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c M aking the Connection

v
J.\Jn one ever clamed that living in Vermont's Mad River Valley was casy in the late
1800s. 'T'he Gireen Mountains form a backbone of double mountain ranges that
include ewo of Vermont's highest peaks. bringing snow and transportation wocs alike.
Compounding the troubles was that the Valley was tlood prone, thanks to six brook-
sized streams that fed the Mad River from the slopes of the surrounding mountains.

Just getting to and trom the little village of Waitsticld, the Valley's biggest communiry,
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was a feat. No rail lines came that way because of the expense of running a line.
Granville Gulf effeetively sealed off any major southern exit. and vears would pass
before a good highway ventured north. Ifarmers tryving to move their extra sheep and
cattle stock to market had to drive them owo hundred miles on foot or wagon.

Sometimes, particularly in the late nineteenth and carly twentieth centuries, people
just grew tred of fighting the water and the snow and the hardscrabble life and left for
the new lands in the West or the industrial centers elsewhere in New England. Those
who stayed were hungry for connection to their neighbors and to the rest of the world.

The Valley scemed perfecet for what Colonel Andrew € Brown had in mind.

Colonel Brown—he had raised a company of volunteers when President Lincoln
issued his call in the fall of 1862 and served at the front during the Civil War—was a
man familiar with modern things. The son of a Methodist minister. he'd learned the
trade of printer and became the editor and publisher of a weekly in Bradford, then
editor and business manager of the Watchman and State Journal in Montpelier
hefore going to war. When he returned. he became suceesstul and prominent selling
firc. life. and accident insurance in his adopred city.

In 1880 Brown imagined a new adventure in an industry that was destined to
change the fabric of American life: telephones. He spent carly winter inviting the
businessmen of Montpelicr. the nation’s smallest state capital, to think about the
advantages to their business of having a relephone. "Telephone serviee was still inits
infancy. and service borders were defined by cconomies of scale and. perhaps., who
got there first. The one rule that had to be followed was the matter of an operational
license: Companies that wanted to provide service had to be sublicensed by the
American Bell System, and in Vermont's case, the New England Telephone and
Telegraph Co. INET& T HNET&T had no business reason to operate in a
particular arca. granting the sublicense was a simple formality.

In December. with thirty-three subseribers willing to pay a combined five
hundred dollars. Brown reccived the direet license from NET&T to form an
independent telephone operation to serve Washington and Lamoille counties,

He installed telephone poles, strung line, and on April 1, opened the Montpelier
Telephone Exchange.

The world was coming to an isolated corner of Vermont.
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Living with 2 Monopoly

Alcxandcr Graham Bell first conceived of the telephone
in 187.4: on March 18, 1876. he and his assistant, "T"homas A.
Watson. transmitted speech over wire beginning with Bell's

famous phrasc. “Mr. Watson. come here. I want you.” During
p \

the next few vears patents were seeured and the business

Alexander Grabam Bedl

organizations that eventually became the base for AT&
and the Bell systemt were formed. The company held a monopoly until Bell's key
patents expired in 1893-1894.

Steady but slow growth in the number of telephone subscribers characterized the
monopoly period. When the Bell 'Felephone Company was formed, only 578
telephones were in use, and the firm desperately needed money. Bell invested its
scarce capital in its most profitable markets. the citics: typically, only two subscribers
per mile of pole line could be counted on in rural arcas, but forty or more subscribers
per mile could be served in urban arcas. The math made the decision casy.

In this environment, rural arcas like Vermont held little hope of getting relephones
without the residents taking matters into their own hands At the time anvone wanting
a telephone linc could take up a subscription to buy the equipment and string lines.
Farmers would run the lines benween their own farm and that of their children.
Shopkeepers in towns such as Warren and Waitsficld did the same.

Stringing line meant hanging the line from pole to pole, draping it along fence
rails, and running it along the ground or wherever clse was handy. Fach family
maintained the line from their home to the next. None of the lines serving different
arcas connected with cach other. because the lines didn't go “that way.”

