he was able to hear it clearly.

Just like his work with his inventions, Thomas Edison had to struggle to overcome many expectations, difficulties and problems, and like the music that soared from the phonograph, he rose from an unsure and troubled start in life.
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CHAPTER TWO:
IN AND OUT OF SCHOOL

The 1840s was a time of great movement and growth in the United States.  Immigrants were arriving from all over the world.  Many families were heading west in search of land and new opportunities.  Others were joining the growing cities, where new factories were being built.  Everyone seemed to be on the move around the country.
It was in this period that Thomas Edison’s parents moved from Canada to the small town of Milan, Ohio.  His father worked in the timber business.  After leaving her teaching job to get married, his mother took charge of the household duties and children.  They were people of modest means who had to work hard to put food on the table.

Before too long, hearing of better opportunities in the north, they moved to a larger city in Michigan.  Thomas was seven-years-old at the time.  Everyone called him “Al,” which was short for his middle name, Alva.  Like other boys, he liked to play games.  Unlike many boys, he would often spend much of his time alone, creating his own games, playing with machines, mixing different wires and parts together.  He liked to play with his father’s tools.  He also liked to play with fire.

Some of these interests led to problems.  Full of energy and curiosity, Thomas often got into trouble.  He was willing to try anything.  One time he accidentally set his family’s barn on fire, causing much damage.  Some people thought he was a little silly, even stupid, for all of his wild actions.  At the same time, Thomas was often sick, forcing him to stay inside much of the time.  Some people even thought he looked weak and frail.

Not long after he had moved to Michigan, Thomas was hit with a serious illness called “scarlet fever.”  The illness forced him to stay in bed for a long time.  When he finally recovered, now eight-years-old, Thomas and his parents decided it was time for him to go to school.

Thomas was looking forward to school.  His parents thought education was important.  They had many books in the house.  Thomas’ mother had even been a schoolteacher.

School met Thomas like a brick wall.  He found it hard to stay quiet in his seat.  The students were not allowed to ask many questions or even talk among themselves.  Following a very rigid way of teaching, the teacher would demand a lot from the students, and he always demanded their complete attention, obedience and silence.

The strict teaching left many kids behind.  They were not able to follow the teacher or repeat the lessons by memory.  When the teacher asked questions or made them repeat his words, they failed.  The other students made fun of them, calling them mean names such as “dumb” and “stupid.”  Some kids just could not fit into the school like the others, who seemed to do well with all of the rules and regulations, and Thomas did the worst.
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Failing many of his early tests, Thomas often felt humiliated by the teacher.  Sometimes he would drift off and daydream about other things, only to be punished for not paying attention.  If Thomas did not know the answer to a question, or if he was caught talking to another student, the teacher would yell at him, calling Thomas “stupid.”  The teacher made the young boy feel like a failure who would never be able to learn.

One day, school became too much for Thomas.  His paper was full of mistakes.  His spelling was a disaster.  The teacher treated him as if he was unable to do anything right.  Thomas could not take it any longer.  He ran home and told his mother about his problems at school.

Thomas’ mother was sympathetic but strict.  As a former schoolteacher, she also was demanding.  The neighbors had told her that Thomas would not amount to much.  Some of the neighbors said he would only be good at a job where he used his hands, not his head.  Hearing her child tell of his bad experiences at school, Thomas’ mother decided to keep her son at home and teach him herself.

Instead of following the traditional ways of teaching by memorization, the young boy’s mother had him concentrate on other subjects, especially on the importance of reading.  Thomas still had many problems in grammar and math.  His spelling continued to be horrible.  With his mother’s encouragement, though, he suddenly began to read.  He read stories.  He read about history and science.  He even read religious and philosophical books.  Then, Thomas learned the magic of reading, and his nose seemed always to be between the pages of a book.
Reading was Thomas’ first great discovery.  To a boy full of curiosity, it opened the door to many different worlds.  Thomas loved to read about events in other times and lands.  He even enjoyed literature and reading stories by the great writers, but science was his favorite subject.  At first, he had to struggle because there were no books written just for kids.  The words were often long and hard to understand, but with the help of his mother, Thomas soon regained all of the schooling he had lost and moved ahead of the other students.

