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OPINION
EDITOR ¾ DAVID C. OLSON ¾ 978-338-2531 ¾ dolson@gloucestertimes.com

If you ask almost any 
schoolboy or schoolgirl, 
“Who invented the electric 
light bulb?” they would say, 
“Thomas Edison.” Edison, 
perhaps the most famous and 
successful inventor in mod-
ern times, was queried late in 
his career to settle a debate 
over what was his greatest 
invention. He replied with-
out hesitation, “Incandescent 
electric lighting and power 
system.”

Some scholars, however, 
believe that Dr. Isaac Adams 
Jr., a longtime resident of 
Gloucester, had invented a 
working, electric light bulb in 
1865, 14 years before Edison 
produced his first successful 
bulb in 1879. With a minor 
exception, the design of the 
Adam’s incandescent light 
bulb was virtually the same 
as Edison’s invention. And 
yet very few people have ever 
heard of Dr. Adams’ success.

Dr. Adams was born in Bos-
ton in 1836. His father, Isaac 
Adams Sr., was already a 
well-known inventor and 
businessman. The elder 
Adams played a great role in 
his son also becoming a well-
known inventor and entre-
preneur, although he did it 
unwittingly.

The elder Adams was a 
powerful, larger-than-life 
man who owned several 
companies in Boston. His 
primary enterprise was I&S 
Adams Company, a manufac-
turer of printing presses. One 
of his basic manual presses 
can still be seen at the Cape 
Ann Museum.

As a relatively young man, 
Isaac Sr. invented and had 
patented the first powered 
printing press for fine book 
printing. It was a break-
through that became very 
successful because it led to 
the production of relatively 
inexpensive books that made 
literature available to every-
one. As a result, Isaac Sr. 
became famous and one of 
the wealthiest men in Boston.

Originally, the strong-
willed father did not want his 
son to follow in his footsteps. 
Instead he really wanted the 

young man to be a medical 
doctor and gentleman. It was 
Isaac Sr.’s early life that led 
him to make such a plan for 
his boy.

Isaac Sr. was born into a 
large, poor farm family in 
rural New Hampshire. After 
his father died, the young-
ster had to help support his 
mother and siblings. So, at 
the age of 9, he left home to 
work in a cloth-making fac-
tory in Rochester, N.H. As a 
result of his impoverished 
beginnings, Isaac Sr. grew up 
wanting to become wealthy, 
and to have a son who would 
be the highly educated and 
refined “gentleman” that he 
could never be.

This is what drove the now-
successful, elder Adams to 
put his son through a rigor-
ous schooling experience. 
After attending private pre-
paratory schools in Boston, 
young Adams graduated 
from Bowdoin College and, at 
his father’s behest, went on 
to Harvard Medical School.

While he was at the medi-
cal school, young Isaac met a 
professor, Josiah Cooke, who 
changed his life and started 
him on the path to becom-
ing an inventor. Cooke got 
the young man interested in 
the field of electrochemistry. 
With Cooke’s encourage-
ment, Isaac Jr. worked on 
the problem of plating base 
metals with nickel. While he 
was still in medical school, 
Isaac Jr. was the first chemist 
to develop a workable nickel 
plating process. It was an 
invention for which he would 
later receive a very valuable 
U.S. patent that would make 
his fortune.

How Isaac Jr. also came to 
invent the first incandescent 
bulb had its root in the next 
phase of Dr. Adams’ educa-
tion. The new medical doc-
tor graduated from Harvard 
just as the Civil War was 
beginning. His father then 
sent him to another medi-
cal school, this time in Paris. 
Isaac Sr. wanted to get his 
son away from the war and 
increase the young man’s 
medical knowledge. Isaac 
Jr. did as his father wished. 
But in reality, he didn’t want 
to be a physician. Instead, he 

wanted to pursue technology 
as a career. The young man’s 
success with nickel plating, 
his strong educational back-
ground and the deep admi-
ration he had for his father 
as an inventor and entrepre-
neur led Isaac Adams, Jr. to 
now consider such a goal. At 
this point, however, he didn’t 
mention his intentions to the 
elder Adams.

In Paris, Isaac Jr. did study 
advanced medical tech-
niques, but he also latched 
on to a technology that would 
become the basis of his elec-
tric light bulb invention. Dur-
ing the course of his studies, 
young Isaac met Monsieur A. 
Gaiffe, a Paris-based instru-
ment maker and chemist. 
What intrigued Isaac the 
most among Gaiffe’s tech-
nological bag of tricks were 
Geissler tubes. These are 
gas-filled glass tubes with 
electrodes sealed in each 
end. When a current is 
passed through the tube, the 
gas becomes “excited” and 
emits a low-level illumina-
tion, like a neon light. These 
devices were used at the time 
to help illuminate surgeries.

