Chapter Thirteen

1

Chapter 13

Charisma and Communication 

in Edison’s Organizations 

“There is no organization; I am the organization.” TAE to Maurice Holland 1927


Edison was the charismatic center of the organizations that formed around him. The first institutions to develop, manufacture, and disseminate his system of delivering light and power were built on the force of Edison’s authority and the trust he granted his close associates. This trust enabled his associates to reach beyond themselves while maintaining loyalty to their benefactor.  


As the organizations moved beyond the reach of his personality and other organizational forces took over, however,  Edison lost his role within the institutions he founded. Only vestiges of his charismatic force remained in the successor institutional arrangements, as the national Edison companies became consolidated into General Edison and then General Electric, and as the local Edison-franchise power companies developed their separate and combined strengths. Nonetheless to this day, many of the regional power companies still draw on the symbolic force of Edison’s name: Commonwealth Edison, Consolidated Edison, Southern California Edison (recently turned into Edison International).   


Edison’s personal power led to  particular kinds of working and communicative relationships among the Edison pioneers.  As his operations became larger some of those relations became regularized in the forms of reporting within Edison organizations, and the curious proliferation of companies in the early 1880’s was a further institutionalization of a personal style.  These developments and other forces came to remold the original Edison relationships, establishing communicative patterns that left Edison institutionally irrelevant.  Edison’s charismatic relationship vanished as the communicative structure no longer accommodated it.  

Charisma


Charisma is not an individual characteristic, but an effect of one person on another.  The concept has its origins in the power of certain individuals, paradigmatically Jesus Christ, to inspire belief, commitment, devotion and action in others. Contact with the charismatic draws others into an overwhelming vision of new orders of life, to which they then devote themselves.  Revolutionary movements based on devotion have the potential to displace prior forms of order and authority.  


Max Weber, for such reasons, considered charisma as one of the three pure types of legitimate authority, which lead people to obedience within a social order. People devote themselves to a way of life embodied in the charismatic figure, “on the basis of a personal trust in the leader’s revelation, his heroism or his exemplary character.”
 


Further Weber identified five typical characteristics of the relationship of the followers to the charismatic, that comprise an ideal type of charismatic authority.

1. The authority and power of charisma arises from the recognition of the ruled, although the charismatic appears to follow his or her own lights, not dependent on the approval of anyone else.

2. Failure of the force of charisma is taken as a sign of divine abandonment.

3. A group or community subject to charismatic authority is cohesive for reasons of emotional communal integration. 

4. Those under the authority of charisma are not subject to ordinary economic calculation and ordinary market strategies, although they may anticipate great gains. Charisma relies on patronage to a grand scale.  

5. Charisma is a revolutionary force that repudiates everyday routine.


The charismatic relationship gives special force to the word of the leader, so that the followers trust, for as long as they trust, the leader’s word, even more than their own immediate experience of the everyday workings of the world and their ordinary calculation of self-interest. The charismatic’s word is taken to lead them to another, more satisfactory experience or world.  If, however, the word does not seem to lead to the anticipated benefits, the trust afforded the leader is withdrawn, and the charismatic power is lost.

Edison and his Disciples.


We can see in the behavior, commitments, and statements of Edison’s closest associates just such a relationship with him.  Among the inner circle during 1878 to 1882 there was great belief in Edison’s power and leadership, which evoked legendary effort on the part of the Menlo Park gang.  These close associates worked for low pay, but in anticipation of great windfall, the tokens of which were distributed through Edison’s gifts of stock to those he deemed most valuable
.  During the difficult period of 1879, there was wavering among the financial backers, and even some doubt among the Menlo Park team, but with the success of the fall, all became believers again--although the backers never again abandoned a rather cautious economic calculation.  For the Menlo Park workers, however, the magic returned in full, everyday reality was suspended indefinitely, and those who managed to stay in the inner circle shared in enormous benefits.

------
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Edison with the Menlo Park workers.
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A Magnetic Personality and Intensity of Work


It is no accident that the legend of Menlo Park lived long beyond the journalistic hyperbole surrounding the first appearance of the phonograph and light.  This legend was rooted in the experience of those who lived and worked at Menlo Park and those who regularly visited. Consider the name of the organization of Edison alumni that met annually in the 1920’s and 1930’s under the sponsorship of Ford:  The Edison Pioneers.  That experience of an inspired relationsip with Edison is attested by Francis Jehl: 


He was respected with a respect only great men can obtain, and he never showed by any word or act that he was their employer in a sense that would hurt the feelings. . . . It was his winning ways and manners that attached us so loyally to his side, and made us ever ready with a boundless devotion to execute any request or desire. 


 He was the gentle master in everything--word, deed, and action; and we were but his disciples.
  

Later, Jehl was to say that what endeared all at Menlo Park to Edison was his “magnetic personality.”


We can see that magnetic power in the words of Edison’s close friend the physicist George Barker,  who called Edison even in the 1870’s 

a man of Herculean suggestiveness. . . he reaches out into the regions of the unknown, and brings back captive the requisites for his inventions. 
 

 
Otto Moses, who only briefly entered into the inner circle of the Edison group, felt the attraction of its intense atmosphere, even as he asked to join.  In his letter responding to an Edison advertisement for an analytic chemist, he recalls his brief visit to Menlo Park in 1878, expressing “a longing to be surrounded by such an atmosphere of energy and genius as I had enjoyed in your laboratory.”   Because he desired “contact with a fertile suggestion of work” and his “philosophy is to know and to conquer Nature rather than Fortune” he was willing to forgo a salary for the time being. Whether it was Moses’ enthusiasm or his low wages that decided Edison, he got the job over a number of other applicants who wrote more conventional letters and requested more conventional wages.
  Edison attracted and selected just the one who was ready to suspend economic calculation to escape everyday routine and to participate in the extraordinary made available by the charismatic leader.  


Later, after the Paris Exposition, when Moses was rejected from the group he held to his personal affiliation with Edison with great tenacity, providing him information and offering his service for private commissions.
  


Samuel Insull, Edison’s secretary and confidant for many years, also felt the leader’s force at their first meeting.  


I finished my first night’s business with Edison somewhere between four and five in the morning, feeling thoroughly imbued with the idea that I had met one of the master minds of the world.  You must allow for my youthful enthusiasm, but you must also bear in mind Edison’s peculiar gift of magnetism, which has enabled him during his career to attach so many men to him.  I fell a victim to the spell at the first interview. 


As secretary Insull knew intimately Edison’s suspension of everyday routine and business calculation: 

I never attempted to systematize Edison’s business life. Edison’s whole method of work would upset the system of any office. . . .  He cared not for the hours of the day or the days of the week. . . .  Sometimes he would not go over his mail for days at a time. 
 


