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Did Aleksandr Popov Invent Radio?P
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FPopov vs. Marconi: o study of the evidence. The Russion claim to
the invention of Radio is examined for the [érst lime.

Ask an Ameérican who imovented radio and he will probably say
‘‘Marconl’’; ask a4 Rwssian and he will very likely say “'Popov.” Who
1s right? Can either Marconl or Popov be considered the invemtor of
radio? For that matter. who {s Popov?

Throughout the Communiat world Alekeandr Stepanovich Popov ls
recognized as the gole inventor of radio. A cureory agpamination of any
recent Russian electronics journal makes this abundassly clear, for
1959 was the centennial of Popov'a birth (he was born March 18, 188%° in
what is now the Sverdlovek oblast). To commemorate the anniversary, &
number of special events were held during 1969: sclentific meetings In
Moscow and elsewhere; dedioation of a status of Popov in Laningrad; the
Russian amateur radio organization held an International radio contest
on Popov's birthday and offered a speclal award to any radio amateur who
contacted 100 Russian amateur sptations during 1959; special postage
stamps have been Lssued, etc. Popov Is memorialized in other ways, too
The Russian equivelent of the IRE 18 known as the Popov Society; scien-
tiats--both Russian and foreign--who make cutstanding coniributions to
the radio art receive Popoy gold medals; the first page or 8o of every
Soviet book on radio-elecironica 1s ritualistically devoted to a tribute
to A.3. Popov, “‘the Inventor of radio.*

The Ruseian claim of priority in the invention of radio Is based on an
avent of May 7. 1806 (since 1945 this day has been celebrated as Radio
Day In the Soviet Unlon}. At & meeting of the Physics Branok of the
Russian Physical-Chemical Society in Petersburg, Popov. then an in-
atructor at the Kronstadt naval school, reported on and demonstrated
his ioventlon, a “‘radio recelver.” The device was actuallydesignad only
to recelve and record lighining discharges; the term ‘'radio receiver’
(usually prefaced with ‘‘the world's first'’) became commonly applied to
Popov's inventlon only after the advent to power of the Communists in
Russia. This may benot 80 much willful distortion as it is a problem of
definition. Popov's device did detect and record slectromagnstic radation
(if only static crashes). aod In that aenae it was a radic receiver; yet,
because there were no transmitting stations st that time, can his inven—

1 This anticle ban been sccepled for publicsilen in Efcceronies Forld.
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tion really be.called a radio receiver?’ In a way this i the reverse
of the old question: "'If a tree falls in the forest but there is no one there
to hear It, is there any sound?’ In 1895 there was someone to hear, but
there was no tree, at least not near Peteraburg.

While an instructor at Kronstadt, Popov had access to a well-squipped
Iaboratory and a library wall stocked with foreign periodicale and booka.
Popov was partlcularly intereatest in the work of Heinrich Hert: and he
repoated many of the German's experiments in electromagnetic waves.
The experiments and writings of Sir Oliver Lodge, Edouard Branly,
Augusto Righl and others also influsnced hia thinking. The detector which
Popov demonstrated before the Physical-Chemical Soctiety meeting was
bagically Branly’s coherer (a metal-flling type) to which Popov added an
arrangemeont for automatically tappiog back the filings toa sensitive con-
dition after they had cohered upon reception of oscillations. Each atatic
digcharge caused a bell to ring or a mark to be made ou a paper tape.
The jmplication conveyed In some Soviet descriptions of Popov's re-
celver Is that the tapplog device was original with Popov. Actually. an
automatic tapper was a part of Lodge's recelver demonstrated ata
meoting of the Briiish Assocletion for the Advencement of Sclence in
1894. What may have been original with Popov was the addition of choke
colls to protect the coherer from the effects of local sparking at the
relay comacta.

Contempaorary Soviet accounts of Popov’s invertion attach considerable
importance to the antenna which he used with his receiver. Described as
a long vertical wire, Insulated at the upper end and eennected through the
coherer to ground at the lower end. it is claimed to have beon the finst
element needed for the reception of radio signals, The lHterature is not
conclusive on ihis poiot; Hertz had been using o loop antenna for his
experiments, but whether Popov was the first to omploy a vertical anienna
remalng an unanswered question. There ia some evidence that Marconl
had been using an antenna of this type in his experiments conducted at or
before thia time.

Tt ahould be polnted out that Popov foresaw that his invention might be
used for purposes of communication. During his demmonstration of May 7.
1895 be ig reported to have said:

With funher improvemant, my device can be adapted 1o tha dimiant receprion of
niguale by meann of rapid alecltic oscillatjons, ne soon as a sufficiently pewer-
fol mource of much aacillations in found.

Perhape unknown to Popov, B source of such oscillations bed alrendy
been found. Early In 1886 (perhaps as early se the summer of 1894), at
Pontecchio, near Bologna, Ilaly, a young man named Guglielms Marcond

3 Dictionmry definition of radie: '‘The tramamiasion and Mceplion of signale by means of olactric
waves withem a connecling wire . . "
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succeeded In receiving ond sending wireless algnals over a distance of
about three-quarters of a mile. Similer experiments had also been made
by Lodge and 3ir Henry Jackson. From then on, progress was swift.
Mearcoal moved to England and by the boginning of 18068 was receiving
Morse code measages over a distance of nearly two miles. On Jups 32,
1896 Marconl applied for the firat use of electric waves' During 1896-97
fransmitting distance was increased to four milea over land. then nine
miles aorogs the Bristol Channel. In 1899 wireleas signals spanned the
Engligh Channel, the firat Lnstance of international ratio comrnmication.
In the same year British warships, uslog Marconl equipment. exchanged
messages at digtancea of 76 miles, Onlytwo years later, on December 13,
1801, with Marcon! at the recelving station in Newfoundland, the letter
""§"" was transmitted across the Atlantic. World-wide radio communica-
tion was now within reach,

