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  CHAPTER I




  The American Way - The childhood of a 'self-made man' — How a newspaper is founded without money and without collaborators




  IF there is any one far-echoing name inscribed in the full light of day above the portals of the Temple of Fame in this first half of the twentieth century, so fertile in human progress, it is beyond question that of Edison. He is not only one of the master minds of his time, but the most extraordinary type of the modern inventor. This he is to the full extent of his creative power, devoted wholly to the needs of real and practical life. No one before him and no one since has equalled him in placing the unknown forces of Nature at the service of society, subduing them to our use, and at the same time obtaining from them a maximum of efficacy.




  It is in this sense that Thomas Alva Edison, this essentially American genius, utilitarian by definition, appears as a sort of Poet Extraordinary of the universe, a marvellous magician of these later times. His fertile and prodigious ingenuity, by extending the domain of our senses, has opened up vast and unlimited fields to our activity.




  We are witnessing the beneficent and at the same time formidable reign of mechanism and industry, which are the characteristic elements of civilization. It is the reign of speed, it is the reign of electricity, it is the reign of Edison.




  What is the secret of these famous discoveries by Edison ?




  Edison himself believes in effort, in work, in fearless and persistent thinking. Chance, no doubt, plays its part in the success of intellectual research, just as in all other enterprises. But it is made effective only by prolonged reflection and unflagging toil. It is thanks to these qualities alone that inspiration bears its fruit. Without a constant expenditure of physical labour, the most penetrating glance, the keenest insight run the risk of remaining sterile. Think of the care which must be lavished upon a beautiful plant in order to bring it to its full flowering ! And is it not the same with human genius, in spite of lucky chances and the gifts of Nature ?




  In this respect the life of Thomas Alva Edison serves as an admirable lesson.




  We have said that Edison is the type of American genius; and, as a matter of fact, he appears at first sight as the finished and exemplary type of the ' self-made man,' who has succeeded in triumphing over all the difficulties of existence, thanks to the inexhaustible resources of his own energy. We are constantly hearing of the importance of putting one's heart into one's work; it is the favourite advice given to the young who are eagerly preparing to enter the struggle for life. But formulas are employed far too often without trouble being taken to define them. In this respect there is no better example nor a more significant one than that of Edison. His dazzling ascent toward fortune, toward universal and immortal fame, has the value, equally in France and the United States, of a lesson of the very first order, we might even say a unique lesson.




  We shall see presently in what sort of an environment and as a consequence of what events Edison unhesitatingly sought and found himself. But, without attributing an excessive influence to heredity in shaping the destinies of great men, it is only fair that we should ask in the first place what were the antecedents of Thomas Alva Edison, and whether, in revealing himself to us with all the marks of a striking originality, he has not been simply obeying certain family traditions of high intelligence and audacious initiative.




  On his father's side he comes of Dutch stock. His ancestors were mill-owners in the Netherlands. Certain members of the EJdison family, in the company of other emigrants, landed in North America about the year 1737. Among them was John Edison, the great-grandfather of the inventor, who before long achieved distinction and became a banker of repute in New York. But when war broke out between England and the Colonies he openly took sides with the mother country and declared himself an implacable foe to separation. In spite of his advanced age, he was forced to seek safety, with his entire family, in Nova Scotia.
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  The loyalists were entitled to compensation. Accordingly, in the year 1811, John Edison received, as the price of his fidelity, six hundred acres of land for himself, four hundred for his son Samuel, and two hundred for each of his grandchildren.




  All of the Edisons seem to have enjoyed excellent health and to have lived to a ripe old age. John and Samuel were both upward of a hundred years old at the time of their death. A son of the latter, the second Samuel Edison, lived in Bayfield, on the shore of Lake Erie. It is said that he was six feet in height, that he had the suppleness of an Indian and the strength of an athlete, and that there was no one who could outrun him. These advantages proved to be distinctly useful during one memorable episode in his career. This Samuel Edison was very far from sharing the sentiments of his grandfather in regard to England. The flame of rebellion leaped up among the Canadians, fanned by the sustaining sympathy of the United States. Samuel Edison, who had been one of the most important leaders of the revolt, was forced to flee, and, in order to save his life, accomplished a journey of almost a hundred and eighty miles without food or sleep. He did not feel that he was safe until he had reached United States territory, after crossing the St Clair River.




