
Preface

Communications is in the midst of a revolution. It is one of those
revolutions where you know something important is happening even
though you cannot tell exactly what it is. Hardly a day goes by without
the appearance of a news item touching on some aspect of the subject.
It may be about some new technical development, or about a merger or
acquisition, or, perhaps, a court decision or some activity on Capitol
Hill. Some of the items have national politics as their source—terms
such as information superhighway and National Information Infra-
structure figured prominently in the Clinton/Gore campaign in 1992
and later in their administration. Many of these items are considered
significant enough to merit a headline in the business section of the
newspaper. Every once in a while, an event makes the front page. Some
are even newsworthy enough to be boiled down to sound bites for the
television evening news. However, it is in the nature of journalism that
each item is written independently of all others, and so the story of the
revolution reaches to you in bits and pieces. Thus, while today's story
may be quite clear in its own right, its relationship to yesterday's story
is anything but.

Of course, most of us do not need the press to tell us that something
revolutionary is happening. We can sense it from the way in which our
own businesses and professions have become increasingly dependent
on computers and communications. Yet even with this hands-on expe-
rience, it is hard for anyone, information professional or not, to make
sense out of these disconnected press reports.

As I tried to decipher the significance of the day-by-day events, I
asked myself how a layperson might gain such an understanding. I soon
came to the not unreasonable conclusion that to understand where we
are and where we are going, it is necessary to understand where we have
been. Or, to use the transportation metaphor that appears so often in
the press, the information superhighway can only be understood by
traversing the byways and highways that have led up to it.

While there are obviously many differences between the communi-
cations world of today and that of the last century, there are trends that
began in the days of Samuel F. B. Morse that are still current. The
dominant trend has been the steady stream of inventions and technol-
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ogy. If we are dazzled by the new technology that has appeared in our
lifetimes, just imagine how our nineteenth-century forebears were af-
fected by the telegraph, the telephone, and the wireless. Not only did
the new gadgets captivate the public, but their inventors became na-
tional heroes.

However, to ascribe everything that has happened in communica-
tions in the 150 years since Morse to technology is a vast oversimplifica-
tion, because, typically, as soon as the technology appeared,
entrepreneurs—the inventor and others—rushed in to exploit it. And
almost as soon as that happened, the courts began to play a role by
adjudicating the suits and countersuits, first over patent rights and later
over antitrust issues. (For example, the biggest story of them all in recent
years was the breakup of the Bell system, a legal action precipitated by
entrepreneurship that had technology at its roots.) Thus the story of
communications is as much about entrepreneurship and litigation as it
is about inventions and technology. To obtain a coherent picture of what
is happening today and what might happen as we move into the next
century, it is essential to have a view of the three-stranded fabric out of
which this history has been woven.

Trying to clarify the historical path to today's communications revo-
lution is what motivated me to start writing this book. But it did not take
too long before I became fascinated by the story itself, not only by the
inventions, entrepreneurship, and litigation, but also by the inventors,
entrepreneurs and lawyers, a parade of colorful people, many of them
with extraordinary vision whose exploits have influenced our history
and our culture. This has made the book into one that chronicles not
only events but also the people responsible for them and the cultural
changes that have resulted from them.

The book is for anyone interested in the information revolution
regardless of technical background. Its thrust is to describe a history
driven by technology not the technology itself, and, to this end, I have
seen to it that anyone, regardless of background, can understand
enough of the technology to appreciate the historical developments.
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