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My paper is a case study of the popularization of a little known, often-overlooked, and seemingly prosaic device: the public (or pay) telephone.  It contends that this innovation was the outcome of a long and frequently contentious negotiation between its marketers (telephone operating companies, in conjunction with telephone manufacturers), government officials (alderman and city engineers), and its users (including, in particular, the drug stores proprietors and their patrons).  My case study focuses on Chicago, where, in 1907, public telephones (known popularly as nickel-in-the-slots) made up half of all the telephones in the city.  It is my contention that the popularization of the nickel-in-the-slots was hastened by the political setting in which they were introduced, and that their installation forestalled a potentially crippling assault on corporate prerogatives.  Though the Chicago Telephone Company (a Bell-affiliated operating company) confronted no serious competitor, it found itself obliged to respond to a variety of interested parties, including telephone users, telephone manufacturers, and the Chicago City Council.  As recently as 1888, Chicago alderman had tried to drive the Chicago Telephone Company out of the city; by 1907, company officials had devised a sophisticated marketing strategy--with the nickel-in-the-slots as the centerpiece--that made a revival of this earlier gambit unthinkable. 

I further contend that the nickel-in-the-slots popularized the idea of measured service, a major innovation in telephone pricing that helped Bell-affiliated operating companies in many cities (including Chicago and New York) triumph over their competitors (who favored flat rates).  In the period before 1920, no innovation did more to bring telephony to the masses as well as the classes, and to women as well as to men.  To highlight the distinctiveness of the Bell-affiliated operating companies' business strategy, I compare it with the very different business strategy of non-Bell operating companies, such as the Kinloch Telephone Company in St. Louis and the Cuyahoga Telephone Company in Cleveland.

My paper is based on a variety of primary sources.  These include a systematic page-by-page survey of the trade press (e. g. Electrical Review, Western Electrician, Electrical World, Telephony, Sound Waves, Western Druggist), a source largely neglected by previous historians of the telephone industry.  In addition, I have mined the records of the Chicago City Council (published and manuscript), company franchises, the business records of AT&T (at the AT&T archives in Warren, New Jersey), and the business records of Bell-affiliated and non-Bell affiliated operating companies (now at the SBC archives in San Antonio, Texas).  To the best of my knowledge, I am the first scholar to secure access to the records of Bell-affiliated operating companies, none of which are located at the AT&T archives in Warren, New Jersey.  These records include the surviving pre-1920 administrative records of the Chicago Telephone Company, Wisconsin Telephone Company, and Pacific Telephone and Telegraph Company.  Taken together, this large and eclectic source base makes it possible for me to challenge the AT&T-centric bias that, in my view, has seriously distorted our understanding of the history of American telephony in its formative era.   

The popularization of the nickel-in-the-slots has three major implications for the history of American law and public policy.  First, it demonstrates how the complex regulatory environment that was characteristic of turn-of-the-century American cities could sometimes foster innovation.  In so doing, it builds on the work of legal and constitutional scholars, such as George Priest, who have contended that public utilities, such as telephony, were highly regulated long before the coming of the state regulatory commissions.  [George L. Priest, "The Origins of Utility Regulation and the 'Theories of Regulation' Debate," Journal of Law and Economics, 36 (April 1993): 289-329.]  

Second, it shows how innovative managers at Bell-affiliated operating companies (e.g. Angus Hibbard in Chicago, John Sabin in San Francisco, Charles Glidden in Detroit, Union Bethell in New York) popularized telephony, often over the opposition of their superiors at AT&T (including Theodore N. Vail). In so doing, it underscores the problem (implicit in the work of scholars working in the "law and economics" tradition such as Ronald Coase and Douglass North) of treating complex corporations, such as American Telephone and Telegraph, as a single firm.

 
And, third, and in contrast to leading scholars on early American telephony (e.g. Kenneth Lipartito, Milton Mueller, Claude Fischer) it contends that cities were the seedbed for American telecommunications.  Legal scholars only rarely view cities as distinct regulatory environments.  Yet in the period before 1920, long-distance providers such as AT&T remained on the periphery of the American telephone network, while big-city operating companies (such as the Chicago Telephone Company) were at its core.  

This paper is drawn from my forthcoming history of early American telecommunications, currently under contract with Harvard University Press, that is tentatively entitled "Making Connections: The Civic Origins of American Telecommunications."


