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Elihu Thomson, 1853-1937

Thomson was born in Manchester, England, on the 29th March, 1853, his family moving 
to Philadelphia in 1858. He attended the Central High School in Philadelphia and 
graduated in 1870, then took up a teaching position at the School. In 1876, at the age of 
23, he held the Chair of Chemistry.  In 1880, Thomson left Central to pursue research in 
the emerging field of electrical engineering. 

Together with Edwin J Houston, Thomson founded the Thomson-Houston Electric 
Company in 1883, where his inventions included an arc-lighting system, an automatically 
regulated three-coil dynamo, a magnetic lighting arrester and a local power transformer. 



In 1884, the Thomson-Houston International Company was formed. Then in 1889, 
Thomson-Houston bought the Brush Company which resolved their patent disputes
relating to the arc lamp and the dynamo. Thomson-Houston went on, in 1892, to merge 
with the Edison General Electric Company to form the General Electric Company 
(Edison having been the loser in the battle of DC versus AC current).

Thompson chose to continue to work in his laboratory at Lynn, Massachusetts. It has 
been recorded that Thompson “displayed methodological characteristics in the workshop 
and the laboratory as inventor and in the business world as entrepreneur.” He particularly 
enjoyed solving problems in the field of electric light and power, receiving more than 700 
patents for his inventions.
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In 1893, the Compagnie Francaise Thomson-Houston (CFTH) was formed in Paris. Then
in 1896, British Thomson Houston (BTH) was created (having been previously Laing, 
Wharton & Down, in business since 1886). 





Elihu Thomson died on his estate in Swampscott, Massachusetts, in 1937. His house was 
designated a U.S. National Historic Landmark in 1976. 

The Elihu Thomson House, now U.S. National Historic Landmark 



APPENDIX I: SOME THOMSON AMERICAN PATENTS





















APPENDIX II: EXTRACT FROM THE THOMSON-HOUSTON
ELECTRIC COMPANY CATALOGUE of 1890
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Elihu Thomson with other electrical pioneers

In later life, Thomson was showered with awards. In 1889, he was decorated by the 
French Government for his electrical inventions, being made Chevalier et Officier de la 
Legion d’honneur. He received an honorary degree from Yale (1890), a Ph.D from Tufts 
College (1892), a D.Sc from Harvard (1899) and was the first recipient of the Edison 
Medal of the American Institute of Electrical Engineers (1900).  His other awards 
included the Rumford Medal (1902), the Hughes Medal of the Royal Society (1916), the 
John Fritz Gold Medal, the Franklin Medal, the Elliot Cresson Medal and the Kelvin 
Gold Medal (1923). Elihu Thomson died in 1937.

Dr Thomson was President of the AIEE (1889-90), a founding member and 2nd President 
of the International Electrotechnical Commission and went on to serve as Acting 
President of MIT (1920-23). He was a member of many British Institutions: the 
Institution of Civil Engineers, the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 
and the Institution of Electrical Engineers of which he was an Honorary Member. 

His second wife, Clarissa Hovey Thomson, is reported to have said that she needed a 
basket to carry all of her husband’s awards and honours.
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