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This is a picture supplement to Distant Writing , the his-
tory of the telegraph companies in Britain. It comprises 
copies of contemporary engravings of the instruments 
used by the domestic telegraph companies, needle and 
dial telegraphs, writers and inkers, type -printers, 
switch -boards, insulators, cable troughs, lightning pr o-
tectors, blasting machines, burglar and fire alarms and 
other unusual apparatus of the period.  There are other 
pictu res of technical details and subjects of telegraphic 
relevance from nineteenth century sources embedded 
in the text of the website.  

The instruments are illustrated alphabetically according 
to the name of their inventor.  

The working of these instruments and their historic 
context is described in greater detail in the main body 
of Distant Writing .  

The poor quality of the images is due to the age and 
condition of the mid -nineteenth century sources. They 
have been scanned from the books listed in the Sources, 
from patent specifications, from magazine articles and 
from manufacturersõ catalogues; all sources for pictures 
are over 120 years old and are out of copyright.  

Several of the pictures have been retouched to clean-up 
the image and to remove extraneous content. 

Corrections to the writerõs comments and explanations 
are very welcome.  
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Bain Writer 1848 

Used by the Electric Telegraph Company between 1848 
and 1860. It printed the  dots and dashes of Bain Code 
on a clockwork -driven roll of chem ically-sensitized 

paper. There is a finger-pedal or key on the right of the 
base to send the message. It could also be used with a 
separate rotary transmitter fed with punch t ape: the 
tape was prepared originally by Bain's crude single 

hole punch and then by a three-lever punch d evised by 
Latimer Clark.  

 
 

2 

 
  

Bainõs first I & V Telegraph of 1843 
These simple instruments with double -keys and a sin-

gle-needle indicator  were used on state circuits and 
on the railways in the Austrian Empire from 1843. A 

thoroughly e ffective device, it used a cypher based on 
combinations of the numbers 1 and 5 (Roman I and V).  
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Bainõs I & V Telegraph of 1845 
This is the single needle and drop handle version 

mounted on a wall bracket  used between Edinburgh 
and Glasgow, as well as on railways in Austria -

Hungary. It has replaced the keys or pedals with a r o-
tating commutator so that it looked more like the ne e-
dle telegraph common in Britain; the drop handle was 

spring -loaded to return to the mid -point.   
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Bakewellõs Copying Telegraph 1848 

Used experimentally in 1854, it is the precursor of the 
facsimile machine. The sender and the receiver were 
identical, with a rotati ng drum worked by clockwork 

and a traversing electric "feeler": using metallic 
foil  round  the drum on which hand -writing or a dra w-

ing was made to send, and with  chemically-
sensitized paper to receive.  

 
5 

 
  

Bonelliõs Typo-Telegraph 1860 

A small chemical writer that printed roman a lphabet 
on its right  side, sending from feelers scanning a line of 
metallic type set on the left side, as it reciprocated.  It 
required a fiv e-wire circuit, one wire for each feeler. 

The tape on the right under the feelers was about one 
inch wide. This was used by Bonelli's Telegraph Com-

pany between Liverpool and Manchester in 1863. 
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Breguetõs Dial Telegraph 
The Receiver 

Used widely in French government circuits until the 
American telegraph was adopted in 1855 and on French 

railway circuits for much of the rest of the century.   
There was a separate alarm bell to attract the clerkõs 
attention.  It was adopted by the Economic Telegraph 

Company in 1863. 
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Breguetõs Dial Telegraph 
The Sender 

Not patented in this form in Britain, so was widely im i-
tated and used on internal circuits in factories and 

mines in the 1860s. It was a galvanic telegraph, requir-
ing a battery of cells and a single wire circuit; mov e-

ment of the handle rotated the needle of the receiver.  
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 Breguetõs Portable Telegraph 1854 

Combining in a single case the receiver, the sender, a 
small galvanometer and a sand battery in the ventilated 
box base. This was the only Breguet apparatus patented 

in Britain. It was also known as Breguet & Crossley's 
Telegraph, from its licensee in Halifax.   
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Brett & Littleõs Electro-Telegraphic Co nverser 1847 

The first instrument devised by George Li ttle, financed 
by Henry and Alfred  Brett, London brandy distillers. It 
was the earliest challenge to the Cooke & Wheatstone 
telegraph wi th a two needle indicator and a horizontal 

(left and right) handle to communicate. The Electric 
Telegraph Company bought the patent in 1851 and 

suppressed its use. 
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Brettõs Electric Type Printing Telegraph 1848 

Used by the European Telegraph Company in 1854. 
This was devised by Royal Earl House in America du r-

ing 1845 using a piano-like keyboard to transmit the 
roman alphabet to print out on pap er tape, it could also 

be read from the clock-like dial in the centre;   its me-
chanical parts were operated by clockwork. Jacob Brett, 

brother of the great cable entrepreneur John Watkins 
Brett, bought a license from House  

  

 
  

Jacob Brettõs Rotary  Telegraph Sender 1851 
It used a rotary handle rather than  the original  key-
board to transmit the roman alphabet, the letters and 

numbers so arranged to speed-up tr ansmission. It was 
used by the Submarine Telegraph Company briefly in 
1851.A miniature or portable version was also made 
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Brightõs Bell Telegraph 1855 
Used by the British & Irish Magnetic Telegraph Co m-
pany between 1855 and 1868. Receiving acoustically, it 
was worked by a separate pair of òtappersó or keys 

which are not shown; the d evice in the centre is a relay. 
It required a single wire circuit and worked the òEuro-
pean Alph abetó, a German adaptation of the Morse-

Vail Code. 
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Cooke & Wheatstoneõs Five-Needle Tel egraph 1838 

This is the first commercially -successful electric tele-
graph, though complex in manufacture,  using five sets 
of needles and keys to indicate a twenty letter alphabet, 
it was so easy to use that it was worked by children in 
1838. It required five or six wires in a circuit. Five of 

these instruments were made, three in 1838 for Cooke 
& Wheatstone and two more in 1850 for the Electric 
Telegraph Company. The latter pair were kept in the 

Company's boardroom along with a sample of the very 
first five -wire telegraph circuit of 1838 that was recov-

ered at Euston in 1863. 
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Cooke & Wheatstoneõs Two-Needle Tel egraph 1842 

Used by the Electric Telegraph Company between 1842 
and 1868. It comprised two switches or commutators 

and two dials or galvanometers, and sent a unique code 
that lasted until 1880. It needed two wires. Note later 
drop handles. The original version had  a twenty char-

acter code plus numbers, this version with òtwin dialsó 
had a twenty -five character code but no numbers.   
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Cooke & Wheatstoneõs Single-Needle Tel egraph 
This is the earliest ôgothicõ version with an S-handle; 
effectively just half of the previous two -needle tele-

graph. It required just one line wire, using its own sp e-
cial code until mid -1853 when the òEuropean Alpha-

betó was adopted.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


