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 Lights Out 
This isn’t like surveying the landscape. 

It’s spelunking with no lights and no manual.
Investment analyst on GE, 2018

NATION: GENERAL ELECTRIC
FOUNDED: April 15, 1892
POPULATION: 205, 000 (employees)
SUPERLATIVE: Longest-running member  
of the Dow Jones Industrial Ave.  (1896-2018)

*****
From the Journals of Thomas Edison:
Feb. 11, 1860: My 13th birthday today! 
I’ve been making a steady $50 a week 
selling newspapers and candy on the train to 
Detroit, most of which I spend on equip-
ment for my electrical and chemistry 
projects. I really like being my own boss!
Mar. 25, 1866: Landed my dream job at 
Western Union’s Louisville news bureau. 
Working the night shift will give me lots of
time to read and conduct experiments!

Oct. 20, 1866: Last night I accidentally 
spilled sulphuric acid from the battery I was 
working on and it leaked through the floor-
boards onto my boss’s desk downstairs. Got 
fired this morning, but so what? I’m going to 
make a fortune on my electric vote recorder.
Sep. 15, 1869: My voting machine was a 
flop, so I decided to move to New York. 
My friend Frank Pope is letting me work 
and sleep in his basement. We’re going to 
start up our own invention company!
Dec. 5, 1879: Hired this really bright guy, 
William Hammer, to help me perfect my 
incandescent lamp. We’ve already tested 
about 3,000 different designs. I jokingly 
told Bill to just keep hammering away until 
he finds something that actually works.
Dec. 31, 1879: The public demonstration of 
my improved light bulb was a huge success! 
The Morgans and Vanderbilts are interested.



We’re going to make electricity so cheap 
that only the rich will burn candles! 
June 8, 1884: Brought this really weird 
Serbian guy over from the Paris office. His 
ideas are brilliant but utterly impractical. 
I told him I’d pay him $50,000 if he could 
design a workable arc lighting system.
Sept. 25, 1885: Would you believe it? 
Tesla actually did it! He didn’t like it though 
when I told him the bonus offer was a joke. 
I offered to raise his salary by $10 a week, 
but the idiot up and quit. Last I heard the 
poor guy was digging ditches for a living.
May 16, 1888: Maybe I shouldn’t have let 
that Tesla guy go. He demonstrated an AC 
motor at the AIEE today that runs circles 
around my DC motors, and it looks like 
Westinghouse might buy out his patents.
Aug. 6, 1890:  They fried that axe-murderer 
Kemmler in Auburn today. We convinced 
the committee planning the execution to use 
AC power after we bought some surplus 
Westinghouse generators for $5,000 and 
held a demonstration at our lab to show 
them how dangerously lethal AC is. 
Being put to death in the electric chair will 
soon be called ‘getting Westinghoused!’
Apr. 14, 1892: Was informed today that 
Edison Electric will merge with Thomson-
Houston tomorrow to form a new company 
to be called General Electric, which will 
control about 75% of the electricity business 
in the country. I’m miffed that the board 
dropped Edison from the name, but with J.P. 
Morgan pushing me into AC, maybe it was 
just time to get out of the electric power biz.
Aug. 25, 1893: Damn! Westinghouse outbid 
GE to power the Chicago World Exposition.  
Tesla’s been there himself all week showing 
off his AC generators and his loony wireless 
lighting system. It’s drawing bigger crowds 
than my kinetoscope and chicken incubators!  

May 26, 1896: Clarence Dow’s stock 
average debuted today, and GE was the only 
power company listed. George Westinghouse 
might have won the currents war but I’ll bet 
he never gets on the index. And while 
Edison is a household word, how many 
people have ever heard of Nikola Tesla?
Jan. 4, 1903: My movie crew was in Coney 
Island today to film the electrocution of 
Topsy the elephant at Luna Park. We’ll be 
showing the movie in our coin-operated 
kinetoscopes all over the country.
June 25, 1904: Struck a deal with Tom Jr. 
to pay him an allowance of $35 a week to 
stop using the name Edison for his snake oil 
cures and other shady business ventures. 
I probably should have paid more attention 
to the worthless drunkard when he was a kid.
October 16, 1920: The Forbes piece about 
my spirit phone for communication with the 
dead came out today. I’m going to get some 
mediums and scientists together in the lab 
this winter for a first test of the apparatus, a 
modified version of my phonograph. Tesla 
is working on something like it too and I 
don’t want him to get the better of me again.
Apr. 20, 1923: Heard that poor fellow Tesla 
got evicted from the St. Regis Hotel again. 
Something about being in arrears on rent 
and making a big mess with his pet pigeons. 

*****
Editor’s note: 
   Thomas Edison died in 1931. With 1, 093 
U.S. patents, he is widely regarded as the 
most prolific inventor in American history.
   General Electric went on to become one 
of the largest and most successful global 
companies, but crippled by over-expansion 
in the 1980s and by the 2008 financial crisis, 
the conglomerate was broken up in 2021.  
   Neither Edison’s nor Tesla’s fabled ‘spirit 
phones’ ever saw the light of day.◾