The young doctor became 
proficient in glass blowing 
and constructing the Geissler 
tubes. When he returned to 
Boston, he briefly set up a 
medical practice to please 
his father, but he soon turned 
to technology to earn his liv-
ing. He designed and sold a 
range of Geissler tubes to a 
number of Boston companies 
to produce light for various 
applications. This led young 
Isaac to embark on a series 
of experiments to develop 
an incandescent bulb. He 
produced his first successful 
lamp using a carbon filament 
in 1865. But he then aban-
doned the technology, didn’t 
seek a patent and went on to 
other, more lucrative prod-
ucts exploiting his patent on 
nickel plating.

So, why isn’t Dr. Isaac 
Adams Jr., recognized for his 
contribution to the invention 
that Edison considered to 
be his greatest accomplish-
ment? Perhaps part of the 
answer lies in the character 
and integrity of Dr. Adams.

In 1890, Dr. Adams had 

retired from the nickel-plat-
ing business and was living 
in Annisquam. He was con-
tacted by the law firm rep-
resenting the United States 
Electric Lighting Company in 
their suit against Edison over 
the invention of the electric 
light bulb. The lawyers hoped 
that Dr. Adams would claim 
that he had invented the car-
bon filament electric light 
bulb before Edison. If upheld, 
it would have denied Edison 
the patent and his monopoly 
on the production of the light 
bulbs.

Unfortunately, for the law-
yers, Dr. Adams penchant for 
truth, honor and humility led 
him to describe his work dur-
ing the patent trial in only the 
most accurate terms, when he 
could have easily made a case 
for his developments antici-
pating the Edison invention. 
He testified that his inten-
tion in researching the bulb 
was to develop-glass sealing 
technology, not necessarily 
to produce an electric light 
bulb. And, besides, he said, 
he had no means to generate 
the power to provide a viable 
electric lighting system. So, 
that is why he never patented 
his bulb.

The result of Dr. Adams 
testimony was that the court 
found that Thomas Edison 
was the first to develop, pat-
ent and exploit the electric 
light bulb and power system 
technologies. And Edison was 
awarded the patent rights. So, 
most people then just forgot 
about Dr. Adams contribution 
to electric lighting.

Dr. Adams passed away on 
July 24, 1911 in Annisquam. 
He is well remembered as the 
inventor of the nickel plating 
process. But, now you know 
that he also made other sig-
nificant developments includ-
ing a working electric light 
bulb fourteen years before 
Thomas Edison.

Anthony J. Marolda is a res-
ident of Annisquam, and lives 
in one of Isaac Adams’ family 
homes. He is the author of “The 
Inventor and the Inventor’s 
Son: the two Isaac Adams,” a 
biography of Dr. Isaac Adams 
and his father. The book is 
available at the Cape Ann 
Museum and on Amazon.

Who invented the electric light bulb?
Anthony J. Marolda

Happy New Year!
As we begin 2016, we’d like to take a moment to 

thank those who made our opinion pages vibrant and 
interesting in 2015. Specifically, we’re talking about 
those of you who wrote letters to the editor and op-ed 
columns or who posted on our Facebook page or used 
our online comments feature.

The purpose of the opinion pages is to foster 
debate about the issues that matter in our commu-
nity. We strive to make our editorials hard-hitting 
and thought-provoking. We are grateful for our 
regular contributors, including columnists Gordon 
Baird and Eileen Ford and the local clergy who keep 
the Midweek Musings tradition alive. We also wel-
come occasional outside work by writers from over 
the bridge.

But the contributions of 
everyday readers really 
make the opinion pages 
tick.

We strive to publish 
an average of  two to 
three letters to the edi-
tor daily. And while the 
letter supply runs a little 
low around the holidays, 
we publish more than 700 
letters a year. This year’s 
Gloucester city elections, 
and debates over fluoride 
in the drinking water, the 
reuse of the Fuller School 
property and the proposal 
for a private home on the 

ocean side of the Back Shore all inspired letter 
writers.

Letters give readers the chance to express their 
views on the issues of the day, to praise or criticize 
those who govern us, to express thanks for a kindness 
or to agree or disagree with The Gloucester Times’ 
editorial positions.

We also publish reader-submitted My View columns 
— longer, more thoughtful pieces aimed at a broader 
audience than letters. Today on these pages we fea-
ture a submission from Annisquam resident Anthony 
J. Marolda, who makes a convincing case that it was 
a Gloucester resident who invented the electric light 
bulb.

Together, letters to the editor, Facebook, online com-
ments and op-ed columns offer readers a number of 
ways to express their views on our pages. Readers’ 
opinions don’t have to agree with ours. Debate and 
disagreement are what the opinion pages are all about.

We are grateful for all our readers, and particularly 
those who are willing to express their views on our 
opinion pages. We thank you all.

We’d like to encourage more people to join the 
debate. It’s easy, stimulating and fun. Here’s how:

We prefer to receive submissions by email as it is 
easier and faster to get these into print.

To submit a letter or op-ed column, email it to: dol-
son@gloucestertimes.com.

