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“It was a ground-up system from
magneto (o open wire carrier fo
underground carrier, eight-party
system to one-party system. The
growth of that thing [the phone
system] is unreal.”

Leroy D. Schecher, retired
WRCTC manager, 2008

South Dakotans know the value of the telephone. Since the 1870s,
phones have connected isolated people and communities.
Thousands of miles of wire have crossed South Dakota, first on
overhead poles and later buried underground. Switchboard
operators and party lines are fond memories. Now, cell towers dot
the landscape. Modern service keeps everyone connected for
business, safety, and pleasure. The instrument has changed over
the years, but South Dakotans still know the value of the telephone.
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Before telephones, telegraphs kept people connected. Invented in
1838 by Samuel F.B. Morse, the telegraph sent electric pulses
through a wire. Pulse combinations — dots and dashes - stood for
each letter. Operators translated the code back into a readable
message.

Opearatars reported progress
on a military road belween
Sioux City and Fort Randall
on this telegraph arouna
1860. It may be Dakota
Terrifory's first telegraph.
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Before the telephone, people wrote lefters. It could
take months for a message lo reach its destination.
L ocal newspapers could print personal messages if

privacy digd nol matter.

Bell’s Telephone Speaker

Alexander Graham Bell worked to
improve the telegraph and send

Hook Switch
more than one message at a time. In
1876, he sent a human voice over an
electric telegraph wire. Bell quickly
patented this invention and formed o

the Bell Telephone Company. First
considered novelties, telephones e i B e D
= = giKing over a wire connecied 20008 i
qu"':kly prﬂ?ﬂ'd their worth. a way never befare imagined. A
microphone, a speaker, and a swilch

make a working telephone.

Microphone
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BErTiNg CONNECTED
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Deadwood's 1878 telephone
exchange was the first in South
Dakota.
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In 1890, Harper's Weekly showed overhead wires
following the rails across the Dakota landscape.

Telephones were good for business. Telephone companies
promised increased sales if storekeepers had telephone service.
Distance and bad weather no longer kept people from shopping.

b e -

The Gray Investment Company in 'hmare used
a wall phone to connect with customers, ca. 1910

The first coasi-to-coast call went
from New York lo San Francisco
in 1915. Operalors used a
calcutograph ke this one to time
long-distance calls in the 1940s.

TILE FACTORY MILBANK 8D

Lines run ast the L.Jkuta zranife L:cnmany mn

Milbank 1958
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BETTING ONNECTED
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South Dakota set up a Board of Telephone Commissioners to
regulate telephone rates in 1907. In 1909, telephone regulation
went to the Board of Railroad Commissioners. That board became
the Public Utilities Commission in 1939. Companies could legally
use public streets, alleys and highways for poles and wires.

City officials had to approve before lines Phone lines often followed railroad tracks
could go up. Highmore, ca. 1895. Lines running across Walworth County in
1942,

in early years, telephone poles were reused as they rofted off. Over time, poles got shorter
and shorter. Ola-fimers joked that when the wire on the stubby poles came down, ranchers
would have to build their own fences.

Rural Telephone Service
The Rural Electrification
Administration (REA) brought
phone service to farms starting
in 1949. One REA loan paid for
14,000 poles and over 2,000
miles of line in southeast
South Dakota in 1952.

A ulility pole goes up, ca. 1910. Telephone
companies paid pole rent to run phone wires
on electric coop poles

“The farmers took it upon themselves to help
build this line. They got together and they
bought the poles and they put up the wire
themselves. My dad spent several days with
guys helping set poles. When the line went by
your land, you went out and helped.”

Harry Thomas, Sully Buttes Telephone
Cooperative director, 2001
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Fierce CoOMPETITORS
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The American Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T) split the
nation into specific territories for phone service. AT&T's
subsidiary, Northwestern Bell, served South Dakota. Over 400
small telephone companies set up business in the state when
Bell’s phone patents expired in 1894.
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Competlition raged between Bell and the independents. The small
companies worked to serve towns overiooked by Bell. The
Farmers and Merchanis Telephone Co. served the Waubay area.
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Independents brought phones to man ];__m wns, but
the bDusiness proved no easy road. Local investors
often lost money. Independents had to connect lo
Bell lines for long-distance service. Most of South
Dakota's independent phone companies were
bought out by other independents or by Bell
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‘."‘..l'es.hlnglc:-n 'E.prlnt'b telephone
switchboard operators, ca. 1925.

