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Henry Sutton
Australian Inventor,

Scientist and Engineer
Henry Sutton was born in Ballarat in 1855 and grew up on the gold-
fields around Bakery Hill. He was the first born son of Richard and 
Mary Sutton who started Sutton’s Music Stores, which once was one 
of the largest music businesses in Australia. Schooled by his mother 
Mary until age ten, science was Henry’s passion and by fourteen he 
had read every book on science in the Ballaarat Mechanics Institute. 
When Henry was ten years old he began to study the theory of flight 
and inventing many things. When he was fourteen he had completed 
his theory on flight and a few years later his papers on flight were 
published overseas. At the same age he invented the first continuous 
current dynamo three years before Gramme, and invented a torpedo 
both of which were not patented due to lack of funds.

A student of the Ballarat School of Mines he went on to make Aus-
tralia’s first telephone and inventing the first telephone handset. It 
was during this time that he began corresponding with Alexander 
Graham Bell and they became life-long friends, and in 1910, Dr Bell 
came to Australia and visited Henry. After the telephone he went 
on to invent the light globe but Edison announced his sixteen days 
before Henry. Many inventions followed, various vacuum pumps and 
batteries all were given freely to the world for the benefit of every-
one. The Sutton storage battery was the first battery in the world to 
store electricity and it was this invention that bought Henry world 
acclaim.



After the world-wide success of his battery, Henry was invited to 
become a lecturer at the Ballarat School of Mines. The student had 
now become the teacher and taught Applied Electricity and Mag-
netism, which was the first class of the type in Australia. History has 
recorded that he was one of the best lectures the school of mines had 
ever had. His inventing continued while he was a lecturer, making 
improvements to many inventions and donating them to the school.

Henry’s inventions eventually led him to travel to England in the 
1890’s where he set up a new company based around a new half-tone 
photographic process he had invented. While there he met many no-
table scientists including Nikola Tesla and formed a great friendship 
with him. It was during his time in England that his paper on the first 
feasible television system was published which he called the “Tel-
ephane”. The principles of Henry’s invention, was later used over 40 
years later by John Logie Baird. Today Henry Sutton is still credited 
around the world as being the inventor of the first feasible television 
system.

After returning to Australia Henry invented a new combustion en-
gine and carburettor and designed and built a number of Australia’s 
first motor cars. He was a founding member of the RACV and was 
responsible for writing the motion that officially formed the club. 
He was also instrumental in organising the first official car races in 
Australia. 
In 1908, Henry’s inventions once again brought him world acclaim 
when he invented the world’s first portable radio, a new wireless sys-
tem and many other wireless telegraphy inventions which were used 
by many countries including Australia, America, Japan, and British 
navies. 
Henry Sutton died in 1912 and although he was never officially 
recognised at the time, he is still revered and known by many in the 
various fields of science and technology he was associated with, but 
remains unknown to most Australians.



Sutton’s Music Store
36A MainRd Bakery Hill, Built in 1865
This was the site of Sutton’s Music Store from 1856 a number of 
wooden buildings housed Sutton’s on this site until 1865 when the 
current building was first built by Henry’s parents Richard and Mary 
Sutton. It was Henry’s family home where he began his life-long 
passion for science and inventions such as a continuous current dyna-
mo, an ornithopter, battery, light globe, telephones, vacuum pumps, 
television, just to name a few. Henry set up Australia’s first telephone 
system between this building and 29 Sturt St which also housed a 
Sutton’s music store.



Ballarat Fire Station
22 Barkly St Ballarat East

Ballarat City Fire Station 702 
Sturt St Ballarat

Take a tour of the historic Ballarat Fire Station in Barkly Street 
and find where Henry Sutton installed one of his telephones that he 
donated to the fire station in 1878. These two fire stations were the 
first two fire stations in Victoria and possibly Australia to have a 
telephone system installed. The Ballarat City Fire Station can only 
be viewed from outside. Henry also helped install Ballarat’s first fire 
alarm system around the city streets in 1888. 



