
Benjamin Franklin discovered lightning was static
electricity, but he wasn’t the first to discover
static electricity itself. People had been

experimenting with this force for hundreds of years. 
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Ancient Greece, around 600 B.C.

Thales of Miletus and other Greek scientists
conduct some of the earliest experiments with
electricity. They find that if a piece of amber—
fossilized tree sap—is rubbed with fur or cloth, it
will attract lightweight objects such as feathers.
They don’t know why it happens, but their work is
monumentally important to what will come later.
In fact, the word electricity comes from the Greek
word elektron, which means amber.

The problem with static
electricity is that it only
has limited uses. It
comes and goes in
flashes of lightning
and sparks. Interesting, but not
especially helpful. It takes a

dead frog to
make the next

leap—to
electricity that

can be stored 
and released gradually. 

London, England, 1600

William Gilbert, a doctor to Queen Elizabeth I,
uses the word electricity for the first time,
after performing experiments in which he rubs
objects on glass tubes to make static electricity.
Later, Gilbert invents the first device to detect
electric charges, called the versorium. It looks like
a small weather vane with a wire pointer that
swings toward objects with an electric charge.



Bologna, Italy, 1780

Luigi Galvani, a professor of anatomy
at the Academy of Science, studies frogs.
He notices that sparks from a machine in
his lab can make the legs of a dead frog
twitch. He performs other experiments in
which he makes the frog’s leg jump by
touching it with different pieces of metal
while it lies on a metal table. Galvani concludes
(wrongly) that electricity from the leg itself is
making it move.

But fellow scientist Allesandro Volta has another
idea. He thinks (correctly) that the electricity comes
from the different metals touching the frog. He thinks
that the wet frog leg is only a conductor of electricity.
Volta uses his discovery to invent
the first battery 
in 1800.

Bologna, Italy, 1800

Volta announces that he’s come up
with a way to produce electricity
continuously, not just in isolated sparks.
His invention becomes known as
the voltaic pile (see right).
But it’s really the first battery.

What is a battery,
anyway? It’s a storage place
for an electric charge. Batteries
store up a charge and release it
as a continuous flow.
Batteries work by chemical
reactions. In the first battery, disks of zinc,
pasteboard soaked with a salt solution
or vinegar, and copper were put

together in a kind of
sandwich. Electrons

flowed from the
copper to the zinc

through the solution, creating an
electric current. Batteries today

may use different chemicals, but
they work in
basically the
same way. 

LEMON-AID: Make your own battery
out of a lemon. Really. Insert one strip
of copper and one strip of zinc deeply
into a lemon, making sure the strips
don’t touch. Use a voltmeter to
measure the voltage between the two
strips. It should be about one volt.
Electrons flow through the acidic
lemon juice.  

BITS AND PIECES: Start your own
electricity scrapbook. What
electrifying facts can you collect? You
can use your scrapbook to tell the
history of electricity. Or collect
pictures of your favorite electrical
inventions. Or just put in anything you
get charged up about. 
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