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ABOUT Samuel MORSE versus Alfred VAIL  

 
 

In a few of my articles I wrote about the collaboration between Samuel Morse and Alfred Vail. And I sometimes 
alluded to the fact that it wasn't always clear who could take credit for the code and the equipment. 
The battle regarding Samuel Morse's and Alfred Vail's share was fought by their families and descendants for 
decades, even long after Morse's death in 1872. As an example, you will find here three excerpts from the 
dispute that was fought through articles in 'The New York Times' in June 1904. Involved here are Stephen Vail, 
the son of Alfred Vail, and Edward Lind Morse, the son of Samuel Morse.  
The start of it was an article in ‘The New York Times’ on May 26: the publication of a letter by Mr. Wallace 
Wood:” Did Morse Invent the Telegraph”.  
 

➢ With many thanks to Kees van der Spek and Bill Burns who provided me the articles! 
 

*** 
 

1. But first a bit about Alfred Vail (1807-1859). 

Alfred Vail played a very important role in the development of the Morse telegraph. 
Since he is unknown to many, I take this opportunity to put him here somewhat in the 
spotlight. 

He was born in Morristown, New Jersey, where his father, Stephen Vail, was an 
entrepreneur and industrialist who built the Speedwell Ironworks into one of the most 
innovative iron works of its time. His brother George was a noted politician. 

After completing his early schooling, he worked for his father and became a skilled 
mechanic. But he returned to school and enrolled in the University of the City of New 
York to study theology in 1832, graduating in 1836.  

Visiting his alma mater on September 2, 1837, he happened to witness one of Samuel F. B. Morse's early 
telegraph experiments in the mineralogical cabinet and lecture room of Professor Leonard D. Gale. (This 
professor became later on heavily involved in the development of Morse’s telegraph). He became fascinated 
by the technology and negotiated an arrangement with Morse to develop the technology at Speedwell Ironworks 
That was a great stroke of fortune for Morse. Indeed, Vail brought with him his mechanical expertise, a practical 
inventiveness, and his father's financial resources. Negotiations resulted in an agreement between Samuel 
Morse and Alfred Vail, on September 23, 1837. Vail agreed to construct a full set of telegraph equipment at his 
father's shop and finance the American and foreign patent-application process, in return for a 25% interest in 
Morse's rights to the telegraph. Alfred split his share with his brother George, and when Morse took on Francis 

O. J. Smith, a congressman from Maine (then chairman of the House Committee of Commerce), as a partner, 
he reduced the Vails' share to one-eighth. Morse himself retained patent rights to everything Vail developed. 

During 1838, Vail helped make many improvements to Morse's original design, including a simple sending key 
and a much more compact size. He also worked out the final form of the Morse code, and invented a printing 
telegraph in 1837. By 1838 the partners were demonstrating their perfected telegraph; the superb mechanics of 
the system were largely Vail's contribution. I would like to add here that Alfred Vail was assisted by a young 
skilful mechanic, William Baxter (the later inventor of the ‘portable Baxter steam engine). 

The first successful completion of a transmission with this system was at the Speedwell Iron Works on January 
6, 1838, across two miles (3 km) of wiring. The message read "A patient waiter is no loser." Over the next few 
months Morse and Vail demonstrated the telegraph to Philadelphia's Franklin Institute, members of Congress, 
and President Martin Van Buren and his cabinet. Demonstrations such as these were crucial to Morse's 
obtaining a Congressional appropriation of $30,000 to build his first line in 1844 from Washington to 
Baltimore. Vail remained with Morse for the next four years, publishing ‘The American Electro Magnetic 
Telegraph in 1845’. He retired to Morristown in 1848, intending to manufacture telegraphic equipment, but his 
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plans were never realized. Since Vail shared a one-eighth interest in Morse's telegraph patents with his brother 
George, Vail realized far less financial gain from his work on the telegraph than Morse and others. He died in 
poverty in January 18, 1859.  

Because the terms of Vail's partnership agreement specified that all patents would be in Morse's name, it is 
difficult to tell precisely which telegraphic innovations were Vail's invention, and to what extent. 

 

2. The article of Wallace Wood 

 

Published: May 26, 1904 
Copyright © The New York Times 
> By Wallace WOOD:  
 
Quote 
 
DID MORSE INVENT THE TELEGRAPH, 
 
Did Morse himself claim to be the inventor of the telegraph? When introduced at the Austrian Court the 
Emperor asked “Are you the man that invented the telegraph?” Morse touched himself on the brest and replied: 
“I am the telegraph”. 
 
The stages in the formation of a live machine are many; suggestion, hypotheosis, conception, theory, invention, 
composition, expression, exhibition, operation, practice, exploitation, and success. The road is as long as the 
“Pilgrim’s Progress”, and as full of terror. 
 
Honors are divided. According to Knight, Elias Howe made the first sewing machine, and Singer made the first 
machine that would sew. A Greek made the first steam machine, Watt made the first steam machine that would 
go. Fourier invented the railroad, Stephenson married the wheels to the rails and founded the railway system. 
 
Why do we commemorate the day? Artist, inventor, and discover, man of science, professor, founder, and 
philanthropist, that Morse was of heroic mold, and stands high in the ranks of the “great and good”, no one 
will deny. Nor will humanity be likely to forget the American who, through years of anguish, reduced to the 
dire extremity of less than the price of a single meal, at last was crowned, for “with a thread he has bound all 
the nations of the earth and sealed the union with fire from heaven.” 
 
WALLACE WOOD 
New York, May 24,1904 
 
Unquote 
 
 
 

➢ 3. The first reaction of Stephen Vail 

 

Published: June 7, 1904  
Copyright © The New York Times 
> By Stephen Vail: “An argument to show that it was his son Alfred, and not Morse who is the father of the 
telegraph”. 

 
 
 
 

See further down below 
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➢ 4. The reaction of Edward  Lind Morse 

 

Published: June 21, 1904  
Copyright © The New York Times 
> “MORSE’s son, Edward Lind MORSE, defends his father’s claim to paternity of the telegraph” 

 
 
 
 

See further down below 
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➢ 5. The second reaction of Stephen Vail 

 

Published: June 30, 1904  
Copyright © The New York Times 
> “Stephen VAIL on his father’s claim to telegraph invention” 
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THE END 

 