Ballarat Municipal
Observatory and Museum
439 Cobdon St, Mount Pleasant

The Ballarat Municipal Observatory was opened in May 1886 and is 
a must see for all visitors to Ballarat. While visiting the observatory 
learn about Henry Sutton’s contributions to astronomy and the obser-
vatory’s history. See firsthand the historic photograph Henry took of 
the opening of the Baker Telescope in 1888 and see if you can spot 
Henry with his top hat on. Henry Sutton was a co-founder of the first 
Astronomy club in Ballarat. 



Fed Uni/TAFE Building
Corner Grant St and Training Lane, S 

Building
Check building opening times when visiting Ballarat.

FedUni TAFE, Building and Construction Training Centre and the 
Manufacturing Technology Training Centre. Peer through the win-
dows on the right hand corner of the building on the ground floor and 
view the Henry Sutton giant graphic mural and where the first book 
about his life was launched in December 2018. Take a walk up to the 
first floor where you will find a large timeline mural which is de-
signed to inspire the schools students and documents Henry Sutton’s 
inventions and contributions to Australian innovation history. 



Sutton’s Music Store
1892-1932 31 Sturt St Ballarat

Now the home of The Ballarat Piano Bar take a look when open and 
see inside this iconic Ballarat building and see the last remaining 
stained glass window of Mozart and marvel at the amazing achitec-
ture. This building was Australia’s first purpose built music empo-
rium, which Henry Sutton’s mother Mary built and opened in 1892, 
This is where Ballarat’s first water powered hydraulic lift that Henry 
designed was built. Henry also installed a networked telephone sys-
tem in the building and in 1910 Henry’s friend, Alexander Graham 
Bell came to Australia to see him and visited the building to inspect 
the telephone system. In 1897 Henry Sutton’s motortrike made the 
first long distance journey of a motor vehicle in Australia from Mel-
bourne to Ballarat. The motortrike was ridden straight through the 
front doors of the store when it arrived to protect it from the thou-
sands of frenzied people who lined Sturt St when it arrived. 



Ballaarat Mechanics’
Institute

117-119 Sturt St Ballarat
Open 10am-4pm Mon-Friday and Saturday Mornings.

During Heritage Weekends Opens 10am-4pm Saturday and Sunday

During Heritage Weekends it is open both Sat and Sun 10am-4pm
Before venturing into the Ballaarat Mechanics’ Institute look up an 
wonder at its newly restored grand facade. The Institute was opened 
in 1870 and inside discover the institute’s amazing history and 
contribution to Ballarat’s history. Wander into the Heritage Reading 
Room and discover the many books on science, Henry Sutton read as 
a young child. Venture upstairs and view the Minerva Room where 
Henry gave many lectures on his inventions both as a student and 
lecturer of the Ballarat School of Mines. During Ballarat Heritage 
Weekends there is usually a display or talk about Henry which is a 
must for everyone to see. The institute also conducts tours please-
check for times throughout the year. There is a room in the building 
named after Henry called “The Sutton Room” The library was one 
of Henry Sutton’s favourite places in Ballarat, it was the place that 
inspired his lifelong passion for learning and inventing.



The Unicorn Hotel
131 Sturt St

In 1882 Henry Sutton installed the first electric lights in Ballarat he 
set up a magnificent display inside and outside the historic Unicorn 
Hotel which the whole town came to see. Henry also helped install 
the first electric lights in the Band of Hope Gold mine in Ballarat. 
This was the mine that the Sutton family had shares in which helped 
fund the building of the music stores in Ballarat.



Ballarat Telephone Tin Can 
Experiment 

Corner Lydiard St South and Sturt St 
Ballarat

Take a trip back in time to 1878 and look up and imagine the first 
telephone tin can experiment in Ballarat that happened on this street 
corner. As Henry Sutton and members of the Ballarat and Melbourne 
Telegraph Office made the first telephone call to Melbourne from 
Ballarat, two budding inventors/ bank employees decided to conduct 
their own telephonic experiment. One employee was from the Union 
Bank (now home to the Ballarat International Foto Biennale) at 12 
Lydiard St North and the other was from the London Chartered Bank 
(now the Commonwealth Bank) on the corner of Sturt and Lydiard 
Streets.  The intrepid experimenters connected two tin cans together 
via a long piece of string and strung the long line from the top floor 
windows of the two banks across the road from each other and talked 
to each other. This was first thing in the morning and must of been a 
very funny sight for passing Ballarat residents.



