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Wheatstone, clearing Cooke’s debts and valuing their busi-
ness at a hefty £144,000. In September 1845, Cooke and
Ricardo set up the Electrical Telegraph Company, which
bought out Cooke and Wheatstone’s patent rights alto-
gether.

On both sides of the Atlantic, the electric telegraph
was finally taking off.

THE THTILL
ELECTTIC

"We are one!” said the nations, and hand met hand,
in a thrill electric from land to land.
—from "The Victory,” a poem written in tribute to

Samuel Morse, 1872

o0 1nvention of modern times has ex-
Ltended its influence so rapidly as that of
the electric telegraph,” declared Scientific American in
1852. "The spread of the telegraph is about as wonderful a
thing as the noble invention itself.”

The growth of the telegraph network was, in fact,
nothing short of explosive; it grew so fast that it was almost
impossible to keep track of its size. “No schedule of tele-
graphic lines can now be relied upon for a month in suc-
cession,” complained one writer in 1848, “as hundreds of
miles may be added in that space of time. It is anticipated
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Construction of the transcontinental telegraph along the route of the Pony Express, 1861.
When the telegraph line was complete, the horse-and-rider relay service was rendered
obsolete.

not been quite so rapidly embraced, there was some be-
musement at the enthusiasm with which it had been
adopted on the other side of the Atlantic. “The American

-, e

telegraph, invented by Professor Morse, appears to be far

more cosmopolitan in the purposes to which it is wwmwwn&
than our H&mmﬂmﬁ?: R.Emﬁ_.m.& one wwﬁm@, writer, not
without disapproval. “It is employed in transmitting mes-
sages to and from bankers, merchants, members of Con-
gress, officers of government, brokers, and police officers;
parties who by agreement have to meet each other at the
two stations, or have been sent for by one of the parties;
items of news, election returns, announcements of deaths,

inquiries respecting the health of families and individuals,

THE THIILL €LECTIIC | 61

daily proceedings of the Senate and the House of Repre-
sentatives, orders for goods, inquiries respecting the sail-
ing of vessels, proceedings of cases in various courts,
summoning of witnesses, messages for express trains, in-
vitations, the receipt of money at one station and its pay-
ment at another; for persons requesting the transmission
of funds from debtors, consultation of physicians, and
messages of every character usually sent by the mail. The
confidence in the efficiency of telegraphic communication
has now become so complete, that the most important
commercial transactions daily transpire by its means be-
tween correspondents several hundred miles apart.” ||

Just as the old optical telegraphs were tmderstood to
be the preserve of the Royal Navy, the new electric tele-
graph was associated in British minds with the railways.
By 1848, about half of the country’s railway tracks had tele-
graph wires running alongside them. By 1850, there were
2,215 miles of wire in Britain, but it was the following year
that things really took off. The domination enjoyed by Ri-
cardo and Cooke’s Electric Telegraph Company came to an
end as rival companies arrived on the scene, and thirteen
telegraph instruments based on a variety of designs were
displayed at the Great Exhibition of 1851 in London, fuel-
ing further interest in the new technology. These develop-
ments gave the nascent industry the jolt it needed to
emerge from the shadow of the railways.

The telegraph was doing well in other countries, too.
By 1852, there was a network of 1,493 miles of wire in
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sage was transcribed on a paper slip and taken on foot by
a messenger boy directly to the recipient. A reply, if one
was given, would then be taken back to the office; some
telegraph companies offered special rates for a message
plus a prepaid reply.

Young men were eager to enter the business as messen-
gers, since it was often a stepping-stone to better things.
One of the duties of messenger boys was to sweep out the
operating room in the mornings, and this provided an op-
portunity to tinker on the apparatus and learn the telegra-
pher’s craft. Thomas Edison and steel magnate and
philanthropist Andrew Carnegie both started out as tele-
graph messenger boys. “A messenger boy in those days had
many pleasures,” wrote Carnegie in his autobiography,
which includes rather rose-tinted reminiscences of the life
of a messenger boy in the 1850s. “There were wholesale
fruit stores, where a pocketful of apples was sometimes to
be had for the prompt delivery of a message; bakers and
confectioners’ shops where sweet cakes were sometimes
given to him. He met very kind men to whom he looked up
with respect; they spoke a pleasant word and complimented
him on his promptness, perhaps asking him to deliver a
message on the way back to the office. I do not know a
situation in which a boy is more apt to attract attention,
which is all a really clever boy requires in order to rise.”

/7 Though its business was the sending and receiving of
ﬁ\ messages, much like e-mail today, the actual operation of

 the telegraph had more in common with an on-line chat
|

|
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room. Operators did more than just send messages back
and woﬁ? they had to call up certain stations, ask for mes-

sages to be repeated, and verify the reception of messages./

.
L

In countries where Morse’s apparatus was used, skilled o.ﬁl
erators quickly learned to read incoming messages by fm-
tening to the clicking of the apparatus, rather than Hmmmwwm
the dots and dashes marked on the paper tape, m.B.m this
practice soon became the standard means of Roﬁﬁsm. It
also encouraged more social interaction over the wires,
and a new telegraphic jargon quickly emerged.

