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Thomas Alva Edison was one of the foremost inventors of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. He played a key role in ushering in the modern age of electricity, and 

laid the groundwork for many of the technological innovations of the 20
th

 century. 

Although he began as a solitary inventor, he pioneered and organized a systematic 

approach to invention and is credited with the creation of the first modern industrial 

research laboratory.  

 

Edison accomplished a great deal with very little formal education.  In his writings 

Swami Kriyananda has said: 

It is no accident, surely, that many of the world’s greatest men and women such 

as Einstein or Edison either didn’t finish their formal education or did poorly in 

school. Countless examples are to be found in every field.  This does not mean 

that they ignored the rules.  It means rather that they developed an insight born of 

direct experience which enabled them to intuit the rules rather than obedience to 

books or blind tradition.  

 

A deeply spiritual man, Edison was sometimes accused of atheism, or at the very least 

was considered an agnostic, because of his unorthodox religious views. For Edison, 

however, the marvels of science proved beyond a shadow of a doubt the existence of an 

“Intelligent Creator that rules matter and is mathematical in its precision.” He also 

considered the Bible and the scriptural teachings of the major religions as “the greatest 

rules of human conduct every set up for man.” 

 

Throughout his life, Edison dedicated himself to the ideal of honest, loving service to his 

fellow man. He said:  
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My philosophy of life is work. Bringing out the secrets of Nature and applying 

them for the happiness of man—I know of no better service to render during the 

short time we are in this world.  

 

“My mother was the making of me” 

Thomas Edison was born February 11, 1847, the youngest of seven children to Samuel 

and Nancy Edison. He grew up in Port Huron, Michigan then on the frontier of America.  

At age eight he was enrolled in the local public school, however, his formal education 

lasted only about three months. He responded poorly to the harsh teaching methods and 

regimented atmosphere of the school. One day he overheard the schoolmaster refer to 

him as “addled.” He stormed out of the classroom, refusing to return.  

 

His mother, a former school teacher, knew this was not the case and took charge of his 

education. Edison’s response to her was utter devotion. In later years he wrote, “My 

mother was the making of me. She was so true, so sure of me, and I felt I had someone to 

live for, someone I must not disappoint.”  

 

Largely home-schooled, he received a basic grammar school education and became well 

versed in a wide range of subjects including the Bible, Shakespeare, Dickens and world 

history. More importantly, she discovered that his real interest lay in the physical 

sciences and encouraged him along those lines. At age ten he developed a boyish passion 

for chemistry and, inspired by Samuel Morse’s invention of telegraphy in 1832, designed 

his first telegraph set. 

 

Because of financial difficulties, it was necessary for him to start working in order to help 

support the family. At age 12, got a job as a newsboy on the Grand Trunk Railroad, that 

ran from Detroit to Port Huron. In spite of the long hours, he had plenty of time to pursue 

his interest in science. He set up a laboratory in the baggage car, and he spent his free 

time in the reading room of the Detroit Free Library. He later said of these years: 
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The happiest time of my life was when I was twelve years old.  I was just old 

enough to have a good time in the world, but not old enough to understand any of 

its troubles. 

 

An itinerant telegrapher 

He was fascinated with trains and the commercial application of telegraphy to control  

their movements. Like many boys of his day he followed the progress of the telegraph 

lines across the country and dreamed of becoming a part of this new, innovative 

technology. At age 16, an opportunity presented itself when he saved a three-year-old 

from an oncoming train. The boy’s father, a telegrapher himself, wanted to reward young 

Edison for his heroism and offered to train him as a telegraph operator.   

 

Edison caught on quickly and within three months he was ready for his first job. Thus 

began his career as an itinerant telegrapher.  He spent the next five years wandering the 

Midwest, the South, Canada, and New England taking jobs wherever he could find them 

and continuing his self-education. A voracious reader, he studied books on telegraphy 

and electrical science and constantly experimented with different types of electrical 

circuits and relay systems in an effort to broaden his understanding of the scientific 

principles underlying this new technology. His main interest was to enhance the speed 

and accuracy of the telegraph, and to find new applications for its practical use.   

 

In the Spring of 1868 the twenty-one year old Edison moved to Boston, the hub of 

electrical and scientific research in the United States. He found a job as a telegraph 

operator and devoted all of his spare time to research with the intention of becoming a 

full time inventor. His work during this time consisted largely of improvements on 

already existing telegraphic devices and included an automatic vote recorder (his first 

patented invention) an improved stock ticker and the duplex telegraph (a device for 

sending two messages over one wire).  

 

Like most young inventors Edison had the technical know-how but lacked the financial 

resources for his experiments and patent expenses. In Boston he found investors who 
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were willing to support his efforts, but due to his lack of business acumen and youthful 

inexperience, he wound up heavily in debt with little guaranteed income and no major 

breakthroughs. He had yet to realize the importance of financing, marketing, and 

manufacturing if he were to be successful. 

