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EVERYONE KNOWS that Marconi in-
vented the wireless. We are taught

it in grammar school, although we may
not remember the date-1896. But was
Marconi actually the first person to
invent and demonstrate a system of
wireless communication? Who, then?
Maxwell? Hertz? Chances are you won't
find the name of Dr. Mahlon Loomis
anywhere under wireless telegraphy in
your encyclopedia. It belongs there­
and the date to remember is 1864.

It was not until 1865 that Maxwell
published his theory of electromagnetic
waves in space, and Hertz apparently
did not get around to experimentally
confirming Maxwell's theory until 1887,
In 1896, Marconi made a practical de­
vice of it by inventing the antenna.

But back in 1864, Dr. Mahlon Loomis,
a dentist by profession and an inventor
by avocation, made a sketch of a verti­
cal top-capacity-loaded aerial with a
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keying device and an indicator, all in
series to ground. He also wrote a brief
description of how the system would op­
erate to "remit shocks (to the atmo­
sphere) affecting a distant reciprocating
apparatus."

At that time. Loomis had absolutely
nothing relating to electromagnetic radi­
ation that he could refer to for inspira­
tion. He came up with a complete system
of wireless communication before the
natural phenomenon was known or un­
derstood. This is attested to by Dr.
Loomis's own notebooks and other
sketches, as well as old newspaper clip­
pings.

On July 30, 187'2, a patent (No. 129,­
971) was granted Loomis on his system
by the United States Government.

The First Transmission. In 1866 Dr.
Loomis went out to Bear's Den in the
Blue Ridge mountains near Bluemont,
Virginia, where he elevated a 600-foot
aerial wire by means of a kite. He par­
tially covered the kite with fine copper
wire mesh connected to the aerial wire
for top-loading purposes. This was the
first instance of top-loading capacity be­
ing used with an aerial.

Between his aerial wire and ground
connection, Loomis connected a keying
device, which doubled as a spark-gap,
and an indicating device. The aerial be­
came charged from the overhead clouds
and a "spark" occurred at the key
points whenever the key was operated.
Oscillations raced up and down the aerial
wire, radiating electromagnetic waves
into space.

An assistant of Dr. Loomis went to a
spur of the Catoctin mountains 18 miles
away, also in Virginia, just across a
bridge over the Potomac at Point of
Rocks, Maryland. There, an exact du­
plicate of the first station was set up.
Both aerials were of exactly the same
length and characteristics. While Loom­
is apparently did not understand high
frequency currents-he may not even
have known that they existed-he had
a notion that both systems should be
identical.

Starting at a given moment, and for
a predetermined period of time, Dr.
Loomis sent a series of impulses from
Bear's Den by tapping the end of his
aerial wire to the binding post of his
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grounded indicating device. His asso­
ciate 18 miles away had been instructed
to disconnect the aerial wire from the
duplicate instrument after the original
"transmitting" period was over, and to
tap back the exact number of impulses
that had been received. At the same
time, Loomis connected his aerial wire
to his indicating device.

Dr. Loomis states in one of his note­
books that the exact number of im­
pulses were received back from the
distant station. and further that the se­
ries of transmissions was repeated a
number of times for positive verifica­
tion.

He also noted that when dark clouds
gathered above his 600-foot aerial, too
much electricity was collected from the
atmosphere. There was so much electri­
city, in fact, that he had to shut down
operations until the clouds moved away
and weather conditions became more
favorable.

The Time In Between. There are a few
more dates for the encyclopedias and
the history books. Numerous other sim­
ilar experiments were conducted over a
period of years, and in 1869 Dr. Loomis
petitioned Congress for a grant of $50,­
000 with which to commercialize his
wireless system. This petition was shut­
tled from committee to committee for
over a year, and then indefinitely post­
poned.

In 1873, the year after he received
his patent, Dr. Loomis was incorporat­
ed by Congress as the Loomis Aerial
Telegraph Company, with an authorized
capital stock of $200.000 and the priv­
ilege of increasing it to $2,000,000 if the
interest of the company should require
it. The Bill was signed by President
Ulysses S. Grant.

Dr. Loomis tried in vain to sell suf­
ficient stock to put his invention to
practical commercial use. His inability
to do so was undoubtedly due to two
national financial panics (so-called
"Black Friday's") and the Great Chi­
cago Fire which wiped out the fortunes
of bankers in New York, Boston, and
Chicago, who were about to finance
him.

N or would most people believe in him.
He was so far ahead of his time that
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even his wife called him crazy, because
he neglected his profession as a dentist
and spent his money on wireless experi­
ments. He died in 1886 at the age of 60.

Recognition. Efforts are now under
way to see that Dr. Loomis receives of­
ficial recognition for his work in the
field of wireless telegraphy. A joint
resolution was introduced in the 88th
Congress by Congressman Smith of Vir­
ginia. but not passed. It is hoped that
by the time this article is in print, the
resolution will have been reintroduced
in the present Congress.
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