Rather than spell out every word ("PHILADELPHIA CALL-
ve NEW YORK) letter by letter in laborious detail, conven-
tions arose by which telegraphers talked to each oEmH.oéu,
the wires using short abbreviations. There was no single
standard: different dialects or customs arose on &mnam.a
telegraph lines. However, one listing of common abbrevia-
tions compiled in 1859 includes "1 1” (dot dot, dot dot) :mS,
“1 aMm READY"; “¢ A” (dash dash dot, dot dash) for "co
sHEAD”; "s F p” for "stor For DINNER”; "¢ M" for “coop
MmorNING.” This system enabled telegraphers to greet ob‘m
another and handle most common situations as easily as if
they were in the same room. Numbers were wﬂmo used as
abbreviations: 1 meant "WAIT A MOMENT ; 2, ~GET ANSWER
1MMEDIATELY”; 33, "ANswER paip HERE.” All telegraph of-
fices on a branch line shared one wire, so at any time there
could be several telegraphers listening in to wait for the
line to become available. They could also chat, play chess,
or tell jokes during quiet periods.
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France to Newfoundland in 1869. Cables reached India,
Hong Kong, China, and Japan in 1870; Australia was con-
nected in 1871, and South America in 1874..

In 1844, when Morse had started building the net-
work, there were a few dozen miles of wire and sending a
message from, say, London to Bombay and back took ten
weeks. But within thirty years there were over 650,000
miles of wire, 30,000 miles of submarine cable, and
20,000 towns and villages were on-line—and messages
could be telegraphed from London to Bombay and back in
as littte as four Emsimm.muﬁgm itself is telegraphed out
of existence,” declared the Daily Telegraph of London, a
newspaper whose very name was chosen to give the im-
pression of rapid, up-to-date delivery of news. The world
had shrunk further and faster than it ever had before.

Morse’s original telegraph line between Washington
and Baltimore had hardly started out as a moneymaker;
but the more points there were on the network, the more
useful it became. By the late 1860s, the telegraph industry,
and the submarine cable business in particular, was boom-
ing—and every investor wanted a piece of the action.
“There can be no doubt that the most popular outlet now
for commercial enterprise is to be found in the construc-
tion of submarine lines of telegraph,” reported the Times
of London in 1869. By 1880, there were almost 100,000
miles of undersea telegraph cable.

Improvements in submarine telegraphy made it possi-
ble to run telegraph cables directly from Britain to out-
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ATLANTIC TELEGRAPH

AE BTN,

posts of the British Empire, without having to rely on the
goodwill of any other countries along the 5.3:9 and
“intra-imperial telegraphy” was seen as an Hgﬁoﬁma
means of centralizing control in London and protecting
imperial traffic from prying eyes. The result was a separate
British network that interconnected with the global tele-
graph network at key points.

S THe NeTwWork connected more and
,more countries, the peaceful sentiments
that had been expressed on the completion of the Atlantic
cable were extended to embrace the whole of humanity.
The telegraph was increasingly hailed as nothing less than
the instrument of world peace.

“It brings the world together. It joins the sundered




-daoxo ou sem ydexdapoy oy, , ‘31 jo 9sn oxyewr weo oY JI ‘uoTy
-USAUT MU AI5A9 THOIJ UIEIIO Y SUIDYS [RUTULLIO PIIEOTPD
SUL. "8881 Ul P 0fvoryy oy o1 ‘wewsorjod ofeoryn
® ‘Pleguog uyo[ 10100dsu] pareosp , ‘SSE[O [RUTWILID o)
Uey) 90us10s jo sydwmery 3593e] o3 Jo A[ipeads pue L[rpear
aIouwr soApeswoyy [reae uorendod ayp yo woroes Iayo
OU 1BT} J0B] UMOUN-[[oM © ST 3[, "9sn [eurwid o3 sSuryy
osoyy ud oy sem punoy aaey opdoad a0

‘SUTYL PIIUDAUT 9ARY 2Td09d S0 UIS Ho>@

€581 ‘MAIATY ATHTLYVOO—
‘Juardioos oy 3dooxs wosiad
Lue o3  paress,, oq sesodind pue syueyur 1Te 01 1ySruw
sadessour sueawr yorym Aq ‘paonporyur 9q pInoys ‘peax

Apses pue poxmboe f[ses ‘roydo amoss 104 s1dwrs swrog

SIBOHD qQUE
‘SIOMIRH ‘S9409

"U99S9IOJUN AT[ENSN 918 9SI0M
sduryy oxewr [ Aoy yorym ur skem oty STIYM ‘PIIBISIOAOD
Ajqerreaut st 1om0q oyy Jog sSuryy ofueyo oy sordofouyoa}
#du Jo Teryuatod ayy tmata Jo syurod xoyo Jo Jurpueisiopun
IOPIM € 0} Pea] A[LIESSIIIU J0U SI0P UOTIROTUNTILOD 19}]9g
"PIRMIONYSTEIIS 08 9q 03 MO I j0U PIP SroMiou ydeid
-91%} [eqo[3 oy jo poedwr [eros ey ‘Ajereuniioyu
TR 9y noydnoryy soead pue [[rmpood syeanmo 01 Anp
19U} U} ISOIOJUT I13Y) SSO JOU ST I Iy} PUE ‘USIYIAIq
ore Aoy Jey) UIA] [[IM UOU} WS\ "SIIEOY| uewIny I[pPuLy
O3 ST UOTYM 9I1Y UBSYIOWOL] Ny oYy st spreds oLospe o
Sy, '$31S9I93UT uowrwod q pafems pue sorqredurds uouwr
-u0d £q pesoux aq Aewx oy, 19730 Yoea uodn Jovax pue joe
T Loy, “1930q Ioy10UE SUO MOTY [[im AoT[], "I9U}OUE 9UO
§0 90udsaxd ot} UT ‘919M 1T S ‘PUEIS [[IM USW JO $90EI pue
suoneu juorsptp 9y, 1t md sromod Sunpeweoead s ydeid
-1} 3} J0 9)e00ApE pauroul Afeonsod soyoue sE 10y

