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In 1887 the Volta Associates sold their record patents to the American 
Gramophone Company, and Alexander Graham Bell took part of his share of 
the profits to found the Volta Bureau as an instrument "for the increase 
and diffusion of knowledge relating to the Deaf." At first the Bureau was 
housed in his father's residence at 1527 35th Street. The Bureau was 
intended to serve as a center of information relating to all classes and 
ages of deaf and hard of hearing persons. Soon the work involved in the 
Volta Bureau had increased to such a volume that Bell made plans to erect 
a structure to house the institution. In 1893 he built the neoclassic 
yellow brick and sandstone structure for the Volta Bureau at 1537 35th 
Street NW., which still stands. The Volta Bureau continues its work in 
aiding the deaf.

History

Alexander Graham Bell, the inventor of the telephone and the outstanding 
figure of his generation in the education of the deaf, was born in 
Edinburgh, Scotland, on March 3, 1847. Both his grandfather and father 
were teachers of speech and young Bell worked with them. In 1870 the 
Bell family came to Canada and settled at Brantford, Ontario. In April
1871 Bell began work at Miss Sarah Fuller's special day school for the 
deaf, the first of its kind in the world, in Boston, Massachusetts. In
1872 he opened a private normal class in Boston to which institutions 
could send teachers for training in the use of Visible Speech, a system of 
symbols which his father had invented by which the position of the vocal 
organs in speech was indicated. Early in 1873 he was appointed professor 
of vocal physiology and the mechanics of speech of Boston University. 
There he also started a normal class for the training of the deaf. His 
lectures attracted wide attention and in 1878 he gave a course at the 
University of Oxford. His normal work became still more extensive through 
a series of conventions of teachers of speech to the deaf, which he 
started and led. His work also became more intensive as he took a number 
of private pupils. One of these was the five-year old son of Thomas 
Sanders of Haverhill, Massachusetts, who was born deaf. Bell had charge 
of the child's entire education for more than three years, 1873-76, living 
with him at the home of the grandmother in Salem.
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Along with the teaching of the deaf, Bell was greatly interested in 
invention. During the years 1873-76, he experimented along three-related 
lines to invent a phonautograph; a multiple telegraph; and an electric 
speaking telegraph or telephone, having started work in this field at the 
age of 18. Bell and his associate, Thomas A. Watson, designed an instrument 
which they called the harmonic telegraph while working at their shop at 109 
Court Street, Boston, in 1875. On March 3, 1876, his 29th birthday, Bell 
received the first telephone patent, No. 174,465 for his invention. At first 
the telephone was merely a curiosity, and Bell and Watson had to give many 
public demonstrations before the invention was accepted. The Bell Telephone 
Association was organized in 1877, and in 1878, the first telephone exchange 
was opened at New Haven, Connecticut.

On July 11, 1877, Bell married the 18-year old Mabel G. Hubbard, who had 
been deaf from early childhood. In August he and his bride sailed for 
Europe to introduce the telephone into England and France. While in England 
he also gave considerable attention to the education of the deaf. He returned 
to the United States in the fall of 1878 and that winter moved to Washington, 
D.C.

Bell in Washington, 1879-1922

In 1880 the French Government awarded Bell the Volta Prize of 50,000 francs, 
for the invention of the electric speaking telephone. Bell used this money 
to found the "Volta Laboratory" where scientific research could be undertaken. 
Associated with him were his cousin Chichester A. Bell and Sumner Tainter. 
From 1880 to 1885 the Volta Laboratory was located in a building (no longer 
standing) on L Street in Washington. Bell was interested in Edison's 
invention for recording sound, the phonograph. But Edison's tinfoil records 
left much to be desired. According to the members of the Volta Laboratory 
Association invented an improved recorder a flat wax record, a wax cylinder 
record, and an improved reproducer, and jointly received patents for these 
improvements on May 4, 1886.

When Bell first came to Washington he lived in a brick house that is still 
located at 1500 Rhode Island Avenue NW., at Scott's Circle. This structure 
was badly damaged by a fire in the 1880's (the house has been completely 
changed). Following this disaster Bell moved to a house that he built at 
1355 Connecticut Avenue NW., where he resided until his death in 1922. (This 
house was demolished prior to 1937). In 1881 Bell's father, Alexander Meville 
Bell, left Canada and took up residence in a three-story brick house that his 
son owned and still stands at 1527 35th Street in Georgetown, where the 
father and his second wife lived during their lifetime.

GPO 921-724
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In 1885 Bell moved the Volta Laboratory from the L Street building to the 
two-story brick carriage house in the rear of his father's residence at 
1527 35th Street. The Volta Lab remained at the carriage house location until 
Bell's death in 1922. During this later period (1885-1922) Bell invented the 
photophone, an apparatus for transmitting speech over a ray of light by means 
of the variable electric resistance of selenium to light and shade. He also 
invented the induction balance for locating metallic objects in the human 
body, first used on President Garfield, and the telephone probe, which he 
developed from the former invention. These Bell did not patent but gave to the 
world. He also invented an audiometer.

In 1887 the Volta Associates sold their record patents to the American 
Gramophone Company, and Bell took part of his share of the profits to found 
the Volta Bureau as an instrument "for the increase and diffusion of knowledge 
relating to the Deaf." At first the Bureau was housed in his father's 
residence at 1527 35th Street. The Bureau, intended to serve as a center of 
information relating to all classes and ages of deaf and hard of hearing 
persons, worked in close cooperation with the American Association for the 
Promotion of the Teaching of Speech to the Deaf (known since 1956 as the 
Alexander Graham Bell Association for the Deaf), organized in 1890, of which 
Bell was elected president and to which he gave more than $300,000. The 
Volta Bureau officially merged with this Association in 1908.

Soon the work involved in the Volta Bureau had increased to such a volume that 
Bell made plans to erect a structure to specifically house the institution. 
In 1893 he built the neoclassic yellow brick and sandstone structure for the 
Volta Bureau at 1537 35th Street, which still stands on the corner of Volta 
Place and 35th Street, opposite to his father's house and Bell's carriage 
house laboratory.

During the last 25 years of his life, Bell was chiefly interested in aviation. 
In 1883 he was a cofounder of Science, now the organ of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science. From 1896 to 1904 Bell was president of the 
National Geographic Society and from 1898 to 1922 a regent of the Smithsonian 
Institution. A gift of his in 1891 started that institution's Astrophysical 
Observatory, and in 1907 he founded the Aerial Experiment Association, of 
which he was president and to which he gave $50,000. Bell died on August 2, 
1922, and was buried on Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, where he had a large 
summer estate.
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