
  the palace of nowhere                              by martin zamyatin                   
   

 Missed Call 
Be not the first by whom the new are tried,

Nor yet the last to lay the old aside.
Alexander Graham Bell

I N AN EPISODE OF THE POPULAR TV 
series of the early 2000s, The Sopranos, 
gangster boss Tony Soprano laments the 
lack of credit given to his Italian compatriot, 
Antonio Meucci, who is considered by 
Italians—as well as many others—to be the 
true inventor of the telephone. 
   As Tony put it in his succinct gangster 
style: “He was robbed.”

****
   In the 1930s, while investigating methods 
to treat illness with electric shocks, Meucci 
discovered that sounds could travel as 
electrical impulses through copper wire. 
After later moving to New York, he needed 
a way to communicate with his bedridden 
wife from his basement workshop, and in 
1856 built a prototype ‘telettrofono.’

   The invention’s first public demonstration 
followed in 1860. Unfortunately, the Meuccis 
struggled financially, and after Antonio was 
badly burned in an accident, his wife was 
forced to pawn his early models and was 
unable to retrieve them after they had been 
resold. This did, however, force Meucci to 
keep redesigning and improving the device. 
   In 1871, unable to pay the $250 patent 
filing fee, Meucci filed a one year patent 
caveat (notice of an impending patent) for 
his ‘sound telegraph.’ Three years later, 
however, he failed to pay the $10 renewal 
fee. Attempting to raise funds, he sent a 
working model to the precursor of the 
Western Union Telegraph Company, but 
was declined a meeting with executives, and 
upon requesting the device be returned, 
Meucci was informed that it was ‘lost.’
   Two years later, Alexander Graham Bell 
filed a patent for his own telephone design, 
becoming an overnight celebrity.



   Meucci sued for damages, and eventually 
the Supreme Court agreed to hear the case. 
Fraud charges were proceeding against Bell 
when Meucci died in 1889, impoverished 
and embittered, at the age of 81.
   Ironically, Meucci is not the only one to 
have been bested by the ambitious Bell. 
Two days before his famous exchange with 
Mr. Watson—and the day after returning 
from the patent office in Washington—Bell 
entered a sketch in his notebooks for a 
critical component called a liquid 
transmitter, which is strikingly similar to a 
device previously submitted to the patent 
office by American inventor Elisha Grey. 
   In what one might call a sort of telltale 
‘smoking telephone,’ ten years later a patent 
clerk deeply in debt to Bell’s lawyer 
confessed to receiving a $100 bribe from 
Bell to allow him to secretly examine Grey’s 
patent caveat. But by then the matter was 
settled, Bell having returned to an earlier 
design using a different type of transmitter.   
   In all, over 600 lawsuits were filed against 
Bell’s fledgling company over the following 
two decades, including five that reached the 
Supreme Court. But the wealthy and well-
connected Bell was successful in fighting 
them all off, in the process building Bell 
Telephone into the world’s largest mono-
poly. Bell’s patent claims on the telephone 
went undisputed for another century.
   As an old saying goes, ‘Success has a 
thousand fathers,’ and while Meucci, Gray, 
and others invented key components of the 
telephone—and possibly even complete 
working prototypes—it was Bell who put it 
all together in a practical design, and who 
had the means and motivation to take his 
device into commercial production.
   Undeterred, Grey went on to invent 
precursors to the fax machine and the music 
synthesiser, along with other novel creations.    

Despite his financial difficulties, Meucci 
was also able to register roughly three 
dozen other patents during his lifetime, 
encompassing such disparate fields as 
electronics, optics, architecture, music, and 
medicine.  None resulted in much financial 
remuneration, however. (One can’t help 
wondering whether Meucci—resentful of 
Bell’s theft of his ideas—might have 
contemplated putting to use another of his 
inventions: the new, more destructive 
ammunition he created for the U.S. Army.)
   Bell also created many other devices, 
including an optical precursor to the radio, 
tape recording, a rudimentary metal 
detector, and the sonometer—a device 
which measured hearing loss (both Bell’s 
mother and wife were deaf). However, none 
are as well known or as controversial as his 
claim to the invention of the telephone.  
   In an historic victory for Italian-Americans, 
the U.S. Congress recognized Meucci’s 
contribution to the invention of the 
telephone in a carefully worded bill 

sponsored by Vito Fossella in 2002. Calling 
the Italian inventor’s life and career 
‘extraordinary and tragic,’ the resolution 
acknowledged that Meucci’s telettrofono 
(talking telegraph) predated Bell’s telephone. 
If Meucci had simply paid the $10 fee 
required to maintain his claim after 1874, 
Bell could not have been issued a patent. 
   Not to be outdone, The Canadian House of 

Commons followed only ten days later with 
a unanimous proclamation crediting Bell 
with sole invention of the telephone. (The 

Scottish-born Bell did much of his ground-
breaking work on his device in Canada.)
   Notwithstanding any subsequent gangster 
threats by Tony Soprano, however, the 
question of exactly who invented the 
telephone is likely to remain in dispute long 
after phones themselves become obsolete. ◾