.'29%3d JO P[RS 9Y} 9q 0} WIOQ SEM ‘SIARM OTf)
o mo Fursur ‘ydwiku-eos styp 1 se swoos 31 - ¢ - "PI0oU03
pue 9oeed ‘fyrum ur soer uewmy oy puIq o3 pusy It seop
so1} fuons yons £g ‘1040103 premioy pue PIRMYORq UL [[LM
SSouIapua) pue 340] Jo saspud gorgm Juore Afrurey wewmy
Y3 Jo suonrod peraAds UIIMIAq puoq Aysafy ‘BuTAT] ®B ST 1]
onuERY o9 jo syrdop £or oy ur peop pue pros Jurd] ‘ureyd
ULl UE 10U ST 9qed U0 Uy, AIUSH IeYI0iq s p[oLg
study ojoim  ‘Aqrurey 1ee1d ouo jo sIoquIauwt 9Ie Aotf) ety
[99F WY1 Jurjeur ‘SHONEU JUEISIP S9ITUN 4 ‘saxayydsTiey

IUWIJLUI UBLIOLIIA 3HL | %01



144 | THE VICTOTIan inrernet

Admittedly, there was a rapid turnover of employees
in major offices, and telegraphers often had to endure un-
sociable hours, long shifts, and stressful and unpleasant
working conditions. But to become a telegrapher was to
Join a vast on-line community—and to seek a place among
the thousands of men and women united via the worldwide
web of wires that trussed up the entire planet.

war anbp peace In
THE GLOBAL VILLAGE

All the inhabitants of the earth would be brought into
one intellectual neighborhood.
—Alonzo Jackman, advocating an Atlantic telegraph
in 1846

€SPITE THE WIDELY expressed opti-
mism that the telegraphs would unite hu-
manity, it was in fact only the telegraph operators who
were able to communicate with each other directly. But
thanks to the telegraph, the general public became partici-
pants in a continually unfolding global drama, courtesy of
their newspapers, which were suddenly able to report on
events on the other side of the world within hours of their
occurrence. The result was a dramatic change in world-
view; but to appreciate the extent to which the telegraph
caused an earthquake in the newspaper business requires
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with the fierce competition between the Journal of Com-
merce and the rival Courier and Enquirer. Both papers were
aimed at business readers and fought to distinguish them-
selves by being first with the news. They established rival
pony expresses between New York and Washington to get
the political news sooner, and used fast boats to meet in-
coming vessels from Europe and get the latest news before
they docked. Then, in the 1830s, newspapers became a
popular medium with the establishment of cheap, mass-
market titles. The ensuing rivalry between the newspapers
of the so-called penny press led to an increase in the use
of carrier pigeons and ships. One editor, James Gordon
Benuett of the New York Herald, even agreed to pay one of
his sources a $500 bonus for every hour European news
arrived at the Herald in advance of its competitors. Get the
news first, and you'll sell more papers: Increasingly, news
was worth money.

So it was clear that the establishment of telegraph
lines in the 1840s would change everything. In fact, the
second message sent on Morse's Washington-Baltimore
line—immediately after “WHAT HATH GOD WROUGHT —was
"HAVE YoU ANY NEWS?” But far from welcoming the tele-
graph, many newspapers feared it.

LTHOUGH receIvine news by telegraph
would seem to be the logical next step from
using horses, carrier pigeons, and so on, it was instead
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viewed as an ominous development. The telegraph could
deliver news almost instantly, so the competition to see
who could get the news first was, in effect, over. The win-
ner would no longer be one of the newspapers; it would be
the telegraph. James Gordon Bennett was one of many who
assumed that the telegraph would actually put newspapers
out of business; because it put all newspapers on a level
playing field, his shenanigans to get hold of the news ear-
lier than his rivals would no longer be an advantage. “The
telegraph may not affect magazine literature,” he sug-
gested, "but the mere newspapers must submit to destiny,
and go out of existence.” The only role left for printed
publications, it seemed, would be to comment on the news
and provide analysis.

Of course, this perception turned out to be wrong.
While the telegraph was a very efficient means of deliver-
ing news to newspaper offices, it was not suitable for dis-
tributing the news to large numbers of readers. And
although the telegraph did indeed dramatically alter the
balance of power between providers and publishers of in-
formation, the newspaper proprietors soon realized that,
far from putting them out of business, it actually offered
great opportunities. For example, breaking news could be
reported as it happened, in installments—increasing the
suspense and boosting sales. If there were four develop-
ments to a major story during the day, newspapers could
put out four editions—and some people would buy all four.

