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This multiple-exposure image created by Century Magazine photographer Dickenson Alley shows Tesla in his Colorado Springs laboratory with his massive “magnifying transmitter” generating 22-foot-long lightning bolts.
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In a powerful evocation of Tesla’s formidable legacy, an electrical storm at the Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida, creates an eerie tapestry of light in the hours preceding the launch of the space shuttle Challenger in 1983.












PREFACE

It began with a lightning storm. The lightning—bolts of pure energy like jagged, outstretched tendrils from the sky—touched the earth with such force it could destroy or illuminate thousands of cities if it ever could be captured, bottled, and rechanneled. That was how Nikola Tesla’s life began, during a thunderstorm at the crack of midnight on July 10, 1856, in Smiljan, a village in present-day Croatia, on the military frontier of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

I’ve always felt connected to this celestial energy, observing the dramatic thunderstorms of the American Midwest for nearly six decades. At first, the events were terrifying, but early on my mother gently told me that the flash and rumble were “just the angels bowling.” With my mother’s innocent alibi in my child’s mind, from then on I was never afraid of the tempest, yet I always yearned for more details. How was it harnessed? How could it be our salvation and/or the source of our peril? How were the angels involved? Who was stacking the pins?

My father studied electronics in the navy in Washington toward the end of World War II in an attempt to thwart Hitler’s V-2 program. When I was young, he put me in front of everything electronic and electromagnetic. I started with a crystal radio, then moved onto amplifiers, Van de Graaf generators, and Apple Inc.’s first attempt at a portable computer: the Apple® IIC.

My dad’s workshop was littered with Edison-style wax cylinder Dictaphones, which were still somewhat in use in the late 1950s and early 1960s for office dictation, even though they represented the height of the 1870s technology boom. They contained motors and pulleys that my dad, a poor child of the Great Depression, believed could be salvaged for other, future uses. Although they were extremely simple machines, they still worked.

My boyhood job, other than to build electronic devices from kits, was to sort capacitors, resistors, bolts, and magnets into jars and know where everything was in my father’s workshop, including every one of his hundreds of tools. Eventually I acquired my own soldering gun, which I bought with my own money. It was more precious than my bike or my baseball glove.

As I grew older, I started my own “laboratory” under the basement stairs. I was convinced that, during the space race, I could conceive of a great formula to reach the stars with my kid’s chemistry set and all the electronic junk lying in the basement. Albert Einstein, Thomas Edison, and John Glenn were my heroes at the time. Once, when I was pretending to be floating outside of my capsule during a spacewalk, a bar of wood came loose from my craft, and I fell backward, hitting and cracking a one-inch piece of marble with my head. I saw stars all right. No cosmological formula emerged, though.

I invented crude electronic devices, played with an electrostatic generator, and even designed and built a model of what I called a “Firebug” that would allow firefighters to go right into the heart of a forest fire to put it out. Since I was appalled at all the wildfires I saw ravaging the West, I sent my drawing to the National Forest Service. It was my Franklin stove—a generous present to humanity. I didn’t expect any royalties, but instead I received a kind letter back from the Forest Service, passing on my creation. My inventive urge then turned to biophysics: the relationship between the living world and the global energy that infuses all of us.

The intellectual thunderstorms that drew me ever closer to Tesla’s life and legacy included a desire to understand electromagnetism, global communication, physics, life energy, cosmic rays, and climate change. Although I became immersed in his story only relatively late in life, to me Tesla has become, in short order, a nexus between our current global maladies and our survival. While he didn’t provide all the answers, he was certainly asking the right questions.

This book is about creative discovery seen through the lens of Tesla’s life and enduring legacy. His ideas and inventions are still shaping our present and future in profound ways. There’s no question that, around the globe, there’s been fervent, renewed interest in the vision and work of the great inventor. In this book, I hope to illuminate his creative process and to present a pragmatic analysis that we can individually and collectively draw from as we grope for breakthroughs to problems large and small. As the creator of the operating system of the modern industrial age, Tesla deserves focused attention as an innovator and disruptor. I’m hoping to guide you into the source and evolution of his ideas in a historiography that not only looks at how he arrived at his inventions, but suggests how you can tap the same source of creation within yourself.

I will introduce you to modern-day luminaries who are investing billions in expanding upon Tesla’s many powerful ideas. These intrepid souls are doers and makers, dreamers and artists. Like Tesla, they have a vision and are creating dynamic new systems for the future.

