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ALEXANDER GRAHAM BELL
B 1847-1922

CHRONOLOGY

° 10 Following the death of Bell’s two brothers from tuberculosis,
the Bell family emigrates to Canada

e 1873 Bell becomes Professor of Vocal Physiology at Boston

Uni versity :
1875 His multiple telegraph is patented
1876 Bell Patents the telephone.

Although Alexander Graham Bell had put into practice the pre-
viously fanciful notion of voice communication using a wire before he
was even thirty, his path towards the invention on the telephone was,
physically at least, a long one, A Scotsman, born and brought up in
Edinburgh, Bell was mostly taught at home with some limited education
at the University of Edinbrgh and University College, London. Hiss
development of the telephone, however, took place in boston. in the
United States in 1876, Between times, he had taken up a teaching post
in Elgin, Scotland. It was here that he began to study the sound waves
which would prove so important in the creation of his revolutionary
device.

EMIGRATION

After this worked with his father in London - like his son, Bell
senior was a trained speech therapist. Tragedy struck shortly after-
wards with the successive deaths of his two brothers from tuberculo- .
sis. This acted as the spur for the remaining members of the Bell family
to emigrate to Canada in 1870. But by this time Alexander had also
contracted the disease. He successfully convalesced on arrival in
Canada and in 1871 was well enough to move to the US city of Boston




which provided the setting, cast and finance for his master creation.
He began first, however, by giving a series of lectures on his father”s
Visible speech language, a system of phonetic symbols which enabled
the deaf to converse. Further work with the deaf continued and in
1873 he took up a professorship in vocal physiology at Boston Uni-
versity.

IDEAS INTO PRACTICE

Bell's studies on sound waves were by now at an advanced
stage. but his practical experiments were not. It was perhaps most
important at this juncture then that he met the dexterous handyman,
Thomas Watson, who would help Bell’s theoretical ideas become physi-
cal reality with the building of the Scotsman’s designs. Watson also
raised money 1o fund the work from the enthused parents of two of his

deaf'students, one of whom would eventually become his wife, Mabel
Hubbard.

SOUND WAVES

Bell's plans for voice communication were based around a
single, simple concept. He believed that sound waves from the mouth
could be converted into electrical current if the appropriate device could
be created to make the conversion. Once this had been done, sending
the current along a wire would be a relatvely simple job, before posi-
tioning another device at the opposite end to reconvert the current into
sound. Afler several taxing years working with Wastson on perfecting
the conversion device, he finally succeeded in producing a piece of
equipment which would change the world at least as much as any other
single creation before or since. Bell’s telephone was patented in March
1876 and, although many disuptes would follow concerning priority
and copyritht. the Scotsman took his place in history.

Still young, however, Bell used the money brought in by his
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invention, associated award, and his company AT & T, to fund the
building of laboratories for further research. Justas Thomas Alva
Edison (1847-1931) later improved the viability of Bell’s phone through
his carbon transmitter button, so Bell enhanced Edison’s phonograph.

In addition, the Scottish inventor aiso worked on, among other
things, sonar recognition, flying machnes and the photophone, another
sound transmitting device, this time employing light as its medium of
transmission. Bell’s work with the deaf continued too, including the
development and inprovement of teaching methods, as well as a period
spent educting the now famous deaf and blind student, Helen Keller.
Bell was also instrumental in the establishment of the international jour-
nal ““ Science.”

BELL’S LEGACY

For the man who is best remembered for an invention that al-
lowed people to communicate over long distances using just the human
vioce, it is perhaps a little ironic that Alexander Graham Bell dedicated
much of his life to working with the deaf.

When Bell was not teaching people who couldn’t hear, he was
inventing or dreaming up ideas for inventions. While the telephone was,
far and away the most successful of these, his passion meant that he
became involved in a wide range of projects, many of them nothing to
do with his principle invention, the telephone.
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