But with news available instantly from distant places,
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customers were interested in was how trade would be af-
fected—he soon started trying to sell his dispatches to
newspapers. With the abolition of the newspaper tax in
Britain in 1855, several new newspapers sprung up, but
only the Times was capable of covering foreign news,
thanks to its well-established network of correspondents
who, after some reluctance, started using the telegraphs.
The Times preferred to use its own reports rather than buy
them from Reuter, and turned down the opportunity to do
a deal with him three times. Eventually Reuter proved the
value of his service in 1859 when he obtained a copy of a
crucial French speech concerning relations with Austria
and was able to provide it to the Times in London within
two hours of its being delivered in Paris. During the ensu-
ing war, with the French and Sardinians on one side, and
the Austrians on the other, Reuter’s correspondents re-
ported from all three camps—and on one occasion dis-
patched three separate reports of the same battle from the
point of view of each of the armies involved. Even so, the
Times still preferred to rely on its own correspondents, but
Reuter was able to sell his dispatches to its rival London
newspapers, thus helping them compete with the Times
without having their own foreign correspondents.

And readers just couldn’t get enough foreign news—
the more foreign, the better. Instead of limiting their cov-
erage to a small locality, newspapers were able for the first
time to give at least the illusion of global coverage, provid-
ing a summary of all the significant events of the day, from
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all over the world, in a single edition. We take this for
granted today, but at the time the idea of being able to
keep up with world affairs, and feel part of an extended
global community, was extraordinary.

It was great for sales, too. "To the press the electric
telegraph is an invention of immense value,” declared one
journalist. “It gives you the news before the circumstances
have had time to alter. The press is enabled to lay it fresh
before the reader like a steak hot from the gridiron, in-
stead of being cooled and rendered flavourless by a slow
journey from a distant kitchen. A battle is fought three
thousand miles away, and we have the particulars while
they are taking the wounded to the hospital.”

The thirst for foreign news was such that when the
first transatlantic telegraph cable was completed in 1858,
one of the few messages to be successfully transmitted was
the news from Europe, as provided by Reuter. “pray cIve
US SOME NEWS FOR NEW YORK, THEY ARE MAD FOR NEWS,”
came the request down the cable from Newfoundland. And
s0 on August 27, 1858, the news headlines were as follows:
"EMPEROR OF FRANCE RETURNED TO PARIS. KING OF PRUSSIA
TOO ILL TO VISIT QUEEN VICTORIA. SETTLEMENT OF CHINESE
QUESTION. GWALIOR INSURGENT ARMY BROKEN UP. ALL INDIA
BECOMING TRANQUIL.”

This last headline indicated that the Indian Mutiny, a
serious rebellion against British rule that had broken out
the year before, had been suppressed. However, General
Trollope, commander of the British forces in Halifax, Nova



-Wod ‘uosdwIg [BIOUSY) JOTYO UT ISPUBTIULON YSTHIG 9Y],
"SPeaYI2350] 1€ WO0S 9IIM SIWL] Y} PUE JUSWHUISA0F T
‘A[qemasuy “Tem oty Jof wsersnypue orgqnd o) earsuodsex
SEM JUIWIUISA0S ST 1B} MOYS PUE S[RIOUL UTEIUTEW 0] Aem
pood e sem s1adedsmou oy yym uedo Suraq yeys 1ySnoyy
SIOYIO O[IYM ‘UOTIEUWLIOFUT YoNwW 003 SuresAss jo siofuep
oY1 paziear Apomb seroio owos sioyew oyeorduros oy
PoAIaS JuUsWIUIgA08 ysnLg oY) Jo 2ousioduroour oYy,
“erssny 0} paydexdaer oq pnoo ‘sowiy oy jo Adoo
s Aep 1eqs woiy payy ‘suerd ysuuag oy jo swrodox Afrep
‘8mqsioreq g ur Lwous oty oy odoiny ssoroe Surgoesr
Jlompu ydeide[a) oYl M ng [EALLIE II9Y) JO SMOU
oy paddinsino saey pmom sdooxy ayy Afeurzop -oyqussod
S€ UOTIBULIOJUT YONUX SB iIm sIopear syt Surpraoxd Aq rem
9y} I0} wsersniyuo uo ozierded 01 pajuem YOTYM ‘sowl]
ot ur peonpoxdar Afuyyire; sem uorrewIofut sty “paord
-9p Buraq $90I0f 9T} JO SUNJEU PUE IOQUIN ST} JO S[TEIP
astoaxd pansst uopuoT ur Anstarpy rey oyp ‘“¥Sgt yorepy ur
UTEJLI] PUB 90URI] Aq BISSTY WO JeM JO UOIIEIE[IIP 9y} Jur
-morjof ensuruad ueswir) oy 10§ paredap sdooxy sy
"SUOTIRZIUESIO SMOU puE siuowriIosod £q ypoq ‘03 pasn
8umed 3o 107 ® 001 SIY], 'SEASIFA0 UMOUY U00S Sem A1}
-UnN09 U0 UT I[B[IEAE SPBUL SBM UOTIEULIOJUT JOAOIRYM 1B}
yueow yderdopel oy g “soapeswayy sdiys oYy weyy Io1sey
OU [94BI} P[NOD SMAU 9y} ‘[[B Id)e ‘s}olfjuoo ufraio} 03
330 papeay Loy se parrodar oq 01 sdrys Sunredop jo smou
I0j uTejrg ur AIewrosnd wadq pey 1i sieok Iof Awoud
oy} jo spuey oy} ojur Apyosarp poyderfare; Aererpauruar