The stories of all night work sessions at Menlo Park, led and inspired by Edison’s intensity, are legion in all the biographies and memoirs, as are tales of Edison’s role in practical jokes and impromptu late night entertainments, such as midnight sing-alongs around the organ he had installed in the laboratory.  Jehl commented that Edison’s personal suspension of everyday order put a great stress on others who followed his example:

But I have often felt that Mr. Edison could never comprehend the limitations o the strength of other men, as his own physical and mental strength have always seemed to be without limit.


William Hammer, in a 1931 series of newspaper reminiscences,  described the effect of Edison’s unkempt intensity, working side by side with his associates in Menlo Park with no set lab hours.  


On the second floor a small group of men laboring like Roman galley slaves.  But they worked with a will, and they chuckled and played outrageous pranks.


Edison, like Napoleon and Grant, squandered men.


But like these he got results. . . . Edison himself was an inexorable pace setter. Francis Upton. . .once said that Edison used men like sponges and squeezed them until there was nothing left to come out of them.


Although Hammer described Edison as driving them hard, he was not one to prescribe work in detail.  Rather he inspired them to draw on their own resources. “He expected those working for him to think ahead.  They were not to wait to be told.”  Hammer  related that on the first morning he was working for Edison, he asked the great man for an assignment.  Edison growled back, “Find something to do.” 
  


John Ott, a workman who first joined Edison at the Newark workshop in 1871 and who was to stay with Edison for the rest of his working life told of the pleasure of working for Edison.

Edison made your work interesting.  He made me feel I was making something with him.  I wasn’t just a workman.  And then in those days, we all hoped to get rich with him.

The Hope of Extraordinary Rewards



The most intimate and immediate account we get of Edison’s charismatic relationship with his co-workers during the period of the development of incandescent lighting comes from the letters the young Francis Upton wrote to his father starting in November 1878, when he joined Edison. Upton, having just completed years of schooling with a Ph.D.,  was at first delighted at having a grown-up job and earning money, allowing him to boast to his father. The following March, in place of a requested  wage increase, he accepted Edison’s promise of the copyrights to any of publications on the light that Upton might edit or ghostwrite, but Upton would have to pay for the drawings at his own expense. Anticipating the usual economic calculation that his father might make, Upton writes 

You may smile at the prospect and think that promises will never buy bread and lodging, yet there is a certain degree of hope in such conditions.

After writing of some recent advances, Upton hedges his bets:

I am fully satisfied with my prospects even if the light does not succeed for I shall have no trouble getting a job somewhere else on Edison’s recommendation. 


A month later, on April 27, 1879 he continued to hitch his wagon to Edison’s somewhat sputtering star. 

Mr. Edison will overcome them [difficulties] if any does.  I have not in the least lost my faith in him for I see how wonderful the powers he has are for invention.  He holds himself ready to make anything that he may be asked to make if it is not against any law of nature. He says he will either have what he wants or prove it impossible.
 


Once the light proves a success, are filled with talk of wealth.  In a letter of November 30, 1879  he writes:  

The Electric Light has taken a turn upward during the week and it looks as if I had drawn a big prize.  I have 37 shares of the stock and during the last week I have heard of two shares selling for $650 each or $24,050 for the amount I hold. . . .


I think how timid you were at home about my giving up $600 a year and I have made at least $10,000. Mr. Edison is going to give me five per cent in England and the continent of what he receives. . . . 


I am going to try for large pay, for I shall never have such a chance again in my life.

A month later he talks of shares selling at $3,500 and him selling options for sales of some of his shares at $5,000 each.


Edison was indeed to rely on shares rather than high wages as a way of paying back the hard work and loyalty of his followers, as they bought into his vision. Early in 1879, at the time he gave shares of Edison Electric Light Company to reporters William Croffut and  Edwin Marshall Fox, he gave more substantial gifts to his close associates at Menlo Park: James Adams, 30 shares; J.H. Banker, 30 shares; Charles Batchelor, 130 shares; Tracy Edson, 30 shares; Stockton Griffin, 20 shares; Edgar Johnson, 8 shares; Uriah H. Painter, 30 shares. 
 


 The files of Samuel Insull, Edison’s secretary from March 1881 on, indicate how extensively Edison’s Menlo Park associates invested in the Edison enterprises.
  The list of stockholders in Edison Electric Light Company of Europe as of July1881, for example,  includes a large number of Edison’s close associates and their relations: James Banker, J. Bailey, Charles Batchelor Sigmund Bergmann, G.E. Carman and C. B. Carman, Charles Clarke,  Charles Dean, Sherburne Eaton, Stockton Griffin, Samuel Insull, Edward Johnson, John Kruesi, Samuel Mott, Theodore Puskas, A.J. Saportas, Francis Upton.  Many of the holdings range from 2 to 20 shares, roughly corresponding to Edison’s degree of reliance on the individuals at the time, suggesting that these were gifts in the newly formed enterprise. 
 
Charisma as Communication


The charismatic relation Edison had with his inner circle was enacted primarily in the laboratory and meetings, of which we now only have skeletal traces, most notably the lab notebooks, examined in chapter 4.  The notebooks witness an intimate working communication between Edison and his colleagues that relied on several assumptions, which affected what got communicated and how.


A first assumption was that Edison’s ideas are always worth being pursued with the full effort and imagination of all the people in the Menlo Park lab.  This went far beyond the usual employer-employee relationship where employees carry out the boss’s orders.  In the notebooks we see each of Edison’s suggestions and drawings setting in motion the creative and energetic pursuit by collaborators like Batchelor, Kruesi, and Upton. 

A second assumption was that the ideas ought to be understood in the way Edison understood them.  His was the mastermind, to which the others must align themselves as best as possible. New designs and lines of work were initiated by sketches in Edison’s hand.  


The third assumption, however,  was of respect for the full expression and candid perspective of each of the co-workers once they were aligned with the project.   As individuals entered into closer relationship with Edison, they were granted wider ranges of comments that served as records of the group judgment.  From the first Batchelor and Kruesi were given wide judgment to make comments and to elaborate and modify plans in areas of their expertise, and Upton soon joined them.  This trust extended to the responsibility for Edison’s operations in Europe. 


These assumptions had further consequences for the nature of the communications.  There were few directive orders or elaborated arguments coming from Edison beyond requests to Kruesi to make up some parts according to sketches.  He offered few general instructions or warnings, as though individuals were entrusted to know what they are doing beyond the specifics detailed in the sketch and annotations.  Conversely, the judgments and additions of the key workers were unelaborated beyond necessary explanation, again relying on a trust and respect that needed no further persuasion.


