THE BATTLE OF THE CURRENTS
In the 1880’s Nikola Tesla discovered a new principle which allowed
alternating current to be utilized efficiently. George Westinghouse paid Tesla
and his backers $ 1,000,000 for the patent rights and hired Tesla as a consultant.
Together they lit the Chicago World’s Fair, 1893, but they had to battle Edison
for the contract. Edison was stuck with direct current which was inferior in
almost every way. It could only be transmitted about one mile with power
diminishing with distance, whereas alternating current could be generated over
hundreds of miles without appreciable decrease in output. To try and win the
‘battle of the currents’ Edison was instrumental in aiding in the invention of the
electric chair so as to promote alternating current as the‘killer current’. He went

so far as to execute stray cats and dogs and even a horse in this manner in his
laboratory, and appeared at the trail of Kemmler. the first man to be put to death
by the electric chair. Kemmler had axed his mistress to death-the trial and
execution making the front page of the New York Times, 8/6/1890:
Dr. Jenkins Description: When the electricity was applied it was generally
supposed that he was dead. The moment the strap was removed from his
mouth, however, foam gathered on his lips and he was seen to breathe,
then the current was turned on again and it remained until he was dead
beyond the possibility of doubt.” When questioned how it compared with
hanging, Jenkins replied, “I would rather see 10 hangings than one such
execution as this.”
Edison Is Contacted:“1 have merely glanced over an account of Kemmler’s
death, and it is not pleasant reading... One mistake in my opinion was in
leaving everything to the doctors ... In the first place the hair on
Kemmler’s head was non-conductive. Then the top of the head 1 do not
believe a good place to give a shock ... As I testified at the first discussion
of the electric method for carrying out a death penalty. The better way is to
place the hands in a jar of water.. .and to let the current be turned on there.
In the excitement (of this first execution) there may have been some
bungling. I think when the next man is placed in the chair to suffer the
death penalty that death will be accomplished instantly and without the
scenes at Auburn today.”
Ironically, the next heading from the same NY Times article says
WESTINGHOUSE SATISFIED; however, his quote reveals the true
misgivings he had about using his alternating current in so dastardly a way: “1 do
not care to talk about it,” he said. “It has been a brutal affair. They could have
done better with an axe.”
With this controversy brewing Tesla began to experiment with sending
electricity throughout the body. He figured out the range of frequencies that the
nerves would respond to and then assumed that much higher frequencies could
be safely channeled through the body if the amperage (pressure) was kept very
low. In this way Tesla sent literally hundreds of thousands of volts through his
body to electrify light bulbs, melt thin strips of metal or just photograph the
results. The public was behind Edison, however, so Westinghouse undercut him
to the point of taking a million dollar loss to obtain the Chicago Fair contract,
and together with Tesla, Westinghouse also used Tesla’s polyphase system to
harness Niagara Falls. It was not until the 1900’s that Edison was allowed to use

the alternating current patents purchasing the rights from Westinghouse. To this

day Tesla’s full body electrographs remain unparalleled.
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