By reading books, Thomas found that he could change the world around him.
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CHAPTER THREE:
THE AGE OF INVENTION

By the time Thomas was a young boy, the United States was well into the “Industrial Revolution.”  This was a period of history when great industries were being developed.  Leaving behind the farming life, some areas in America were building factories, producing and manufacturing materials for the rest of the world.
The train brought one of the most important changes in the century.  No longer having to rely on horses, people had the chance to go more places and see new parts of the country.  Heavy materials could be easily transported.  As the train tracks stretched slowly across the country, more and more towns were brought closer together.  Like a magic carpet ride, the trains introduced the nation to all of the natural wonders of the country.

As a young boy, Thomas loved the trains.  When his family moved to Michigan, he saw his first train.  It looked like a mechanical dragon to him.  Puffing out great clouds of steam, the train would chug away, reaching far-away big cities in a short time.

Young Thomas wondered what the big cities looked like.  He wanted to know what life was like in other towns.  He wanted to take the train to the last stop.
At 12-years-of-age, Thomas pushed his parents to let him stop studying so he could work on the train.  His mother was very upset.  She did not want Thomas to give up his education.  He also was the youngest child in the family, and his mother hoped he would find a better job.  His father was unsure what to do.  The Edison’s did not have a lot of money, and the extra earnings from Thomas’ job would be a big help to the family.

Convincing his mother that he would continue to study, the young boy took a job selling newspapers and candy.  It was a hard life.  The first days were a shock to the boy who had not yet turned 13-years-old.  Working 14 or more hours, Thomas started his day at 7 AM, catching the train at his town in Michigan.  He did not have a salary.  All of his money came from sales.  He had to work many hours to make just a little money.  During the long trip to Detroit, he would sell papers and candy to the passengers, listening to the conversations of the travelers.  Many of them had businesses in the big cities.  Others spoke of special events and politics.  Reaching Detroit in the afternoon, Thomas was free to roam around the city during the long stopover.
Thomas kept his promise to his mother.  Heading for the local reading room or library, he would spend hours reading as many books as he could.  He focused on science, especially chemistry.  All of the new ideas and experiments were fascinating to the boy.  Famous scientists and inventors from around the world were experimenting with the theories of electricity and power.  Others looked for better ways to communicate over long distances.  During his long train trip home, working the aisles, looking to sell his newspapers and candy, Thomas thought about many of these ideas and possibilities.

-7-
The times were both exciting and difficult for Thomas.  He often was tired at the end of the day.  While other boys played, he worked all day and then went quickly to bed at night.  Some kids even had a chance to go to school.  This made Thomas think about his own life.  He also was not happy with the little money he earned.
Deciding to do his own experiment, one day Thomas took a basket of vegetables from the family garden to his train job.  The idea was a great success.  By the end of the day, he sold everything he had brought.  Soon he was selling so many vegetables that he had to hire other boys to help him.
Things continued to go well for the young boy.  Learning that people bought the paper on the days of big news events, he often notified the train stations to advertise his newspapers.  On the day of the first major battle of the Civil War in 1862, Thomas was able to sell more papers than ever for a special rate.

The nation was at war, but life for the young Thomas was looking brighter.
He was now a teenager with a good job.  He even started his own newspaper, a small sheet of paper with announcements and advertisements.  Although the hours were long and the work hard, he did well, bringing home enough money to help his parents.  After his troubles at school and then the difficulties of the job, Thomas never thought he would have to face another challenge.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

THE ACCIDENT

At first, Thomas thought he just had an earache.  He found that he missed a word here and there in conversation.  Then, a great pain thumped in his head.  The young boy did not know what had happened.  Returning late to the train during one trip, Thomas was injured when a passenger accidentally pulled him onto the loading car by his ears.  The doctors could tell him little.  They thought he was dealing with the consequences of a bad illness he had suffered when he was quite young.  Whatever the exact cause, by the time he was a teenager, Thomas had lost much of his hearing.

Being deaf presented a new obstacle for the young boy.  The doctors had nothing to offer him.  Although he could hear some sounds and voices, he missed a lot of small talk, and even the songs of the birds.  Announcements that were loud and clear to most people became a struggle for him to understand.  Often on the train, Thomas felt the loneliness of being deaf.
The young boy did not let his challenge stop him.  Using what hearing remained, he became an astute listener, picking up the important points of a conversation.  His attention no longer wandered.  He started to read the signs and notice the movements of people.  Reading became his real power.  His reading skills and vocabulary grew.  Instead of being defeated by his sadness, he realized that he could empower himself in other ways.  By using his deafness as an advantage, Thomas learned that he could still accomplish whatever he wanted to do.

