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Dependability is fulfilling what I consented to do, even if it means unexpected sacrifice.
THOMAS WATSON, DEPENDABLE ASSISTANT

Long Version

By Steve Withrow

Pastor, Editor – Charlotte, NC 

Everyone remembers who invented the telephone, right?  Alexander Graham Bell…  and…?  

“You mean there was someone else?”  Yes.
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Thomas Watson was Bell’s indispensable assistant, the one person that Bell DEPENDED on to bring his concepts to tangible reality.

Their relationship began one day in 1874 when Bell strolled into Charles Williams’ electrical & machine shop in Boston.  Williams, the largest manufacturer of telegraph equipment in America at the time, employed the 21-year-old Watson, an innovative mechanic who built prototype instruments. 
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For the next seven years Watson was Bell’s RELIABLE assistant.  They worked their regular jobs during the day, then collaborated each evening in two rooms on William’s top floor.

Watson DEPENDABLY provided everything that Bell requested with speed and skill.  Their first speaking telephone, which failed to work, was the famous “Gallows” phone, and was built by Watson from a rough sketch in a single day.  

Within a month they had relocated their small laboratory to Bell’s home and were working on a new type transmitter.  The first successful phone connection in history was like an emergency 911 call.  Bell spilled acid on his pants and called out, “Mr. Watson, come here, I want you.”  Watson heard the words over his receiver and came running.  The rest is history.

For the next four years Watson was incredibly busy.  “He designed and improved early forms of transmitters and receivers, issued instruction books to the licensees describing in detail how to use the equipment… testified in many legal suits, made trips to many cities to inspect installations and continue to work on improvement of the equipment,” and filed applications which resulted in about 40 U.S. patents.*


Their demonstrations of the new invention showcased Watson’s DEPENDABLE good humor as he furnished vocal entertainment for Bell and his guests from several miles away.  He scored points with his “tonally challenged” singing.  “My singing was always a hit,” he said.  “The telephone obscured its defects and gave it a mystic touch.”

His DEPENDABILITY and expertise made their venture both successful and profitable, and he can justifiably be regarded as the co-inventor of the telephone.

He retired from the telecommunications business a wealthy man at the age of 27, and with the profits from his royalties built and ran the largest shipyard in America, a venture he began to alleviate the unemployment in Boston.

A DEPENDABLE man, both as an assistant and a leader, he expressed his good humor and continued willingness of spirit when, in 1915, he and Bell reenacted their first phone conversation in the first “official” transcontinental phone call.  Bell was in New York and Watson in San Francisco when Bell spoke the famous words again, “Mr. Watson, come here, I want you.”  

“It will take me five days to get there now,” was the assistant’s quipped reply.  That Watson, always good for his word.

*
From “Thomas A. Watson of East Braintree,” a presentation by Margorie Maxham, librarian/archivist for the Braintree Historical Society.  Braintree was Watson’s hometown.


Located on this website which is no longer inactive:  www.beld.com/taw2.htm


A shorter 1-minute testimonial version of this story is available on our website under the character quality of “dependability.”  See www.charactercincinnati.org, click “faith,” then “49 Character Qualities,” then “Dependability.”
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Dependability is purposing in our hearts to do the will of God whatever the cost.