Those without access to a computer can still mail 
contributions to: Letters to the editor, The Gloucester 
Times, 36 Whittemore St., Gloucester, MA 01930.

A well-written letter stays focused on its topic, is 
written in a natural speaking voice and contains fewer 
than 500 words. (We will consider longer pieces, but 
the general rule is the longer the letter the longer it 
will take to get in the paper.) Letters should be written 
as if the writer is speaking “to the editor” and not a 
fellow letter writer or public figure who might be the 
topic of the letter.

We need to publish the author’s name and home-
town with each letter. We require a phone number for 
verification of letters. The phone number will not be 
published. We edit all letters for length, tone, gram-
mar and libel.

A column is different. It must appeal to a broader 
range of readers than a letter, be exceptionally well 
written and run from 700 to 900 words in length. Again, 
we need the author’s name, hometown and phone 
number, as well as a little personal information about 
the author that we can place in a tagline at the end of 
the column.

This past year was a fascinating one, with plenty 
going on to provoke readers’ opinions.

Thanks  
for joining  

in the debate

To the editor:
My library card from the Sawyer 

Free is turning out to be the best gift, 
Christmas or otherwise, I have ever 
given myself.

As an admitted political and history 
junkie, my taste in books runs to the non-
fiction category, with biographies gain-
ing a special place on my “to read” list.

I recently finished a biography of 
Cesar Chavez, the United Farm Work-
ers Union founder, and historian John 
Meacham’s biographies of Thomas 
Jefferson and George Herbert Walker 
Bush.

Actually, Meacham’s biography of the 
elder Bush is more like an autobiogra-
phy because the nation’s 41st president 
took such an active role in its writing. 
It is a fascinating read and one I highly 
recommend — especially as we move 
further into the 2016 political cycle.

The elder Bush’s critique of some of 
the major players in his son’s adminis-
tration, especially those who beat the 
drums for war with Iraq in the wake of 
Sept. 11, is both incredibly fascinating 
and deeply disturbing.

Meacham’s biography of GHW Bush 
left me with an entirely new apprecia-
tion for the man I once flippantly dis-
missed as just “another Republican” 
whose politics I perceived as consisting 
of nothing but doing the bidding of the 
rich and the powerful.

How wrong I was. Nothing exemplifies 
my error more than Bush’s decision in 
1990 or 1991 to raise taxes, despite his oft 
quoted “...read my lips, no new taxes...” 

pledge earlier in his presidency. After a 
decade of the reckless Reagan tax cuts, 
an obscene defense spending binge, 
and soaring deficits, the economy GHW 
Bush inherited from the Gipper was tee-
tering on the brink of a major recession 
by the midway point of his presidency.

The elder Bush faced what had to 
have been a politician’s worst night-
mare. If he did not intervene in the 
economy, the likelihood of the nation 
sliding into a deep recession was all 
but guaranteed. If he did intervene, by 
breaking his “read my lips” pledge and 
raising taxes, he had to have known 
he was committing political suicide 
because the anti-government, anti-tax, 
austerity loving crusaders who, even 
in the early 1990’s, were the ascendant 
force in the Republican Party, would 
never forgive him.

But he bit the bullet. He did the right 
thing and raised taxes, essentially 
destroying any chance he had of being 
re-elected in 1992. He, in essence, put 
the best interests of the nation ahead 
of his own career interests.

That, my friends, whether one is a 
Democrat or a Republican, is what pub-
lic service ought to be all about.

The biography of Chavez was equally 
fascinating a read because it put into 
better perspective the legacy of a man 
I had long held up as a kind of folk 
hero — someone who truly stood for 
the poor and the little guy. Chavez was 
a champion of the poor and disenfran-
chised but he, as the biography made 
clear, was also a human being who was 

susceptible to the pitfalls of pride and 
ego that can emerge when a person 
perceives themselves to be more than 
what they actually are. Although those 
pitfalls did not negate the great good 
Cesar Chavez accomplished in his life 
they did, sadly, tarnish what was oth-
erwise a remarkable life.

Finally, the biography of Jefferson 
was an enormously rewarding read 
because it confirmed for me something 
that is particularly relevant moving into 
the 2016 presidential/political campaign 
season. I am, of course, referring to the 
grotesque degree to which, particularly 
since the Citizens United decision by 
the Supreme Court, corporate and big 
money interests now dominate and con-
trol our country’s political processes 
and political class.

Jefferson was spot on when he said 
the influence of corporations on our 
political processes and political class 
must be “crushed in its infancy” if the 
great experiment Jefferson and the 
other Founders had embarked upon 
was to have any chance of success.

Sadly, as we move into yet another 
presidential/political season, it’s look-
ing like Jefferson’s wisdom has fallen 
on deaf ears and too many Americans 
are all too willing to throw the demo-
cratic baby out with the corporate/big 
money bath water.

And that does not bode well for genu-
ine representative democracy, not well 
at all.

MICHAEL COOK
Gloucester
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