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Foreword

By Paul H. Smith, PhD

Author, Reading the Enemy’s Mind: Inside Star Gate–America’s Psychic Espionage Program and The Essential Guide to Remote Viewing: The Secret Military Remote Perception Skill Anyone Can Learn.

SPIRIT PHONE

We humans are an odd bunch. We are willing to believe only what we want to, and disbelieve what we will—even in the face of compelling evidence to the contrary. As the authority of religion erodes in our modern era, scientists ironically have by default become society’s presumptive standard-setters in matters of truth and fact. Yet when it comes to matters outside of their comfort zone, they often score no higher on the objectivity meter than the average scientifically illiterate person.

This is typical of human psychology—merely being a scientist gives you no immunity. We part only reluctantly with our cherished beliefs, comfortable philosophies, or well-worn ways of doing or looking at things in the world. Such was the case with the final disposition of Thomas Edison’s “Spirit Telephone.”

The story that here unfolds is one of genius, drama, inspiration, insight, and single-minded drive. Yet it is all about one man. If the term “larger-than-life” wasn’t coined for Thomas Edison, it should have been.

Joel Martin and Bill Birnes have wisely chosen in this book to give us the framework first, to help us understand the man who was the author of this remarkable invention. It is a story worth hearing—not just for its drama, but for its inspiring qualities—and because so few of us these days know Edison’s saga. We learn of his early precociousness, his missteps, his family milieu. But we also see the promise of the budding engineer, inventor, and entrepreneur—an innovator who was not just the harbinger of a new age, but its creator as well.

Any one of Edison’s inventions would have been an epochal achievement, yet he had many. We learn of his idiosyncrasies, and his sometimes mean-spiritedness. But we learn more significantly of his admirable qualities—a man with truly astounding vision and insight, with an ability to not just overcome failure, but to integrate it into his creative process—embracing failure as a necessary precursor to progress.

As this book makes clear, Edison led humanity kicking and screaming from one world-changing technological revolution to the next. The battle was always uphill, and he always came away the victor—except, that is, for his last fight, his spirit telephone.

The idea and theory behind this unique communication device were every bit as ingenious as anything else Edison invented. Much of the charm and fascination of this book is the journey on which the authors invite us as they follow their sleuthing path to its conclusion. That detective work was not easy, by the way, since much (though thankfully not all) of the evidence for the device was apparently intentionally suppressed after Edison’s passing.

It was as if, after all the brilliant accomplishments and the genius of his inventions, science finally said to Edison, “Communicating with spirits? Now you’ve gone too far.” Such is typical of an attitude that seems inextricably embedded in the mindset of modern science. It is fine to let your imagination roam, explore phenomena at will, delve into the secrets of nature whether small or great—but only up to a point. There are boundaries beyond which science forbids its researchers to go. Despite long and voluminous evidence in support of it, extrasensory perception (ESP) is one of them. The possibility that consciousness in whatever form survives death is yet another, as Edison found out in the end. One might almost come to suspect that science wants death to be the end of it for each of us.

In the matter of Edison and his remarkable spirit phone, it seems that the “scientific intolerance brush” painted all parties concerned. Edison was splattered by it because, while he was willing to entertain the idea that spirits are real, he couldn’t bring himself to believe they were anything more than some electrical manifestation of an otherwise strictly physical world. But he at least was willing to invest his waning energy in trying to communicate with the spirits in whatever form he believed they existed.

His scientific critics got the most liberal daubing of that paint for not being willing to entertain any theory that violated their notions of scientific propriety. And Edison’s heirs and estate couldn’t escape the brush either, as they attempted to expunge the Great Man’s record of any hint of that kind of extraordinary claim, so his post-mortem reputation would remain clear of any perceived tarnish.

It will not be much of a spoiler to tell you that, as the end of the book approaches, the spirit telephone turns out not as a failure, exactly, but certainly not as a success—definitely not the success that accompanied Edison’s other storied inventions. You know that because, just as we have universal access to artificial light, recorded music, and movies (all Edison inventions), if the spirit phone had succeeded, all of today’s households would have access to a spirit phone were there ever a need—and they don’t.