SST | 99D®TIIA TRLO0TD 9HL Ul 398ad QUL IeMm

9q P[nod 1T 20Uls ‘vANNISULS ATySTy oweoaq A[uappns siad
-edsmau 0 [e9ARI 0} oFus WA OLISYITY PBY JEY} SMOU 1BY)
jueswr rompou yderdeper [euonRUINIU
UE JO 90UQISIXd 9Y) ‘QUWIILIBM HUIIN

"I\ UBSUILIY)
oy Sunmp suof1aas 01 swroy ydnoiq sem ey Surgreuros
—suoneorjdwr opewopdrp pue Areyrur uesseIojun pey
smou ufro1o} o wounquusip peoxdsepum pue prdes oy
moy Jo odurexs ouo jsnl sem sty “Kemdue woyy uss pue
SISPIO PIMO[[OJ IGNOP OU SABY P[NOM 3Y YSNOoys ‘erpu] 03
sd00I} ST PUSS O} WITY LOJ PISU OU JI%J UT SeM SIS} 1LY
umouy aaey pmom adofjoi], 4xodsx remay oY1 jo sIeME
U93q 9Y PeH ¢ILT[Ied PIfrey PeY o[qRd oY) JI Jeym Ing

“ep 1xou
oy Surzom paddoss gotym ‘orqes parej-yt oy e1a BILISUIY
YIION YOBAI 0} SOBBSSOUI 1SB] OT[) JO QU0 SBM 3] "9[qRD Y} U
yuounsaaut sy joeq Surded wey) srom—oxons ® 18 00005y
JusuwuraA08 ysurig oy Sunses pue ‘mnd feys 01 wiy Sur
~1133 '9[qed STUEY MU S} UMOP JUIS A[PILLINY SeM IIPIO
[eutdiro oy Surpueuraiunod adofoly, fersuss 01 wopuo|
woy wrexdo[e; y papasu 1afuoy ou axem sdooxy sry jey)
Pareorpur Ajreapo 31 nq ‘wrodar remnoy oys Jo axeme sem adoy
~[04], }0U 10 I9Y}aUM IES[0 30U ST 3] “erpu] ul pafordepal aq
P[Mod £313 Jeyy 08 oTUE]YY oY) ss010€ oeq sdooxn Jo sjustur
~8a1 om1 pues 01 wry Supyse ‘uopuoy ur srotradns STY WIOJJ
B9S AQ ID1[IES SYOOM MOJ © IODIO UR DPIATRISIL PBY ‘BII00G

LOUJI3LUI URLIOLIIA 9HL | ¥SI



156 1 THE VICTOrIan InTerner

plained: “Our spies give us all manner of reports, while
the enemy never spends a farthing for information. He
gets it all for five pence from a London paper.”

In addition to being the first war in which a govern-

ment had to take the existence of the telegraph into ac-
count when making news public, the Crimean War was the
first in which the telegraph played a strategic role. Ini-
tially, messages were sent by telegraph as far as Marseilles,
and then by steamer to the Crimea, arriving as much as
three weeks later. Rather than wait for a private telegraph
company to step in, the British and French governments
decided to extend the telegraph network to the Crimea
themselves. The line was extended overland from Bucha-
rest, the farthest extremity of the Austrian network, to
Varna on the Black Sea, and a British company was then
contracted to lay a 340-mile submarine cable across to the
Crimean peninsula. For the first time, French and British
governments could communicate directly with command-
ers on a distant battlefield. This was further bad news for
General Simpson, who was so exasperated by trivial in-
quiries from his incompetent superiors in London that he
is said to have complained that “the confounded telegraph
has ruined everything.”

For who was better placed to make strategic decisions:
the commander at the scene or his distant superiors? In
his history of the Crimean War, the historian A. W. King-
lake referred to the telegraph as “that new and dangerous
magic” that played into the hands of meddling officials
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who were nowhere near the battlefield. “Our government
did not abuse it,” he declared, "but, exposed to swift dicta-
tion from Paris, the French had to learn what it was to
carry on a war with a Louis Napoleon planted at one of
the ends of the wire, and at the other, a commander like
Canrobert, who did not dare to meet Palace strategy with
respectful evasions, still less with plain, resolute words.”

The telegraph was to cause further complications
when it was used to send reports to London from the front
revealing the chaotic nature of the campaign. The war was
very badly organized, and although public sentiment in
Britain was in favor of military action, there was wide-
spread exasperation at the government’s mismanagement,
spelled out in dispatches from the front line by the Times’s
reporter William Howard Russell. He exposed stories of
soldiers being sent to the front wrongly or inadequately
equipped, and highlighted the lack of proper medical sup-
port (which led to a public appeal that funded Florence
Nightingale’s mercy mission). It was perhaps hardly sur-
prising that the Times was not allowed to use the Black Sea
cable to send back its stories. Instead, reports were sent
by steamer to Varna or Constantinople and then by wire to
London.

