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Born:  March 3, 1847 in Edinburgh, Scotland
Died:  August 2, 1922 in Beinn Bhreagh, Nova Scotia

Occupation:  Inventor

Achievements: developed telephone and other useful devices 

Bell's family specialized in speech therapy. From age 15 on, Bell learned about mechanisms of speech and sound from his father and grandfather. 

Bell had read in 1863 that Hermann von Helmholtz transmitted tones using electrical currents, magnets, and a tuning fork. Bell experimented in reproducing more complex sounds, using rapidly varying currents through wires to turn electromagnets on and off. The magnets vibrated metal reeds that were tuned to match the current's frequencies, producing sounds. Bell's 
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harmonic telegraph of 1875, based on this system, transmitted several messages at the same time over a single wire. 

In 1876, Bell replaced the metal reeds with a metal membrane and found that he could reproduce speech. The first transmission of a voice message was to his assistant Thomas A. Watson [American: 1854-1934] in a nearby room. Bell's request, "Mr. Watson, come here--I want to see you," became the first words spoken over the new device, the telephone. A few months later, Bell spoke to his father over a telephone line 8 miles (13 km) long. By the end of 1876, he had extended the length of this telephone line to 143 miles (230 km). 
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Bell withheld patenting his telephone at the request of a British investor. His father-in-law, however, applied for the patent in Bell's name--only two hours before the application of another inventor, Elisha Gray [American: 1835-1901], whose device was nearly identical. A ten-year battle followed, with Bell finally winning what has been called the most financially important patent in U.S. history. 

Bell continued to be an inventor all his life. In 1880, he invented the photophone, which was a device for transmitting sounds with light. He also built metal detectors for locating bullet fragments in the human body, one of which was used when U.S. President James Garfield was shot in 1881. In 1886, Bell greatly improved Thomas Alva Edison's phonograph by using waxed cylinders and wavy grooves to record sounds. 

Bell later became interested in flight and developed new forms of kites. He started a group of aviation inventors who developed the hydrofoil, still used on speedboats and some transport ships. 

Bell also helped found the magazine Science in 1880 and was president of the National Geographic Society from 1898 to 1904. 