The spirit phone didn’t work, yet I’m not quite willing to call it a failure. Why not? Because maybe it didn’t fail—maybe it just didn’t have a chance to succeed the way the phonograph did, or the light bulb did after its long string of failures before the final success. Maybe the elderly Edison just ran out of time. Had he been granted only a few more short years, we might even now be communicating with departed loved ones—or even Edison himself. If we could, perhaps Edison would still be adding new inventions to his already illustrious string of accomplishments thanks to his very own spirit communication device.


Preface: Tesla’s Voices of the Aether

By Tim R. Swartz

Nikola Tesla was a man of science. Books written after his death speculate that Tesla’s extraordinary scientific abilities were the result of psychic powers and the paranormal. Tesla no doubt would be chagrined to hear these fantastic theories, as he had no time for the idea that the paranormal was something beyond scientific understanding.

According to Tesla in his secret journals, “Physics extends beyond what is scientifically known today. The future will show that what we now call occult or the supernatural is based on a science not yet developed, but whose first infant steps are being taken as we speak!”

Unlike many scientists, Tesla was not afraid to conduct research on something considered outlandish. If his interest were roused, Tesla would devote a tremendous amount of time in an attempt to figure it out. This is how Tesla may have become involved in what is now known as Electronic Voice Phenomena . . . something unheard of at the time.

In 1898, Nikola Tesla built a laboratory near Pike’s Peak, Colorado, conducting research on thunderstorms and lightning. In his lab, Tesla constructed receivers in order to use radio frequencies to indicate approaching storms. Along with the static created by lightning, Tesla became aware that his receivers were also picking up signals that were entirely unknown to him.

In an article written for Collier’s Weekly in 1901, Tesla detailed the amazement he felt when it dawned on him that he was hearing something “possibly of incalculable consequences to mankind.”

“My first observations positively terrified me, as there was present in them something mysterious, not to say supernatural, and I was alone in my laboratory at night; but at that time the idea of these disturbances being intelligently controlled signals did not yet present itself to me.”

Tesla noted that he was already familiar with such electrical disturbances produced by the sun, Aurora Borealis, and earth currents. However, the electromagnetic pulses that he was hearing were something completely unknown to him:

The thought flashed upon my mind that the disturbances I had observed might be due to intelligent control. Although I could not decipher their meaning, it was impossible for me to think of them as having been accidental. The feeling is constantly growing on me that I had been the first to hear the greeting of one planet to another.

Afterwards, other work consumed Tesla’s time. But his interest in the unknown signals persisted, and he strived to perfect his receivers so they could be tuned to any electromagnetic frequency. His diligence finally paid off when Tesla began to receive human voices, at a time when radio transmitters were still practically nonexistent.

Unfortunately, there is little else known about Tesla’s research along these lines. His interests took him into other directions, and no other notes have been found. It would be interesting to know what Tesla’s ideas were concerning the strange voices. Did he feel they were interplanetary, or something else?

It wasn’t long after that other people started hearing unknown voices over various electronic devices, voices that claimed to be the spirits of the dead. It will never be known for certain, but was Nikola Tesla the first to open the door to what later became known as Electronic Voice Phenomena?
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Introduction: Why This Book?

There’s no doubt that Thomas Edison was one of the most practical and hardheaded inventors of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In fact, more than one science historian and cultural scholar has said that Edison was instrumental in inventing technology critical to the twentieth century and creating the technology that is driving the twenty-first century. Our world today has come about because of the world Edison envisioned all the way back in the 1890s. Not only did he bring electric light to cities around the world, create the first municipal power supply grid, create the technology for motion pictures, and make it possible for musical entertainers to preserve their art for generations on phonograph cylinders and then discs, he also invented the modern technological industry and its research and development departments. Edison actually created the creation mechanism for driving new ideas and technologies. His achievement cannot be overstated.

