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During Thomas Edison‟s Golden Years he 

became a man more in touch with nature.  

Edison‟s interests shifted from the laboratory 

room to campsites, greenhouses and plant 

potting rooms.  Edison‟s final explorations 

would be with living matter.  These late 

botanical endeavors had brought him back full 

circle. As a young inventor in 1885, he was on 

a quest to search for the perfect domestic 

filament for his incandescent bulb.   Edison 

and his friend Ezra Gilliland explored bamboo 

groves along the Caloosahatchee River which 

inspired him to take winter residence in Fort 

Myers along this river.  Decades later Thomas 

Edison was spending his time in both homes - 

the Seminole Lodge in Fort Myers FL and his 

home in Glenmont in West Orange NJ 

conducting his research on the properties of 

plant life.   

His love of nature beckoned him to the great 

outdoors.  His camping buddies were Henry 

Ford, Harvey Firestone and famous naturalist 

John Burroughs.  They named their group the 

Vagabonds and Burroughs noted in his 1924 

diary that the group "cheerfully endure wet, 

cold, smoke, mosquitoes, black flies, and 

sleepless nights, just to touch naked reality 

once more."  There would be a series of 

legendary camping trips covered by the press 

journeying throughout America that started 

with their first Everglades camping expedition 

of 1914.  Famous people and president s 

would join in as guests to their campsite such 

as President Warren G. Harding and President 

Coolidge.   

Thomas Edison„s outdoor excursions became 

the grist for botanical inspiration with his 

ageless mind. It resulted in a push to explore 

domestic plant alternatives for rubber with 

partnerships from his camping buddies.  The 

Edison Botanic Research Corporation was 

established in 1927.  It was a venture that 

included Henry Ford, and Henry Firestone.  

Plants were collected in Florida and 

throughout the southern United States.  These 

plants were grown under controlled conditions 

in Florida and also Edison's laboratories in 

West Orange, New Jersey.  It‟s noted that 

17,000 plants were tested for quality and 

quantity of natural rubber found in these 

plants.  The common goldenrod found in the 

wild fields of New Jersey was the most 

promising plant species.   

Thomas Edison realized the importance of 

holding patents for his inventions.  This did 

not cease with his botanical endeavors.  

Edison‟s plant research provided a landmark 

in US patent history.  Edison‟s pursuit for 

patents for his botanical discoveries created a 

significant change in American patent law.  

Before Edison, chemical or botanical 

discoveries did not entail the patent 

protection process.  Edison‟s work initiated 

new legislation to create and protect patent 

work of plant and chemical scientists too.  

Among Edison‟s patents there is US Patent 

application No 1,740,079 for extraction of 

rubber from plants filed on November 30, 

1927.   

Edison left a botanical legacy behind him. 

Edison died October 18, 1931.  His rubber 

extraction work was his final experiment.  

Edison was in awe with nature and in his own 

words “Until man duplicates a blade of grass, 

nature can laugh at his so called scientific 

knowledge”. 

 


