Collecting
Alexander Graham Bell's
Chatty Contraption
This' year, the 100th birthday of the telephone, is as good a time as
any-to start your own collection, ...
by Charles J. Jordan
0 "MR. WATSON, COME HERE. I WANT

you!" The year was 1876. The place was
the top floor: of a Boston boarding house
at 5 Exeter Place. Alexander Graham
Bell uttered those words upon spilling
acid on his clothing, and the rest is histo
ry. Thomas Watson, his assistant in the
next room, heard him - via a tangle
ment of wire and a cylinder-shaped con
traption. And the telephone was born.
News of Bell's invention spread quickly
and was met with both cheers and jeers.
President Rutherford B. Hayes, who had
the first telephone installed in the White
House in 1877, called it "one of the
greatest events since creation." A lead
ing Boston paper, however, brushed it
off as "another impractical frivolity."
Great event or mere frivolity, the fact is
that Bell and Watson had devoted four
years of work to coaxing their liquid
transmitter to speak. Punsters have it
that Bell received a busy signal when
placing the famous call - "Watson was

calling home to say he'd be late for din
ner again!"
Americans have been marking the
telephone.'s centennial with all the
hoopla that these once-a-century events
justify. Earlier this year, a reenactment
of the famous Bell-Watson call was
staged in Boston, attracting press cover
age worldwide. Commemorative stamps
have been issued, observance coins
pressed, collector's plates offered, presi
dential proclamations cited, and a deluge
of directories have appeared telling us
that futuristic videophones await Ameri
cans in the· 21st century. Yet through it
all there remained a group almost too
busy to notice all the hoopla. They have
more pressing things to think about,
like: "How am I going to get another
matching brass gong for my 1883
mahogany Rubel two-boxer crank set?"
These people are members of a re
cently formed group, already well repre
sented here in New England, which pro-

Dr. Francis X. Fellers relaxes at home with his several hundred telephones. He serves as
scientific advisor for the Antique Telephone Collectors Association which has about 350
members worldwide.
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motes the collecting and restoring of an
tique telephone equipment. "It is an
ar t," a member of the Antique
Telephone Collectors Association told
me, "and to us there's nothing on earth
more beautiful than a rare walnut wall
phone completely restored, with its
polished wood glowing and metal gongs
chiming." Formed in 1971, the Antique
Telephone Collectors already boasts a
membership from coast to coast devoted
to expounding "the historical impor
tance of old telephones" and providing
"a means of communication between
telephone collectors." The association's
newsletter, which is issued ten times a
year, is filled with articles about antique
telephone collecting, letters from mem
bers, news on vintage telephone ex
hibits, and an advertising section in
which members can advertise wants,
sales and swaps for free. A 1908 Vought
Berger cherry crank wall set is available
for $140, while a more common West
ern-Electric white oak wall model of the
same year can be acquired for $95. For
those wanting to start out small, there
are common black enamel "candlestick"
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Some examples of antique telephones: 1) a portable pay phone; 2) the gold-plated phone
made by Kellog, which was used by Mary Martin in the play South Pacific; 3) a pay sta
tion for local calls only, manufactured by Gray Telephone Pay Station Company, of Hart
ford; 4) the Eiffel Tower desk phone, made by Ericson Company of Sweden, ca. 1895; 5)
Deveau "PABX" a private automatic exchange telephone,.1899-1905; 6) the first American
telephone used commercially, with two wooden receivers; 7) ·table model with 'watch case'
receiver from New York state.
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"There is nothing on earth more beautiful
than a rare walnut wall phone completely restored,
with its polished wood glowing and metal gongs chiming."
159

"Telephone collecting is
cumbersome business ...
if you don't have a
strong back, stick
to knickknacks!"