Substantive information flowed rapidly among all participants, with Edison always being the center.  Yet his presence in the center did not seem to dampen the information nor create a hierarchically cautious atmosphere.  Rather he seemed to inspire the work of all by his oversight. His oversight often involved participation in the smallest details, but few details reported by his subordinates seem designed to justify actions, create a self-protecting record, or meet arbitrary reporting requirements.  Edison was micro-involved but not micro-managing.


We can see this trusting but engaged relationship in the letters Moses, Puskas and Bailey, and Batchelor send back to Edison from Paris.  Edison’s representatives in Paris were left on their own to make many decisions, including designing the exhibit, buying off reporters, and initiating negotiations for European operations,  but they reported back in detail all they considered significant.  They seemed to understand their mission quite well, and had little need to ask questions or respond to new instructions or reprimands.  Yet they were detailed and candid in reporting to Edison, keeping him fully informed of all relevant occurrences.


In the aftermath of the Paris exhibition we see Edison’s conscious awareness of the need for trust and communicative ease among his team. When friction arose from personality differences between Otto Moses and several others in the inner circle, especially Batchelor and Johnson,  Edison removed Moses from the group, so as not to disrupt the atmosphere of ease and trust among his closest associates.
  
An Enduring Habit of Relationships


When Maurice Holland, director of the Division of Engineering and Industrial research of the National Research Council, visited Edison’s West Orange laboratory almost fifty years later, in 1927, in order to investigate the organization of Edison’s labs, he noticed  a similar pattern:


The entire organization revolves about Edison and progress recorded by personal contact with his “boys”. He is constantly making the rounds of the laboratory and is entirely familiar with every detail of experimental projects. No important changes or development steps are undertaken without his personal approval.  Mr. Edison has a large number of subordinates reporting to him personally.  His remarkable memory serves him as a card index to apparatus and data used twenty years before in conducting experiments.  No financial restraint hinders the development work since most of the funds come from personal royalties accruing from previous inventions.  He is free to spend it as he likes--and he usually does.

Edison’s expresssed his impatience with organization in answer to Holland’s questions about how a research lab ought to be operated:

There is a tendency towards over organization in present day experimental work.  The real measure of success is the number of experiments that can be crowded into twenty-four hours.  

Despite the distaste for over-regulation, Edison sought records and information, just as he did in 1878 through 1880.  Holland reports:


Each member of his staff is required to keep detailed notes covering all experimental work in laboratory notebooks, Mr. Edison insists on an accurate and complete record being kept of each successive step in experimental development.  A few years ago when fire threatened the valuable records in the laboratory Mr. Edison personally supervised the removal of the data books covering seven thousand separate experiments on the storage battery.

Edison’s personal participation as the source of planning and direction is accompanied by the same inspired relation with his workers that existed fifty years prior, although he was then not old enough to be treated as a father figure. Holland reports:


An outstanding characteristic of this close knit, personally intimate organization, which might almost be called “a big family,” is the evidence on every hand of an esprit de corps of the highest type. Loyalty and devotion to Mr. Edison is unswerving and borders on the intimate affection of children for their “Daddy.” . . . all his staff refer to him as “The Old Man.”


This intimate, improvisatory, flexible social structure with Edison at the directive center would be put under strain as the enterprise of light and power required more extensive endeavors of more people at more locations. 

The Attempt to Routinize Charisma in the Edison Companies


While the work of light was carried out by twenty people all in direct contact with Edison,  Edison’s charisma could remain strong and at the center of all communications.  However, once incandescent lighting was displayed, produced, and distributed from multiple distant sites, engaging larger organizations, Edison’s personal force could not remain the only organizing principle.  


At first,  Edison attempted to spread out his personal relationships and maintain his centrality to all significant communications over greater distances and larger networks.  Some of these attempts were consistent with developments in other organizations at the time, while others were more idiosyncratically characteristic of Edison’s operations.  In both cases, however, the resulting organizations took on lives of their own in ways that got beyond the personal control of Edison; and Edison seemed to have neither the will nor the means to take on the kinds of roles that might reassert authority at a higher level of managerial abstraction. 

Forms and the Control of Communication


One major means of maintaining centrality in an extending informational web was to regularize the flow of information to the center, largely through the use of forms.  The  growth of forms in many businesses at this moment of history was part of the communication revolution accompanying  rise of the modern corporation.
  The required use of forms ensured that subordinates gathered just the information that management wanted, and then collected and measured that information in ways consistent with information gathering at other times and places by different collectors. The standard form then ensures that information is reported in a format that makes it easily comparable to other information filed on the same or related form.  As the forms organize and regularize the flow of information upward, they also regularize the work of subordinates.  The forms themselves are implicitly a set of work orders sent downwards to define what subordinates ought to be attending to.  The work order aspect of forms may be made explicit by accompanying instructions.  Among the Edison papers we see the development of pre-printed forms for the reporting of information during this early period of expansion.  Indeed most of the forms I have come across deal particularly with the attempt to extend the production and marketing of Edison power to new domains


Adopting forms turns trust in personally transmitted information into narrowed regulation of subordinates. We can see this process at work b y looking at the reports from Alfred O. Tate to Charles Batchelor in 1884 while Tate was on a canvassing trip to Michigan and Canada, searching for central power station sites. Charles Batchelor was one of Edison’s closest and most trusted partners.  He had just returned from two years in Paris overseeing the development of Edison Europe.  During that time he wrote regularly and extensively to Edison in the form of personal letters.  After his return in the spring of 1884 he became manager of the Edison Machine Works and had many responsibilities throughout the Edison organizations, including overseeing the expansion of Edison power companies.  Alfred O. Tate, who carried out the canvass, himself was moving into the world of personal relations and trust in the Edison world. Tate, a protégé of Samuel Insull, two years later was to replace Insull as Edison’s personal secretary when Insull himself moved up the Edison organization. 


During this period, as central plants were starting to be established in small towns in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, Tate was entrusted to check out the possibilities in Edison’s home state Michigan. Tate on the journey regularly reported back to Batchelor information about the agents contracted and the towns they were to develop. At first these reports were a mixture of business document and personal letter, but with the adoption of a printed form, these became more narrowly business records.  


The reports began on September 23, 1884, on half-size stationery sheets, mostly with the letterheads of hotels Tate apparently stayed at.  There were many formulaic elements to the reports from the beginning, suggesting a prior history of forms and contracts, but the letters also had freer form elements typical of business correspondence. In about a ten day period, Tate wrote 11 letters, totalling 18 sheets, reporting on 10 agents assigned to cover 13 towns. By October 4, however, Tate obtained printed forms, which he used thereafter. 

-----
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 Tate’s letter reports on possible sites in Michigan and Canada were soon regularized in forms.  

