
“I, MADAM, I MADE RADIO! I DARED. AM I
MAD? AM I?”

“Science is but a perversion of itself unless it has as its ultimate goal
the betterment of humanity.” Nikola Tesla

Few pioneers of technology have been as controversial as Nikola
Tesla was in his day. He made substantial contributions to the
development of radio. He championed the unfettered distribution
of electrical power.

He also fought a long feud with Thomas Edison, rivaled Edison’s
24/7 working style, held over 250 patents, was nominated for a Nobel
Prize, and following a series of poor business decisions, slipped slowly
into a morass of poverty and mental ill-health that accompanied him
until the end of his life.

Of Serbian descent, Tesla was born in Smiljan, Croatia in 1856. The
region was at the time a part of Austria-Hungary and later part of
Yugoslavia. The son of a Serbian Orthodox priest, Tesla emphatically
resisted pressure to follow his father into the clergy. After a lengthy and
life-threatening bout with a virus, Tesla promised his father that he
would only return to health if he was allowed to pursue a career as an
electrical engineer. When his father relented, Tesla got better. He
enrolled at a technical institute in Graz, Austria. Unfortunately, during
Nikola’s sophomore year his father suffered a stroke and died soon
after. Tesla was left with no financial support and had to quit Graz
Polytechnic. He went to Budapest. He had heard of a plan to install a
phone system there and he wanted to learn about the system and take
part. He instead found underemployment as a telegraph operator. He
continued to work twenty hour days researching electrical questions
however, and in 1882 he got a job in Paris, working as an electrical
engineer for Continental Edison Corporation. Some years before this
Tesla had conceived of an electric motor that needed no commutator
and therefore had no brushes to wear out, and worked on the basis of
the induction created between the coil and the armature. He held this
thought, and when he was sent on a service call to Strasbourg to repair
an electric motor, he rigged a prototype of his induction motor. Instead
of requiring a switch to shift the polarity of the input voltage, Tesla’s
motor thrived on AC current. A generator built the same way created
AC current, which was easier to generate, to move from place to place
and to use for a number of reasons.

Tesla went to the US in 1884, arriving in New York with four cents.
He sought out Thomas Edison, his number one role model, and asked
for a job. Edison employed Tesla. Tesla fawned over Edison but there
was soon friction between the two men. Tesla was a motivated,

resourceful employee with a thousand ideas, but he reportedly had a
nettlesome habit of arriving for work each day in full formal wear—
morning coat, spats, top hat and gloves. This was how Tesla was accus-
tomed to working, but it was not the American industrial way of
working for an inventor and an entrepreneur. More importantly, Edison
thought Tesla’s ideas about alternating current were bunk.

Still, Tesla worked like a demon. Edison offered him $50,000 if he
could improve the efficiency of Edison motors by 25% within two
months. Edison was well known as a hardball businessman. He was
willing to undertake stunts the equal of any robber baron of the time.
Tesla met and exceeded the goal. But when he asked for payment
Edison reneged! Reportedly he told Tesla that he did not understand the
American sense of humor. Tesla failed to see the humor, and left the
employ of Edison soon after.

Tesla worked at a variety of jobs while still pursuing his interest. In
1888 he had a design for a system to generate and distribute alternating
current. George Westinghouse (also a household word in the field of
electrical power that survives to this day) bought the rights to the sys-
tem. In 1883 Tesla demonstrated it at the World’s Fair in Chicago. Two
years later Westinghouse started up a commercial power project at
Niagara Falls, and the rest is history.

It was Tesla’s best moment in the sun. While he would register many
more patents in his life, none of them fared as well financially (for Tesla)
as the Niagara project. Tesla was a monomaniacal egotist, but Edison was
more so. He didn’t lie down for the dominance of AC power. He fought
it tooth and nail. He bought off politicians in order to sell his competing
(DC) system. He disparaged Tesla’s personality, views and quirks.
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Edison’s exhaustive methods are well known for finding a new
material to use as a filament in the light bulb. After trying 10,000
different compounds he was quoted as saying “Results? Why,
man, I have gotten lots of results! If I find 10,000 ways something
won't work, I haven't failed. I am not discouraged, because every
wrong attempt discarded is often a step forward.” In 1931 Tesla
responded “If Edison had a needle to find in a haystack, he would
proceed at once with the diligence of the bee to examine straw
after straw until he found the object of his search.”

“I was a sorry witness of such doings, knowing that a little
theory and calculation would have saved him ninety per cent of
his labor.”
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And Tesla had quirks. His was a classic case of obsessive-compul-
sive disorder. He insured that the number of steps in walking from one
place to another be evenly divisible by three. He used an even dozen
towels to clean up after every meal and, like Howard Hughes, had a
preference for square foods. Tesla was a solitary figure, but in an equal
number of ways, so was Edison.

Edison contrived a traveling demonstration to illustrate the relative
safety of DC current over AC. It involved electrocuting stray dogs and
cats to show how much less traumatic it was to the animal when done
with alternating current. Edison secretly provided backing for the
invention of the electric chair, and it used alternating current.

Tesla got $100,000 for the Niagara project, but negotiated away a
royalty that he would have been paid per watt generated. Tesla went on
developing new ideas and inventions and soon the $100,000 was gone.
He is arguably credited as the rightful inventor of the radio. The IEEE
has an annual award named after him. Every television and radio con-
tains a Tesla coil. He held patents in the fields of X-rays, robotics, the
bladeless turbine, RF oscillators, the vertical-take-off-and-landing
(VTOL) aircraft, and many others. He received honorary doctorates
from at least seven universities including the University of Paris and
Columbia University. He died in New York at the age of 87.

NaSPA member Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and
field service in Orange County, CA.
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