  We must not forget that this energetic man, capable of such prodigious efforts, was the father of Thomas Edison.




  After a short stay in Detroit he removed to Milan, a small village in Ohio, where he opened up a business in grain and lumber, which was greatly stimulated by the extensive traffic of the canal. On the 16th of August, 1828, he married Miss Nancy Elliot, who, although a Canadian by birth, belonged to a family that originally came from Scotland. Highly educated, with refined manners and unusual strength of character, she appears to have been an exceptional woman, as well as a teacher of rare ability. As a matter of fact, she had held a position in a high school. Possessing some of the rarest qualities of heart and mind, she was destined to exercise a peculiarly beneficent influence over the awakening of an exceptional intellect.




  It was in this little Ohio village of Milan that Thomas Alva Edison was born, on the llth of February, 1847. It is pleasant to imagine his free, happy childhood, in and out among the big grain elevators or along the lively shores of the little lake, near the banks of the canal. His parents, who at that time were in easy circumstances, thanks to a prosperous business, and were able to look forward to a promising future, watched over their son with the tenderest solicitude.




  We may feel doubtful as to the picturesque anecdotes which are so freely told regarding the precociousness of children who later become celebrated. Here is a point where legend blends so easily with history. We do not see any necessity for adding a few little useless inventions to the great inventions made by Edison himself. Nevertheless, it is easy to understand why his admirers love to surround with mystery even the slightest acts and gestures of this remarkable wizard, the inventor of the phonograph. As a matter of fact, it is a waste of time to try to add anything to the simple eloquence of the bare facts of his life.




  We should be equally careful not to attribute an exaggerated importance to certain pleasing childish traits, on the basis of which the attempt is made to explain the future man. Nevertheless, it will do no harm to make a passing mention of the following amusing incident, that tends to show the earliest manifestations of an inquiring mind, already accompanied by a practical determination to improve upon Nature by utilizing her own methods. The story runs that little Edison, at the age of five, was astonished to see a duck engaged in the long and patient process of hatching her eggs. Picture the surprise of this small boy when he subsequently witnessed the successful hatching of the entire brood! How did it happen ? And why ? The child became deeply preoccupied over this mystery. He asked questions and learned that the bird obtained this happy result through the natural warmth of her body. Shortly afterward the boy was sought for and could not be found. But at last he was discovered in a barn, sitting upon a number of eggs, waiting confidently for them to hatch.




  What countless experiments Edison has attempted since that time ! Once again we must remind ourselves that the singular activity of this great scientist extends throughout the entire domain of Nature, from whom he is striving to wrest her most treasured secrets. As a small boy he astonished not only his father but all the inhabitants of the town as well by his questions, his tireless and insatiable curiosity. He loved to slip away from home and wander at will through the shipyards, exploring the machinery and frequently incurring some rather grave dangers. On one occasion he lost part of a finger through the indiscreet use of an axe; and more than once he barely escaped being crushed while examining too closely the workings of certain apparatus that had aroused his wonder.




  At another time he set fire to a barn, and it was only with the greatest difficulty that he himself was rescued from the flames. As an exemplary punishment he was publicly whipped in the village square, receiving a goodly number of strokes. But his hardihood was in no wise lessened, for all that. The reckless lad was as fearless of water as he was of fire. He used to swim with other boys of his own age, and one day one of his companions disappeared beneath the surface. On several occasions Edison himself narrowly escaped drowning. He was blessed with splendid health; and, far from shrinking from adventures, he went in search of them. During one of his cross-country escapades he was attacked and badly injured by a ram.




  It is interesting to note in passing that this brave little dare-devil already foreshadows the future man of action, who never spares himself, just as the little reasoner who wishes to inform himself as to the how and why of everything foreshadows the future man of thought.