Letter Charles Tate to Charles Batchelor, 23 September 1884 (89:591)

Letter Charles Tate to Charles Batchelor, 9 October 1884 (89:610)

--------------


These forms, identified as form 6, were imprinted “Edison Machine Works, Charles Batchelor gen’l manager” in large type. These half size forms --with a horizontal format transforming them from a letter into something more like a note card--stabilized and fixed the formulaic elements and specific information to be provided.  They also provided an undifferentiated space on the bottom half for “Remarks.”  At the bottom there was a dotted signature line.  Tate filled out 49 of the forms between October 4 and November 6, each reporting on one agent.

Flexibility of Letter Reports


Although much of the same information gets reported in both the letter and the standardized form, the introduction of the forms narrows and routinizes information and decreases the scope of the canvasser’s judgment.  Corporate messages become less personal and subordinates are entrusted with narrowing tasks. 


The earliest of the letter reports, after the addresses, has the same key formula that would continue through all the documents:

Dear Sirs: Subject to your approval I have appointed:  John Hall Agent for Woodstock Ontario Terms 5% on Gross Sale.

 The name of person and town were in larger script and underlined, and displayed in an indented centered format. The terms were also underlined.  These highlighted elements could be easily found when scanning a stack of such reports; the highlighting also adds an impressive legal contractual appearance.


Tate then continued the letters with whatever information appeared relevant to him.  In the case of the first report on John Hall, Tate devotes several lines to the qualifications of the new agent.

Present occupation



Insurance Agent and Manager Great Northern Western Telegraph Office--was highly recommended by the member of Parliament for this County--Has much influence with Town Council and leading Spirits of the Town.
 

Tate then detailed the town’s prospects for electricity:

Woodstock: Pop 7500.  Two or three mills--One of the Best towns in Western Ontario--streets lit with gas.  No Electric light ever introduced but people anxious to get it.  Agent will devote his energies to formation of stock company. 

Tate exercised broad judgment as to what shouold be included in his reports. Some letters told little about the agent while elaborating on local business conditions, such as the recent actions of the town council. Longer two page letters could turn to business strategy and instructions to the agents, as in the case of Hamilton, Ontario, where a competing company had already formed. A long narrative concluded, 

Their scheme is to run it for a while and then sell out to a company formed locally.  Instructed our agent to watch them closely. To profit by any organization they might form, and when the proper time comes--before any sale is effected--to get in a bid.  He understands thoroughly what he has to do.
 

One letter is devoted to filling in information Tate neglected to report in a previous letter. In short the letter reports offered flexibility despite their somewhat formulaic character and well-defined interests.  

Standardization in Forms


The printed forms, while facilitating the reporting work, were to make the information more consistent and compulsory at the same time as cutting down the nature and extent of the information reported. The top  of the form became a standard location line, allowing easier filing, while losing the charming opportunistic headings from the hotel stationery.

City of _____________County of ____________ State of ___________

The internal address then served as a prominent company identification. Instead of the letter of a traveling agent, we now have a company document.  The main text  adopted the opening formula word for word, except with a major expansion to incorporate specific information about the agent and the contractual arrangement. 

Dear Sir:


Subject to your approval, I have appointed  Name_________, Business_________, Address,________, Terms,___________________

Territory _______________
as your agent for __________________.

Although the text is similar, there are several interesting changes.  The information required about the agent is particularized and constrained by space available on the lines.  Further the report on the agent is cast into the role of official contractual information rather than a more open ended strategic business consideration of qualities, resources, and influence.


Further the typography of the form, displaying the agent information in a column on the right corner and providing a large space for the region on the left makes the official role of agent for a region more prominent than the name and particulars of the person fulfilling the role.


The lower half of the form is devoted to remarks.  While this follows the general format of the letters which, after the formula,  went off in directions restricted only by apparent relevancy, this simple placing of such a space on the form served to limit and change the content. First, comments tend to be only about the region and its economy; only in a few instances are particulars of the agent expanded upon, leaving unelaborated in most cases the restricted information in the preceding spaces.  Comments tend to be shorter and more telegraphic than in the letters.  Rarely do comments extend beyond six lines, and those lines contain less information as the space seemed to invite a larger handwriting.  Further no comments went over on to a second page as they were limited by the designated space. Typical is the comment on Grand Haven: 

Pop 5000- Mills- Isolated work No Elec. Lt ever introduced here--Gas Co just starting--No contract yet with City--  Prospects for central lt plant moderate.
  

Even the longest comment, on the large, complicated market of Detroit, offers only cursory coverage on a single sheet:


About every arc light in the market can be seen in Detroit.  Tower lighting pronounced a failure.  Cadman will devote all his time to pushing our business. He is an old bank manager and has good connections among the business men of the City, and is an excellent canvasser--Notwithstanding all the Elec Light Co’s who are operating in the city, I anticipate a good deal of business for us.

Despite the personal trust between Tate and Batchelor, the need for convenience and comparability of information covering an extended region leads to standardization; the standardized form in turn constrains and regularizes information-gathering, decreasing the realm of trust.  

Other Regularized Communication Flows


A similar process happened in the door to door canvassing of potential customers within each projected lighting district.  The canvassing of the original Pearl Street district developed ad hoc procedures which crystallized into standard questions and handwritten tables for the entry of the data.  Further regularized formats were developed for the aggregation of the data and calculations back at the office. These, all, however, were still handwritten.


As canvasses of new districts in new cities were planned, the ad hoc procedural orderings became fixed in a printed canvassing book that opened with two pages of “General Instructions to Canvassers” followed by printed tables for recording of information gained from each interview.
  Less and less improvisatory leeway was given to each canvasser who personally was more and more distant in the organization from Edison, Batchelor, or any of the inner circle. We move to the typical operations of a bureaucracy.


Other aspects of the operation undergo the same processes of formalization of procedures in reproduced documents.  In the original installation and early operations of Pearl Street, Edison was regularly on site,  developing procedures of operation in conjunction with Charles Clarke his chief engineer and a few other employees.  However, as central stations started to develop in distant places in Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and even overseas, Edison or his closest associates could not always be there to supervise, so their expertise had to be transmitted textually.  One early such document was the Questions for Central Station Engineers, surviving in a typescript dated 21 November 1883.  The fact that it was produced only in typescript (and perhaps carbon) suggests that its circulation was not wide. However within that distribution it was still important that Edison was central to the document, even if he could not write it all himself.  The title page explicitly establishes Edison’s supervisory role in creating the document, even as he had the help of particular technical people entrusted with specific areas of expertise.

Instructions at the end of this Book were written by Mr. Edison.

All questions in this book were formulated by Mr. Edison.

Answers to meter questions were written by H. Ward Leonard.