I’ll revisit Tesla’s relationships with giants like Edison, J.P. Morgan, George Westinghouse, Einstein, Mark Twain, Orson Welles, J. Edgar Hoover, and many others. I’ll also highlight his unique bond with Chicago utilities baron Samuel Insull, who, like Tesla, was a financial failure and yet remained Tesla’s friend and supporter for more than forty years. It’s been a fascinating journey for me, finding traces of Tesla in Chicago, Philadelphia, the Rocky Mountains, New York City, and Belgrade, Serbia.

Ultimately, this is a journey to find the spiritual and creative core of Tesla, the tamer of flame-like power who still haunts and entreats us. It is also a crucial sojourn that we all need to take, to inform us as we struggle to survive and thrive on this verdant planet—in ever-turbulent times.
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This 1922 illustration by Frank R. Paul for Science and Invention portrays Tesla’s speculative vision of the future, with towers transmitting radio-electric power for operating and controlling the sea and air defense craft, eerily presaging the advent of modern drone warfare.














INTRODUCTION

WHY TESLA STILL ELECTRIFIES US

My search for Tesla began with a single letter and a multilayered mystery, more than a decade ago. In 2005, I was completing research for a book I was writing at Loyola University Chicago’s Cudahy library archives. After looking at thousands of pages of documents, I encountered a single missive from Tesla, written in 1935, asking a failed utilities mogul for money. It struck me as a deus ex machina. I was fairly sure that this buried document hadn’t seen the light of day for eighty years. I had never seen the letter cited anywhere, and its origin was obscure. But one thing was clear: I had found something akin to the Rosetta Stone in my own little world—a rubric to understanding an entirely new world yet to be revealed.

I was euphoric as I left the neo-gothic/Art Deco library on the edge of chilly Lake Michigan. It was only a few miles south on that shoreline that Tesla had triumphed in his presentation of his alternating current (AC) system in the Westinghouse exhibit at the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893. I was researching a book in which I profiled the electrical utility mogul Samuel Insull, who helped build the modern electrical grid using Tesla’s AC technology. Insull had met Tesla in the mid-1880s in Thomas Edison’s New York office while Edison was building his first central power station on Pearl Street in lower Manhattan. At the time, Insull had just started working as Edison’s personal secretary and would eventually become responsible for managing what became the Edison General Electric Company. Once J.P. Morgan’s group had consolidated and taken over Edison’s disorganized manufacturing businesses in the 1890s, Insull moved to Chicago, where he started a utilities empire that spanned a third of the country. It still exists today in part through the Exelon® Corporation.
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Electric utility magnate Samuel Insull, shown in this 1920 photograph, was an early advocate of Tesla’s AC technology.



When Tesla wrote Insull the letter I discovered—dated March 18, 1935—the careers of both men were like flotsam in the outgoing tide of history. Insull had been ruined by the Depression and lost control of all his companies, which were part of the biggest business bankruptcy in U.S. history at the time. Insull had experienced an epic failure, the equivalent of the Lehman Brothers bankruptcy in 2008. He was arrested in Turkey, extradited, and tried for fraud three times. He was acquitted. Insull hadn’t stolen any money and had lost more than he owned.

In 1935, three years before he died penniless in the Paris Métro, Insull was flat broke and trying to make a comeback. He was reviled by everyone from Franklin Delano Roosevelt to thousands of people who had invested in the stock of his many utility holding companies, which became worthless when the Depression began. Tesla, however, still had a warm place in his heart for Insull, as evidenced in the letter I discovered at Loyola. Insull had built most of his entire empire on Tesla’s AC technology, often in defiance of their old boss, Edison, long remembered in history as the genius inventor and American hero. It was Insull who created and profited mightily from an interlinked power system built around Tesla’s ideas (in addition to the developments of Westinghouse Electric, General Electric, and other electrical pioneers). This system became the electrical grid: the complex network that allows us to get electricity nearly everywhere in the industrialized world.

Tesla’s Intrepid Creativity

What drew me (and many others, in years past) to Tesla is his unstoppable creative energy. He was always designing, redesigning, and dreaming. Images of new inventions burst into his brain like fireworks. He lived for concepts that would provide a way of doing something better with mechanical motion and electricity, channeling the relentless energy that courses through the earth and sky. Tesla never stopped coming up with ideas, yet this 1935 letter to Insull launched my journey to find out where he was heading in his last years, how he hoped to get there, and why it matters to everyone.

With Tesla, creativity wasn’t about inventions; it was about building a system that would disrupt the world by harnessing nature’s might. He didn’t just create an AC motor; he designed a network that would generate and transport electrons anywhere. Tesla also invented robotics and remote control, seeding an industry that would make drone machines work remotely halfway across the planet and (ideally) make wars less bloody. His audacity, saga, and inventions would inspire countless inventors, artists, and entrepreneurs from Elon Musk, the CEO of Tesla Motors™ and SpaceX, to Larry Page, the co-founder of Google™ and CEO of Alphabet Inc.
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The Tesla Motors logo commemorates the Serbian inventor and prophet who inspired the work of today’s premier technology paradigm–shifters.



