
Preface

It is hard to imagine what daily life must have been like two centuries
ago, without radios, movies, telephones, or electricity. Marconi, Edison,
Bell and Maxwell had not yet been born, and neither had their parents.
The streets in the larger cities were lit by candles. In New York, for
example, a city ordinance had been in effect since 1697:1

. . . that the lights be hung out in the darke time of the moon within this citty,
and for the use of the inhabitants; and that every 7th house doe hang out a
lanthorn and a candle in it.

Mail was delivered by stagecoach in the United States, and by merchant
vessels and mounted couriers throughout most of Europe. This system
operated quite efficiently, also by today's standards. A letter or newspa-
per took only a few days to travel from London to Stockholm, and to get a
piece of mail delivered within one of the larger cities took just hours. It
was not unusual to extend a dinner invitation by regular mail in the
morning, and to receive the response well in time to make the final
preparations for that day.

An eyewitness described the dress code in 1789, when George Washington
was sworn in as the first president of the United States, as follows:2

There stood Washington, invested with a suit of dark silk velvet, of the old cut,
steel-hilted small-sword by his side, hair in a bag and full powdered, in black
silk hose, and shoes with silver buckles, as he took the oath of office.

This was the time of chamber music, of horse-drawn carriages, the time of
Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven, of Gauss and Fourier, and the time of
James Watt, Claude Chappe, and Abraham Edelcrantz.
James Watt's work is well known. His improved steam engine designs
gave a decisive push to the industrial revolution. The names of Chappe

1. The notes to the preface start at p. 245.
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and Edelcrantz, however, are not nearly as well known, even though they
had an equally revolutionary impact on society. In the eighteenth century
they managed to develop the world's first nationwide data communica-
tions networks.
Let us go back to September 1794. Imagine Abraham Niclas Edelcrantz, a
Swedish nobleman and scholar, in his library in the center of Stockholm,
say in front of a nice big fireplace. He is reading Gentleman's Magazine.3

The September 1794 issue of this journal contained a report on a new
French contraption that caught Edelcrantz's attention. This is, in part,
what Edelcrantz read:4

. . . a method to acquaint people at a great distance, and in very little time,
with whatever one pleased. This method is as follows: let persons be placed in
several stations, at such distances from each other, that, by the help of a tele-
scope, a man in one station may see a signal made by the next before him; he
immediately repeats this signal, which is again repeated through all the inter-
mediate stations. This, with considerable improvements, has been adopted by
the French, and denominated a Telegraphe; and, from the utility of the inven-
tion, we doubt not but it will be soon introduced in this country.

The invention was attributed to Claude Chappe.

The machines are the invention of Citizen Chappe, and were constructed before
his own eyes; he directs their establishment at Paris.

The letter in Gentleman's Magazine described the telegraph that Chappe
had developed for the construction of an optical telegraph line connecting
Lille to Paris, over a distance of roughly 230 km (143 miles). The line
was, by any standard, the first of its kind, and news of its construction
was spreading quickly through Europe.
Edelcrantz began experimenting with his own optical telegraph designs
the month that the article was published.5 Two months later he was able
to demonstrate a first working version. Edelcrantz's first design still
looked much like Chappe's, with articulated arms and flaps. Edelcrantz
would later, after many experiments, switch to a shutter telegraph design
that is similar to one of the first designs that Chappe had used in 1791
and 1792 and abandoned. There is no indication that Edelcrantz knew
about these earlier experiments of Claude Chappe at this time.6 Why
Chappe rejected the shutter principle and replaced it with semaphore
arms, and Edelcrantz rejected the semaphore arms and replaced it with
shutters is a mystery. Both designs were quite successful, and received
much following.
For almost half a century, optical telegraphs became part of the landscape
in Europe. They can be spotted in the background of many paintings from
this period. They are also mentioned, at least in passing, in several novels
and poems.7 Victor Hugo (1802-1885), for instance, wrote a long poem
called Le TeUgraphe. The Swedish poet Elias Sehlstedt dedicated a collec-
tion of poems to the optical telegraph, titled Telegrafen—Poetisk Kalender
for 1858. The telegraphs also feature prominently in Stendhal's Lucien