We also know that, as an electrical engineer and an inventor, Edison was the consummate materialist, believing that all things that exist, from the blood that courses through our veins to signals speeding through wires and even thoughts that travel through the neural circuits in our brains, are composed of palpable, definable, and quantifiable substances. Therefore, the authors ask, why is it that a man who was so accomplished in all things technological, so rational in his approach to utilizing the scientific method as a creative process, and so dogged in his determination to bring science to the masses, turned his attention to communicating with the dead in the final decade of his life? On the surface, Edison’s system of beliefs and his determination to prove that life existed after death would seem to be an absolute contradiction. And that is what most people, particularly the skeptics among us, believe. But there is another answer, more scientifically grounded, which we explore in this book.

Edison scholars and historians have long speculated about his last invention, the spirit phone or ghost phone which, actually, was neither a phone nor something intended to communicate linguistically with ghosts. What drove him to seek the assistance of mediums and channelers, those whom he referred to in his journal as “charlatans,” to help him in his quest to prove that spirits of the departed float among us? Was it something of a psychological contradiction, the fantasies of an old man deluding himself into thinking that he could accomplish a feat that oracles and shamans had been claiming they could do since the beginning of human civilization? Or was Edison really onto something? Did he figure out an experiment, notwithstanding his reliance upon clairvoyants, which might prove definitively that there is an essence of life after the body dies? And if the latter is true, then how did that comport with the cultural and intellectual trends that might have influenced Edison’s view of the world?

These questions and others are addressed in the following chapters because we, like the Edison historians and scholars, were just as perplexed about Edison’s fascination with a device to communicate with the dead and his demonstration of such a device to his peers in science and engineering. We believe that by looking not only at the life of Thomas Edison, but at the cultural and intellectual trends of his life, his ongoing rivalry and very personal feud with Nikola Tesla, and his own understanding of the work of great physicists such as Einstein and Planck, that the answers to the question of why a spirit phone become abundantly clear.

We begin our study with a look at Edison’s childhood in one of the most exciting times in American history: the beginning of the Age of Invention, when electricity, chemistry, and industrial manufacturing—all driven by the necessities of war—combined to create an environment of discovery. Edison came of age during this environment of discovery, participated in it, and helped shape it. We look at his early education to figure out why a young man so curious about the world around him was so difficult a student. Homeschooled, Edison learned on his own, tinkering with his chemistry set in his basement, starting first a small retail and then a printing and publishing enterprise on the Grand Trunk Railroad, and becoming a telegraph operator so inquisitive that he was able to improve the device he learned on. While many biographies of Edison cover his youth and education, we approach it from the perspective that looks at Edison’s lifelong role as a marketer of invention, the creator of consumer-driven devices that responded to needs in the marketplace. We show that Edison helped create and shape the Age of Invention and the marketing of consumer technology. Decades before modern office technology companies created the concept of the automated office and sold their products into it, there was Edison creating the modern electrical communications industry. He was not just ahead of his time, he created his time.

In describing the confluence of the Great Age of Spiritualism in the latter nineteenth century as well as the Age of Science and Industrialism at the beginning of the twentieth century, we approach these trends not just as historical events, but as market influences upon Edison. We show that Edison was so affected by their coming together that he sought to amalgamate them into an invention that would respond to a market he believed existed in the 1920s. Hence, our focus on what took place in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is to set the stage for Edison’s thinking and response to what he saw happening all around him.

Why do we spend so much time with Nikola Tesla and his rivalry with Edison in this book? We do this because we argue that Edison was not only market driven, but rivalry driven. Tesla, for all of his genius and faults, was Edison’s foil and his factor, inspiring him to go places where one might not expect him to go. Tesla, who created robotics, wireless transmission of electricity, alternating-current electric generators, solar-powered generators, and even a crude understanding of artificial intelligence, was not only Edison’s intellectual rival, but his business rival as well. He spurred Edison to do the one thing that prophets and soothsayers had been attempting to do since human beings first crawled down from treetops and into caves: communicate with the dead. It was a challenge to Edison’s vision of science and, hence, our mission to explain.