Answers to questions on dynamos were given by W.S. Andrews

Questions on steam engines and boilers were answered by ?
 

It is of particular relevance to Edison’s personal role in ordering the social dynamics of building the business, that Edison’s instructions at the end pertained to the marketing of new stations and the handling of customers. For example, Edison passes on the following savvy advice:


In small towns, from 2,000 to 20,000 inhabitants, after the station has been started and three or four prominent places are lighted, stop soliciting orders for light, but run along quietly and wait.  The customers will gradually come in and ask to be connected; their judgment and desires having been gained by seeing the light in the prominent places.  Customers obtained in this manner give no trouble, and in time 75 per cent. of the whole number counted on to take the light, will ask of their own accord to be connected. 
 

Technical matters of boiler operation could be entrusted to others, but Edison stayed close to the pulse of the human motivations that drew people into relation with Edison operations.  This is something he clearly thought about and worked on.


As operations became more extensive and distant, the increasingly impersonal corporate voice relied less on the personal charisma of Edison for guidance and less on the personal judgment of the employee.  Even as early as 1881 the 76 page printed  technical pamphlet, “Instructions for the Installation of Isolated Plants  Published Exclusively for the Private Use of the Agents of the Edison Company for Isolated Lighting “ is presented entirely in an impersonal voice.
  It is clearly intended for people who are at the distant ends of the organization, the mechanics employed by agents in the far reaches of the world.  The pamphlet begins with a primer on electrical science, and explains in great detail the features and reasoning of the Edison system so that any mechanically minded person can set up the machinery with an understanding of how it works and how it might be repaired. The apparatus is presented as stable and intelligible, not requiring personal improvisation nor any personal contact with the charismatic center of the organization. 


While such printed directives and work forms in modern large organizations are associated with increasing distance, impersonality, and lack of improvisatory behaviors at lower levels, at upper organizational levels they are associated with the abstracted work of symbolic manipulation work. Managers deal with information and paper as much as with people. 

Managing People, Not Paper


It was not Edison’s taste, habit, or practice to be such a manager by paper. His lifelong habit was to work with trusted individuals and to return to the laboratory and shop floor rather than to the managerial office. The antipathy he had to scientific theory removed from practical mechanisms was paralleled by a dislike for managerial information removed from the persons in the organization.  When Edison constructed the complex of Edison factories in West Orange New Jersey beginning in 1887 he located his library and offices in the same building as his lab and the machine shop.  He never abstracted management for himself away from the development of products, inventions, and personal relations. 


Edison rather interposed individuals from his own personally trusted circle to manage Edison enterprises, so he could maintain personal charismatic relations with them and let them deal with corporate abstractions of the more ordinary sort. Edison created at first a series of small manufacturing and regional power companies, each under the guidance of a personally trusted individual. With Edison remaining involved only in areas of major change (such as construction of the first group of central stations in New York,  Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania), the companies moved towards less charismatic forms of organization and moved into orderly regimes of law and finance.  As they did so, the separate manufacturing companies within a few years consolidated into United Edison Manufacturing and then Edison General Electric. The regional franchises became stronger as independent corporations and weakened their bond to the central licenser Edison Electric Light.    As Weber points out, with respect to charisma in government operations

A prerequisite for the routinization of charisma is the elimination of its noneconomic predisposition, its adaption to financial forms of fulfilling needs, and therefore, to economic conditions necessary to raising taxes and duties

The Formation of the Edison Companies
 
The second Menlo Park demonstrations of winter 1880-1881 marked a major turn in Edison operations.  The system, now developed and workable, needed to be brought into the marketplace and economically exploited.  Fresh capital was needed to manufacture the machinery, bring power stations on line, and reach out to potential customers. Existing backers of the Edison Electric Light Company, having their patience stretched by Edison’s  promises, wanted to limit their risks. To protect the patents, which in a sense were the only substantial value created in the first few years, they made the EELC a patent holding operation only. They were also willing to participate in other parts of the business they viewed as immediately attractive and having long run potential--namely the marketing of power to New York City and the marketing of small systems nationally.  But even these secondary investments were only through the return of stocks to EELC in lieu of license fees (an arrangement that would continue for the development of other local central power companies).  They needed to put up no further funds of their own, as new investors in the new companies would provide the needed capital.   

The Edison Manufacturing Companies


The less immediately attractive investments in manufacturing fell into the hands of Edison.  Edison would have been personally attracted to these workshop-like manufacturing businesses.  Further Edison would be personally committed to the material technology as crucial to the system, whereas the financiers would be more moved by the abstract value of patents and the commercial value of service being delivered to paying customers. 


Yet while Edison was committed to perfecting every mechanical and social detail necessary to make the system work, he himself was not much engaged in daily repetitive operations of making a company work as a hierarchical financial and legal entity. Nor in running such an operation could he rely on the sense of the extraordinary which maintained his charismatic relations with the workers. Edison’s solution was to hand day to day management of each manufacturing unit over to a trusted colleague, with whom Edison could then coordinate informally. This cadre of Edison associates, in addition to being responsible for the ordinary operations of various Edison manufacturing companies, would be available for ad hoc collaboration, crossing the boundaries of the companies to maintain fluidity of the original small charismatic organization.  In the meantime each of the associates could establish mundane order, and normal economic reasoning within each of their domains. 


Edison had, in fact, earlier models for this practice in the ad hoc arrangements among inventors and machinists in the machine shop culture. More specifically, Sigmund Bergmann, who began working in Edison’s Newark Shops in 1870, had set out on his own in 1876 to manufacture a variety of devices, including a number of Edison inventions.  Bergmann’s letterhead of 1880 boasted among other products “Edison’s Inventions--Phonographs, Telephones, Motographs, &c., &c.”
  Bergmann maintained a continuing correspondence with Edison on both financial and technical matters.  In early 1881 Edison expanded this licensing arrangement to turn Sigmund Bergmann & Co. into one of the core Edison manufacturing companies, forming a three way partnership between Bergmann, himself, and another close associate Edward Johnson.  This company produced fixtures, sockets, connectors, and assorted other small devices for the Edison system.
 Consistent with the personal trust at the center of the relationship, the partnership was not to be legally formalized for another year.


Slightly before entering partnership with Bergmann, Edison had formed another manufacturing company to produce incandescent lamps. In November 1880 the Edison Electric Lamp Company began manufacturing lamps at Menlo Park, but was not at that time officially incorporated.
  In January, a contract was drafted formalizing the relation to the EELC, with Edison, Batchelor, Upton, and Johnson identified as principles. The lamp company was to have sole license to produce Edison lamps, which it would sell only back to the EELC.
  Edison himself owned the majority of this company and directly supervised early decisions about acquiring factory space and developing operations.
  By February of 1881, however, Upton took over operations and kept Edison posted in regular letters from 1882 through the middle of 1885.
  While the original stationery identified all four principles, later stationery identified only Edison as President and Upton as treasurer. The informality of arrangements is suggested by a letter from a lawyer attempting to arrange the transfer of a minority share.