After a few years of working on the train, Thomas set up a small laboratory in the baggage car.  The other train workers thought he was crazy.  Thomas had many things on his mind.  From all of his reading, he wanted to try some experiments.  With a job that took over 14-hours of his day, he could not wait until he got back home at night.  The small laboratory allowed him to try out his own theories or follow what he had read.

His experiments did not last long.  While mixing one dangerous chemical with another, Thomas had an accident when the train stopped suddenly.  His chemicals spilled onto the newspapers on the floor and started a fire.  Thomas tried his best to stomp out the flames, but smoke drifted throughout the train.  Soon the fire spread.  The conductor raced in, shocked by the fire, and stopped the train for the emergency.  Along with many other men, they were finally able to put out the fire with buckets of water.

The first days of the inventor were over.  Although allowed to return to his job, he no longer could do any more experiments.  The tough job turned the long hours into a terrible wait for the young boy.  He believed his future was over.  Although he knew much about chemistry and science, he was frustrated that he had no place to work.

In his mid-teens, life suddenly turned dark for the young Thomas Edison.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
THE TELEGRAPH

Even before the train tracks reached the California coast, people were able to communicate over long distances.  A new system called the telegraph had been invented.  Using hundreds of miles of cable and wires, the telegraph sent an electrical charge across the wires.  By communicating with special code, people were able to send messages across the country.

The telegraph fascinated Thomas.  He even made a little telegraph system between his house and his friend’s home.  Learning the special code, called the “Morse Code,” he was able to send and receive news from his friend.

Working on the trains, Thomas was exposed to the telegraph system in a close way.  He watched as the telegraphers worked quickly, measuring the dots and dashes that made up the code system.  Especially during the Civil War years, the telegraph was one of the most important tools in the country.  People were able to receive news without waiting a long time.

Still struggling at his job on the train, Thomas stumbled onto a heroic role one day.  Seeing a two-year-old boy on the train tracks, with the train charging in his direction, Thomas raced over and carried the boy to safety.  The boy’s father could not believe what had happened.  He did not know how to thank Thomas.  With little money, he had nothing to offer.  Then, realizing that Thomas might like to learn about the telegraph, the man, who was a telegrapher, offered to teach Thomas the trade.
Thomas could not believe his good luck.  Wanting to change his job and get ahead, he worked hard.  He concentrated like never before.  The telegraph demanded attention and precision.  Thomas soon became an expert on the machine and did better at it than his teacher.

Telegraphers were in great demand in those years.  With the war, news reports and military communications sent around the country.  Thomas easily found a new job, working in his hometown.

Admired by the other workers, Thomas still had much to learn.  He was one of the best telegraphers, but his work habits were still unstable.  Having set up a system to make it look like he was awake, he once fell asleep while working the night shift, and he missed an important message.  His boss found out that he was asleep on the job, firing Thomas.

Within a short time, Thomas was moving from one job to the next.  He worked in Canada, then Michigan, and then on to the big cities in the Midwest.  He even spent time in the southern states.  Everywhere he went, Thomas continued to do his experiments while working different jobs to pay his rent and buy food.
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Life on the road was rough for the young telegrapher.  He was not content to hold just one job, and at times, he held two jobs, even three.  Now more than ever he wanted to become an inventor.  Thinking that the big cities offered the best chance, he moved once again, this time to Boston, Massachusetts, where he got a job with the Western Union Telegraph Company.
Thomas lived two lives.  Working all night and then studying and doing his experiments during the day, he tried to concentrate on improving the telegraph system.

In 1868, now a young man, feeling ready to tackle the world on his own as an inventor, Thomas once again took a big risk.  He quit his safe job at Western Union Telegraph Company and went into business for himself.  Thomas Edison had come up with some inventions he was sure would change the world.
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CHAPTER SIX:

FAILURE AND SUCCESS

Having tested his ideas and experiments and being ready to take them to the public, Thomas first decided to get a patent or special claim to the product, which kept others from copying or selling his ideas.
Proud of his new invention, Thomas raced to Washington, DC, for a demonstration.  He had invented an automatic vote recorder for Congress.  Instead of relying on the long system of counting hands, the automatic recorder would have saved a lot of time.

Although impressed by his creative work, no one in Washington wanted the machine.  They had no reason to speed up the process.  Thomas was shocked.  He returned home with no sales, just an invention no one seemed to want.  His first public venture was a failure.
With little money, he went back to work.  This time he improved the stock-ticker for the businesspeople who worked on the stock exchange.  Thomas once again came up with an impressive product.  He was able to make the ticker work faster and longer.  Although they appreciated his work, few companies bought his idea.  Hit with another failure, Thomas began to doubt his work.