 

The “robber barons” and a breakthrough 

Seeking better opportunities, he moved to New York City in 1869. This was his first 

association with the Wall Street financiers, the cut throat business practices of 19
th

 

century capitalism and the robber barons, who were willing to pay large sums of money 

for inventions that could increase their profitability.   

 

His initial breakthrough came when Western Union, the largest of the telegraph 

monopolies, offered to hire Edison as an inventor. His main job was to make 

improvements on their stock printers, which occasionally ran wild and spit out crazy 

figures. He invented a unison-stop device that promptly brought the stock tickers in 

brokers’ offices back into alignment with the central transmitter.  For this and other work, 

he was paid 40,000 dollars. 

 

Over the next several years, Edison divided his time between the manufacture and 

improvement of stock tickers for Western Union and freelance invention. As a free lance 

inventor he was available to the highest bidder and learned to negotiate the complex 

business partnerships and shifting alliances in the fiercely competitive telegraph industry.  

Besides improvements in telegraphy, he also worked on the prototypes of what later 

became the mimeograph machine and the first manual typewriter.   

 

His growing reputation as a freelance inventor brought many important entrepreneurs to 

his shop. In the end, however, he found himself unable to reconcile the demands of 

manufacturing with the unpredictability of invention.  

 

In 1876, Edison, now with a young wife and child, decided to move out of the city to 

become a full-time inventor. The money from his successful inventions, as well as 



 5 

generous subsidies from Western Union, allowed him to build a first rate laboratory in 

Menlo Park, New Jersey. With his crew of machinists, draughts men and hand-picked 

technicians, Menlo Park became the model for the first modern industrial research 

laboratory in America. This marked the beginning of his most productive and creative 

years. Within two years he developed the carbon transmitter and the phonograph.  

 

The carbon transmitter was essentially a microphone that it made it possible to hear the 

human voice over long distance wires. It was crucial to Alexander Graham Bell’s recent 

invention of the telephone. And it was an integral part of the telephone industry until the 

1980s. 

 

The phonograph, Edison’s first original invention, brought him international acclaim. He 

became known as the “Wizard of Menlo Park” and the first person ever to successfully 

record the human voice. While working on improvements to the telegraph and the 

telephone, Edison figured out a way to record sound on tinfoil-coated cylinders. In 1877, 

he created a machine with two needles—one for recording and one for playback. When 

Edison spoke into the mouthpiece, the sound vibrations of his voice would be indented 

onto the cylinder by the recording needle.  

 

The phonograph suggested numerous possibilities in business, education and 

entertainment, but it was still far from a commercially viable product. Unable to find 

backers, Edison abandoned the project for nearly ten years, turning his attention instead 

to the development of an incandescent light bulb. 

 

The light bulb: 43,000 experiments 

While earlier inventors had produced electric lighting under laboratory conditions, 

Edison’s invention of the incandescent light bulb and the concept of a central power plant 

for the generation and distribution of electrical power represented the first commercial 

application of electric lighting to homes and businesses. His plans, in scope and 

originality, were far in advance of anything previously attempted in this field. 
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In August 1878 Edison issued press releases stating that the electric light would be ready 

in six weeks, at which time he would hold a grand exhibition. He had an air of supreme 

confidence with which he sought to imbue the general public and more importantly to 

attract interested backers. But after his initial experiments, he realized that the challenges 

he faced were much greater than he had anticipated and he would need more time, 

perhaps several months or a year to complete the project.   

 

The scientific community, skeptical of his claims, said it couldn’t be done. Nevertheless, 

his reputation was such that people were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.  

 

His first challenge was to find a durable filament, which could burn in a high vacuum 

glass bulb. Over the next fourteen months he conducted over 43,000 experiments using 

every conceivable kind of material, and finally settled on a carbon based filament that 

could burn for nearly 1200 hours.   

 

The key to his success was his unflagging energy and enthusiasm in the face of constant 

difficulties. “The electric light,” he said, “has caused me the greatest amount of study and 

has required the most elaborate experiments. I was never myself discouraged, or inclined 

to be hopeless of success. But I cannot say the same for all my associates.” 

 

Describing Edison’s efforts as “an extraordinary commitment to what seemed an 

impossible dream,” Swami Kriyananda writes: 

 

Edison tested 43,000 filaments before finding the right one for the electric light 

bulb. His assistants pleaded with him, after 20,000 failures, to give up the attempt. 

It was his intuitive certainty that such a filament existed that drove him to keep on 

trying until he succeeded. Nobody would go through that much work if he didn’t 

already know he was going to succeed. 

 

The scope of this enterprise required factories to manufacture bulbs, switches, dynamos 

and all the other equipment in order to make the system work.  When his financial 
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backers balked at these further expenses, he and his associates put up their own money 

and created the Edison Lamp Company.   

