
The “Hello” Girls  

The telephone has evolved significantly since Alexander Graham Bell was awarded the 
first U. S. patent for the invention in 1876.  It was perhaps at first a novelty, then a 
convenience, and finally it became a necessity. Today it is something far more than 
merely a means of communication.  Remember Lily Tomlin as Ernestine carefully 
articulating “one ringy-dingy, two ringy-dingys” on the Rowan and Martin Laugh-In 
television show of the 1960s?  It would be interesting to see how her character might be 
portrayed using modern technology and the smartphone.  Telephone communication 
has changed greatly from the “Hello” Girls of the early days of phone service when their 
pay was barely $20.00 monthly.  The following is a brief historical account of those early 
days of local telephone service up to the 1960s based on information in the archives of 
the Pioneer Museum. 

The history of telephone communication started locally back in 1895.  Two promoters 
came to Fairmont and solicited business places proposing to install a twenty-five line 
switchboard and twenty-five telephones at a cost of approximately $2,500.00.  Their 
proposition was accepted, and the job was completed in about two to three weeks.  
Ironically, not a single telephone pole was erected.  Rather, wooden sawhorses were 
set on flat roofs of business places.  Iron wire was then strung from the porcelain knobs 
mounted on the sawhorses. 

The twenty-five line switchboard was installed in a family operated restaurant with the 
owner’s daughter, who was also a waitress, serving as the telephone operator.  The 
telephone service operated from 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m.  It was interesting to note that in 
the event the waitress/operator was preoccupied waiting on a “good looking traveling 
man,” telephone service was likely delayed or became nonexistent, perhaps 
comparable to the “dead zones” of cell phone service today.  The mayor at that time, W. 
W. Ward, acted as the first manager of the company.   

In the spring of 1897 the switchboard was moved to Ed Hyde’s Barber Shop.  This was 
in the approximate location of Dee’s Floral & Designs at 107 Downtown Plaza.   

The next move was to the Aldrich Building.  This location was in the vicinity of Edie’s 
Restaurant at 110 W. 1st St...  At that time another position was added to the board, 
making it a two position switch board.  In 1915, it was moved to 110 North Main St.   

In the early years, the telephone operators were referred to as “Hello” Girls.  However, it 
is interesting to note that in 1902 men were also hired as night operators working the 
evening shift from 9:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.  On the other hand, and certainly not to be 
outdone, in the 1940s a nineteen year old girl working as a telephone operator 
volunteered to take a repair position vacated by a man that left for another job.  She not 
only filled the position admirably, she was said to have done the “man’s work” in an 



exemplary manner. 

By the mid-1940s, there were twenty-eight telephone operators that handled about 
17,500 calls per day.  The staff also included five employees in the shop and four in the 
business office.  One employee was quoted at that time as saying, “People are using 
the telephones much more often these days and they spend more time talking on each 
call.”  They would undoubtedly be quite surprised by the volume of phone calls today, 
including cell phones, as well as the amount of time spent using these devices for a 
myriad of purposes. 

So, what were the characteristics and qualities of a telephone operator of those earlier 
years?  They were usually female, recently graduated from high school, had a neat 
appearance, and had a “nice” speaking voice.  They typically lasted about three years 
and what they disliked the most was the “funny people” or “jokers.”  An example would 
be someone randomly calling a number and asking “Is your refrigerator running?”  
When the person answering said, “Yes,” the caller would then say, “Why don’t you go 
chase it?”  Caller ID would probably have alleviated that problem.   

The rates and fees from those earlier days were somewhat different from what 
customers are familiar with today, especially considering the utilization of “party lines” 
that were common at that time.  In 1947, a rate increase showed an eight party 
business line was $3.00 per month and an eight party residential line being $2.00 per 
month.  A rural multi-party line was $1.75 per month.  Long distance rates varied 
depending upon whether usage was day, night, or weekends. 

The local telephone company grew from 1,153 phones in 1915, to 2,118 in 1932, to 
3,365 in 1946, and to 4,922 in 1956.  The growth went hand-in-hand with the increasing 
population of the area at that time. Also, the Fairmont Telephone Company was home 
owned until the 1930s.  However, it was sold a number of times over the years until 
1957 when it became Central Telephone Company.   

A headline from the May 19, 1961, edition of the Sentinel read, “Modern Phone Building 
Shows Strides Made Since Early Days in Restaurant,” in referring to its new building.  
That newly built structure was located at 210 N. Main Street in Fairmont.  The building 
opened about two weeks prior to the conversion to the dial telephone system and an 
open house and tour was scheduled.    

Telephones and telephone service has changed dramatically since its infancy in the 
1800s.  Those early telephone pioneers would be astounded as to its uses today.    

For more information on this topic, or to become a member, visit the Pioneer Museum 
or www.fairmont.org/mchs on the web. 
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