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There are many cities 
that want to claim some 
part of Alexander Graham 
Bell’s distinction as the 
inventor of one of the most 
important technological 
developments of all time, 
the telephone. Three of 
those locations are Bos-
ton and Salem in Mas-
sachusetts and Brantford, 
Ontario, in Canada. They 
each have strong rationales 
to consider themselves the 
birthplace of the telephone.

Alexander Graham Bell’s 
journey to his monumental 
invention began when he 
took on 5-year-old George 
Sanders of Salem as a pupil 
on Oct. 1, 1872. The boy was 
born totally deaf and had 
never spoken a word in his 
life.

Alec Bell, as he was 
called, came from a fam-
ily steeped in developing 
methods to teach the 
deaf to communicate. So, 
the 25-year-old Bell was 
well qualified for the task. 
His pupil was the son of 
Thomas Sanders, a wealthy 
leather merchant who was 
to become a key financial 
investor in Bell’s telephone 
technology. Eventually, Alec 
moved from Boston, where 
he was teaching, into a 
room at Sanders’ mother’s 
house at 242 Essex St. in 
Salem so he could be near 
the boy.

Bell had always been 
interested in technology. He 
learned that the telegraph 
industry was desperate 
to have the capability to 
transmit multiple mes-
sages over a single wire. He 
investigated the field and 
started to conduct experi-
ments at night in the Sand-
ers house after finishing his 
day’s work tutoring young 
George. These develop-
ments would ultimately 
lead to the design of the 
telephone, so Salem can 
claim a key role in its birth.

While looking to buy 
apparatus for his experi-
ments, he heard about a 
laboratory in Boston owned 
by Charles Williams. On a 
visit to Williams’ operation 
at 109 Court St., he met 
Thomas A. Watson, a Salem 
native and resident. The 
young man was an accom-
plished machinist and elec-
trical worker and could be 
a great help to Bell. Being 
very impressed with Wat-
son, Bell invited the young 
man to work with him on 
the multiple message tele-
graph project. Thus began 
the most important collabo-
ration of Bell’s life.

In the summer of 1874, 
Alec was visiting with 
his parents in Brantford, 
Ontario. It was then that he 
decided to drop his work 
on the telegraphy develop-
ment and turn his attention 
to transmitting voice over 
a wire. He put together all 
he had learned from the 
telegraph experiments 
and about the physics of 
sound from teaching the 
deaf and came up with the 
basic idea of the telephone. 
Many years later, in a 1916 
Boston speech, Bell recalled 
that moment as the birth 
of the telephone. And, so 
Brantford feels justified in 
naming itself the Telephone 
City.

But it was to take a con-
siderable amount of work 
over the next two years in 
Bell’s Boston laboratory to 
get the device to work. The 
lab was in an attic space 
above Charles Williams’ 
shop on Court Street. As 

Bell and Watson started 
closing in on a working 
model of the telephone, 
they became concerned 
about the security of their 
design. So, they moved to 
a more private location at 
5 Exeter Place, about one 
half mile from the Williams 
operation. It was there 
on March 10, 1876, when 
Bell spoke his famous first 
sentence ever heard over 
a telephone. According the 
Mr. Bell’s journal in the 
Library of Congress, the 
sentence was “Mr. Watson 
come here, I want to see 
you.” So  Boston holds a 
preeminent claim as the 
birthplace of the telephone.

Salem played another 
role in the development of 
telephone technology. On 
Feb. 12, 1877, almost one 
year after the first sentence 
was spoken over the device, 
Bell did the first public 
demonstration of his inven-
tion. The site was the Salem 
Lyceum, now Turner’s res-
taurant on Church Street. 
He called Watson over a 
telegraph line to the offices 
of the Boston Globe, about 
35 miles away. Watson 
spoke to the audience, and 
even sang to them. Later 
that night, a Boston Globe 
reporter used the telephone 
in Salem to call in a story to 
the paper. That was the first 
instance where the tele-
phone was used for such a 
purpose.

The Salem Lyceum 
demonstration of a long-
distance call, however, was 
not the first. On Aug. 10, 
1876, six months earlier, 
Bell made a private test call 
from his parent’s home in 
Brantford, Ontario to Mr. 
Watson in a neighboring 
town, Paris, Ontario. It was 
about eight miles away and 
the test used an existing 
telegraph line.

Bell’s fame and wealth 
grew over the next few 
years as he worked with 
his investors to secure his 
patent and to establish his 
telephone company. Now 
that he was earning a sub-
stantial living, on July 11, 
1877, he married his long-
time sweetheart and pupil, 
Mabel Hubbard. She was 
the daughter of one of his 
investors, Gardner Hub-
bard, a prominent Boston 
patent attorney.