Henry Sutton’s Public
Telephone Experiment

Craig’s Royal Hotel 10 Lydiard St South
Henry Sutton was the first person in Australia to experiment with 
telephones and designed the world’s first telephone handset. Stroll 
into Ballarat’s iconic grand old lady, Craig’s Royal Hotel and soak up 
the atmosphere of the 1800s. This is where in 1878 Henry Sutton and 
30 other members of Ballarat society including members of the press 
and heads of both the Ballarat and Melbourne Telegraph Offices held 
the first public telephonic conversations in Ballarat. Henry and Mr 
Blandford from the Ballarat Telegraph Office set up a telephone line 
throughout Craig’s Hotel and held telephone conversations between 
floors using not only Henry’s newly invented double compound tele-
phone but also a few other experimenters’ telephones. Conversations 
were had and music was played though out the evening and reports 
of the evening’s events and success were published in various news-
papers at the time. 



Federation University
SMB Campus, Lydiard St South

Take a walk around Federation University’s School of Mines Cam-
pus and soak up the atmosphere of Henry Sutton’s favourite place in 
Ballarat. Henry Sutton was a student and then a lecturer in Applied 
Electricity and Magnetism at the School of Mines Ballarat from 
1872- 1889. During his time at the school Henry Sutton became a 
world famous inventor and contributed to many of today’s inven-
tions. Visit the old Chemistry building and view a timeline of his 
many achievements. This timeline was a part of a feature exhibit at 
Ballarat’s 2011 Heritage Weekend. In 2018 Henry Sutton was  hon-
oured with a Posthumous Distinguished Alumnus Award by Federa-
tion University.



Ballaarat Tramways Muesum 
Sutton’s Tram, City Centre Sturt St

Operates during Ballarat Heritage Weekends
Operates occasinally around Lake Wendouree

Check with museum for operating times

Take a ride up and down Sturt St on the Tramway Museum’s horse 
drawn Suttons tram. Suttons Music Store was Henry Sutton’s fam-
ily’s business. The tram was built in 1887 by Duncan and Fraser 
for the Ballaarat Tramway Company Ltd. as a double-decker horse 
tramcar. One of eight cars which ran as trailers behind electric trams 
at times of heavy patronage, after takeover and conversion of the 
horse lines by the Electric Supply Company of Victoria Ltd. in 1905. 
Withdrawn in the late 1920's when the body shell became a residen-
tial outbuilding locally, until retrieved in 1985. The tram is fully re-
constructed to its original form and placed on a modified Melbourne 
saloon cable car truck.



Henry Sutton Biography



HENRY SUTTON THE INNOVATIVE MAN
COPIES OF THE BOOK CAN BE PURCHASED FROM

In Person or by Post within Australia Only
AUTHOR: LORAYNE BRANCH

If you would like a signed copy posted too you
Please Email:  lorayne.branch@gmail.com

ONLINE ORDERS
For Australian and Overseas Online Orders

TRIED AND TRUSTED INDIE PUBLISHING
Payments via PayPal Only

http://www.tatindiepublishing.com.au

For Australian Online Orders Only
BALLARAT HERITAGE SERVICES 

Payments via Credit Card Only
https://ballaratheritage.com.au

IN PERSON
Collins Booksellers

22 Lydiard St North Ballarat Central 

Collins Booksellers & ABC Store Ballarat
55 Bridge Mall Ballarat

Ballarat Municipal Observatory
439 Cobden St Mount Pleasant

Follow on Facebook: www.facebook.com/henry.sutton.inventor

Website: www.henrysutton.com.au