In this book, we cover Thomas Edison as a youth, running from his birth in 1847 to the beginning of his career. We then move on to the great intellectual and cultural movements that influenced him, from the Great Age of Spiritualism to Age of Science and Industrialism. Next comes his rivalry with Tesla, with spurred Edison to compete with the inventor of alternating current. Then, finally, we come to the spirit phone itself, the science behind it, what happened to the device, its legacy, and ultimately the legacy of Edison himself.

We also demonstrate that Edison’s fascination with the science of his day, especially Einstein’s special theory of relativity and his general theory of relativity, are borne out even in today’s news. Simply stated, special relativity expresses the relationship between energy and mass without considering the effects of gravity, while general relativity accounts for the relationship among energy, mass, and gravity. Hence special relativity is a subset of general relativity.

We show that Edison was influenced by Einstein’s predictions about the universe, about devices that could register the presence of unseen forces, of theories about the unity of space and time, and how remnants of events in times past linger in our reality. We need no further evidence of this than the June 2016 discovery of a gravitational wave resulting from the collision of two black holes, a wave that traveled across the universe and across 1.3 billion years. It was finally measured by a device that in some ways imitates Edison’s theories about the presence of particles or wave forms that we cannot see but can register on a meter.

We look not only to the past in this story of Edison’s last invention, but to the future. We suggest that the scientific promise held out by Edison as well as Tesla, their shared theory that there was a science to the paranormal, a materialism underlying the spiritualism, a physics of immortality, helped create a future that surrounds us today. Therefore, we talk about such things as Remote Viewing, now accepted operations in the military, law enforcement, and corporate spying as well as in entertainment circles. And we suggest that Edison’s spirit phone, his dogged attempt to bring scientific materialism and spiritualism together at the end of his life, wasn’t so strange at all. It was simply an extension of what he had been pursuing since he was a young boy tinkering with chemicals in his father’s basement, pushing the envelope of discovery. Therefore, even though his business associates, his family, and other people might have thought it strange, the spirit phone was Edison’s last frontier, a frontier that inspired physicists for the next century as they tried to unlock the mysteries of how quantum mechanics might be the key to creating another invention that would change the world as we understand it.


CHAPTER 1

What Was the Spirit Phone?

On a chill winter night in 1920, according to an account in the October 1933 issue of Modern Mechanix magazine, with the wind whistling through the darkness outside of his Menlo Park, New Jersey, laboratory, the great inventor, industrialist, and founder of General Electric, Thomas Edison, gathered a group of his scientist friends to bear witness to his latest experiment. It was a creation his guests believed uncharacteristic of him, yet in reality was completely in keeping with his scientific beliefs. He had been working on it in secret, a project that seemed contrary to the technology-driven science Edison had embraced since his childhood in Port Huron, Michigan. But this demonstration was no attempt at mediumship or channeling, though mediums were in attendance. As the gathered scientists watched, they first heard the soft hum of an electric current, then saw a glow of light from an apparatus on the workbench that looked like a motion picture projector shoot a narrow beam of light into a photoelectric cell. Edison explained that the light on the cell, like the fog in a vacuum bell jar, would register any disturbance to the continuity of the beam when any object, no matter how evanescent or ephemeral, crossed through it. The resulting registration of an object’s presence would be displayed on a meter wired to the photoelectric cell, a telltale sign to the machine’s operator that something was there even if invisible to the naked eye. What was the great Edison looking for, the scientists might have asked themselves? What could be crossing the beam?

Although the arrangement was different from what they’d seen before at the laboratory, the invention was made of familiar component parts. Edison’s motion picture projector box had been in operation for over a decade and by 1920 was already the basis of an entirely new industry. And a photoelectric cell was a standard piece of equipment to register a beam of photons. But why would the old man project a beam of light onto a cell instead of a screen? What was this device supposed to do? Edison was cryptic toward his guests at first. But there were others present in the laboratory that night, people who were as much an anathema to the scientists as heretics were to clerics. They were the very folks Edison had dismissed as charlatans.