The telegraph had annihilated the distance between
the soldiers at the front and the readers back home, and
between the government and its generals. Rather less con-
veniently, it had also annihilated the distance between the
enemy capitals. Suddenly, the world had shrunk—



.’Pnq a1 ur xem oy Surpesy Jurpuess
-ISPUNSTW Jo (149 93 paddru oyqes oy, -eoueaswid v jo Jur
-$I0uU 5y} 10 JUT[93] PEQ JO Y1103 oY} J0] PIMOT[e SEM STIT)
ou * - - -ssourddey pue 9oead Sunowoid ur RIUsWINIISUT
u92q pue ‘1em juanbosuod pue seanydnr snewordip perusa
-oxd,, pey AydeiSersy ey persedSns ‘ssopIry R O[qEN
se £epoy umouy st pue Luedwion eyoiog BUNS Y U
Apsnowaad pey yeyy fuedwoo ayp Jo uewLITRyd ‘I9pUa] UYO[
15 “¥6gt uy -ydeidarer oy yo renusyod Juryewsoead st ur
SIAT[A( uAIS T[1s a1om odoad Luew ‘sso[oypIans )
Z)ISBTUUQY e YouLL oU} 1940 £103014 1Y) 03 A[100x
-TP Pd] 1eY} juswoA0W I90uTd € 9JEUIPIOOO O} SUBISSHIJ
oy} £q pasn sem 31 axoym ‘odoany ur (00} LIRYI[TW € S ON[ERA
si1 pasoxd yderds1ey oy ‘Ajre[ruatg "s9pod 391098 pue SOIIM
podde; yum £1033npys yonwr wr Surdedus pue ‘peouea
-pe Aoy se oxmm yderdoray Jo seqrm 000'St jo Te101 B dn
Surduiis opIsS YorS WO SISIPIOS UM ‘IR [IAI) UEILISUIY
oy} Burmp pafofdop A[opim sem 3| ‘SISLIO © 9snIOp 01 pasn
sem 11 se udyo se jsul apeq ojur sdooxy 1opio 03 pasn sem
ydesdopey oy ‘syewrordip £q uondope syt eydsap ng
.. SQATOSUIDY]) I0] 10B O}
ey A[zownioy oym 9soy) jo uonezierowap oryderSeran oy,
PjuSwIE] ‘BUUAIA UT JOPeSSeqUIR USHLIG oY} ‘poquuny
90BIOH JIIg "9sind B sem AJofoundsy mou oyp ‘ydeidoror
U} AQ POUTWLISPUN JUSWIUIOAOS [eIjUsd wioxj 9ouspuad
-9pUl II3Y} PUNOJ OYM SSLIUNOD JUBISTP Ul S[EIILJO JIOf
pue ‘uopuoT ur 1omod 9ZIRIIUAD 0} SeM 109JJ9 Y[, "PlIOM
Y} punore uo-s3urod yym yonoy ur £ejs pnod Loty 1eyp os

65T | 9DBTTIIA TRIO0TIO 9HL UI 9383d AUR JEM

'$95107] A1JUN00 PUE SIWOY UOPUOT IIGY} 3¢ PA[EISUT SAUT|
pey uass Loy 1eys ydesdorey oy Bursn uo usoy os orom
STEIOYJO SUIOG "SITYJO [eIUO[O) Pue UFIBI04 9} Je PaY[RISUI
sout] jusuewirad d1om 9197 ‘0L Aq 1q ‘sinoy ssaursnq
Suump Ao sofessow jues pue ‘somzo ydeidorey vy je
Iourolsno 1aypoue isnf sem 9013 ubroxoy ysnuag o 65gr
) Apmors yeqre ‘prp £y og -ydeidajer sty soeIquIs 03
saey pnom syewroydi( :31 10§ Juryy suo A[uo sem s1oy
"STUUEYD JTIeW
-O[dIp [eUONIUSAUOD SUTIUSAWMOID ‘BIPIT 91 BIA SJUOW
-u19408 wdro10§ Jo Spuey oYy OJuT Lem S31 UL USYL pmoMm
UOTYM ‘JUSWIUIA0Z Y} UWIOI} JUOWIAIL]S B PUBTIAP PInom
Loy ‘smau jo proy 108 siodedsmou oy vouo £901070 oUu
pey £ovy ng “saypredsip orgdesdars) o3 Ausey 00y Sunoess
syewro[dIp Jo JnsaI 19I1p & sem 12—0LgT JO IBp URISSOI]
-00ueL] 9y} Jey} 1s933NS 01 St Iej 0S WM UWAAD ‘UeLr
-0ISTY UIUDL] B ‘OPEZEJY SS[IBYY)  'PIIOPISU0D 3q Io1Iaq
Yonwt pey yorym sjutod puey-jyo, o1 Surpuodser dn pus
Prom syeuwro[drp 1eyy pases aff "Iep\ UESWILIY) Y} JO ST
U3 3¢ Jewo[dIp yspiIg © ‘PUOWIIEY PUOWPY PIUIEM ‘08
9 P[MOYS 3T JeY) A[qRIISOP LIOA ST }T SSOUISNG INO TILM 18T
MOWY j0ou Op ] pue, —uOTREII jueisul pafermoous yderd
-9} 5Y} Inq ‘S1U2AD 03 SosU0dSOT painseawt
‘mors  1oyoxd syrewrordip ‘ATTRUOILIGR I,

