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Lewis H. Latimer (1848-1928)
was an African American
inventor whose innovations in
designing carbon filaments
ushered in the age of electric
light.

Latimer was the son of self-
emancipated enslaved
Virginians, a self-taught master
draftsman, an expert on patent
law, a poet, and a painter - in
short, a Renaissance man.




Abolitionism and the
Fugitive Slave Debate



Lewis Latimer’s Paternal Grandfather was Mitchell Latimer,
a plantation owner and slaveholder in Norfolk, Virginia who
had a son with one of the enslaved woman on his
plantation, Margaret Olmstead, in the early 1800’s. Their
son, George Latimer grew up enslaved. In early 1828
George Married Rebecca Smith who was enslaved on a
nearby plantation. When they learned they were going to
become parents the escaped to Boston.




Not long after his arrival in
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become a center of abolitionist e recognized as an escaped

JeliViLy. EE s slave. He was arrested and

GREAT MASSACHUSETTS PETITION. e e and imprisoned, and an
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him to Virginia. At this news
Boston abolitionists rallied to
action. Meetings were held
throughout Massachusetts
on Latimer’s behalf, and a
new abolitionist paper, The
Latimer Journal and North
Star, was born to detail the
progress of his case.
Ultimately Latimer spent one
month in jail. Abolitionists
succeeded raising $400 to
buy his freedom.

« The issue of fugitive slaves became
hotly debated in Massachusetts and
across the country. — e




Lewis Latimer’s Early Life



Lewis was 12 years old when the Civil War began, Latimer’s older brothers joined in the union army, and
when Lewis was 16 he lied about his age in order to join the Union Navy. He served aboard a side-wheel
gunboat, the USS Massasoit, and was honorably discharged in 1865.



After the Civil War, Latimer sought employment
in Boston. He found work at a patent law firm,
Crosby and Gould.

Croshy and Gould Office, ca 1BTO
Bosdon Athemarum



Latimer would work his way from an office boy with “a taste” for drawing to the
head draftsman at the firm during his 11 year tenure at the firm.

Dralting Tools, ca. 1870
Querns Borough Public Library
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Working at Crosby and
Gould, Latimer became
adept at drawing models
for new inventions. In
1874 he and C.W. Brown
patented a device to
improve the quality of
bathrooms used on trains.

C. W. BROWN & L. H. LATIMER.
Water-Closets for Railroad-Cars.
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CHARLES W, BROWN, OF SALEM, AND LEWIS H. LATIMER, OF SOMERVILLE,
MASSACHUSETTS.

IMPROVEMENT IN WATER-CLOSETS FOR RAILROAD-CARS.
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Two years later, Latimer put his experience to
work assisting Alexander Graham Bell in his
effort to secure a patent for the telephone.
Bell’s application was filed on February 14,
1876. Several hours later another inventor,
Elisha Gray, submitted his own plans for a
telephone, but was too late. Bell had won the
race with Latimer’s Help

Alexander Graham Bell, ca. 1874
National Archives
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JEAN (As a Baby)

MRS. JEANNETTE
LATIMER NORMAN

While working at Crosby and Gould, Latimer met Mary Wilson.
The couple was married on September 20, 1873



The Race for Electric Light



Rridgeport Industrial Scene g |
Pridgepart Public Librar . . . H i

In 1879, Lewis Latimer would make pivotal move to Bridgeport Connecticut
to work for Hiram S. Maxim, an inventor who was at the time, chief engineer

at the United States Electrical Lighting Company.




Perfecting the incandescent light proved challenging.
The filament contained within the glass bulb lasted only
a short time and it was difficult and expensive to keep

replacing lightbulbs.

In 1881, Latimer
invented a method for
manufacturing cheap,
long-lasting light bulb
filaments. His patent
opened the door to a
new era of artificial
lighting.

(Neo.Madel)

L. H, LATIMER.

PROCESS OF MANUFACTURING CARBONS.

No. 262,386.
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* Latimer’s work for U.S. Electric
exposed him to many new
experiences . He became the
company’s expert on outdoor
electrical lighting and received
several patents for
improvements in the process of
bulb manufacture.

* His work took him to
Philadelphia, Montreal and
New York and London.

THE EQUITABLE LIFE-ASSURANCE SOCIETY OF
hQawaY "

THE UNITED STATES,
SETHEEN PNk AN CEDAR ETREET



In 1882, Latimer was sent to London, England to establish a light bulb factory. He remained
in London for nine months.

High Street, Lesvisham,

High Street. Lewisham, England, ca 1903

Lewisham Local History Centr

After his return, Latimer accepted an offer from Thomas Edison himself for employment at
the Edison Electric Light Company and settled in New York.



An Edison Engineer



Lewis Latimer was hired by Thomas Edison in 1883 and found
many outlets for his talents within the rapidly growing Edison
Electric Light Company of New York.

Edison Electric Light Company, 1886
Queens Borough Public Library




Edison’s First Commercial Lamp Factory, 1850
U.S. Department of the Intertor, National Park Service
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The Menlo Park lamp factory employed a large stafl

official stant of production was October of 1880, and by

the end of the vear this [actory was tuming out severa

hundred bulbs daily

Shortly after joining the company,
Latimer became a member of the
engineering department as a
draftsman
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In 1890, Latimer was transferred to a newly
created legal department.

Edison’s patents were frequently challenged in
court. Latimer served on Edison’s legal team as
a patent investigator and expert witness,
testifying on Edison's behalf many times.
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By 1890, many of the
practical problems of
developing electrical
lighting systems had been
solved.

Latimer wrote A Practical
Description of the Edison
System in 1890 as a way to
explain the new field of
electricity to the average
citizen.




Tale of a House



Latimer Family Home. ca. 1920 SE——

e The Lewis Latimer House is @ oo oo o i
modest Queen Anne style
wood-frame suburban
residence.

* The house was
constructed
between 1887
and 1889

* The style was once an
icon of the late 19t-
century middle class
American dwelling




After purchasing the house on
Holly Street, Latimer designed and
added both a one story rear wing
as his study and a dormered attic.

Latimer’s Studio Addition (Latimer Designation Report)



Latimer House being Moved (Latimer Designation Report)

In 1988 the house on Holly
street was scheduled to be
demolished.

A group of citizens lead by
Winifred Latimer Norman
formed the Committee to
Save the Latimer House
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The Ebon Venus
Let others boast of maidens fair,
Of eyes of blue and golden hair;
My heart like needle never true
Turns to the maid of ebon hue.

| love her from of matchless grace,
The dark brown beauty of her face,
Her lips that speak of love's delight,
Her eyesthat gleam as stars at night.

O'er marble Venus let them rage
Who set the fashion ofthe age,
Eachto his taste; but as for me,
My Venus shall be ebony.
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