Along with the scientists in the room that night, participating in the demonstration of Edison’s machine, were spiritualists, mediums, and channelers who used objects like Ouija boards and tea leaves to divine what they said the souls of the departed communicated to them. Edison argued that most spiritualists were fakes and didn’t believe in their talismans of foretelling the future, but tonight he was making an exception. Tonight he needed them for the very thing they asserted they could do: connect with the spirits of the departed. He needed them to endorse the concept of his device.

Although Edison publicly and in his private writings had professed himself to be the consummate materialist, who marshaled the flow of electrons through circuits to provide light, record sound, and make photographic images dance across a screen, on this night he hoped to show that materialism could also explain spiritualism. He sought to combine technology with spiritualism to see if individuals who claimed to have the power to summon the departed could actually do so, and in so doing, lure the spirits they invoked across the beam of photons so as to register on an electric meter. For those in the room watching the experiment, how many of them would realize that this was a once-in-a-lifetime event, the industrialist of his age relying on the efforts of those he had once called frauds?

Thus, the pseudo-séance began, the ceremonial invocation of the spirits of the departed. Each spiritualist performed his or her own ritual to reach what he or she thought was the other side, but what Edison believed was simply still the here and now, a collection of entangled submicroscopic particles of life, units that made up the spirit, but not the flesh, of departed human beings that floated through the aether.

As the séance wore on, the scientists kept their stare fixed upon the needle on the meter, ostensibly to note the passage of an entity across the beam, waiting to see if something would register, waiting to see if there were spirits present. Were the powers of the spiritualists performing their rituals strong enough to lure discarnate units of life across the beam? Was Edison’s device sensitive enough to register any interruption of the beam? Were spirits even present? They would all soon see.

Whatever the outcome of the experiment that night, Edison himself would not be deterred from his belief that some form of a spirit existed after the death of the body. Accustomed to failures of his other inventions during theory-development stages, Edison believed that each failure was actually a form of success because it eliminated a possibility. And whatever was left after he had eliminated his failed attempts would be bound to succeed. Insofar as this projection apparatus was concerned, Edison had faith that he would ultimately succeed because he believed in the current theories of physics and the presence of unseen particles imparting life to all creatures on Earth. As it turns out, he did not have enough time, as he passed away on October 18, 1931. Even on his deathbed, he was able to arouse from a coma and tell those at his side that he had indeed found there is life after death, because he had seen the other side with his own eyes. And he knew, even as he lapsed back into a coma and breathed his last, that he had been correct all along.

Thomas Edison was a scientific skeptic. Coming of age during the Great Age of Spiritualism and thence into the Age of Science and Industrialism, Edison dismissed what he called “mediumship” as a form of charlatanism. He mocked attempts to communicate with the spirit world through Ouija boards, commenting on the ridiculousness of thinking that a disembodied spirit could manifest its thoughts through a piece of wood. In his diary, he wrote: “The thing which first struck me was the absurdity of expecting ‘spirits’ to waste their time operating such cumbersome unscientific media as tables, chairs, and the Ouija board with its letters.”1

Yet, being a scientist, Edison was working in an age when huge discoveries were being made in the sciences of physics, chemistry, spectrographic analysis, his own electricity, and the new disciplines of genetics, epigenetics, and biology. It was an age when Darwin had figured out how biological species evolved, when Einstein hypothesized about the nature of matter and its relationship to energy, when Max Planck was theorizing about the mysteries of quantum physics, when geneticists were formulating the theory that genes or life units imparted traits to the human embryo at fertilization that would define it in life, and when medical doctors like Freud and Jung were explaining how unseen forces operate on the human mind. What an exciting time to be alive. What an exciting time to be a part of the very community that was making these discoveries. Yet Edison felt there was more to be discovered. There was much more to understand not so much about life, but about the essence of reality that comprised life and what happened when life itself seemed to stop after a person passed away. Did that person really pass away, Edison asked, or did that person simply become translated into another form that we couldn’t perceive through our usual five senses? If so, could the great inventor and scientist of his age find a way to enable that form of perception?

