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The word telegraph referred initially to a semaphore apparatus, but the electric telegraph soon became 

the most common meaning for this word. The very earliest experimental electric telegraphs predate the 

invention of the battery and electromagnets, using static electricity applied to a multitude of wires. 

There were several electromagnetic based telegraphs demonstrated in the first half of the 19
th

 century, 

but the first practical system is attributed to Gauss and Weber in Munich, Germany in 1835. The first 

commercial telegraph system, the 6-wire Cooke and Wheatstone system, was introduced in England in 

1837 and extended in 1839. The English were leaders in this technology, rapidly installing telegraph lines 

in the railway right-of-ways, however there was electric telegraphy work conducted in many countries 

simultaneously in the early 19
th

 century. The famous telegraph developed (or, more accurately, claimed) 

by Samuel Morse was demonstrated over 3km of wire in January 1838 (ironically, in Morristown NJ), 

although the now famous words, “What hath God wrought”, were sent 6 year later. The famous (though 

short-lived) American “Pony Express” was replaced by a coast-to-coast telegraph system in 1861. 

Canada’s first telegraph message was sent on December 19, 1846 thru 143km of lines hastily 

constructed by the “Toronto Hamilton Niagara and St. Catharines Electrical Magnetic Telegraph 

Company”. This was seen as a novelty until it was linked to an American line at Lewiston, NY., and 

became a source of international news for Canadian newspapers. Montreal, then the financial capital of 

Canada, realized that they had been upstaged, so quickly set-up the Montreal Telegraph Company. They 

established a very high quality “Morse” system under the direction of one of Samuel Morse’s students, 

and established lines to Toronto and Quebec City, and eventually to New York. They outgrew the 

Toronto company quickly and acquired it in 1852, becoming the dominant player in Canada, with 1900 

miles of wire by 1860, and 12400 miles by 1870. They added connections to Ottawa (Bytown), Troy NY, 

Rivière-du-Loup (and eventually Woodstock, NB), Ogdensburg, and Buffalo, both by building new lines 

and acquiring competitors. In 1870, they charged 25 cents per 10 words for messages anywhere from 

Sarnia to Sackville NB. 

In 1868, just after confederation, the Dominion Telegraph Company formed, and offered similar services 

for 20 cents per 10 words. A price war between these two companies broke out, leaving them both 

financially vulnerable. The Great North-Western Telegraph Company acquired them both, and now 

being in a monopoly position, was able to make the business viable by increasing prices. The long story 

of telegraph in Canada is largely about acquisitions, bankruptcies, and amalgamations. 

The impact of quick communications between the “old world” and “new world” can hardly be 

understated, and a transatlantic cable had been proposed by Morse, Wheatstone and others. 

Newfoundland’s proximity to England made it a natural place for cable landfall, but Newfoundland itself 

would need to be connected to the continent.  This cable was laid in 1856, and successfully connected 

Newfoundland to Canada for the first time. The first transatlantic cable, running from Trinity Bay 

Newfoundland, was laid in 1858, but failed shortly after. By 1866, a reliable cable was in place (weighing 

approximately 1000kg per km!), capable of transmission speeds of about 8 words per minute. The 

transatlantic route was not the only proposal for intercontinental communication; the Transmundane 

Telegraph Company endeavored to connect North America across the Bering strait from what it is now 



Alaska to Russia. This involved building telegraph lines along the west coast in some of the most 

challenging terrain in the world. As soon as the Atlantic cable was proven, this endeavor was 

abandoned. 

A cross-country telegraph system was seen as an important strategic infrastructure, and the 

“Government Telegraph and Signal Service” (under public works) under the lead of Sandford Fleming, 

built lines in a piecemeal fashion across the prairies. These were mainly distant from the US border for 

defensive reasons, making them commercially unsuccessful as they avoided many population centres. 

The complete cross-country system would have to wait until 1886, being built in tandem with the 

Canadian Pacific Railway (which Fleming was also involved with). Canadian telegraph lines became part 

of the British “All Red Line” which encircled the globe, connecting all British possessions.  In October 

1902, a two messages were sent from England to Australia, one going west through Canada, the other 

going east through South Africa. Indeed, England was, and remained, the leader in submarine cable 

deployment. 

The first telegraphs used electromagnetic (or sometimes electrochemical) receivers that imprinted or 

embossed paper tapes that could be read off-line. Only later was it discovered that the ticking sound 

could be decoded directly by skilled telegraphers in real time, generally recording the message on a 

typewriter. Early stock market tickers also used the Morse code. 

Telegraph has had significant influence on the news media (fast news transmission, but telegraph 

companies had too much power over news distribution and content, resulting in legislation to separate 

the news from the carriers), commerce (thru rapid communication of commodity pricing), warfare (the 

North-West rebellion was arguably won because of the government’s access to telegraph), propaganda, 

culture (telegraph was seen as a tool to unify the country), and governance. Being the first electric 

communications system (and indeed the first digital system!) it also laid the seeds for other technologies 

such as the stock market ticker, telex, and wireless telegraphy.  
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