
The Telegraph 
 

The invention of the telegraph was a turning point in history.  It’s invention forever 

changed the world by increasing the speed of communication worldwide.  For the first time 

people could communicate almost instantly worldwide. The telegraph was invented by Samuel 

Morse (1)1.  Morse originally thought of the idea while sailing between Europe and the United 

States (4)2, dreaming of a quicker way to communicate than letter writing. Joseph Henry helped 

Morse invent the telegraph (3)3. Samuel Morse applied for the telegraph patent in 1837(1)4.  It 

was named “The American Recording Electro-Magnetic Telegraph.” 

The telegraph is a device used to convert messages into electrical pulses that travel by 

wire for long distances(2)5. The telegraph works by sending signals over a wire that is laid 

between telegraph stations (5)6. It also receives messages from others. The first telegram sent 

across the Atlantic read “What hath God wrought.”  

Some important inventions had to come before the telegraph was possible.  Before the 

telegraph could exist, Alessandro Volta invented the battery in 1800. Another important 

invention before the telegraph was Hans Christain Oersted's discovery of the connection between 

electricity and magnets in 1820. Notably, Sir Chareles Wheatstone and Sir William Cooke 

developed a similar communication system in Europe to Morse’s telegraph. Their system used 

five magnetic needles that pointed around the circle of letters and numbers using electricity. 

Their communication system was used to communicate with the railroads in Europe. 
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Several other inventors had put in patents for telegraphs similar to Samuel Morse’s, but 

Morse’s patent could do more than just receive messages, it could also record messages. The 

recording system pressed dots and dashes on a moving paper.  The moving paper was operated 

by an electromagnet(20)7. 

The original telegraph system communicated with a series of dots and dashes called 

Morse code, named after Samuel Morse. Morse invented both Morse code and the telegraph(4)8. 

In Morse code, each combination of dashes and dots represents a letter of the alphabet(1)9. 

Morse code began as a series of lines and dots, but eventually people just started listening to the 

clicks the machine would make and could understand the message(4)10. Morse code was used to 

keep their messages secret from spies(2)11. After the telegraph was adopted in Europe, people 

realized that Morse’s original coding was limited to English speakers. A new version of Morse 

code was devised in 1851. It is often called International Morse Code or Continental Morse 

Code(20)12. 

There are several key parts to the telegraph in order for it to work (see photo -will include 

in final draft). The Transmitter connects the circuit to transmit signals. There is also the register, 

relay, sounder, batteries(4)13 and poles(4)14. 

There are many different kinds or systems of telegraphs. The printing telegraph is one 

type of telegraph that was first devised by Royal E House of Vermont in 1846 (3)15. The acoustic 
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telegraph, invented in 1879 (3)16, was a way to send more than one message at a time by using 

different audio frequencies or channels for each message. The Autograph telegraph system can 

send handwritten messages (3)17.  Lastly, the mirror system, invented by Sir William Thompson, 

is the most delicate system (3)18. The mirror system telegraph uses long submarine cables to 

transmit messages (3)19. 

Convincing Congress of the telegraph’s importance became an important step in 

expanding the use of the telegraph in the United States. Samuel Morse demonstrated how the 

telegraph worked in front of congress to get funding for the telegraph (1)20. He first asked for 

money in 1838, because he wanted to expand the project of making widespread use of the 

telegraph, but he didn’t receive any money from Congress until 1843 (1)21. Finally, in 1843, 

Congress invested $30,000 into testing the telegraph (1)22. 

After Congress invested in the telegraph project, it became more popular and widespread 

in the United States. Congress began to see the importance of the telegraph when it was installed 

in the capitol (1)23. At first, the telegraph only connected Washington DC and Baltimore, MD 

(1)24. The telegraph also linked the capitol building and the Whitehouse (1)25. In 1844, Samuel 

Morse sent the first official telegraph from the supreme court (1)26. Also in 1844, the first 

dispatch telegram was sent (1)27 from DC to Baltimore (4)28. The US department of State 
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established a telegraph office in 1866 (2)29 and the telegraph became very important in the US in 

1866. 

In the mid 1800’s, construction of the telegraph was widespread. The Western Union 

telegraph company was responsible for much of the telegraph construction in the United States 

(4)30. To make the telegraph lines, you need wire, poles and insulators (3)31. The best kind of 

wire for a telegraph is made from Swedish Charcoal Iron (3)32. The poles are made out of 

different kinds of wood: chestnut, white cedar, red cedar and redwood (3)33 and could be no 

bigger than 26 feet tall and 6 inches wide (3)34. Insulators need to be able to withstand weather 

conditions (3)35. By 1853, telegraph systems were being constructed as far west as California 

(5)36. It piqued people’s curiosity as it was being constructed across the nation (5)37.  Native 

American people did not like to see the big poles being constructed in their natural areas (4)38. 

The telegraph system did not just stay in the United States, it spread across the world. 

The first telegraph cable crossed the Atlantic Ocean in 1866. By 1940, there were 40 cables 

crossing the Atlantic (4)39.  

The telegraph revolutionized government communication and how they fought wars(2)40. 

It changed the way congress communicated with the American people (1)41. Westward expansion 

required better forms of communication that the telegraph afforded. The telegraph also radically 
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changed the ways in which foreign affairs were conducted (2)42. It helped the government track 

soldiers during the Civil War (4)43. It could also pose challenges to governments as well. Delay 

in communication as a strategy in handling foreign affairs, the telegraph was not helpful because 

it allowed quicker communication. 

The telegraph changed communication for the public too. It allowed reporters to 

communicate information to the public much quicker (2)44. The first public telegraph stations 

were made in 1880. The fire alarm and district telegraph systems are used to send local 

telegraphs within a small region (3)45. The telegraph also allowed people to wire money to each 

other, which also changed the world dramatically (4)46.  

The telegraph made communication much faster (2)47. Telegrams were typically available 

within a few hours of being sent (2)48. Before the telegraph, ships and horses were the main 

method of communication (249, 450), which was much slower than the telegraph.  Prior to the 

telegraph, people used smoke signals and drums to communicate, but the person had to be within 

their sight for it to work. The telegraph allowed governments to respond to issues from far away. 

Prior to the telegraph, those issues would have taken weeks to handle. 

The telegraph led to later revolutionary inventions in the world of communication. 

Thomas Edison invented the Quadruplex system in 1874. This system was a telegraph that could 

send four messages at one time. 
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New technologies eventually replaced the telegraph. The telephone being one of the 

things that replaced the telegraph, where people could instantly talk to each other live over 

telephone wires (1)51. Network computers and fiber optic cables replaced the telegraph too (2)52. 

A telegraph office still existed in the United States capitol until 2007 even though it wasn’t 

popular for a long time before that (1)53.  Fax machines and the internet also replaced the 

telegraph (4)54. 

The telegraph was a revolutionary invention that helped shape much of the western world 

as we know it today.  Samuel Morse died in 1872 at age 80 and lived long enough to see his 

invention take off. His dreams of communicating instantly with his family from overseas helped 

change the way our world looked in a very short period of time. 
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