Bell guarded ils telephone palents
fiercely and took many independent
companies to court over the illegal
use of their technology. Bell did not
control all phone technology. The
Dakota Emner Telephone Co. in
Aberdeen used Reis transmitters in
the 1890s.
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NDEPENDENT PHONE SERVICE

Small towns and rural areas
often had their first
telephone service through
small companies. Some
were family-owned
businesses; others were
cooperatives or part of a
city’s municipal utilities.

Dakota Central Telephone Company, Aberdeen

German immigrant J.L.W. Zietlow started the Dakota Emner Telephone
Company - later Dakota Central - in 1886 in Aberdeen. Zietlow improved on
existing telephones. He avoided Bell lawsuits by using and improving the Reis
telephone, a Bell competitor. Bell tried to get Zietlow’s stockholders to
abandon the company but failed and Dakota Central flourished. By 1887,
Aberdeen had more phones for a city its size than any other place in the world.

Dakota Central offered direct dial phones before many other
companies. Lines wenl underground in 1909, another first.
Dakota Central’s office on Aberdeen’s Main Street, ca. 1915.
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Miss Grace Carter worked [ges ; ;
as a swifchboard operalor - -
for Dakota Central. She - o i
posed in the 19405 al the
board she operated as a

young woman.
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Local homesteaders ran phone lines in the
Kennebec area in 1908. John F. Spotts started
the Kennebec Telephone Company in 1918. The
company went broke, but restarted in the 1930s.
Lioyd and Delores Johnstone bought the
company in 1952 with money from the sale of 35
cattle. Lloyd’s communications training from
the army and Delores’s earlier work as a
switchboard operator helped the business
prosper. Delores sold the company in 1998.

Operators fielded a wide
range of customer guestions
Delores Johnstone recalled

being asked "Have you seen
my husband on Main Street?”
and “What time does the

Kennebec Telephone Co.
crank felepnone, ca. 1949.

in 1952, Kennebec lelephone (0. service
cost £2.00 per month for town customers
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and 50 cents ror farm lines.

Kennebec lelephone Co.
switchboard, ca. 1945.

Stockholm-Strandburg Telephone Company
The Stockholm-Strandburg Telephone Company started in 1914 by purchasing
the Grant County Telephone Company. They served Stockholm, Strandburg,
and the surrounding farm area. Harold and Marjorie Nowick bought the
company in 1966. They moved the switchboard into their living room and

Marjorie ran the switchboard during the day - in a house with four small
children. The Nowicks ran the company until 2006.

When customers came [o the house lo 19
use the phone, Manorie sel up her % Racriah of _ "
clothes closel as a "phone booth.” : Dollars §
¥or
ol Dakota Indrerideint Telrobone M
Xa A0 Bk

stockholm-Strandburg started with 30 miles
of line and 27 phones bought from the Grant
County Telephone Co. for §1,000.
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The Golden West Telephone Company started in 1916, serving western South
Dakota. The company went out of business in 1937 after a sleet storm
destroyed their lines. In 1952, the West River Electric Association started the
Golden West Telephone Cooperative. The two companies were a joint
cooperative until 1964, when Golden West became a separate cooperative. The
company was the largest independent phone company in South Dakota in 2008.
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Golden West buries lines in the Badlands, ca. Golden West work crew Jerry Wood, Josh

1970. Burying lines became standard Fish, Larry Larson, Travis Wager, and Craig
practice in the 1960s. Wind, rain, and snow Reagle, 2007.
no longer interrupted phone Service.

“We plowed in cable — miles and
miles, probably two, three, four
thousand miles of cable.”

Don Pawlzan, refined Golden
West manager, 2008

Getting telephone and electric service to sparsely populated northwestern
South Dakota required teamwork. The Grand Electric Cooperative and West
River Cooperative Telephone Company (WRCTC) joined forces in 1953. They

built a telephone system for Bison in 1957 and eventually served Sorum,

Buffalo, Camp Crook, Lemmon, Newell, and Nisland. In 2008, they were the

only joint electric-telephone cooperative left in the state.

Working for an electric-telephone coop paid off for Grand River Electric linesmen one
winier nighi. They carried clip-on phones lo check phone lines. Malled in a remole area
one man climbed up and clipped onto the overhead lines, getting the operator. He
requested a collect call. All went well until she asked for his phone number. Hanging on
a utility pole, he had no number to give. Convincing her the call was real took some
doing. "It’s hard to get on your knees when you 're hanging on a pole . . . but he finally

talked her into it. We rescued them.”
Leroy Schecher, relired WRG TG manager, 2008
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Un a swifchboard, each phone had its own jack. Une long nng alerfed
the operator who plugged Into the caller s jack. Ihe caller fold the
RN  operator whom they were calling and the operator senf a nng signal.
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When the receiving pary picked up, the operator plugged the
receiver s phone line info the caller s jack

Highmore Telephone Exchange operator Anna Fehr,
ca. 1910

“Well, it was really quite a challenge
pecause [ would mainly take care of
the board during the daytime and
Harold would do the early morning
and late evening. If we had calls at
night you would crawl! out of bed and
answer the phone, [t was really guite
a demanding job."”