In an interview in the October 1920 issue of The American Magazine, Edison confirmed that his scientific curiosity was intrigued by the nature of what happens to us after death. In his interview he posed the question, does our consciousness simply disappear as our bodies decompose or does some essence of our personality still linger in some form in this dimension of reality? Edison admitted that he didn’t know, but the scientist in him wanted to find out whether that question could be answered. He told his interviewer that he was actively pursuing a device that would help him find that answer, saying, “I have been at work for some time building an apparatus to see if it is possible for personalities which have left this earth to communicate with us.” For Edison, who took his inventions very seriously, this was not a simple throwaway remark, it was an announcement.

It was, nevertheless, a cryptic statement. What did Edison mean when he said he was “at work building”? Clearly he was in a construction phase because he had demonstrated a prototype of the device. Surely, according to the details of his demonstration reported in Modern Mechanix, he had worked out the design of the electronics. Yet, in another interview, this time in the far more skeptical Scientific American, Edison qualified his remarks by telling his interviewer that, “I have been thinking for some time of a machine or apparatus which could be operated by personalities which have passed on to another existence or sphere.”2 He seemed to be saying that the control of the device would be by those who had departed. They could choose to register across the beam or not, which would have been revolutionary. And was “thinking” what Edison meant when he said he was at work “building”? Seemingly contradictory remarks like these sparked interest among the public in the 1920s because Edison, his inventions, and his pronouncements were of great import to Americans then enjoying the booming stock market and the unbridled financial optimism of the period, set against a general sense of disillusionment in the wake of the Great War.

At his core, Edison was a pragmatic inventor, creating apparatuses that he saw as satisfying consumer needs. Sometimes, the machines he invented created their own consumer markets. Wax recording cylinders, for example, fascinated the public because for the first time the human voice could be preserved; hence, the recording industry was born. When Edison perfected a camera that could capture still photographs in succession and play them back so that they displayed movement from a sequence of frames, the motion picture industry was born. By 1920, both industries were flourishing and Edison, although a national hero, was looking for a renewed burst of relevance. And he found it amidst the merging of the Great Age of Spiritualism and Age of Science and Industrialism. In a career that boasted “firsts”—first motion pictures, first electric light bulbs, first portable recording devices, first industrial power grid—Edison now sought another first: the first scientific approach to communication with discarnate entities. What had originally been the province of faith-based religions, with pre-Christian rituals, and then the practices of trance mediums and channelers, in Edison’s vision would soon be subject to scientific scrutiny, ultimately allowing for a kind of dialogue of yes and no in response to questions from the those in attendance, a form of binary code that would allow, for the first time, for electronic communication with the dead. That was the premise of the spirit phone or what popular news articles called the “Ghost Machine.”

We know this device existed and that Edison was working on it because he described it and the science behind it in his diary, even though later editors of that diary excised or redacted that particular chapter. Why? We will answer that question later, but suffice it to say that in Edison’s original thinking, he had set forth not only his intention to create a spirit phone or ghost machine, but provided the scientific theory behind it. This was an early twentieth-century theory that has since been borne out by the modern theoretical physics of quantum entanglement, spooky action at a distance, and, of course, Einstein’s special theory of relativity.

The important thing to remember about Edison and his approach to the unconventional was that he relied on the underlying science of that approach. He wrote that although he could not be sure whether human consciousness existed on another plane after the death of the body, he believed that if Einstein’s theory of special relativity were correct, then nothing really faded out of existence. Mass became energy and that energy, if coalesced into a bundle or packet, might be reachable by another packet, this one a stream of photons. Hence, the idea for a spirit phone had taken shape in his mind: photons to electrons, waves of energy converted into patterns of electric charges. And streams of electrons were the very things that Edison had been experimenting with for the previous thirty years, ever since Alexander Graham Bell perfected a telephone.