“MOT[BMS
01 prey Apremonred punoy syewordip jey Surpeuwros

LOUIILUI UBLIOLIIA @HL | 8ST



160 | THE VICTOTIan Inrerner

Well, sort of. But sometimes misunderstanding was
deliberate. In 1898, the Fashoda Incident, a standoff be-
tween the British and French armies in Sudan, illustrated
the new power of information—and disinformation.
French forces led by Major Jean-Baptiste Marchand were
crossing Africa with the intention of laying claim to land
from the Atlantic to the Red Sea, while a rival British expe-
dition led by Lord Kitchener was hoping to establish con-
trol over the whole of East Africa, from Cairo to the
southern Cape. Inevitably, the paths of the two armies
crossed—at the Sudanese village of Fashoda. Rather than
risk starting a war between two major powers, Kitchener
and Marchand decided that the whole business was best
left to the governments of France and Britain to sort out
through diplomatic channels.

But Kitchener had a crucial advantage over Marchand:
access to the British-controlled Egyptian telegraph net-
work. He was able to send to London an immediate report
on the situation, which traveled via the Egyptian railway
telegraph network and then by submarine cable. He then
followed up with a more detailed report, in which he sug-
gested that Marchand’s forces, which were in fact compa-
rable in strength to his own, were demoralized, anxious,
and in danger of running out of water—none of which was
strictly true. But Marchand's only means of communica-
tion with his superiors in Paris was to send a messenger
overland to the Atlantic coast and then on by sea—a pro-
cess that would have taken nine months. As a result, the
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first the French government heard of the matter was when
the British ambassador in Paris read Kitchener’s report to
the French foreign minister. Anxious to hear Marchand’s
side of the story, the French asked for permission to com-
municate with Fashoda via the British-controlled tele-
graph lines. The British refused but offered a compromise:
If Marchand sent a messenger to Cairo, he could send
messages from there. In the month it took for Marchand’s
representative to reach Cairo and file his report, the
French had only Kitchener’s version of events to go on,
and took the decision to back down. The telegraph had,
arguably, prevented bloodshed, if only through the use of

misinformation.

") PTImIsm aBouT THe peacemaking po-
tential of the telegraph was still widespread
at the close of the century, even though there was no evi-
dence that it had made any real difference one way or the

other. “If the peoples have been brought more in touch
with each other, so also have their rulers and statesmen,”
wrote the British electrician and telegraph expert Charles
Bright in his book, Submarine Telegraphs, published in
1898. "An entirely new and much-improved method of
conducting diplomatic relations between one country and
another has come into use with the telegraph wire and
cable. The facility and rapidity with which one government
is now enabled to know the 'mind’—or, at any rate, the
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the 1880s and the telephone continued its rapid growth,
the telegraph was no longer at the cutting edge of technol-
ogy. “So much have times altered in the last fifty years that
the electric telegraph itself is threatened in its turn with
serious rivalry at the hands of a youthful and vigourous
competitor. A great future is doubtless in store for the
telephone,” declared Chambers Journal in 188,

By this time, many telegraphers were complaining
that they had been reduced to mere machines, while others
decried the declining quality of those entering the profes-
sion. “The character of the business has wholly changed,”
lamented the Journal of the Telegraph. "It cannot now sub-
serve public interests or its own healthful development
without the precision and uniformity of mechanism.”

But the changing fortunes of telegraphy were perhaps
most vividly illustrated in the way the telegraphic journals,
which had covered the rise of the new electrical and tele-
phonic technologies with keen interest, chose to rename
themselves: the Telegraphers’ Advocate became the Electric
Age, the Operator renamed itself Elecirical World, and the
Telegraphic Journal became the FElectrical Review. Under-
mined by the relentless advance of technology, the tele-
graphic community, along with its customs and subculture,
began to wither and decline.

12.

THEC LEGACY
OF THE TECLEGTraPH

What now my old telegraph,
At the top of your old tower,
As somber as an epitaph,
And as still as a boulder?
— from “Le Vieux Télégraphe,” a poem by
Gustave Nadaud, translated by the author

orse never saw the birth of the in-
ventions that would overshadow the
telegraph. mo agreed to unveil a statue of Benjamin Frank-
lin in Printing House Square in New York, but exposure to

the bitterly cold weather on the day of the ceremony weak-

ened him considerably. As he lay on his sickbed a few
weeks later, his doctor tapped his chest and said, “This is
the way we doctors telegraph, Professor.” Morse smiled
and replied, “Very good, very good.” They were his last
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]

M @ m = A early telephone exchange.

Cocke out of debt. His rivalry with Wheatstone continued
until Wheatstone’s death; Cooke attended his funeral and
was, curiously, far more accurate in his recollection of
Wheatstone's role in the invention of the telegraph there-
after. He died in 1879, having squandered his fortune.