Upon making inquiry into the legal status of the so-called company, I was surprised to learn that its affairs were not clearly defined in writing, and that each of the partners depended on tradition, and the honor of his associates to establish his actual interest in the business; that the personal property was nominally owned by the company, while the real property is in your name, and in the case of death would descend to your heirs; that there is not even a declaration of trust in favor of your associates. 

Charismatic organization was beginning to come under the scrutiny of the orderly forces of economic rationality.
  A Certificate of Organization was drawn up shortly thereafter with Edison holding over 2/3 of the ownership, with remaining shares divided up half to Upton, one third to Batchelor, and the remainder to Johnson.
  By-laws for the  Company were finally drawn up in 1884.

Early Tensions Between Charisma and Routine


Even in the earliest, pre-formalization days of these two companies, one documented incident suggests how the new forms of organization created tensions with Edison’s personal ad hoc style.  On October 12, 1881 Bergmann & Co wrote  to Upton at the Lamp Company. 

We want 100 lamps for our own use here, experimenting &c.  Mr. Edison says we can get them from you for $35.  If that is correct, please send them over immediately & oblige.

Upton did not oblige, and a week later Bergmann wrote  Edison 

Please send me by bearer 1 Dozen or 1/2 Dozen lamps. . . . I gave Mr Upton an order 3 or 4 days ago for 100 but have not received any yet.”

Edison did send over a half dozen.  Six days later, however, Bergmann & Co received a formal typed letter stating

 Any lamps that you may require for experimental purposes must be ordered through the Edison Electric Light Company as the Lamp Company by their contract with the Light Company are only allowed to supply lamps on the order of the Light company.”

Earlier that year, in June, Edison himself had been formally instructed that even he would have to order lamps through appropriate channels.
 Charisma seems to be fading rapidly, being replaced by formal corporate entities with their own peculiar rationality. The files of the various companies contain other similar correspondence concerning billing among the various companies and with Edison himself.

------

Insert Figure 13.3 about here

Edison is requested to follow procedures in ordering lamps for the Edison Lamp Company.

Letter C. Goddard to TAE, 3 June 1881 (58:34). 

-----------------

More Manufacturing Companies


The next company to be formed reveals the difficulties of this mediated charismatic form of organization when Edison had no trusted personal associate in place in the company.  The Edison Machine Works (largely financed by Edison himself with some help from Batchelor) manufactured dynamos and motors.  In early 1881 Edison himself managed the correspondence leading to the opening of the Goerck Street works under the umbrella of the EELC. 
 Simultaneously, by-laws were prepared for the Edison Machine Works.
 While formal control was placed in the hands of Edison as President, the control of day to day operations was to be placed in the hands of a manager; however, no manager was appointed for three years.  Rather daily operations were left to the superintendent Charles Dean and secretary Charles Rocap. No letterhead with officers’ names seems to have been prepared at this time, suggested that no permanent principles other than Edison were identified with the organization.  Dean and Rocap, however, were allowed to enjoy a small percentage of the profits.
 


With only loose supervision from Edison, apparently Dean and Rocap decided to help themselves to a bit more of the profits. Suspecting financial irregularities, Edison in February 1883 ordered all the financial matters to be channeled through his trusted personal secretary Samuel Insull.
  Charles Rocap was ready to quit over  this supervision,
 but apparently stayed on for a while longer.  Six months later, however, after an incriminating report
  both Dean and Rocap vanished, to be replaced by Gustav Soldan and E.J. Berggren. 


At about this time, Batchelor, still in Europe, began to correspond with Insull about operations of the Machine Works.
  The following February, at a meeting of the Board of Trustees (of which, unusually, detailed minutes were kept), the company was reorganized, with new by-laws adopted. Edison was again named president, and Insull was named Secretary and Treasurer; the office of manager remained vacant. 
  When the highly trusted Batchelor returned to New York in May 1884, after a two year stint in Paris, he immediately became General Manager of the Machine Works. 
     

 
The Electric Tube Company (funded by Edison, with some distribution of shares to the other officers and board members) was formed in April 1881 to become the last of this initial group of companies.
  A couple of years later two more companies were added.  The Thomas A. Edison Central Station Construction Department was established by Edison in spring 1883 (out of the Engineering Department of the EELC) to construct central power stations for local power companies, which would then be licensees of the Edison system.  The Construction Department was owned and managed by Edison, and it was Edison’s name alone that appeared on the stationery.
 


Finally, the Edison Shafting Manufacturing Company (funded by Edison) was established in July 1884 to produce  belts, pulleys and shafts with a contractual relationship to the Edison Machine Works.
 Harry Livor, who had proved his trustworthiness in the Machine Works was named General Manager.
  To avoid  the kinds of problems arising in the informality of previous companies, by-laws were soon written
 and complex agreements were signed by the principles (Edison, Batchelor, Livor) to hold the stock unsold in trusteeship for three years. 
 

Consolidations and the End of Charisma


 In mid-1884, as the development of new plants was no longer an extraordinary matter, the responsibilities of the Construction Division were incorporated into the Company for Isolated Lighting and the Edison Machine Works.
  In January 1886, the Edison Shafting Manufacturing Company was brought back into the Edison Machine Works
 and the Electric Tube Company followed suit at about the same time.
  Kruesi became Batchelor’s Assistant General Manager, and Livor continued to market the pulleys, shaftings, and related products now manufactured by the Machine Works. Then in December with the opening of a new factory complex in Schenectady,
 the Machine Works was consolidated with the Edison Lamp Company and Sigmund Bergmann & Co. under a new umbrella corporation, the Edison United Manufacturing Company.
 


Notes in Edison’s hand from this period project Batchelor as the General Manager and Vice President, but only to visit occasionally as he was to return to the Laboratory to work with Edison (by then in West Orange).  The daily operations in Schenectady were to be run by Kruesi as Superintendent and Insull as Secretary Treasurer. Further Insull was to manage the Manufacturing Department with Kruesi managing the Machine works division, Upton to manage the Lamp division, and Insull temporarily to manage Bergmann and Company. Others were given responsibility for sales, engineering,  construction, and management of partially owned central stations.
 


In this consolidation and reorganization we have Edison’s informal personal relationships finally turned into a hierarchic corporate structure.  The economic rationality of a large organization has become,  in archetypal Weberian manner, a bureaucracy.  It is worth observing, however, that Edison wrote up this organizational plan as personal notes, expanding on what individuals were to do, rather than as a formal organizational chart.


