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Francois Van Rysselberghe (1846-1893)
a pioneer of long-distance telephone networks

by Jan Verhelst

Introduction: his early life

François Van Rysselberghe (1846-
1893) was born in Ghent, Belgium as 
the oldest son of a humble carpenter 
and became a self-made engineer 
and scientist (Fig. 1). He was ap-
pointed professor at the Navigation 
School in Ostend, Belgium, when he 
was still a teenager.

In the 1870s he became meteo-
rologist at the Royal Observatory of 
Brussels, and designed several auto-
matic meteorological instruments, 
such as the “téléméthéorographe.” 
�is instrument was capable of doing 
meteorological measurements at the 
Belgian coast in Ostend and sending 
the data to the Royal Observatory in 
Brussels over telegraph lines. A ma-
jor achievement in the 1870s! 

Mixing telephony with telegraphy

As telephony came up, he tried to 
carry telephone signals over the ex-

isting telegraph network for a long 
distance connection between Brus-
sels and Ostend, Belgium (Fig. 2).

�e "rst telephone lines were, for 
convenience, usually strung right 
alongside existing telegraph lines. 
But the strong electrical pulses in the 
telegraph wires induced currents in 
the phone lines and interfered with 
the transmission. �e noise was very 
annoying for the telephone user. Van 
Rysselberghe came up with the idea 
of running both signals (telephony 
and telegraphy) on the same line. He 
turned the problem into one of signal 
retrieval. 

He invented circuits to separate 
telephone and telegraph signals on 
the same wire. Using a coil of wire, 
an inductor was formed that could 
"lter the lower Morse frequency from 
the much higher voice frequency. �e 
inductor blocked the higher voice 
frequency but allowed the low Morse 
frequency to pass. Similarly but op-
posite to the e#ect of the inductor, 
a condenser 
(capacitor) was 
installed that 
passed the high-
er voice frequen-
cy but blocked 
the low Morse 
frequency. 

A$er some lo-
cal experiments, 
a successful test 
was performed 
between Brus-

sels, Belgium and Paris, France (dis-
tance of 340 km or 212 miles). 

Together with a business associ-
ate, he sold licenses and apparatus 
for what was called “the Van Ryssel-
berghe system” all over the world, 
especially Europe and South Amer-
ica. Around 1890, 17,000 km (about 
10,600 miles) of telegraph lines were 

equipped with 
their ingenious 
system.

On longer 
distances an en-
hanced micro-
phone (higher 
level of trans-
mission) in the 
telephone, and 
a battery with a 
low resistance 

Fig. 1 - François Van Rysselberghe
Fig. 2 - Test setup of the Van Rysselberghe system 

between Brussels and Paris (1882)

Fig. 3 - Commercial phones from Ader, adapted for long dis-

tance by Van Rysselberghe. Used by the Belgian telegraph 

services Continued on page 10
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were recommended. Adapted Van 
Rysselberghe phones were sold when 
necessary (Fig. 3).

�e real importance of van-Rys-
selberghe‘s system of simultaneous 
telephony and telegraphy was that 
it enabled a long-distance telephone 
service to be provided at a time the 
demand for such service was not 
really established. It was not there-
fore thought economic to provide 
the separate and isolated telephone 
routes that would otherwise have 
been needed.

At the World’s Fair in Antwerp in 
1885 there was a demonstration of 
long distance telephony over Van 
Rysselberghe circuits sent from a 
concert hall in Brussels to a hall at 
the World’s Fair in Antwerp. 35 peo-
ple could simultaneously listen to the 
concert: 1885 “streaming” technolo-
gy (Fig. 4)!

Tests performed in the USA

Van Rysselberghe went to the US in 
the winter of 1885-86 and performed 
some successful tests on telegraph-
ic links between Chicago and New 
York, a distance of 1000 miles (Fig. 
5)! �e separation of telephony and 

telegraphy under the Bell system and 
Western Union Telegraph made ex-
ploitation of simultaneous telephony 
and telegraphy di%cult.

It was not until Pupin’s invention 
of the loading coil many years lat-
er that Bell was able to provide true 
long-distance calls, and by then the 
Van Rysselberghe‘s work had been 
forgotten.

The decline of the system later on

�e Van Rysselberghe system 
worked pretty good at a time the de-

mand for long-distance telephony 
was rather small. When the tra%c 
grew large and pole routes carried a 
high density of lines, cross talk be-
tween telephone circuits would be-
come intolerable, and other solutions 
had to be found. �e Van Rysselber-
ghe system served its purpose: it ac-
celerated long-distance telephony for 
a small period of time, but it was suc-
cessful in that timeframe. 

Van Rysselberghe passed away 
much too early at the age of 46 in 
1893. '"More is the Bonus Pages.

Francois Van Rysselberghe...
Continued from page 1

Fig. 4 - People at the World’s Fair in Antwerp listen to a concert from Brussels (1885)

Fig. 5 - Route diagram of Van Rysselberghe’s American experiments (1885-86)
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Fig. 2 - Test setup of the Van Rysselberghe system 

between Brussels and Paris (1882)

Fig. 3 - Commercial phones from Ader, adapted for long distance by Van Rysselberghe. Used by 

the Belgian telegraph services



Page 3, TCI Singing Wires Bonus Pages, September, 2019

Fig. 4 - People at the World’s Fair in Antwerp listen to a concert from Brussels (1885)

Fig. 5 - Route diagram of Van Rysselberghe’s American experiments (1885-86)
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Fig. 6 - Package of #lters designed by Van Rysselberghe to separate telegraph and telephone signals
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Fig. 7 - Map of Europe showing the use of the Van Rysselberghe system for long distance telephony

System used in Belgium, France, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Spain and Portugal in the 1880s.
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Fig. 9 - Phone booth at the Paris Stock Exchange (1887)

One of the #rst customers to use the link Brussels-Paris also for telephony was the Paris Stock exchange. Seven 

phone booth were installed at the Paris Stock exchange. The customer had a small desk to make notes during 

their conversation with people i.e. at the Brussels Stock exchange. 

Fig. 8 - Man listening in Antwerp to a concert in Brussels over a long distance telephone connection (1885)
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Fig. 10 -  US patent 322,333 as of July 14, 1885 – #rst page only

US patent of the Van Rysselberghe system- #rst page only


