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Edison and Tesla
G. G. Mano

Electricity makes the modern world safer,
healthier, and more efficient. We take it for granted
today that we can flip a switch and the lights go on,
and we can press a button to turn on a PC or Smart-
phone. Doctors need electricity for heart monitors
and x-ray machines. Governments need it to bring
light to streets, to power trains, and to launch mis-
siles. Yet, for most of human history people lived
without electricity. Cities were dark at night, surgery
was dangerous, and long-distance travel was by
horse or boat. It was only about 150 years ago that
a few people came to realize the potential uses and
benefits of this form of energy.

One of the first people to realize the potential
uses of electricity was Thomas Edison. Although he
only had three months of school, was deaf in one ear
and hard of hearing in the other ear, he was a shrewd
businessman and fascinated by technology. He pat-
ented his first invention in 1869, an electric stock
ticker. With the money he earned, he started his own
company, a company devoted to inventing things,
and he had a hundred employees working for him.

His first big invention came in 1874. It was
the quadruplex telegraph, capable of sending four
messages at one time. In 1877 he invented the pho-
nograph, the first machine to record sounds. In 1878
he invented the carbon microphone. And in 1879, he
came up with the invention for which he is known
today—the first commercially-viable light bulb. The
words “commercially-viable” tell us that other peo-
ple before Edison knew that electricity could make
some materials turn red and give off light, but usu-

ally this light lasted only a few seconds or minutes.

The question for Edison was: which material was
best to give off a bright light for a long time. Edison
and his team experimented with over a thousand
materials before settling on carbonized bamboo for
their light bulb filament.

Edison became rich and famous and his com-
pany, the Edison Electric Company, grew large and
began to provide electricity for cities. It was at this
time, also, that he became a partisan in the War of
Currents.

The War of Currents was over the question of
DC power or AC power. Edison’s opponent in the
War of Currents was businessman George Westing-
house. Whereas Edison believed that direct current
(DC) would supply all electricity to cities in the
future, Westinghouse was convinced that alternating
current (AC) was the energy of the future. Afterall,
DC had limitations. DC power requires batteries and
they need to be close to the objects they are electri-
fying. By contrast, AC can generate more power and
can send the energy over long distances using wires.
Edison used a number of underhanded tactics to try
discredit AC power. He sponsored several public
performances to frighten the public. These perfor-
mances usually consisted of killing large animals,
like a horse, by electrocution.

It was around this time that a brilliant young
engineer from Europe arrived in the US and enlisted
in the War of Currents. His name was Nikola Tesla.

Tesla was born in 1856 in Smiljan in the
Austro-Hungarian Empire. His father was a Serbian
Orthodox priest and his mother was the daughter of
a Serbian Orthodox priest. Because of this family
background, at a time when most people in the rural
Balkans could not read, he was exposed to books
and encouraged to be a good student. He finished
four years of high school in three years and received

a scholarship to study at the Polytechnic Univer-



sity in Graz. He quit his studies after three years,
however, and began working as chief electrician at
the central telephone exchange in Budapest. A year
later, he was hired by Edison’s company Continental
Edison to work in Paris to install the electric light-
ing throughout the city, a new technology. Tesla’s
reputation as a brilliant and hardworking engineer
impressed the manager of the project, so Tesla was
asked to come to New York to work for Edison.
Tesla did, and in 1884 he immigrated to the United
States.

Tesla worked for Edison in New York for
about six months, but it seems he had a disagree-
ment with Edison about his salary. Tesla quit his job
and started his own company called Tesla Electric
Light and Manufacturing. The company failed after
one year and he was left penniless. He had to take a
job digging ditches for two dollars a day.

Around this time, two businessmen agreed to
fund Tesla’s research into an AC induction motor in
return for a percentage of the sales. In 1887 Tesla
patented this new design, which caught the attention
of George Westinghouse. Westinghouse bought Tes-
la’s AC motor for $60,000, a huge sum in 1887, and
hired Tesla to work for his company for one year.
Tesla now had enough money to pursue other ideas.

He continued to explore new technology.
He made an x-ray image weeks before Wilhelm
Roentgen announced his research. He made a radio-
controlled boat and tried, without success, to sell it
to the US military. He set up a laboratory in Colo-
rado and experimented with ways to send electrical
power through the air without wires. Repeatedly,
Tesla was able to find investors for his projects, but
in each case, the money would eventually dry up
and he had to start all over again.

His crowning achievement, perhaps, was

the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in

1893. Westinghouse had won the bid to provide the
lighting for the exposition. Westinghouse asked for
Tesla’s help, and so using AC current, the Westing-
house Pavilion and the entire expo were brightly lit
up at night, demonstrating to the general public the
safety and effectiveness of alternating current. West-
inghouse and Tesla had won the War of Currents.

Although in 1931 Tesla appeared on the cover
of Time magazine, celebrating his 75" birthday, he
was by then a poor, forgotten man, living alone in
a hotel. On January 7 (Christmas day for Orthodox
Christians) in 1943, a maid in the New Yorker Hotel
found him dead in his bed. He died penniless and
virtually unknown.

By contrast, Thomas Edison, who had died in
1931, left the world rich and famous.
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