Others in the organization were more than ready to celebrate the emergence into rational economic order. A satiric document, addressed to “To the unfortunate stockholders” makes fun of the prior unbusiness-like practices and reflects a clearly defined new attitude. After mock stock report boilerplate it begins


For those who are unacquainted with the aims of this company a brief resume of its object will be in order.


First.  We wish to impress the fact indelibly on the minds of our stockholders that our object is not to make money, this fact once accepted will prevent much dissatisfaction and many unpleasant explanations.


The motive of the company is a pure and benevolent one; To disseminate light to suffering humanity at the least possible cost to them; To demonstrate to the business world and to competitors that a great business may be conducted with the best of feeling and brotherly love, and to provide fat situations for the numerous relatives of our genial and beloved Vice President. 


The confidence and humor of the early days are back, but this is company humor, reinforcing company values and rejecting both the personal and the visionary.  Edison is out of the picture, as he was pretty much out of the management and operations of the company of which he was nominally president.  In 1889 this Edison United Manufacturing was to be further consolidated with the Edison Electric Light Company, the Canadian Edison Manufacturing Company, the Sprague Electric Railway Company, and Leonard and Izard ( a small company formed earlier that year by Edison’s long-time metering expert H. Ward Leonard).  This in 1892 was to be merged with Thomson Houston (which in turn had consolidated many of Edison’s competitors) to form General Electric. 
The Local Power Companies as Extension of Charisma


Establishing local central power stations presented something of a different problem from organizing manufacturing companies, insofar as they were consumer oriented and were distributed nationally. Not only were capital and management needed, but also local familiarity and connections to contend with city governments and state corporate laws. Edison’s solution again started by distributing responsibility through personal charismatic relations, but the vehicle resembled modern franchises. 


The already established telegraph and telephone industries were moving to centrally organized, owned, and controlled management by the early 1880’s.  Edison had been deeply involved in these industries and knew them well. Telegraphy developed in the 1840’s through a large number of small regional companies; however, since the nature of the service was to connect distant points, regional and then national consolidation provided distinct advantages.  By 1857 a cartel of six major companies controlled the national industry. By the end of the Civil War Western Union dominated the national market, and within a decade was a virtual monopoly run from the corporate and financial center in New York.
   


Telephones provide a slightly different story, but with a similar ending.  Three years of competition between Bell and Western Union was resolved by financial agreement in 1880, leaving Bell with essentially a monopoly on the new industry until patents expired in 1894.  Since services were at that time delivered primarily within a local region, and since the company recognized that the value of the service increased with  the number of customers connected into each local system, the Bell company wanted to expand service as rapidly as possible, but was short of capital.  To draw on local capital in each service area, Bell established licensee/lease arrangements with local companies, based on a fixed annual charge for each phone.  The introduction of intercity toll service, however, became a strong force for regional consolidation. At that time, Bell renegotiated its initial arrangement with local companies to provide the central company with thirty-five to fifty percent ownership. By 1885 Bell was well down the path of centralization, a process that was to be completed in the first decade of the twentieth century, though with some authority remaining in the hands of local managers.
 


Electric light and power, however, was and continues to be based on regionally produced power to service a local region. The model is the local gas utility tied into local financial, business and political interests.  Heavy capital investment was needed for local infrastructure and local political clout was needed to obtain approvals, favorable regulation, municipal franchises, and contracts.  Edison’s interests in central control were limited to maintaining the Edison brand name, providing technical guidance and expertise to establish a standard of service and efficiency, and providing returns to himself, his colleagues, and his stockholders. Once the conversion to alternating current permitted the transmission of power over great distances,  production cost and load sharing advantages provided some incentive to centralize, but even that impulse was only carried out through a holding company rather than centralized management.  


At the time of Edison there were only a few models of how to organize a national company which needed local service and delivery. As Chandler has noted
 businesses were local until railroads and telegraph made possible national marketing and shipping of goods produced in a single place. But these goods were largely sold as finished products directly to consumers or to local retail businesses.  The Edison Company for Isolated Lighting followed this model, selling complete units for individual customer use and maintenance.  Edison’s conception for the central production of power, on the other hand,  more resembled the situation of two other companies that early on chose franchising arrangements over either full central control or direct sale: the McCormick Reaper and the Singer Sewing Machine Company.
 

Franchises

Cyrus McCormick first licensed the right to manufacture his mechanical reaper in the 1840’s. Unsatisfied with the quality of production under this arrangement, at the end of the decade he became the primary manufacturer.  Local agents and traveling salesman, contracted on an annual basis, sold and distributed the machines.   However, this loosely organized and largely unregulated sales force did not generally have the technical competence to market the complex machinery or to provide the quality of service required by farmers who relied on these machines to get the harvest in.  McCormick’s need for a tighter control over better trained agents led to closer relationships between the local dealer agencies and the central office, achieved at first through a highly trained team of travelers who were close, trusted associates of Cyrus McCormick. Agencies, though independently owned, by the 1870’s and 1880’s were brought under central control through company training, policies, and standards.


The Singer sewing machine carries a similar tale. During the early 1850’s Isaac Singer, in order to raise cash for his new company, sold exclusive regional contracts to use and sell his patented sewing machine.  However, after he introduced a less expensive model in 1856, he began to rely more heavily on a mixture of company-owned branch houses and agencies.  Again the need for competent service led to a closer relationship between agent and central company.  National advertising campaigns established brand name identification; uniform national marketing policies led to standards for the appearance of local agencies; and improved accounting procedures made the agents less independent.  By 1881 a system of traveling examiners enforced uniformity of policies in the agencies, which were still independently owned and operated. 


When Edison was ready to create a national system of local power and light companies the agency franchise models of the McCormick Harvester and Singer Sewing Machine Companies were recently established.  There is also no doubt that Edison had some familiarity with Singer, given his interest in developing an electrical motor to drive this household product.  Edison, given the strategy he was developing for domesticating lighting, would likely have been particularly attentive to their attempts to make the machine attractive to middle-class housewives--indeed it was through sewing machines that Edison first hoped to bring electric motors into the home. 


In addition to sharing with Singer, McCormick (and the early phone company) the problem of inadequate capital, Edison also shared with Singer and McCormick the problems of maintaining technical competence and shared corporate vision across the entire network of local providers.  While the incandescent lamp itself could be seen as a self-contained product, central stations required craft skills and specialized knowledge for their mechanical operations and maintenance, as well as consumer service. Edison himself had his shirtsleeves rolled up and grease on his hands to get the Pearl Street station up and running, and he kept a close eye on the organization of the first regional power companies and the construction of their power stations. 