desk phones from the 1920s for between
$35 to $75 (though ambitious collectors
can assemble sets from parts for half of
this). If your tastes are on a grander
scale, a complete 1914 deluxe Strom
berg-Carlson walnut phone booth with
velvet seat cover and marble directory
table is yours for only $700. (Those in
terested in learning more can write to the
Antique Telephone Collectors Associ
ation at their national headquarters, 614
Main, Lacrosse, KS 67548.)
One of the most extraordinary collec
tions in the country has been put
together by Dr. Francis Fellers of New
Gloucester, Maine. Dr. Fellers, who at
one time taught pediatrics at the Harvard
Medical School and who now aids the
elderly in the Lewiston area, is a charter
member of the national telephone asso
ciation. "I've been interested in early
phones for over thirty years and have
, been collecting actively for about ten
years now," Dr. Fellers said. "Five years
ago a group of us throughout the country
got together and formed the Antique
Telephone Collectors Association."
The doctor, who holds the official title
of "scientific advisor" for the associ
ation, has one of the few private collec
tions in the country to be recognized by
the Smithsonian Institution. Here are
the pioneering days of the telephone
captured in all their outlandish glory. In
numerable antique phone sets of all
shapes and sizes dating back almost one
hundred years fill his collection. Hand
cranked wooden wall .sets, candlestick
model desk sets, pre-1925 dial phones,
pay phones, complete switchboards,
early directories, books, telephone
magazines and more. "My collection
comprises some 350 phones - from the
rare 1877 Williams box phone and 1882
160

An Annunciator by Gas and Electric Works
of Boston, Massachusetts, made in 1910.

Blake three-box phone to the common
single-box magneto phones." Telephone
collecting is cumbersome business, as
Dr. Fellers attests. "I have a solid oak
telephone booth and a couple of very
unusual old switchboards." If you don't
have a strong back, stick to knickknacks!
"I have as complete a collection of old
telephone books, catalogs and source
material as possible," Dr. Fellers went
on to say. " I have also gotten into
telephone artifacts such as telephone
replica candy containers, blue telephone
bell paperweights, toy tin telephones,
telephone advertisements on calendars,
fans, and so on." He has even located
some 400 different early postcards which
picture early telephones. And where
does one store a collection of this size?
"Everywhere," was the doctor's answer.
And how does a family cope with a
member stricken by the telephone
mania? The Fellers family are ardent
backpackers. Frequent hiking trips to the
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backwoods keep the telephones from
"entirely consuming us," he said.
Another New Englander who has built
up an impressive collection of early
telephone equipment is Alderic "Dick"
0. Violette of Warner, New Hampshire.
Mr. Violette's love for telephones comes
naturally, since his whole life has
revolved around the telephone business.
Starting out 30 years ago as a lineman,
today he is manager of two independent
t e I e p h o-n e c o m p a n i e s i n N e w
Hampshire, the Hopkinton Telephone
Company in Contoocook and the Mer
rimack County Telephone Company in
Warner. And he finds time to serve as
the New Hampshire Telephone Associ
ation's secretary-treasurer. Dick had
been amassing early telephones for some
time before hearing about the formation
of the Antique Telephone Collectors. ''I
had been collecting old telephones for
years, and as soon as I heard about the
group, I joined up," he said. Like most
early telephone enthusiasts, he owns a
wide variety of items. "I find them in all
sorts of places - barns, storage sheds,
and antique shops are a few of the places
they turn up. A lot were given to me by
friends."
Dick Violette takes particular pride in
his many wooden cabinet models. "This
was an interesting early telephone in
novation," he said, singling out an 1882
two-boxer wall set. Designed to accom
modate families of varying heights, this
telephone has its mouthpiece mounted
by springs. "If dad was a tall fellow and
mom was short, they could both use the
wall phone simply by stretching the
spring transmitter to mouth level."
Further surveying a row of wall phones,
he went on to say, "White oak was the
most commonly used wood in phone
cabinets. Walnut and cherry wood mod
els are much more scarce." Most com
pletely restored wooden wall sets from
the 1880s to about 1900 start at $150 and
go up from there. But as one collector
who had worked two years on restoring
an 1899 Ericsson single-box cherry wood
phone said to me, "The problem is that
once you've worked on an old phone so