  These two things are never separated in Edison, whose physical and mental endurance have always been equally remarkable. Must he not necessarily have been somewhat foolhardy before the audacity of his first impulse was tempered by more judicious second thoughts ? His ability to dismiss all thought of fear, when he undertakes to explore the possibilities of any problem that has engaged his serious attention, forms an element of fundamental importance in his success. This is a point that cannot be too strongly emphasized.




  It was not long before Edison's parents saw the downfall of their bright hopes. The construction of a railway along the shore of Lake Erie dealt a fatal blow to Samuel Edison's business, in spite of all that he could do to save it. The situation had already become precarious, when a financial crisis rendered it still more alarming. But Samuel Edison was not of the kind that allow themselves to be beaten down by the adverse strokes of Fate, He removed to Michigan, and installed himself and his family in Port Huron, on the boundary line between Canada and the United States.




  Little Thomas was at this time seven years old and had been attending school for only two months. Partly as a matter of economy, partly also because she wished to direct personally the development of an intellect that was so near and dear to her, his mother decided that she herself would give him his grounding in the first principles of the sciences, striving always to keep the child's eager curiosity on the alert and to keep a watchful eye over these first efforts of the imagination made in conjunction with study and reflection.




  It is pleasant to conjure up the pretty picture, in its setting of that broad and sunny farm in Michigan : Edison's mother transforming herself into his one and only preceptor, a school teacher as far-seeing as she was sympathetic. Young Thomas Edison could not have been slow to profit by a system of instruction which recognized the full importance of the pupil's initiative, and to show the full extent of his courage and originality. In spite of his precocious astonishment in the presence of the phenomena of Nature and his swiftly kindled love of experimenting, the child showed the keenest desire to acquire a broad grounding in the theoretical branches. For that matter, Edison has never at any time been disdainful of the mental culture that is derived from books. Even now, all the sources of documentary knowledge are regarded by him as profitable. And how is it possible to conceive of the present and the future if the past remains unknown to us ?




  At the age of ten this son of a vigorous race, in his keen desire to know and to do, had read Gibbon and Montesquieu, d'Aubigne's History of the Reformation, Sear's History of the World, The Penny Encyclopaedia, and Ure's Dictionary of Sciences. He devoured works of all kinds, and could remember the precise page and position of passages which had impressed him as especially curious. It is also related that he had been introduced very early, no doubt too early, to Newton's Principia, and that, being discouraged by the obscure reasoning from axiom to axiom, he was destined to preserve a certain degree of aversion for everything pertaining to mathematics.




  This determination to enrich his mind by eager and abundant reading, which was an important trait to note in connexion with Edison's early youth, has remained, no doubt, characteristic of the man. But it is necessary to see him at work, actively engaged in his tasks, in the midst of life which was forced to smile upon him because he did not fear to confront it with the marvellous resources of a most tenacious energy, united to a faculty which from the start was amazing and soon became miraculous, the faculty of creating, through means that were exactly adapted to present needs, or to the exigencies of real life.




  It is in this aspect that Thomas Edison has revealed himself; and he has done it in a manner that may be defined at one and the same time as extremely American and extremely, even sensationally, individual.




  At Port Huron the Edisons continued to live in a very modest fashion. But the reports that their financial condition was disastrous are quite unfounded.




  At the age of twelve, as a result of his own initiative, the lad succeeded in obtaining the profitable privilege of 4 train-boy' on the Grand Trunk Railroad, the great through line running from Quebec to Montreal, and, by way of Toronto and Detroit, all the way to Chicago. His duties consisted in going from car to car, between the two stations of Detroit and Port Huron, and selling newspapers, fruit, and various other articles to the passengers, whom he delighted by his quick wit and engaging manners. He put so much energy and ability into this small business venture that it is said that his profits rose to something over forty dollars a month, to the great delight of his family. He passed the hours between trains in the Detroit public library, or busied himself with sorting out his papers in the printing office of The Detroit Free Press. Meanwhile the energetic lad began, little by little, to extend his business operations in various ingenious directions, notably, as the celebrated inventor himself revealed later on —and for these far-off years it is well to be mistrustful of hearsay and accept only the evidence of the man himself —by transporting two large baskets of vegetables from the Detroit markets to Port Huron, where they sold to excellent advantage. Along the line he bought butter from the farmers, and blackberries, which he sold at a low price to wives of engineers and to the employees on the train. When a special emigrant train of from seven to ten cars was put on he hired an assistant to sell bread, sweets, and tobacco.