The Bells had two daugh-
ters, Elsie and Marian, bet-
ter known as Daisy. They 
also had two sons; both 
unfortunately died at a 
young age. One of the boys 

was born in Rockport. Here 
is how that happened.

In the summer of 1881, 
Bell was called to Wash-
ington. He was asked to 
quickly develop a metal 
detection device. It was to 
be used to find the bullet 
lodged in President Gar-
field, who had been shot 
by an assassin. Although 
his detector was not able 
to help the president, it 
was used successfully for 
many years, before X-ray 
machines, to find bullets 
lodged in victims and save 
their lives.

While Alec was working 
in Washington, Mabel, who 
was pregnant, was living 
with their daughters in 
Cambridge. In the middle 
of August, that summer of 
1881, Bell came home to 
take his wife and the girls 
for a seaside vacation. 
They stayed at a house on 
Granite Street in Rockport 
across from Pigeon Cove. 
The house is still there and 
is marked with a sign pro-
claiming Bell’s visit.

On Aug. 15, a few days 
after they arrived, Mabel 
gave birth prematurely to a 
son. Unfortunately, the boy 
died from breathing prob-
lems three hours after his 
birth. The event was noted 
in a telegram Bell sent to 
his father from Pigeon Cove. 
This tragedy set the inventor 
off on a project to develop an 
artificial breathing apparatus 
for children such as his son. 
He eventually succeeded in 
coming up with a design for 
the first “iron lung.”

The Bells loved spending 
summers by the sea. A few 
years later, during the sum-
mer of 1884, they vacationed 
in a house on the Magnolia 
coast. The exact location is 
not clear. It was described 
as being in sight of Nor-
man’s Woe. This would put 
it close to the current loca-
tion of Hammond castle on 
Hesperus Avenue.

Alexander Graham Bell 
is one of the most famous 
and influential inventors of 
the 19th century, right up 
there with Thomas Edison. 
The North Shore of Boston 
played an important role in 
his life. Salem was where 
he started his technology 
developments that led to 
the invention of the tele-
phone. And Rockport was 
where he began work on 
his creation of the first iron 
lung, as a way to mourn the 
loss of his son.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam.
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The New England fishing industry is enjoying a 
rare victory over federal regulators, as the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced 
earlier this week that it would pick up the cost of at-sea 
monitoring of boats this year. What’s more, NOAA will 
reimburse fishermen for some of their out-of-pocket 
expenses from 2017.

While that’s good news, there is still work to be done. 
There is no guarantee the new policy -- less a promise 
of change than a one-time concession tucked in the fed-
eral budget — will continue past this year. And beyond 
the cost, the expensive, inefficient at-sea monitoring 
program, which spreads a limited amount of monitors 
among a large number of vessels for an undetermined 
number of trips, must be able to provide accurate infor-
mation regulators and fishermen can trust.

First, credit where credit is due. It was New Hampshire 
Sen. Jeanne Shaheen who tucked the $10.3 million into 
the federal budget to pay for the monitoring program, 
which is meant to ensure fishermen are adhering to reg-
ulations that limit how much and what type of fish they 
can catch. The boat is required to allow a NOAA monitor 
to tag along on trips and record what has been caught.

Those sessions come at great expense to fishermen 
— about $710 a trip, on average. And being forced to 
pay for monitoring rankles fishermen, and rightly so. 
Imagine having to personally pay to have a state trooper 
sit in your back seat, looking over your shoulder at your 
speedometer as you drive your car down the highway.

“This is very welcome money and good news all the 
way around,” Jackie Odell, executive director of the 
Northeast Seafood Coalition, told reporter Sean Horgan. 
“It’s a lot for groundfishermen to pay for, especially as 
quotas decline and they lose access to key stocks.”

Odell noted there’s more to the issue than the cost 
of the monitoring. 

“It’s about making the most out of what you get, 
making sure that the data collected in this program is 
used wisely and efficiently,” she said.

We agree. If the monitoring data is going to be used 
to set policy, it needs to be trustworthy. And a long-
term funding solution — one that doesn’t dip directly 
into fishermen’s pockets — is needed. Given that $10.3 
million is a small drop in the ocean that is the federal 
budget, it shouldn’t be a difficult problem to solve. 

A step forward on 
at-sea monitoring

What do the Old South Presbyterian Church in 
Newburyport, the Trinitarian Church in North Andover 
and the Living Faith United Methodist in Ipswich have 
in common, besides being houses of worship? Each 
church steeple — like dozens of others across New Eng-
land — conceals a cellular transmission tower. 