What was Fopov doing during this time? In January 1388 a report
of his demonstration of the previous Msay was published !n the Journal
of the Russlan Physical-Chemical Soclety under the title *'A Device for
Detecting and Recording Electric Oaclllations.’* On March 24. 1896
Popov sent his first message by wireless. Tranamitted over a distance of
about 600 feet. the message consisted of two words: '‘Heinrich Herte."
Early the following year he was communicating with ships over ahort
distances! His equipment wus employed in what was probably the first
une of radio in the saving of human lives. In 1900 a message was Tlashed
from Petersburg to the lcebreaker Armak insiructing it to rescus some
flahermen stranded on floating loe in the Gulf of Pinland. In 1901, the
year Marconi sent pignala 2000 miles across the Atlantic, Popov
established communication between shipa on the Black Sea; the distance
was ebout 80 milen.

How then can the Russians clajm that Popov lnvented radie? Two
arguments are used: (1) that Popov's demonstration of 1888 predated
Marconi's patent of 1896, and (2) that. in any case, Marconi’a inventicn
was a direet copy of Popov'a.

Popov ia said to have refused to take out a patent on hia Iovention,
contending that the discovery should benefit the acientific world at large.
This may be true (university professors are traditionally uninterested in
patenting their diBcoveries), of it may be & convenlent means of explauioing
bhow Marcond. rather than Popoy, came to be alovost universally recognized
as the father of wireleas communication.

With Tespect to the second argument. it ls certalnly true that oo
ene loventor or invention was responsible for radic. And there was con-

4 Thia wan Bruiah FD.';“. No. 12,029. The cqnivelent Americkn palent, No. 586, 193, waa granted
him on July 13, 1897

s A d ption of M ‘s wireless myslem was mu publiahed untll June 1897,
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aiderable aimilarity batween the inventions of Marconi and Popov, just as
Popov’s was aimilar to end based upon Lodge’s, Lodge's upon Herte's,
etc. But this is really not the point. The thing that the Russians seem
0 overlook is that neither Popov, nor Lodge. por Branly, nor Hertz
really recognized the fact that radiation was the real key to wireless.
And, ag the courts later held, none of these sclentists ever fully realized
the practical possibillties of wirelees as a means of communication.
Marconi grasped both of these ideas. If not & creative inventor, Marcond
was biessed with a genius for perfecting tbe crude labormtory-type
apparatus of his predecessore end for promoting wireless telsgraphy as
a practical instrument of communication. He wna, in short, the midwife
of radio.

Without admitting that he was responsible for practicel wirelass
telegraphy, Soviet sources, particularly the earlier ones, give at least
gome eredit to Marconi for his contributions tothe development of radio,
A Soviet encyolopedla begins {te article on Marconi by saying: ‘‘Marconi
{1874-1937), Itallan engineer and radio technician, the inventor, after
Professor 4. 8. Popov, of the radlotelegraph.” This 1P40 ascurce s
kinder in ita treatment of Marcooi then one publighed in 1854. The
latter domisses Marconl as an opportunist who, taking advantage of the
fact that Popov had not patentad hia Invention. weat ahead and obiained o
patent on his device. which was, after all, only a copy of Popov's.

The ocontributions of the men who pionsered in the study of elec-
tricity and electromagnetic wavea--Galvani, Voita, Morse, Bell, Faraday.
Henry, Thompson. Branly and Lodge--are freely acknowledged, but in a
condeacending sort of way, The Ruselanp take the attitude that what theae
men did was but prelude to Popov's *‘invention’’ of radio.

An interesting feature of Soviet mccounts of Popov is that, of all the
inventiona clalmed to have been made by Russians, radio seems to be
the one firet claimed. The argument that Dopov wad the real inventor of
radio was put forth at ieast as early as 1938; other Russisn inventions--
including baseball and the hula hoop--were announced considerably later.”

There is no denying the fact that Popov's considerable talents wore
little appreciated by the taarist government. It must have been particu-
larly galling to Popov to see. in 1902, his rival Marconl decorated by
the Tear with the Order of St. Anne. There is no record that Popov
ever received similar recognition by his government.

Popov's lest few years were spent in Peteraburg as a professor,
ther director, of the Electrotechnical Ingtitute. He died on Japuary
13, 1906 at the age of 47. The brain hemnorrhage which caused his desth
was due, according io one recent Soviet source, to heated arguments
between Popov and the tsarist minister to whom he was subordinate.

& Pepov is mlso credited with discovering Lue priociples of radar mad radio direction finding.
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Returnaing to cur original question, did Alesandr Popov invent radio?
No. and neither did Marconi. The latter made wireless practioal. but
without the ploneering work of scientlsts like (but probably not including)
Popov, Marconi's achievements would have been imposalble’

An American sclentist who recently visited the Soviet Union bringe
back an interesting anecdote. In a discusslon of Russian claims that
Popov inventsd radio. a Soviet electronics engineer 1a quoted as saying:
““Well, Marconl did somethlng. too, and what difference does It make?
We now have radio and that's good!" Aad it I8, t00.
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7 While schuowladging the comiribui lons of seme of hin predoceasers md contempararies, Marcoal
Appoars never tu bave recognized Pupov’s cristonce.
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