Chapter

“The American Leonardo”

The idea of the telegraph came to Samuel Finley Breeze Morse in what
he called a “flash of gerlius”.1 He was returning home across the Atlantic
in 1832, after three years of study and work in Europe as a portrait artist,
and became engaged in a conversation with fellow passengers on the
experiments of the famous French physicist André Marie Ampere in
electricity and magnetism. How did it happen that a group of people,
educated, to be sure, but not especially in physical science, would occupy
their time on board ship in discussing the experiments of a physicist? On
the face of it, it seems comparable to a group of artists, physicians, and
businesspeople today discussing the big-bang theory of the origin of the
universe while on a Caribbean cruise. But the fact is that the cleavage
between physical science and other branches of knowledge pointed out
by C. P Snow in this century was not nearly so evident early in the
nineteenth century. Today it is more likely that the conversation between
people in such circumstances would have to do with politics, finance,
perhaps the theater or the arts, anything but science. To be sure, A Brief
History of Time, Stephen Hawking’s book on cosmology, was an unex-
pected best-seller, but I wonder how many of its readers derived enough
understanding from it to make it part of their social conversation. But in
the early part of the nineteenth century the notions of electricity and
magnetism being studied by the likes of Ampere and Michael Faraday
captivated their contemporaries and were widely reported in the press
of the day.

Someone in Morse’s group raised the question as to whether the

speed of electricity through a wire was retarded by the length of the wire.
The answer given by Dr. Charles Jackson, a Boston physician, later to be