Things got even worse.  The Western Union Telegraph Company did not have any work to offer him.  Looking for anything to do, Thomas finally had a lucky break.  Aware of the young man’s creativity and inventions, a businessman gave Thomas a job working on the machinery in a special office.  When one of the machines broke down one day, no one in the office knew what to do.  Thomas stepped forward.  He fixed the machine, and it earned him a full-time job.  Before long, he had saved enough money to set up a business with other partners.  They planned to study mechanical systems and problems and then offer new ways to do things.

It did not take long for Thomas to launch his own experiments.  Still focusing on the stock machines, Thomas came up with a new way of repairing the machines, controlled through a central office.  The invention would save the stock exchange untold time and money.  Selling the idea to a leading businessman, Thomas made a sudden leap from a poor inventor to a rich one.

Thomas was overwhelmed by his new financial situation.  The money from his invention allowed him to start his own shop, completely independent, where he could experiment on what he chose.

Thomas’ long-time dream finally came true.  He moved to New Jersey, where he opened his first “invention factory,” hiring several other young people to come to work with him.  Their mission was simple.  They were going to invent the future.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
THE GREAT INVENTOR

Many of the great inventions of history have only been improvements of earlier ideas.  Thomas Edison was someone who used his own creativity to better the work of other inventors.
One of the first projects for the “invention factory” was to work on the telephone.  Already invented by Alexander Graham Bell, the telephone still had problems producing a clear tone, especially over long distances.

With his deafness, Edison had to strain to hear the voices over the telephone wires.  Once again using his own physical challenge as an advantage, he set out to improve the quality of the telephone.  Within a short time, he had matched Bell’s invention and created an even better alternative.
The ideas and experiments flowed from the “invention factory” in New Jersey like a great river.  Moving his laboratory to Menlo Park, Thomas Edison would spend the next 50 years inventing some of the most important machines of the time.

From the first photograph to the Dictaphone, Edison turned his attention to the world of electricity.  In the winter of 1879, he shocked a group of visitors by stringing up a series of lit bulbs around the area.  Known as the “Edison Effect Lamp,” the light bulb was one of his most famous and important inventions.  The name Thomas Edison became well known in a matter of days.

Thomas Edison never stopped inventing.  Continuing to improve his phonograph and other earlier inventions, he suddenly moved his attention to photography.  He assisted in the development of the movie camera, known as motion pictures, and he helped to invent some of the first electrical parts for the car.

Working into his 80s, Edison continued to search for new ideas and inventions.  Whatever the problem, he knew there was an answer.  As someone who had overcome many hard times and tough challenges as a young boy, Thomas Edison never let failure stand in his way.  The great inventor knew that failure is just one of the many problems blocking the road to success.  As Thomas Edison learned from an early age, life holds many challenges that can cause us to fail, but if he was to rise above life’s problems, he had to create his own future.  By not quitting, no matter hard things got and how much he failed, Thomas Edison learned that one of life’s secrets is to believe in yourself and always do your best.  The poor, deaf young boy who failed at school and began working at age 12, could not have known that someday he would be one of the greatest inventors of all times.  He brought light to a world of darkness by thinking of new ways to do things.  Could that be why we use the light bulb to symbolize the thought process?
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VOCABULARY
adventurous – daring, to take chances
astute – attentive, smart
consequences – the results
device – instrument, often a machine for a special use
empower – to become powerful, strong
experiment – to test
industries – different types of large businesses
inventor – person who creates or makes new things
laboratory – place to experiment, especially for science projects
literature – good books
mechanical – dealing with machines
memorization – commit to memory
patent – special claim to a new invention
phonograph – first type of stereo
precision – to be accurate or right
rigid – strict
scientists – people who work in the field of science
telegraph – early form of sending and receiving messages
timber – wood
tinfoil – special type of soft metal materials
trade – job, vocation, a type of work
venture – attempt, try
-14-

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What led to Thomas’ problems in school?

2. How did Thomas continue to study?

3.  Why was reading important to Thomas?

4.  What risk did Thomas take dropping out of school?
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5.  How did Thomas continue his education?

6.  How did Thomas conquer his deafness?

7.  What did Thomas do when his first invention failed?
8.  What did Thomas do when people considered his ideas silly?
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9.  Why is Thomas Edison a hero?

10.  How does the life of Thomas Edison inspire you?
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