Because he believed that, on the other side of life, the energy amassed by the departed exerted a pressure upon our reality, Edison’s device would act as a “valve,” which is what he called it, that would not only open to allow waves of energy through it, but, he wrote in his diary, would augment that energy “in exactly the same way that a megaphone increases many times the volume and carrying power of the human voice.” If we can envision the early phonograph, Edison used that same principle of a huge megaphone to increase the volume and projection of the human voice. In this way, he believed, even the minutest amount of energy, if it existed on the other side, would be amplified to a sound that human beings on this side could hear.

Edison’s belief that there was a universe of eternal matter, neither created or destroyed, from which life on Earth was purely a manifestation, also had its roots in the Platonic theory of noumena, a world of forms, and a Jungian theory of a collective unconscious, a shared reality in which all life participates. Hence, a device that can so communicate with that collective unconscious reservoir might be able to carry signals—a flow of electrons—from that side to ours.

In addition to Edison’s theory of the transportation of electrons from one side of reality to another, there was also a biological component of his theory that it might be possible to communicate with the departed. In his diary, Edison wrote of the memory storage function of an area of the brain, which we now know is situated on the left hemisphere, called “Broca’s area.” Edison believed this was the seat of memory, whether conscious or unconscious, that could play back images from an individual’s life. We know now, however, that the seat of long-term memory is situated in the amygdala, the portion of the brain that is also responsible for the autonomic fight or flight response and, when damaged by repeated trauma, is also the biological trigger for post-traumatic stress reactions. Broca’s Area, we also now know from the work of scholars like Noam Chomsky and Carl Sagan, is the seat of human language development—not vocabulary, but the structure of language itself. Thus, Edison was partly correct in his assessment of the importance of Broca’s Area for cognition.

If, as Edison has written, memories, which are actually groupings of electrons he called “life clusters,” have an existence independent of incarnate physicality, then they might survive after the death of the individual in a state not unlike a Nirvana and be able to be tapped. The science, therefore, would be to fabricate a machine delicate enough to identify the presence of those life clusters, then to discriminate among the groupings of those clusters to define an individuality. The next step would be to create a channel of communication wherein the living person sitting at the spirit phone can recognize the presence of those clusters through the photo cell meter. Would the life clusters understand English or another language? Edison wrote that he did not know this, but if the spirit phone worked, he would at least find out whether his theory of consciousness after death was verifiable.

Thus, the spirit phone became Edison’s last great project, his magnum opus, to prove that even as he was entering his eighties and had become the founder of General Electric, he was still capable of coming up with an invention, a machine that could answer the age-old question about what happens when we die. Whether it succeeded and what became of it is a mystery. But the bigger mystery about the man who invented the twentieth century, who claimed to have shunned mystics and mediums as charlatans, who seemed to understand the consumer marketplace, and who translated everything he perceived into things palpably material, is why was it his quest to prove that his machine could contact the dead? This is the question we answer in this book. And so we begin with the forces that shaped young Tom Edison as he first learned to read, to reason, and to experiment with chemicals in his parents’ basement.

________________

1   Edison, Thomas, The Diary and Sundry Observations of Thomas Alva Edison, (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948), 205.

2   Lescarboura, Austin C. “Edison’s Views on Life and Death,” Scientific American 123 (18), October 30, 1920.


CHAPTER 2

Young Tom Edison

“The secret of education is respecting the pupil.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson


EDISON’S GROWING-UP YEARS

Timeline

1840s: First telegraph comes to Milan, Ohio

February 11, 1847: Thomas Edison born

1850s: Edison fascinated by hot-air balloons

1857: Experiments with home chemistry set





Thomas Alva Edison was a man of his time who, through his inventive genius, superseded time by creating the technology of an entire century. In so doing, he bridged the age of the expansion of America in the 1840s to the age of communication and mass media.

EDISON THE PRODIGY

Thomas Edison, from the time he was a small child, evidenced the traits of a true American prodigy, ultimately curious and restless at the same time, hungry to explore the boundaries of his existence, and fascinated by the new age of technology blossoming around him. He would come to embody not just the age of invention and technology, an age of science-based industry, but the American dream itself, rising from humble beginnings in a canal town to a corporate entrepreneur whose son would become the governor of his adopted state, New Jersey. But none of this was apparent to Sam and Nancy Edison on the night their son Thomas was born.