Whoever came up with the idea of inserting cell tow-
ers into church steeples was a genius, not only pleasing 
those who might be offended by seeing a cell tower in 
the center of town, but the phone companies who were 
happy to find convenient, high spots for their signals, 
and the churches, which make money from hosting 
the towers. 

But wait, there could be more. A Massachusetts Supe-
rior Court judge last week ordered Bedford’s Historic 
District Commission to allow the First Parish Church to 
install solar panels on the roof of the sanctuary. In what 
could be a precedent-setting decision, the congregation 
can install panels to generate electricity in keeping with 
a principle of “climate justice.” John Gibbons, senior 
minister of the church, said in a press release, “This 
ruling makes it possible for us to give more than lip 
service to our religious values, to walk our talk and to 
live in greater harmony with the rhythms of nature.”

In other words, parishioners believed they needed 
to do something to cut carbon emissions to protect the 
earth. That principle of their faith overruled a strict 
adherence to preservation of the historic character of 
their 200-year-old building.

Placing solar panels on historic buildings isn’t that 
unusual, with a smattering of 19th century homes in 
the National Register Historic District portion of New-
buryport’s South End having rooftop solar panels, 
which are generally unobtrusive. But with the church 
in Bedford putting this new stake in the ground—that 
parishioners’ commitment to help save the environ-
ment is most important — and convincing a judge to 
agree, we can’t help but think this will open a new door 
for churches in the region, if they choose to go that route.

From an environmental perspective that would not 
be bad, but what it might hold for local historic regula-
tions could be another story.

Steeples, solar panels 
and legal precedent

To the editor:
On Saturday, Aug. 11, 

residents and visitors were 
invited to slip through the 
mist and fog of time and step 
back into Gloucester’s great 
colonial history. We were 
afforded the opportunity to 
bear witness to our ances-
tors (fishermen and farmers 
alike) armed with muskets 
and two rusty old swivel guns 
fend off an attack from his 
majesty’s service the schoo-
ner Falcon armed with highly 
trained Marines and cannon.

We can read 1,000 history 
books. We can see 100 mov-
ies. But, nothing sparks the 
imagination or ignites the 
passion and respect of our 
most honored and coura-
geous of Gloucester men as 
a living history re-enactment.

We yearly celebrate our 
cultural heritage with the 
annual Fiesta. Don’t our 
great and glorious contribu-
tions to the formation of our 
country and the freedoms 
that are so important to us 
deserve the same yearly rec-
ognition and celebration?

Visitors come far and wide 
yearly to hear and experience 
first-hand the battle of Lexing-
ton and Concord. Our great 
city — Gloucester’s contribu-
tions are no less significant in 
our fight for freedom from our 
tyrant King George III.

This re-enactment was 
done before — 1973 for our 
350th anniversary. This is 
what inspired this girl of 12 to 
become a historical scholar. 
Here we are 45 years later. 
Forty-five years is far too 
long to once again celebrate 
and honor the contributions 
of our Gloucester men. We 
need to continue this tradi-
tion of honoring our contribu-
tions to our county’s history. 
Our children and grandchil-
dren deserve to know who 
they are and the great stock 
from which they come. This 
is the unifying history we all 
share as Gloucester men and 
women and as patriots to the 
great cause of freedom.

I would like to publicly 
thank David Nunes, orga-
nized of the re-enactment 
and the masters of the schoo-
ners Ardelle, HMS Fame and 
Lewis H. Story and all of the 
re-enactors for this amaz-
ing gift of history they have 
bestowed to this city. Huzzah!

JEANINE M. HARRIS
Gloucester

Celebrate 
history yearly

To the editor:
As a West Parish parent 

and member of the Gloucester 
community, I wholeheartedly 
support the movement to 
replace the plastic foam trays 
in the school cafeteria with a 
compostable alternative. The 
initiative, led by Deborah 
Worth Telep and Adrienne 
Ricci-Munn, is a reasonable, 
simple way to make a positive 
difference in our community. It 
is disheartening to think of all 
the unnecessary waste we are 
dumping into the trash every 
day. Right here and now we 
have an opportunity to reduce 
that waste at relatively little 
cost — we would be foolish 
and irresponsible not to make 
the right choice. Not only will 
eliminating plastic foam trays 
make a positive impact on our 
environment, but the action we 
take as a community will teach 
our children how to become 
better stewards of the planet.

CASEY BRETON
Gloucester

A better 
choice for 

West Parish
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Alexander Graham Bell  
and the North Shore

Anthony J. Marolda

Library of Congress photo
Alexander Graham Bell in his later years. 
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