 

On September 4, 1882, the world’s first permanent electric power plant went into 

operation in New York City providing light to fifty-nine customers in a one square mile 

area. Because of the initial cost and other technical problems, roughly fifteen years 

passed before electricity made significant inroads into gas lighting and could be 

employed on a large scale.  However, there was an immediate demand for electric 

lighting among businesses such as hotels, theaters, department stores—even large cruise 

ships, using isolated (single building) power plants, which Edison manufactured and 

serviced.  

 

Edison’s development of the electric light and his concept of a central distribution system 

represented a previously unimagined transformation in the use of energy and electrical 

power worldwide and was soon adapted to every aspect of household and industrial use. 

 

At the height of his success, Mary Edison, his young wife of 29, died suddenly in August 

1884. Two years later, he married twenty year old Mina Miller, the daughter of a 

prosperous Ohio manufacturer. They moved to West Orange, New Jersey, where he  

purchased a hilltop estate for his new wife and constructed a new research laboratory 

nearby, as well as one in Fort Myers, Florida, where he had a winter retreat. 

 

At the West Orange lab Edison perfected the phonograph; the key elements of a motion 

picture camera—an outgrowth of his work with the phonograph; the alkaline storage 

battery; as well as a host of other inventions. 

 

In 1889 Edison and Mina, attended the Paris Centennial Exposition. He was hailed as 

“The Genius of the Age” and was awarded the “Order of the French Legion of Honor” 

for his work on the incandescent light bulb and the phonograph. Throughout the capitals 

of Europe he was greeted with wild enthusiasm and paid the highest tributes for his work. 
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An American folk hero 

Edison’s rags to riches life through hard work and intelligence made him into an 

American folk hero. Often invited to speak on various topics, his views reflected the wide 

range of his ideas.   

 

On energy: “We are like tenant farmers chopping down the fence around our 

house for fuel when we should be using Nature’s inexhaustible sources of energy 

— sun, wind and tide. What a source of power! I hope we don't have to wait until 

oil and coal run out before we tackle that.”  

 

On war: “Non-violence leads to the highest ethics, which is the goal of all 

evolution. Until we stop harming all other living beings, we are still savages.” 

 

On the future of medicine: “The doctor of the future will give no medicine, but 

will instruct his patient in the care of his body, proper diet, and in the cause and 

prevention of disease.” 

 

On religion: In a well publicized interview in the New York Times, October 2, 

1910, Edison was accused of atheism because of his unorthodox religious views. 

However, in response he said, “You have misunderstood the whole article, 

because you jumped to the conclusion that it denies the existence of God. There is 

no such denial, what you call God I call Nature, the Supreme intelligence that 

rules matter. All the article states is that it is doubtful in my opinion if our 

intelligence or soul or whatever one may call it lives hereafter as an entity or 

disperses back again from whence it came, scattered amongst the cells of which 

we are made.”  

 

A community of inventors 

In an era known as the “Age of Invention” during the latter half of the 19th Century 

(1870-1910), Edison, along with Alexander Graham Bell, Henry Ford, Luther Burbank, 

Nikola Tesla, George Washington Carver and others formed a community of inventors 
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and innovators, who, as rivals, collaborators, or a little of both, led the way into the 20
th

 

Century.  His closest friend was Henry Ford. Their families vacationed together, and they 

had winter retreats next door to one another in Florida. 

 

By 1911 Edison had created a large industrial empire built upon five different product 

lines. Although he had sold out his interests in the electric lighting business, his other 

product lines included the manufacture of phonographs for business and amusement, 

phonograph records, the alkaline storage battery, motion picture production and Portland 

cement. To better manage operations, he consolidated all of his businesses into one 

concern—Thomas A. Edison, Inc.  As the laboratory emphasis shifted from innovation to 

product improvement and efficiency, he retired from the day to day operations and by 

1920 turned over his presidential duties to his son, Charles Edison. 

 

Edison achieved great success in his life and had become a wealthy man, but for Edison 

wealth was never an end in itself. He provided well for his family but his own lifestyle 

was never extravagant or luxurious. A man of simple tastes, he considered money simply 

the means to further his research and fulfill his vision of a better world. 

 

In poor health during the last years of his life, he suffered from Diabetes, Bright’s 

Disease and various other ailments. He fought back again and again, but suffered a 

relapse the last few weeks of his life. A few days before his passing, surrounded by 

family and friends, he sat up suddenly and gazing upward into space, he said, “It is very 

beautiful over there!” Edison died, October 18, 1931 at the age of 84. 

 

After Edison’s passing, Henry Ford spoke publicly of Edison’s belief in an afterlife: 

When the years increased and he began to think of the natural end of this stage of 

life, he turned his thoughts to that great question. He then reached the conclusion 

that individual life continues through the change which we call death. He felt 

there was a central progressing core of life that went on and on…. We talked of it 

many times. 
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