long and so lovingly, you can't bring
yourself to part with it."
Man y of the earliest telephone
manufacturers were cabinet makers and
machinists who made phones only as a
sideline. "They never made any two
phones exactly alike in those days,"
Dick Violette said. Despite this fact,
there remain some general charac
teristics in the old phone sets which help
collectors date telephones in their collec
tions. Wooden wall sets made in the late
1870s and during the 1880s consisted of
five basic parts: the signal box on top
(with its exterior crank and twin gongs),
the backboard (sometimes called
"straightbacks" or "fiddlebacks," de
pending on the shape), the transmitter
(mouthpiece) in the center, the receiver
mounted on the left side of the phone,
and the battery box at the base. Rural
phones usually had a larger battery box
than city sets, since extra power was
needed to reach "Central" from the
farm. When wet cell batteries gave way
to the more compact common storage
batteries beginning in 1890, the signal
box and battery box on wall models were
combined into one solid cabinet. Thus by
1900 the reign of the expansive two-box
er wall phones had ended.
Almost equally sought after by collec
tors are the old desk sets called
"candlesticks." These were common ac
cessories in offices all across the country
from the time of their appearance in
1897 until the last candlesticks were
phased out in 1928. Though most
candlestick phones were made of com
mon metals with a black baked enamel
finish, a number of porcelain, carved
wood, brass and silver models were
made - these being more scarce and of
greater value. Candlestick phones in the
Violette collection were made by
Kellogg, Samson, Ericsson, Leich, Whit
man & Couch and others. One especially
interesting early candlestick Violette has
located was made by the Deveau Com
pany circa 1905. "This came from a large
private home in New Jersey. They didn't
make many of these and they're as
scarce as could be," Dick explained.
Called a multiple line phone, it was the
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forerunner of the modern indoor inter
com system. Along the base are ten but
tons with labels ranging from "kitchen"
to "garage."
Another unique item is a beautifully
carved built-in combination desk and
phone. "f've had this for about eight
years. It was made in the 1890s by the
Western Telephone Construction Com
pany of Chicago," he said. This ex
quisite piece of 19th-century American
ingenuity is almost identical to the set
used by Alexander Graham Bell in mak
ing the first semi-continental phone call
(Chicago to New York) at the 1892
Chicago World's Fair. It is made of cher
ry wood and highly polished. Built in the
shape of an elaborate school desk, it has
a glass show window displaying the
gongs and inner crankwork of the built
in apparatus. The mouthpiece is
mounted above the desk's surface and
the receiver hangs on the side.
Another large fixture of the collection
is an original wooden highboy pay phone
made by The Gray Telephone Pay Sta
tion Company of Hartford, Connecticut.
Installed in Reed's Drug Store in Con
toocook in 1898, it was taken out of ser
vice in 1912. The phone could be fed
nickels, dimes, quarters, half dollars,
silver dollars - and that's not all, as
Violette found out in checking back on
the history of this collector's piece. "It
seems that the drug store was next to a
machinery shop which punched out
waste slugs daily. Folks soon discovered
that these fit nicely into the pay phone."
The disgruntled owner of the drug store
had the phone taken out and today it
rests peacefully among its contempor. aries in the Violette collection.
There was one item which was really
eye-catching. It looked like a pinball
machine which had gone awry. "That's
called a callboard," Dick explained. "It
was the forerun ner of the plug
switchboards. This model was made in
the 1890s and the 12 gongs each pro
vided a different identifying tone for
each line. These were the first boards to
be used in the operator's home."
Coincidentally, the rarest artifact in
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both the Fellers and Violette collections
are original examples of the historic
Williams telephone. Considered a "piece
de resistance" among phone buffs, these
were the first commercial telephones in
the world. Alexander Graham Bell con
tracted with electrician Charles Williams,
Jr., to make a few hundred of these
phones in 1877 and 1878 for the new Na
tional Bell Telephone Company. Each
was handmade at Williams' electrical
shop on Court Street in Boston. For
some reason or another, very few have
survived. Dr. Fellers' model dates from
1877 and Dick Violette's from the
following year. Dick recalls that his "just
turned up one day about ten years ago at
a West Franklin, New Hampshire, an
tique shop." These phones had the
crank located directly in the front-center
of the cabinet, below the two brass
gongs. The wooden "tr ansceiver"
mounted on the side was used for both
talking into and listening through.
Gone is the era of the wooden cabinet
wall phones, the candlestick desk sets,
and the pay phones· which took silver
dollars - and waste slugs. And gone are
the telephone directories which provided
us with such helpful hints on etiquette as
"Gentlemen are asked to please not
chew tobacco while using the tele
phone." But thanks to individuals like
Francis Fellers and Dick Violette, who
have captured the pioneering telephone
so vividly in their collections, we realize
that Bell's chatty contraption has come a
long way since uttering its first words in
Boston a century ago.
There remains one feat for the
telephone yet to achieve. And that was
set down in that telephonic heartthrob
ber of 1917:
Then baby tiptoes up to the telephone,
And whispers in a baby tone ••
Hello Central, give me heaven.
Editor's Note: Today we associate
telephones and telephone numbers but it
was not always thus. For the fascinating
story behind the invention of the
telephone number, see page 174 of the
1977 OLD FARMER'S ALMANAC.
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