
Events in the Life of Inventor Thomas Edison 
Year Event 

1847 Thomas Alva Edison was born on February 11, in Milan, Ohio.  

1854 The Edison family moved to Port Huron, Michigan. 

1855 After going to school for three months, Edison’s teachers said he was 
unable to concentrate. (People today say Edison was likely dyslexic.) 

His mother decided to teach him at home. She provided him high-level 
books about things that interested him, like science and technology.  

1859 Edison took a job selling newspapers and candy on the Grand Trunk Railroad that 

went to Detroit every day. He set up a laboratory on the train for chemistry 
experiments. He also set up a printing press and published the Grand Trunk Herald, 
the first newspaper to be published on a train. Around this time, he also lost much of 
his hearing. (No one really knows why, but Edison’s father and one of Edison’s sons 

had the same type of hearing loss.) 

1862 Edison saved a 3-year-old boy from being hit by a train. The boy's father, a station 
master, thanked him by teaching him how to send and receive a telegraph. 

1863 After learning Morse code, Edison started working fulltime as a telegraph operator. 

1867 Edison moved to Boston, Massachusetts, where he continued to work as a 

telegrapher. He amused himself by taking things apart and seeing how they worked.  

1869 After moving to New York City, Edison filed his first patented invention, the 
electrical vote recorder, but no one wanted to buy it. Edison decided that, in the 

future, he would only invent things people wanted to buy. 

1870 After making an improved stock ticker, Edison opened a shop in Newark, New 
Jersey. He hired people to manufacture and sell his stock tickers.  

1871 Edison married Mary Stilwell, who worked in his Newark shop.  

1876 In March, Edison moved to a new laboratory at Menlo Park, New Jersey. It was a 

large building that operated like a research laboratory and factory. Edison had a large 
team of workers to assist him in creating and producing his inventions. He became 
known as “The Wizard.”  

1877 In December, Edison wrapped a piece of tinfoil around a cylinder 
and made a recording of a man reciting "Mary Had a Little Lamb." 
The first phonograph played the rhyme back to him.  

1878 Edison and his team started work on an electric light. At the same time, 
they developed all the other inventions to make the light work, including 
dynamos, wires, switches, and fuses. It was called the electric light 

system and The Edison Electric Light Company was formed to control 
all patents stemming from the research. 

1879 After hundreds of experiments, Edison and his team made a light bulb 

that lasted for more than 13 hours. They started working on ways to bring 
their new lights into many homes. 

1880 After receiving the patent for the new type of light bulb, Edison finally developed 
one that could last for more than 1,000 hours. Edison formed the Edison Utility 
Company with the intention of distributing electricity to homes and businesses.  

1882 Edison opened the first commercial electric power station for his lighting system in 
New York City, which distributed electric power to 400 lamps in Manhattan. 

1883 More than 500 customers using 10,300 lamps were connected to the Manhattan 

power station. 

1884 Edison’s wife, Mary Stilwell Edison, died on August 9 at the age of 29. 



1886 Edison married Mina Miller on February 24. They moved into the 
Glenmont mansion in West Orange, New Jersey.  

1894 The first public showing of motion pictures took place on April 14 with 

the opening of a Kinetoscope parlor in New York City. People paid a 
nickel to see a very short movie by looking through a small hole.  

 
1896 

 

Edison’s Vitascope, a projecting kinetoscope, was able to show movies 
on a large screen to many people at once.  

1900s Edison spent most of the decade working on an improved storage battery for electric 

cars. Most of his batteries were used on railroads and in mines. The electric storage 
battery became Edison's biggest moneymaker. 

1908 Edison continued to improve and produce 

phonographs with a goal for everyone to 
own one. 

The Model E Phonograph 

1913 Edison experimented with putting sound to film, combining the Kinetoscope and the 
phonograph into a Kinetophone. The system was interesting, but did not generate 

enough interest to take off.  

1915 Edison was named head of the Naval Consulting Board to help the U.S. 
government include more science in its defense program. Edison worked 

on a method for detecting submarines. 

1920 The U.S. Navy awarded Edison the Distinguished Service Medal for his work on 
defensive weapons during World War I. 

1928 On May 21, the United States Congress awarded Edison a Congressional gold medal. 

1931 Edison died at his Glenmont home on October 18, at the age of 84. In his life, he 
earned 1,093 U.S. patents, a record that has never been broken. 

Source for information and photos: National Park Service 