By the late 1880s, the telephone was booming. In
1886, ten years after its invention, there were over a quar-
ter of a million telephones in use worldwide. Early techno-
logical hurdles such as low sound quality, long-distance
calling, and the design of efficient manual and automatic
telephone exchanges were rapidly overcome by Edison,
Hughes, Watson, and others, and by the turn of the century
there were nearly 2 million phones in use. (Bell did little

THE LEGACY OF THE TELEGTaPH | 205

to improve his invention; once its success was assured, he
turned his attention to aviation instead.)

When Queen Victoria’s reign ended in 1901, the tele-
graph’s greatest days were behind it. There was a tele-
phone in one in ten homes in the United States, and it was
being swiftly adopted all over the country. In 1903, the
English inventor Donald Murray combined the best fea-
tures of the Wheatstone and Baudot automatic telegraph
systems into a single machine, which, with the addition of
a typewriter keyboard, soon evolved into the teleprinter.
Like the telephone, it could be operated by anyone.

The heyday of the telegrapher as a highly paid, highly
skilled information worker was over; telegraphers’ brief
tenure as members of an elite community with mastery
over a miraculous, cutting-edge technology had come to
an end. As the twentieth century dawned, the telegraph’s
inventors had died, its community had crumbled, and its
golden age had ended.

LTHOUGH IT Has now faded from view,
the telegraph lives on within the communi-
cations technologies that have subsequently built upon its
foundations: the telephone, the fax machine, and, more
recently, the Internet. And, ironically, it is the Internet—
despite being regarded as a quintessentially modern
means of communication—that has the most in common
with-its telegraphic ancestor.
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The similarities do not end there. Scam artists found
crooked ways to make money by manipulating the trans-
mission of stock prices and the results of horse races using
the telegraph; their twentieth-century counterparts have
used the Internet to set up fake “shop fronts” purporting
to be legitimate providers of financial services, before dis-
appearing with the money handed over by would-be inves-
tors; hackers have broken into improperly secured
computers and made off with lists of credit card numbers.

A People who were worried about inadequate security on
the telegraph network, and now on the Internet, turned to
the same solution: secret codes. Today software to com-
press files and encrypt messages before sending them
across the Internet is as widely used as the commercial
codes that flourished on the telegraph network. And just
as the ITU placed restrictions on the use of telegraphic
ciphers, many governments today are trying to do the
same with computer cryptography, by imposing limits on
the complexity of the encryption available to Internet
users. (The ITU, it should be noted, proved unable to en-
force its rules restricting the types of code words that
could be used in telegrams, and eventually abandoned
them.)

On a simpler level, both the telegraph and the In-
ternet have given rise to their own jargon and abbrevia-
tions. Rather than plugs, boomers, or bonus men, Internet
users are variously known as surfers, netheads, or net-
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izens. Personal signatures, used by both telegraphers and
Internet users, are known in both cases as sigs.

Another parallel is the eternal enmity between new,
inexperienced users and experienced old hands. Highly
skilled telegraphers in city offices would lose their temper
when forced to deal with hopelessly inept operators in re-
mote villages; the same phenomenon was widespread on
the Internet when the masses first surged on-line in the
early 1990s, unaware of customs and traditions that had
beld sway on the Internet for years and capable of what, to
experienced users, seemed unbelievable stupidity, gullibil-
ity, and impoliteness.

But while conflict and rivalry both seem to come with
the on-line territory, so does romance. A general fascina-
tion with the romantic possibilities of the new technology
has been a feature of both the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries: On-line weddings have taken place over both
the telegraph and the Internet. In 1996, Sue Helle and
Lynn Bottoms were married on-line by a minister 10 miles
away in Seattle, echoing the story of Philip Reade and
Clara Choate, who were married by telegraph 120 years
earlier by a minister 650 miles away. Both technologies
have also been directly blamed for causing romantic prob-
lems. In 1996, a New Jersey man filed for divorce when he
discovered that his wife had been exchanging explicit
e-mail with another man, a case that was widely reported
as the first example of “Internet divorce.”
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€PILOGUE

He HYpe, skepticism, and bewilderment
associated with the Internet—concerns
about new forms of crime, adjustments in social mores,
and redefinition of business practices—mirror the hopes,
fears, and misunderstandings inspired by the telegraph.
Indeed, they are only to be expected. They are the direct
consequences of human nature, rather than technology.

Given a new invention, there will always be some peo-
ple who see only its potential to do good, while others see
new opportunities to commit crime or make money. We
can expect exactly the same reactions to whatever new in-
ventions appear in the twenty-first century.
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Such reactions are amplified by what might be termed
chronocentricity—the egotism that one’s own generation is
poised on the very cusp of history. Today, we are repeat-
edly told that we are in the midst of a communications
revolution. But the electric telegraph was, in many ways,
far more disconcerting for the inhabitants of the time than
today’s advances are for us. If any generation has the right
to claim that it bore the full bewildering, world-shrinking
brunt of such a revolution, it is not us—it is our nine-
teenth-century forebears.

Time-traveling Victorians arriving in the late twenti-
eth century would, no doubt, be unimpressed by the In-
ternet. They would surely find space flight and routine
intercontinental air travel far more impressive technologi-
cal achievements than our much-trumpeted global com-
munications network. Heavier-than-air flying machines
were, after all, thought by the Victorians to be totally im-
possible. But as for the Internet—well, they had one of
their own.