Manore Nowick, Slockholm-Siramndburng

Ielepiong Co. ownar, 2001
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Linesmen faced unusual problems. Dove hunting season could be a real headache. As
hunters shot at birds on telephone lines, BBs lodged in the wire and shorted out service.
Finding and fixing the short was a tough job. Wet weather made the problem worse.
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rhe City of Brookings bought the fown s telephone system
from Dakota Central lelephone in 1903. If was the first
municipal telephone company in the United States. On leff,
Brookings linesmen, ca. 1925.
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Unloading utility poles, ca. 1900




PARTY LINES
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Up to twenly customers
shared one line on a
party line system. Each
customer had their own
ring, but everyone on
the fine heard each

| ring. Listening in on
ofther people’s calls or
rubbering was common.
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Early dial phones came in any color the customer
wanted, as long as if was Dlack.
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Telephones were commonly found in
the kitchen. Lefcher, 1948.
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Broxen Monopowy
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AT&T or “Ma Bell” was a government-sanctioned monopoly since
1913. They promised universal phone service at reasonable cost in
return for no competition. In the 1970s, things changed. New
companies wanted into the communications market and AT&T's
monopoly stood in their way. In 1984, the Justice Department forced
AT&T to give up local telephone service and become a long-distance
carrier only. Other companies also began offering long-distance.

Seven regional companies called “Baby Bells” took over
AT&T's local phone service. Qwest serves South Dakota.

The Telecommunicalions Act of 1996, authored by Telephone booths are gefting
South Dakota Senator Larry Pressler, opened hard to find in South Dakoia.
felephone, cable, broadcast, and internet markets

fo all companies.

i o et A R A S | i

b Tial ¥ BRI 1 il R 5

T i nase somrci
R R (o s,
'# i h_.—— o= - 'urmn:‘rnl:\-ﬁnﬂm-ﬂ#r ey e ]
SrmmmE.,., SR ees - e -
; F TAEER, FETH L BUFE HAMGTS
D o e S e e e
TELDC o e ek ALY MR -
FRibERk, Tha K
STATE TAX i
:ﬂw:&:lu:m.l:.l-& |:|r
T o ok £ o g BOCER 8 BRI S
AL T AL S i
e 5 AT&T s breakup meant customers had fo
lama i W Eemee—— ] | E ]
e o = compare long-distance prices and options.
e 12 = Telephone bills showed a new mix of charges,
i o ——— T m
= o s o e fees, and taxes. Iwo bills became common -
e . one for local service and one for long distance.
e Long-distance rates dropped from 25 to 16
T T L TR cents per minute.
°T '] H
T

Soum Davora Comsumeares



J

NEW SERVICES
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Cellular Phones |

Cellular phones became popular in the 1980s. The
phones transmit using radio waves in a “cell” or service
area of about ten square miles. Within each cell,
hundreds of conversations can take place at once. Cell
towers transmit the radio waves. By 2008, over half of
all Americans owned a cell phone.
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9-1-1

When 9-1-1 became the nation’s emergency number in 1999, green

street signs appeared on rural roads. Dispatching rural emergency

vehicles required a uniform address system. A location grid gave
every country residence a specific street address.
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South Dakotans with speech or hearing
disabilities can make telephone calls
SN using the Relay South Dakota program.
Calls can be made by contacting
nnmmunicatiun assistants on the phone,
=——=——+ | or by using teletypewriters (TTYs).
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Telecommunications has changed remarkably. Overhead wires and
party lines gave way to direct dial, buried cable, and cells phones.
Phone service once meant AT&T, with some independent exchanges.
Now customers can choose cable, cell phone, high-speed internet,
and local telephone service from a wide variety of competitors.

605-555-5555

Technology never stands still. Who in the 1880s could have
pictured a sleek, black telephone that did not need to be cranked?
Would 1930s customers have imagined talking on a telephone the
size of a deck of cards? One that is not even connected to the wall,

plays movies, and takes pictures? What will the “phones” of the
future be like?

This exhibition was sponsored by an anonymous donor.
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