And Tesla’s “World System,” which I will explore in later chapters, was the most audacious of all: virtually free, universal, wireless power. Tesla went far beyond lightbulbs, motors, and phonographs: He’s an eternal architect of things that haven’t even been created yet—machines that may allow us to tap the constantly flowing energy of the universe.
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This article, which appeared in the Washington Herald on March 17, 1912, presents Tesla’s dream of a future world where humankind is connected, united, and protected by wireless power.



World-changing inventions made Nikola Tesla a celebrity in his own time, but something otherworldly makes him transcend his era and remain a perpetual beacon for our civilization, seventy years after his death. Tesla is now an immortal rock star, an icon for billionaires, cyberpunks, artists, and “maker” inventors who are still fiddling with everyday machines in their basements and garages. Search engine designers, energy czars, musicians, and creators everywhere feel his influence. He’s our Leonardo da Vinci, the Shakespeare of pure invention.

A world-class car, a rock band, and a unit of magnetic measurement have been named after Tesla. Watch any mad scientist scene in any science fiction or horror movie, and there’s a good chance you’ll see his Tesla coil pulsing electricity like a dynamic spider web of electrons. Tesla is oscillating energy, meters, dials, lightning bolts, and the robot-drone master. He’s patron saint and mystic, discoverer and wronged entrepreneur, a bold prophet dishonored in his own time but revered in ours.

To some of his latter-day followers, it’s as if Tesla never died, instead becoming some kind of a techno-mystic deity. His prescient visions and schematics of a future where energy, science, and world peace coexist elevate him above the mere title of “inventor.” Indeed, few of Tesla’s peers have attracted such devotion—or paranoia. New Agers insist that he talked with alien beings (or was an alien himself), while conspiracy theorists believe his idea of a “death ray” that could blast planes out of the sky was developed by the Pentagon and kept secret for nearly seventy years. Since his death, Tesla’s technology has been blamed for everything from destroying Siberian forests to Hurricane Katrina.

Today, there are few stronger, sexier brands than Tesla. Year by year, Tesla’s popularity grows as the memory of his contemporaries recedes even further into history. Tesla’s achievements have come to overshadow those of his nemesis, Edison, who worked manically but ultimately failed to defeat Tesla’s operating system. It was Tesla who laid the groundwork for the operating system of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Tesla was chimeric—that is, he was like the ancient, mythical beast that was part lion, part goat, and part serpent. In the Greek myth, the monster is slain by the hero Bellerophon, who rides Pegasus but later falls from the winged horse. Metaphorically, to become chimeric is to embody different kinds of human creativity. Chimeric transformation is what I hope to explore through the life of Tesla, who endured many trials of fire as he transformed himself from an electrical engineer fine-tuning Edison’s early projects to the systemic thinker dreaming up solutions for universal clean energyand world peace.

A disruptive innovator, Tesla set the tone for generations. The meta-integration of Tesla’s ideas into modern technology may hold the answers to many of society’s most pressing dilemmas. After seven decades, there’s never been a better time to present a new profile of the groundwork laid by this stunning genius, a man whose visions seem to provide new guidance on the future of our civilization and whose astonishing ideas are still yielding world-changing innovations. Nor has there been a better time to examine his holistic creative legacy.

[image: ]
The mythical chimera can be seen as an embodiment of Tesla’s integration of multiple creative styles.



TeslActions

In my journey to discover the creative soul of Tesla, I’ve scoured several archives, attended conventions, visited with the director of the Tesla Museum in Belgrade, and communed with Teslaphiles all over the world.

Tesla’s tendrils reach into many places. I will show how his ideas influenced entire industries such as communications, robotics, utilities, and space travel. However, please keep in mind that this book is neither a full biography nor a technical analysis of his work—I leave that to others (see References & Abbreviations on page 245). Lightning Strikes is about the spirit of creativity as seen through the lens of Tesla’s endeavors and monumental legacy.

To help you grasp and internalize Tesla’s imaginative thought process, I will present a “TeslAction” in every chapter. These are specific ways that you can enhance and often reboot your creative process to reach a higher level of thought. Whether you’re designing spaceships or just trying to solve everyday dilemmas, I hope you will find these ideas pragmatic and inspiring.
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Tesla’s final home: the splendid, iconic Hotel New Yorker, 1930.
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