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Nikola Tesla, 1856-1943

Nicola Tesla was born in Smiljan, Lika, a borderland region of Austro-Hungary (modern 
day Croatia). His “father was an eloquent clergyman in the Greek Church. His mother 
was a woman of inherited ingenuity, and delighted not only in skilful work…..but in the 
construction of ….machinery required in a rural community.”

After attending state schools he continued in higher education, graduating in 1873 and 
devoted himself to experimentation, especially in electricity and magnetism before 
entering the Polytechnic at Gratz hoping to become a Professor of mathematics and 
physics.    



From left: Milutin Tesla, Nikola’s father, Milka, Angelina and Marica, Tesla’s sisters

Nikola Tesla in traditional costume              Tesla in 1879 at age twenty-three             



George Westinghouse, 1846-1914

Tesla gained experience in electrical engineering before emigrating to the United States 
in 1884 and working for Thomas Edison in New York City.  Edison refused to accept 
new ideas and, probably because of his poor understanding of mathematics, could not 
fully comprehend the workings of the alternating current system.  It appears that after 
Tesla was not given a promised bonus he resigned, which turned out to be a big mistake 
on Edison’s part. 

George Westinghouse, who made his fortune by inventing the railway air brake, saw the 
possibilities in alternating current systems and bought up Tesla’s and various European 
patents and went into competition with Edison who waged a vitriolic campaign against 
AC. The battle ended in defeat for Edison since DC systems could only supply customers 
up to a mile from the power station while high voltage AC could be transmitted several
hundred miles.



The World’s Fair (Colombian Exposition) in Chicago, 1893 with lighting by Westinghouse

The Westinghouse Alternating Current Switchboard at the Chicago Fair



Westinghouse display at the 1893 World’s Fair featuring the Tesla Polyphase System



Tesla in 1885 at age twenty-nine



Tesla Motor (British Museum)

Tesla’s AC Motor (from Cheney & Uth)



First factory of the Westinghouse Electric Company in Pittsburgh 

Tesla’s demonstration test bench with his Egg of Columbia which stood on end when the table 
on which it sat was magnetically excited by AC 



Lord Kelvin (centre) visited Westinghouse in 1897 and recognised the advantages of AC

Niagara generator under construction at Westinghouse in Pittsburgh, 1894



The first Niagara generator at the Falls Power Station, 1895

The first three Niagara Falls generators went on line on 16th November, 1896



The Edward Dean Adams Power Station at Niagara Falls with ten 5000 horsepower
Tesla-Westinghouse AC generators 

Niagara Falls Power Station which transmitted AC at 22 kV to Buffalo some 22 miles away
and later to New York a distance of over 300 miles 



A large Tesla Motor

The end of the “Battle of the Currents” (AC versus DC) 



A notice similar to that earlier produced by Edison relating to DC lighting

Another view of a large Tesla AC motor



The Tesla Turbine or “Turbo Pump”

Tesla experimenting with a million volts of man-made lightning



Tesla demonstrating electrical apparatus in 1916

The Tesla Electric Light and Manufacturing Company Stock Certificate



Extract from the French magazine La Nature of 1894



Tesla’s World System (from Cheney & Uth)

TESLA’S LEGACY

This is described in the words of his biographer, Robert Lomas, in his book of 1999:

“Everybody knows that Thomas Edison devised electric light, that Guglielmo Marconi 
thought up radio and George Westinghouse built the world’s first hydro-electric power 
station. Everyone knows the facts, but they are wrong.

One man alone dreamt up these things: Nikola Tesla, a Serbian-American scientist, who 
also invented inter alia the fluorescent light, seismology and a worldwide data 
communication network which prefigured the internet. He is without doubt this century’s 
greatest unsung scientific hero.” 



Montage of Tesla’s inventions (from Cheney & Uth)



A second montage of Tesla’s inventions (from Cheney & Uth)



Nikola Tesla in 1930 at age sixty-four

Tesla’s coffin in the Cathedral of St John the Divine, New York City, 12th January 1943



APPENDIX: SOME EARLY TESLA PATENTS
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EPILOGUE

New York Memorial Tablet to Nikola Tesla 

Nikola Tesla statue at Goat Island, Niagara Falls



Monument at Niagara Falls to Nikola Tesla, standing on top of his AC motor

The SI derived unit the tesla (symbol T) is the standard unit of magnetic flux density.


