Listening Passage

The following passage is from an article entitled “My Most Unforgettable

Character” by Charles Edison, published in Reader’s Digest in December 1961. 

In this excerpt, Charles discusses his father, inventor Thomas Edison.

Shuffling about his laboratory at Menlo Park, N.J., a shock of hair over one side of his

forehead, sharp blue eyes sparkling, stains and chemical burns on his wrinkled clothing,

Thomas Alva Edison never looked like a man whose inventions had revolutionized the

world in less than his lifetime. Certainly he never acted like it. Once when a visiting 

dignitary asked him whether he had received many medals and awards, he said, “Oh yes,

Mom’s got a couple of quarts of them up at the house.” “Mom” was his wife, my mother.

Yet every day, to those of us who were close to him, he demonstrated what a giant

among men he was. Great as were his contributions to mankind — he patented a record

1093 inventions in his lifetime — it is not for these I remember him, but for his matchless

courage, his imagination and determination, his humility and wit. At times, he was just plain

mischievous. …
At home or at work, Father seemed to have a knack for motivating others. He could and

often did give orders, but he preferred to inspire people by his own example. This was one

of the secrets of his success. For he was not, as many believe, a scientist who worked in 

solitude in a laboratory. Once he had marketed his first successful invention — a stock ticker

and printer — for $40,000, he began employing chemists, mathematicians, machinists, 

anyone whose talents he thought might help him solve a knotty problem. Thus he married 

science to industry with the “team” research concept, which is standard today. …

Father himself usually worked 18 or more hours a day. “Accomplishing something 

provides the only real satisfaction in life,” he told us. His widely reported ability to get by

with no more than four hours’ sleep — plus an occasional catnap — was no exaggeration.

“Sleep,” he maintained, “is like a drug. Take too much at a time and it makes you dopey.

You lose time, vitality, and opportunities.”

His successes are well known. In the phonograph, which he invented when he was 30,

he captured sound on records; his incandescent bulb lighted the world. He invented the

microphone, mimeograph, medical fluoroscope, the nickel-iron-alkaline storage battery,

and the movies. He made the inventions of others — the telephone, telegraph, typewriter

— commercially practical. He conceived our entire electrical distribution system.

It is sometimes asked, “Didn’t he ever fail?” The answer is yes. Thomas Edison knew 

failure frequently. His first patent, when he was all but penniless, was for an electric voterecorder, but maneuver-minded legislators refused to buy it. Once he had his entire fortune

tied up in machinery for a magnetic separation process for low-grade iron ore — only to

have it made obsolete and uneconomical by the opening of the rich Mesabi Range. But he

never hesitated out of fear of failure.

“Shucks,” he told a discouraged co-worker during one trying series of experiments, “we

haven’t failed. We now know 1000 things that won’t work, so we’re that much closer to 

finding what will.”

His attitude toward money (or lack of it) was similar. He considered it as a raw 

material, like metal, to be used rather than amassed, and so he kept plowing his funds into

new projects. Several times he was all but bankrupt. But he refused to let dollar signs 

govern his actions. …
Thomas Edison has sometimes been represented as uneducated. Actually he had only

six months of formal schooling, but under his mother’s tutelage in Port Huron, Mich[igan],

he had read such classics as Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire at the age of eight or

nine. After becoming a vendor and newsboy on the Grand Trunk Railroad, he spent whole

days in the Detroit Free Library — which he read “from top to bottom.” In our home he

always had books and magazines, as well as half a dozen daily newspapers.

From childhood, this man who was to accomplish so much was almost totally deaf. Hecould hear only the loudest noises and shouts, but this did not bother him. “I haven’t heard

a bird sing since I was 12,” he once said. “But rather than a handicap my deafness probably

has been beneficial.” He believed it drove him early to reading, enabled him to concentrate

and shut him off from small talk.
People asked him why he didn’t invent a hearing aid. Father always replied, “How much

have you heard in the last 24 hours that you couldn’t do without?” He followed this up with:

“A man who has to shout can never tell a lie.” …

— excerpted from “My Most Unforgettable Character: Thomas Edison”

Reader’s Digest, December 1961