  In these ways his profits began to multiply, and, thanks to his far-sighted business activity, they increased to the point of between eight and ten dollars a day. Out of this he regularly sent one dollar to his mother ; but the greater part of his savings was devoted to the purchase of technical works, and more especially to his experiments in chemistry. For this purpose he actually went so far as to install a sort of laboratory, with flasks and test tubes, in a car that was intended for baggage.




  This determined young fellow, whom everybody liked for his ready wit and self-assurance —this veritable young scamp, as he was freely called—made sport of difficulties. Before long his natural gifts for taking the initiative and for making inventions were revealed in a still more conspicuous manner. The civil war had broken out. Passengers were eager for news. Young Edison straightway recognized the advantage that he might derive from these circumstances, which gave special importance to the sale of his papers. In Detroit he made the acquaintance of the type-setters on The Detroit Free Press. By running his eye over a proof sheet of the paper he could inform himself of anything that it contained of special interest. It was in this way that on a certain day in April 1862 he was one of the first to read the absolutely sensational news relating to the battle of Shiloh, which lasted for two days, in which General Grant won a victory over the Southern forces, General Johnston was killed, and the dead and wounded were estimated at 25,000. But after the first reports the issue of the battle remained uncertain and there were rumours of from fifty to sixty thousand victims. It was a matter of vital interest to the public. Thomas Alva —' Al,' as he was familiarly known on the Grand Trunk Railroad—instantly saw an opportunity for putting through a neat little business deal. As he happened to know the telegraph operator at the Detroit railway station, he lost no time in making the following proposition to him over the wire : " Telegraph every stationmaster the latest news of the battle and number killed, and ask them to write the same on the blackboard used for announcing the time of arrival and departure of trains; in return, I will give you a free subscription to the newspaper, as well as to Harpers Weekly and Harper's Monthly, for six months." The telegraph operator accepted the offer. Thanks to this unusual publicity, the sale promised to be an exceptional one. But how was young Edison to rise to the heights of the situation? He had not money enough to buy more than the customary limited number of copies of The Detroit Free Press. What could be done ? How many boys are there who would not have given up in the face of such an obstacle ? But this venturesome youth did not hesitate to employ big methods.




  He insisted upon seeing the editor upon a matter of important business. At all events, it was a matter of importance to him. He was shown into an office where two men were talking. One of these men, the younger one, after hearing Edison's plan of having the latest bulletin telegraphed ahead, and his request for credit for a thousand copies, in place of three hundred, curtly refused. But the older man, Mr Wilbur F. Storey, who subsequently founded The Chicago Times, intervened in favour of this lad with the decided manner. With the aid of another boy, Edison transported the thousand copies to the train, and, as it started out of the station, set himself to the task of folding them.




  At this point let us allow Edison to relate in his own spirited way this characteristic adventure : " The first station, called Utica, was a small one where I generally sold two papers. I saw a crowd ahead on the platform, and thought it some excursion, but the moment I landed there was a rush for me; then I realized that the telegraph was a great invention. I sold thirty-five papers there. The next station was Mount Clemens, now a watering-place, but then a town of about one thousand. I usually sold six to eight papers there. I decided that, if I found a corresponding crowd there, the only thing to do to correct my lack of judgment in not getting more papers was to raise the price from five cents to ten. The crowd was there, and I raised the price. At the various towns there were corresponding crowds. It had been my practice at Port Huron to jump from the train at a point about one-fourth of a mile from the station, where the train generally slackened speed. I?had drawn several loads of sand to this point to jump on, and had become quite expert. The little Dutch boy with the horse met me at this point. When the wagon approached the outskirts of the town I was met by a large crowd. I then yelled. ' Twenty-five cents apiece, gentlemen ! I haven't enough to go round !' I sold all out, and made what to me then was an immense sum of money."
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