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 Technical Difficulties 
There’s nothing on it worthwhile, and we’re 

not going to watch it in this household.
Philo Farnsworth, the inventor of television

B EFORE IT TURNED US ALL INTO 
inert, passive couch potatoes, the modern 
miracle of television started, appropriately 
enough, in an Idaho potato field. 
   It was the summer of 1921, and a 
precocious 14-year farm boy was working 
in his family’s potato field when he was 
struck with a remarkable inspiration. 
   Farnsworth had read about failed attempts 
to use light to transmit images in the science 
magazines he’d perused in his uncle’s attic. 
Gazing at the straight, evenly spaced 
furrows of the field, it occurred to him that 
one method would be to break the images 
into horizontal lines at a transmitter and 
reassemble them at the receiver—creating 
what we now know as a ‘raster’ image.  
   What’s more, he suspected that a scanning 
device might be possible using the newly-
discovered quantum properties of electrons.   

He could scarcely have known it at the time, 
but this insight would lead to quite literally 
a ‘quantum leap’ in human knowledge.
   At the age of only six, Farnsworth had 
declared his intention to become an inventor 
like his heroes Bell and Edison. Despite 
being born in log cabin without power, the 
boy became fascinated with electricity and 
learned to repair radios as a teenager. 
   Moving to California in 1926, he set up 
shop in San Francisco, after securing 
modest financial backing from a few 
far-thinking businessmen who glimpsed 
the commercial potential of his idea. 
   On September 7th of 1927—using a 
makeshift arc-lit projector and a photo-
cathode receiver—Farnsworth produced 
what is recognized today as the first all-
electronic television image. It was only a 
single blurry line, but two years of further 
experimentation and refinement led to the 
first televised image of person, with 
Farnsworth’s wife as the reluctant subject.



   Farnsworth’s breakthrough was widely 
reported, and word quickly reached David 
Sarnoff, the head of radio broadcasting at 
the Radio Corporation of America (RCA). 
Considered by historians to be the ‘Bill 
Gates’ of his age, Sarnoff had secured an 
iron grip on virtually every aspect of radio, 
from the patents on the device itself to the 
distribution of programming through his 
National Broadcasting Company (NBC).  
   Sarnoff dispatched his chief engineer, 
Vladimir Zworykin, to Farnsworth’s lab, 
under the guise of seeking to license his 
technology. Zworykin had filed a theoretical 
patent on his own television receiver in 
1923, but had no working model because 
his device’s design was inherently flawed.
   Farnsworth showed Zworykin around the 
lab, arranging a special demonstration and 
even building an ‘image dissector,’ the first 
electronic television camera, before his 
astonished guest’s eyes. Three days later, 
Zworykin returned to RCA and proceeded 
reverse engineer Farnsworth’s prototype. 
The resulting replica provided the basis 
Sarnoff needed to sue Farnsworth for 
impinging on Zworykin’s unworkable 1923 
patent, and he took Farnsworth to court.  
   Frustrated by the slow pace of litigation, 
Sarnoff paid a surprise visit to Farnsworth’s 
Green Street lab in April 1931. Farnsworth 
happened to be away, but his business 
partner showed Sarnoff around. Afterward, 
Sarnoff offered to buy out the inventor’s 
Farnsworth Television Co. for $100, 000, 
provided he would surrender all patent 
rights and come to work for RCA. Not 
surprisingly, Farnsworth rejected the offer, 
and entered into negotiations to license his 
invention to RCA’s main rival, Philco, at the 
time the nation’s largest radio manufacturer.  
   Shortly afterward, Sarnoff and Zworykin 
clandestinely intercepted Farnsworth’s 
demonstration television signal at RCA’s 
Camden lab, located just across the river 
from Philco’s Philadelphia headquarters. 

Threatened with the loss of its license to sell 
radios, Philco abruptly ended its agreement 
with Farnsworth, potentially leaving him 
bankrupt. Fortunately, however, RCA lost 
its ongoing lawsuit in 1939, and was forced 
to license Farnsworth’s patents for $1 
million. But fate—and Sarnoff—weren’t 
through yet with the Idaho farm boy.
   The onset of World War II led to a ban on 
consumer electronics. When the war ended, 
Farnsworth’s new factory in Indiana was 
poised to begin mass producing televisions 
just as his patents were expiring. RCA was 
now free to usher in the television era, 
without paying any compensation to the 
device’s legally recognized  inventor. 
  Farnsworth reluctantly sold the remaining 
assets of his company to International 
Telephone & Telegraph, but faced with RCA’s 
monopoly, IT&T quietly exited the business.
   Despite suffering several bouts of severe 
depression, drinking, and a nervous break-
down, Farnsworth went on to produce many 
other inventions, including the first electron 
microscope, and made significant advances 
in radar, telescopes and many another fields.
   Ironically, Sarnoff also financially ruined 
the inventor of FM radio, Edwin Armstrong, 
by stealing his technology and lobbying the 
FCC to change the frequency allocation for 
Armstrong’s expanding FM radio network. 
Sarnoff’s competitive meddling bankrupted 
Armstrong, leading to his suicide in 1954.
   Farnsworth was deeply disappointed in 
what he considered the wasted educational 
opportunity resulting from mass media 
commercial broadcasting, even forbidding  
watching television in his household, but he 
was enraptured by the 1969 moon landing, 
remarking that it ‘made it all worthwhile.’
   Sarnoff and Farnsworth both died in 1971, 
the former rich and acclaimed, the latter 
forgotten, depressed and mired in poverty. 
Farnsworth was posthumously inducted into 
the Television Academy Hall of Fame in 
2013, almost three decades after Sarnoff. ◾