Networks of Charismatic Power


The solution to maintaining competence, standards, and vision while still mobilizing local capital, leadership, and influence was to establish separate local power companies that would maintain close charismatic ties to Edison.  This tie was only minimally achieved by shareholding arrangements in which the regional companies typically returned a certain percentage of their ownership in lieu of a license fee--particularly since this arrangement was mediated through the umbrella EELC patent holding company, the entity most controlled by the financial backers and the one over which Edison had the least sway. Indeed, this financial arrangement soon narrowed, with the identity of local companies becoming far more significant both in operational choices and public perception than the tie to a national corporation. The Edison Electric Light Company did not attempt to assert managerial control in the regional companies until the 1905  formation  of the holding company Electric Bond and Share Company (later to be known as Ebasco). As the transmission of power over great distances developed along with large generation projects and  management of the national electric grid, Ebasco grew in managerial importance.
 


The stronger, but even more temporary tie, to Edison was through individuals who had worked with Edison at Menlo Park. The personal communication, trust, and alignment that came out of Edison’s charismatic relationships ensured that the Edison vision and competence would be communicated and maintained at each of the local sites during the early years. 


Pearl Street of course was built and operated by men who had come directly from Menlo Park, most prominently Chief Engineer Charles Clarke. Clarke had first come to Menlo Park in February 1880 under the recommendation of his friend Upton, and had carried out some of the earliest efficiency tests of the Edison system.


Other early plants followed that pattern of personal connection to Edison. After a small experimental station was open in Roselle (near Menlo Park) as a joint venture between EELC and Edison Co for Isolated Lighting,
 the next central stations built were small plants developed for a series of small Pennsylvania and Ohio towns in 1883 and 1884. A regional agent P. B. Shaw helped organize a series of small power companies in Ashland, Bellefonte, Erie, Harrisburg, Hazleton, Mt. Carmel, Shamokin, Sunbury, and Williamsport Pennsylvania; and Circleville, General, Middleton, Piqua, and Tiffin in Ohio.
  The earliest were constructed by William Andrews and Franklin Sprague, both Menlo Park protégés, under the direct supervision of Edison, and once the were put into operation,  Edison served on the board of the Sunbury station.  Andrews served as the first manager of Sunbury, and trained his local successor.
  Moreover,  Edison wrote a series of handwritten instructions for future station managers.
 


During the same period Edison constructed a series of plants in Massachusetts, with Brockton the first. The original contact for this plant was again personal. Henry Villard, the shipping and railroad magnate who installed Edison’s system on his ships and had become a financial principle in the Edison companies, had in 1883 married the daughter of the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison.   His wife’s brother, William Lloyd Garrison, jr. organized the Edison Electric Illuminating Company of Brockton. Edison sent Sprague  to help install the plant and supervise its early operation.  Edison himself came to supervise the opening, and he sent his own meter specialist from New York, H. Ward Leonard, to establish the metering system.
 Several other central plants in the region followed directly on this model; namely at Lawrence and Fall River, Massachusetts; and Newburgh, New York.
 


The first major city power plant after New York also developed through direct personal ties to Edison. The first attempt to establish a major urban power company in Boston was initiated by Henry Villard in early 1883 at about the time he was encouraging his brother in law to establish the Brockton plant.
  Villard immediately brought Edison into the negotiations, but they could not raise sufficient capital at that time.  Two years later, in 1885,  Edward Johnson, an even closer associate of Edison (then vice-president of the EELC, and previously Edison’s agent in London) was still unable to raise Boston capital for the project, so he launched the Boston Edison company with New York capital.  The company was at fist run from New York, by Edison’s closest group of colleagues. Johnson was President, and Batchelor and Upton served on the board of directors. Frank Hastings, treasurer of EELC, also served as treasurer of Boston Edison.  From New York they managed by correspondence and occasional visit. The resident station manager was also Menlo Park trained: A.T. Moore Jr. Several influential Boston figures, however, were named to the Board of Directors to establish local financial and political ties. 


After slightly more than a year of operation, Charles Edgar was named as General Superintendent of Boston Edison and became its president three years later, a post he was to hold until his death in 1932.  Edgar had begun working for Edison in 1883 at the Machine Works, had risen rapidly to serve as temporary head of that unit when his supervisor was out of town, and then was transferred to Bergmann & Co. After supervising the Edison display at the 1884 Philadelphia exhibit, he became one of the trouble shooting team who traveled around the country installing power plants.


In Chicago the Edison involvement was a bit more attenuated, but still substantial.  Western Edison, opened in 1882 was an outgrowth of Edison’s long-standing relationship with George Bliss who also ran Western Electric, the major manufacturer for telephone and telegraph industries. Bliss also was licensed manufacturer for Edison’s Electric Pen.  Bliss served as General Superintendent along with Ansons Stager, a financier, as President for the next five years However, through 1887 Western Edison marketed only the isolated system. In 1887, the company reorganized and obtained a municipal franchise for a central station which it opened the following year. 
 The connection to the Edison tradition was reinvigorated when Samuel Insull took over the reigns of Western Edison in 1892. Insull,  starting as Edison’s personal Secretary from 1881-1887  rose to a central position in the Edison companies. He came out to Chicago in 1892 (after the formation of General Electric) to run Chicago Edison, then Commonwealth Edison until 1932.


The number of close Edison associates was small, however, and the growth of central stations was large.  Further, by the late 1880’s once the manufacturing companies were united, and then Edison General was established, Edison had little role in the companies.   Thus when the first central stations were built in Detroit and Philadelphia in 1887 and 1888, the projects were backed almost entirely with local capital. As far as I can tell no close Edison associates worked on the inside of these operations, although several came to inspect and consult.
 


Further in 1885,  the regional power companies formed the Association of Edison Illuminating Companies.  This organization, though it was undoubtedly encouraged and supported by the Edison Electric Light Company, provided the local companies a  channel of mutual communication and support that did not go through the corporate center and the remnants of Edison’s personal charisma. The Association became a forum for the local companies to express their complaints against the Edison manufacturing companies.


Although Edison’s charisma lingered through his close associates who maintained substantial power in the Edison manufacturing and power companies, by the late 1880’s it was replaced by typical organizational structures of large corporations.  Edison had at first sought to create ways to mediate between his personal force in eliciting motivated, trusting work relationships and the kinds of organizations needed to run large and widely-spread enterprises, but his presence quickly became stretched too thin, leaving little place for his own participation in the organizations he had created.  As the standard story goes, by the second half of the 1880’s the Edison electric enterprises were largely in the hands of the managers, and Edison went on to other endeavors where he could get back into the workshop, such as ore-milling and cement manufacturing.
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