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Description

The telephone has come a long way from the primitive “Lover’s Phones” invented in 1667 to today’s sophisticated cell phone and satellite communication systems.
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Author Note:

The author strives for accuracy, however even he is capable of making mistakes. If the reader sees an error, contact the author and he will make corrections, if possible.
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Telephone Etymology
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The word "telephone" derives from two Greek words. 

French composer Jean-François Sudré first devised the word "telephone," when he developed his "system for conveying words over distance by musical notes." Readers will learn more about Jean-François Sudré in a later article. He used the Greek word "tele", which means far off, afar, at or to a distance and the word "phone," which means "sound" or "to speak."
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Lover's Phone
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British scientist Robert Hooke's experiments in acoustics led to his developing a device that became known as the "Lover's Phone," or tin can phone in 1667. 

How It Works

Hooke used two tin cans with a wire fastened through a hole in the bottoms. If stretched taut, users can talk into one of the cans, allowing another user on the opposite end to place his ear inside the other can and hear what the speaker says. The can acts as a diaphragm which collects the sound wave created by the speaker, converts them mechanical vibrations. The vibrations vary in intensity in response to the speakers’ words. These vibrations travel along the wire and cause the can to vibrate and covert them back into sound waves, which the listener can hear. The device, known technically as a “mechanical acoustic device,” allows people to communicate over longer distances than they could conveniently converse. By tying additional wires, or strings, perpendicular to the main string, other users can join in the network. 
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Robert Hooke (July 30 - March 14, 1703) 
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The son of John Hooke and Cecily Gyles, Robert was native to the Isle of Wight, which is just off the southern coast of England. His father was a Church of England priest and the head of a local school. He ensured his son's education at the school. Hooke showed interest in observation, mechanical works, and drawing at a young age. He gained admission to Oxford University and later employment to two of Britain's eminent scientists, Robert Boyle and Dr Thomas Willis. Hooke provided valuable assistance to both scientists. He became involved with the Royal Society of London as curator a short time after the Society formed in 1660. Boyle consulted with Thomas Newcomen as he developed his steam engine around 1712. Robert Hooke authored several scientific works during his lifetime and made valuable contributions to mechanics, gravitation, horology (timekeeping), astronomy and paleontology. After his death, he was interred at St Helen's Bishopsgate in London. The location of his grave is uncertain.
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"Solrésol"
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French composer Jean-François Sudré devised a “telephonic system” by designing a system of musical notes that he used as a code to transmit messages over a distance. He called his system "Solrésol," after the series of notes he used to design his system. The seven notes of the musical scale became words in the system, do (doh), and (re), or (mi), at or to (fa), if (sol), the (la) and yes (ti). His initial thought was that the system would find use on the battlefield, as a bugler could transmit messages to troops in the field. Sudré continued making the system more complex, adding words and nuances as he went. The system eventually failed because of the numerous problems with it. Wind or battlefield noise could interfere with the sound, a listener needed to have musical training to understand the transmission and the size of the instrument limited its range. Sudré spent years, along with two other musicians who accompanied him on tour, trying to "sell," his system. He went as far as designing a gigantic musical instrument, which he called a “telephone”, to transmit the messages. The plans and the system died with him.
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Jean-François Sudré (August 15, 1787 – October 3, 1862)
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Native to Albi, France, Jean-François Sudré studied music as a child and showed enough promise to gain admittance to Conservatoire de Paris on May 12, 1806. At the Conservatoire Sudré studied under such accomplished musicians like François Habeneck and Charles Simon Catel. He migrated to Sorèze and then Toulouse, France in 1818. In Toulouse he opened a music school. By 1822 he returned to Paris to open a music store in which he mostly sold his own compositions. In 1827, Sudré began developing his “telephonic system," which he spent many years developing and promoting. He began developing the Do Re Mi method of notating music sometime in 1829. Sudré spent over three decades trying to have his system implemented. The Paris Exposition awarded him a special prize of 10,000 Francs in 1855 and a jury at the London Exhibition awarded him a Medal of Honor in 1862 for his efforts. After his death, his widow, Josephine, continued his quest by publishing a dictionary of French language Solrésol, the Langue Universelle Musicale, in 1866. In spite of this effort, Sudré's musical language has been mostly lost to history.
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Semaphore Systems
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Though others like Robert Hooke and Sir Richard Lovell Edgeworth had proposed, or used, optical telegraphy before, it was French engineer Claude Chappe and his brothers that developed the first practical system of this type. Beginning in 1790, the Chappe brothers began developing the system that would spread across the world as the first practical long range communication system before the telegraph. Claude Chappe called his new system the Semaphore System, coining the word semaphore from two Greek words, "sêma", which means "sign" and "phorós," which means "carrying."

Military Use

Chappe developed his system to help the French government send long distance messages to military commanders while the allied countries of Britain, the Netherlands, Prussia, Austria, and Spain who sought to squash the French Revolution and restore the monarchy. Lack of reliable communication kept the allied armies from conquering France. Chappe invented his system to help coordinate French forces in the field in their effort to defend France from invasion. Chappe sent his first message on March 2, 1791. 

Improving the System

Chappe and his brothers continued improving the system, which evolved to use movable flags mounted on poles. Messages were conveyed by moving the arms to different positions, allowing senders to transmit a coded message to receivers. Each position of the flags indicated a letter of the alphabet or a number. The flags were mounted on towers placed from five to ten miles apart. Observers used a telescope to read the message, and then would relay it on to the next station. 

Growth of the System

The French government authorized Chappe to install the first line from Paris to Lille, France in 1792. This line, about 143 miles long, consisted of fifteen stations. The first letter of a message would appear in Paris only nine minutes after transmission began in Lille. It would take about 32 minutes to send a complete message of 36 characters. The French developed several more lines and the system spread to other countries. Napoleon Bonaparte used the system during some of his military campaigns. The first line appeared in the United States around 1801, devised by Jonathon Grout. The line connected Boston and Martha's Vineyard and was used to transmit shipping information. These systems were so successful that Samuel Morse had problems selling his telegraph system, mainly due to concerns about the ease of cutting the telegraph lines and disrupting transmission. 

Claude Chappe (December 25, 1763 – January 23, 1805)

The son of Ignace Chappe d'Auteroche and Marie-Renée de Vernay de Vert, Claude was native to Brûlon, Sarthe, France. He was the nephew of famed astronomer Jean-Baptiste Chappe d'Auteroche. One of the first books he read was his uncle's book "Voyage en Siberie," which was his uncle's journal of his trip to veiw the Transit of Venus, awakened his interest in science. His uncle also may have imparted Chappe's knowledge of telescopes that played a role in his development of the semaphore system. Claude's brother Ignace Chappe was a member of the Legislative Assembly during the years of the French Revolution. Ignace played a role by helping get his brother's semaphore system approved.
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