
the last days of night
The last days of night refer to a tumultuous period in the late 19th century when the battle for
electric light illuminated the dark corners of innovation, competition, and human ambition. This
remarkable chapter in history showcases the fierce rivalry between Thomas Edison, Nikola Tesla,
and George Westinghouse, each vying for dominance in the burgeoning electrical industry. As we
delve into the narrative of these innovators, we uncover the social, technological, and economic
implications of their struggle, which reshaped the world and continues to influence our lives today.

The Historical Context of the Last Days of Night

The last days of night unfolded during a time of rapid industrialization in the United States. The late
1800s saw a shift from agrarian economies to industrial powerhouses, leading to significant
advancements in technology. In this climate of innovation, the quest for reliable electric lighting
became paramount.

The Birth of Electric Light

Electric light was not a new concept; however, it was Thomas Edison who famously championed the
incandescent light bulb. His work and subsequent patenting of the bulb in 1879 marked a pivotal
moment in the history of electrical engineering.

- Edison's Innovations: Edison’s development of the first practical light bulb was crucial, but it was
his establishment of the electrical grid that truly revolutionized illumination.
- Early Complications: Despite Edison's success, there were numerous challenges, including high
costs, safety concerns, and the need for a comprehensive distribution system.

The Rise of Nikola Tesla and Alternating Current

While Edison was securing his legacy with direct current (DC), Nikola Tesla was quietly developing
an alternative. Tesla's invention of alternating current (AC) provided a more efficient means of
distributing electricity over long distances, challenging Edison's dominance.

- Key Tesla Innovations:
- AC Motor: Tesla's design for the AC motor enabled the widespread use of alternating current.
- Transformers: His development of transformers allowed for voltage adjustments, making AC
transmission far more feasible.

Edison’s reluctance to adopt Tesla’s innovations led to a fierce rivalry that would shape the future of
electrical engineering.



The War of the Currents

The competition between Edison and Tesla escalated into what is now known as the "War of the
Currents." This battle was not merely technical; it was a clash of personalities, philosophies, and
business strategies.

Edison’s Campaign Against AC

Edison, fearing the implications of Tesla's innovations, launched a campaign to tarnish the
reputation of alternating current. He went so far as to conduct public demonstrations to showcase
the dangers of AC power.

- Public Demonstrations: Edison famously electrocuted animals using AC power to illustrate its
hazards.
- Campaigns: His efforts included the promotion of DC as the safer and more reliable option for
power distribution.

The Westinghouse Factor

George Westinghouse, an industrialist and inventor, recognized the potential of Tesla's AC system.
He partnered with Tesla and acquired the rights to his patents, effectively entering the fray against
Edison.

- Strategic Moves: Westinghouse's acquisition of Tesla's patents allowed him to compete directly
with Edison's DC system.
- The 1893 World's Fair: Westinghouse secured a landmark victory by powering the Chicago World's
Fair with AC electricity, showcasing its potential to the world.

The Social and Economic Impact

The last days of night were not just about technological progress; they also had profound social and
economic implications.

Impact on Society

As electric lighting became more prevalent, it transformed daily life in numerous ways:

- Extended Hours: Businesses could operate longer, and cities became vibrant hubs of activity after
dark.
- Cultural Shifts: The availability of electric light influenced art, entertainment, and social
gatherings, marking the beginning of modern nightlife.



Economic Transformation

The competition between Edison, Tesla, and Westinghouse spurred economic growth, leading to the
establishment of numerous electrical companies and the creation of jobs.

- Job Creation: The demand for skilled labor in electrical engineering and installation surged.
- Market Expansion: New businesses emerged to support the growing electrical infrastructure, from
manufacturing to retail.

The Legacy of the Last Days of Night

The culmination of the last days of night did not merely conclude with the victory of one technology
over another; it laid the groundwork for the modern electrical landscape.

Technological Advancements

The innovations born from this rivalry continued to evolve, leading to significant advancements in
electrical engineering:

- Power Generation: The principles of AC power generation are still in use today, with hydroelectric,
natural gas, and nuclear plants employing them.
- Smart Grids: Modern technologies like smart grids build on the foundations laid during this pivotal
period.

Influence on Future Generations

The legacies of Edison, Tesla, and Westinghouse extend beyond their inventions. Their stories
inspire countless inventors, entrepreneurs, and engineers.

- Inspiration for Innovation: The narrative of their competition serves as a reminder of the
importance of innovation and the relentless pursuit of progress.
- Cultural Icons: Tesla, in particular, has become a symbol of the misunderstood genius, celebrated
in popular culture and technology circles.

Conclusion: Illuminating the Future

The last days of night encapsulate a transformative era in which the race for electrical dominance
not only illuminated cities but also sparked a revolution in human progress. The rivalry between
Edison, Tesla, and Westinghouse serves as a potent reminder of the power of innovation and
competition. As we look toward the future, the lessons learned during this period continue to
resonate, reminding us that the quest for knowledge and improvement is never-ending. The last days
of night were just the beginning of our journey into the light, paving the way for advancements that



continue to shape our world today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Last Days of Night'?
The central theme revolves around the battle for the future of electricity and the intense rivalry
between Thomas Edison and George Westinghouse, highlighting innovation, ambition, and the moral
implications of technological progress.

Who are the main characters in 'The Last Days of Night'?
The main characters include Thomas Edison, George Westinghouse, and Nikola Tesla, with the story
largely narrated through the perspective of Paul Cravath, a young lawyer.

How does the novel depict the historical context of the late
19th century?
The novel vividly portrays the late 19th century's technological revolution, showcasing the fierce
competition between inventors and the societal impact of electricity on everyday life.

What role does Paul Cravath play in the story?
Paul Cravath serves as a young attorney caught in the legal battles between Edison and
Westinghouse, representing Westinghouse and navigating the complexities of patent law.

How does the narrative structure of 'The Last Days of Night'
enhance the story?
The narrative structure interweaves historical facts with fiction, allowing readers to experience the
tension and drama of the period through a personal lens, making the technological rivalry more
relatable.

What moral dilemmas are explored in the book?
The book explores moral dilemmas related to intellectual property, the ethics of innovation, and the
pressures of commercial success on personal relationships.

How does the author, Graham Moore, use dialogue to develop
characters?
Moore uses sharp, engaging dialogue to reveal the personalities, motivations, and conflicts of the
characters, making them more dynamic and relatable.



What is the significance of the title 'The Last Days of Night'?
The title signifies the transformative moment in history when electric light began to replace
darkness, symbolizing progress and the end of an era of reliance on gas and oil.

How does the relationship between Edison and Westinghouse
evolve throughout the novel?
Their relationship evolves from fierce competitors to a more nuanced understanding of each other's
ambitions, highlighting both rivalry and respect amidst their conflict.

What impact did 'The Last Days of Night' have on readers'
understanding of technological history?
The novel enhances readers' understanding of the complexities and human stories behind
technological advancements, illustrating that innovations often come with personal and ethical costs.
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