Edison’s birth was remarkably inauspicious. Nevertheless, the winter chill could not dampen the Edison family’s excitement at the birth of a healthy baby boy on February 11, 1847, in their brick home on a bank overlooking the Huron River valley in the small northeast Ohio town of Milan.

Sam and Nancy Edison named their seventh child Thomas Alva, a lively infant with an adorable round face, dark eyes, and a shock of dark hair. But though he might have looked like many other babies, he was destined to be different. Even as a newborn, he was animated and seemed unusually fascinated by the world around him, by its colors and its sounds and even the touch of the fabrics that swaddled him. He was among the first generation of natural-born Americans in the Edison family.

Samuel Edison had left Canada for Ohio in 1837 to flee capture in a border rebellion. Nancy joined him in 1841. They settled in Milan, whose population had grown from 500 to 1,300 between 1849 and 1851, a growth attributed, in part, to the construction of the Milan Canal, which opened in 1839 and moved tons of grain, bushels of corn, and thousands of pounds of other produce and goods back east. Milan, on the Huron River, also became a center for shipbuilding, an important manufacturing center when the country was connected by a network of canals that required barges to move goods. However, once the railroads were built and prospered, more and more goods were shipped by rail, which was faster and cheaper. Like many river towns in the middle of the nineteenth century, Milan was bypassed by the railroads and lost commerce. The Milan canal’s importance and revenues declined and businesses based upon the waterway transportation, building materials, and barge construction suffered. As a result, residents began to lose jobs and seek other places where they could find work.

That year, 1847, was not entirely good to the Edison family. It was a time when loss and bereavement were too-frequent parts of daily nineteenth-century life, when death often came at an early age. At a time of poor medical care, many childhood diseases were fatal. Infant mortality rates were high, and childbirth often resulted in mothers’ deaths from infections and hemorrhage. In the same year Thomas Alva was born, three other Edison children died. As the population of Milan shrank, the Edison family joined the exodus, headed west, and settled in the larger community of Port Huron, Michigan. There, Sam Edison restarted the lumber and grain business that had at one time been successful in Milan. Because of the railroad’s influence on growing towns and new cities, the demand for building materials was a growth business, and the Edisons made out well.

While Samuel tended to the business of building supplies, Nancy cared for her husband and children. This was a typical nineteenth-century Midwestern family, business oriented, religiously conservative, and upwardly mobile. She hoped that Thomas would receive some formal schooling in Port Huron, because he seemed very bright and inquisitive. The boy was no more than six or seven when his mother enrolled him in a local school run by a minister and his wife, who was the school’s sole teacher. Typical of schools during that time, the classes focused on rote learning, religious studies, basic arithmetic, and reading. The lessons were mostly memorization and recitation of facts, things that did not excite young Thomas.

How qualified the woman was to instruct young children is a matter of opinion. There is no question that Thomas was intelligent and had a remarkable memory, but he was also restless and bored by the curriculum. However, his was behavior borne of curiosity. He was an inquisitive child, filled with ideas, reluctant to sit still in the classroom while his mind raced with questions and thoughts beyond his years. Nineteenth-century educational dogma believed children—like machines—should be disciplined and obedient to authority. They were not expected to question their teachers, only to answer their teachers’ questions. Thomas did not fit comfortably into this unyielding structure of classroom conduct. He was simply too inquisitive, too anxious to find out what lay on the other side of the lessons he was being fed. He was too restless to sit still and simply absorb lessons.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
STESLA

THE BATTLE OVER
THEIR LAST INVENTION

JOEL MARTIN & WILLIAM J. BIRNES





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
EDISON VS. TESLA

THE BATTLE OVER
THEIR LAST INVENTION

By
JOEL MARTIN AND WILLIAM BIRNES

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
EDISON VS. TESLA





