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Chapter 19 – Section 2
Inventions


Male Narrator: Alexander Graham Bell was born in Edinburgh. He was clumsy, impulsive, enthusiastic, fiercely ambitious, and he was an obsessive thinker. And what he was thinking was, “Surely, you can send more than a simple dot and dash, down a length of a copper wire”.

He was convinced that the answer to the telegraph problem lay in sound, not speaking, not the telephone, just sound as a way of making Morse code, more efficient. His idea meant turning sound vibrations into electrical signals. 

The trouble is Bell was in a race. Thousands of miles away, in Ohio, there was a humble Quaker farmhand called Elisha Gray. 

By the age of 38, Elisha who had attended night school had become an expert in electricity. He was about to take the lead thanks to some batteries, a bathtub and a nine-year-old boy. Elisha Gray’s nephew had found his uncle’s batteries in the bathroom and had discovered that he could use them to make a strange, new sound by rubbing his hand along a zinc bathtub. As is the way with adults, Gray immediately wanted to have a go with the new toy himself. He realized that he was making an electrical circuit. Small amounts of electrical current were traveling from the batteries, through Gray’s body, and back into the battery. But oddly, the electricity seemed to be causing some sort of very faint noise, which was amplified by the bath. Gray had discovered that electricity could carry sound. The immigrant Scott and his technician were hot on the heels of Elisha Gray, and were also discovering all about sound going down wires. The tuning fork idea was about to bear fruit. Albeit, accidental fruit. 

MALE SPEAKER:   “Mr. Bell, a moment. The reed is stuck.” 

MALE SPEAKER:   “What did you do?

MALE SPEAKER:   “The reed was stuck so I took…..”

MALE SPEAKER:   “Do it again…. repeatedly!”

Male Narrator: Without realizing it, Bell and Watson had made a sort of primitive microphone. Even so, it was nowhere near sensitive enough to pick up the human voice. Gray continued his research, and hit on an idea to capture speech vibrations in a liquid. Gray had no idea of the value of his diagram but being a professional inventor, he sent it along with a whole stack of other ideas to the US Patent Office. Back in Boston, Bell was still unable to get his telephone system to work. But knowing that the Gray posse were on their way to Washington loaded with ideas, Bell sent his idea to the US Patent Office too – just in case. Only it was, less of a practical solution than a statement of intent – kind of, wouldn’t it be brilliant if we had a telephone? So, on Valentine’s Day, 1876, couriers for both men arrived at the Patent Office. It was Bell’s man with Bell’s telephone idea who arrived first and presented it to an examiner. Just two hours later, Gray’s courier carrying the crucial diagram presented the bundle of patent applications to the same man. The race for the invention, which changed the world, came down to a photo finish!

Within a few days, this paragraph appeared on Bell’s patent application, fleshing it out, giving more detail, and back in his laboratory, Bell drew this diagram. I’m prepared to put the ‘same day’ thing down to co-incidence, but this, this, is altogether rather more fishy. 

So what happened? Both applications arrived in the hands of one man – Zenus Wilbur. And as Zenus admitted in later life, it was he who sold Elisha Gray’s idea to Bell’s lawyers. At the time, no one realized what had happened, but Bell leapt into the lead. Armed with his new ideas, the break-throughs just kept on coming. Just two weeks after filing his magic self-altering patent, Alexander Graham Bell had got himself a brand new design. At its heart lay a freshly…umm… invented, liquid transmitter. In fact, the whole set up was remarkably similar to Gray’s diagram. But no matter, Bell was poised to make history! 

MALE SPEAKER: “Mr. Watson!” Come here I want you.
                                                       *****
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