Eventually, members of these small arcas would feel the need for connection with
the outside world. Either Bell or an independent company owned by men like Brown
would make arrangements tor taking over the cooperative. 'The independents would
pay a fee to Bell to secure equipment and licenses for the tew residents who had
subscription money.

But change was coming. After the Bell patents expired. both non-Bell
manufacturers and service providers entered the market throughout rural America.

These providers were known as the independent telephone industry—rural companices
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that launched in the carly 18gos and heralded a dramatic period of growth. In 1893
Bell provided roughly 266,000 telephones in the United States. Just ten vears later
thousands of independent telephone companies were serving more than a million
subscribers. nearly equaling the Bell system’s network. By 1912 the number of
independent telephone companices had climbed to more than 3.200—in large part
because of a manual that Montgomen Ward & Co. produced, which showed farmers
how to hook telephone lines to fence posts and, not incidentally, that sold the equipment
needed to do so.

Many of the independent providers were marginal operations that emploved cheaphy
built and poorly maintained facilities and suffered from a shortage of capital and
managerial skills. Colonel Brown was better than most, and word of both his serviee and
the manvels of the telephone kept bringing him more business. Prominent citizens of
Waitsficld and Fayston drafted and signed a subseription service request and submiteed it
to Brown in about 1882. "The subscription request asked that Brown be allowed to build
and maintain a single line from the Montpelier exchange to a centratly located site in the
village of Waitsticld. "The line swould senve forty-seven citizens swhose subscription prices
ranged from $2 to 82.50. .\ single toll station— the one and only phone—was installed in
Jacob Boveds general store. which now houses the Masonic Temple. Anvone wanting to
receive or send communications by
phone did so at the store, within carshot
of merchants and shoppers alike.

With the addition of the Valley towns
of Warren. Waitsticld. Fayston. and
Moretown. Brown had 250 patrons and
400 miles senving 27 towns and 5 countics.

As the telephone system grew .,

NET& T became more interested in

Frank Boyees Storc

rural arcas and in 18y7 purchascd

Brown'’s entire operation. which by then was operated under the name of Vermont
Telephone and " Felegraph Company (V& . Included in the deal were toll stations in
general stores in Morctown and Waitsficld. along with and a handful of private
subscribers. In19o2 NICT& T gave Walter Jones, now the president. “permission . . . to

connecet his lines with the lines of NIKT& T at Waitstield.”
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During this time privately installed lines stretched all over the Valley: from
Northfield to Warren; Roxbury to East Warren, to Granville; through Waitsfield. and so
on. Different people owned the lines, none of which were connected. Until the lines were

held under one entity, subscribers could only talk to others along their particular line.
Waitsfield Grows Restless

In October 19o4 two of Waitsfield's most
prominent citizens decided the town should have its
own independent telephone company—to allow more
phone lines to be established and to have inter-

connecting lines. W.A. Jones and Ziba McAllister

had been among Brown’s first subscribers when he
was petitioned to extend his service into the Valley. Oscar Eton
Jones, born in Waitsfield, had attended St. Johnsbury
Academy but came back to Waitsfield to run an
extensive mercantile business. McAllister, another
native son, spent many vears as the Waitsfield town
clerk and postmaster.

Jones and McAllister, together with twenty other
Waitsfield businessmen, petitioned the state

legislature to incorporate the Waitstield & Fayston

Telephone Company “for the purpose and with the ‘
right of acquiring. building, maintaining, and Fibs Medllier
operating telephone lines.” The incorporation became
effective on November 30. 1904.

The new company had seventy-five subscribers
and a central office in McAllister’s home. They had
telephone poles, telephone lines. and the will to keep
connected. Now, all they nceded was someone willing

to spend their life keeping the phones working.

Fonathan FI. Flastings
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WEFT Lands a Leader

PC( wple in villages similar to Waitsficld
in the carly 19oos appreciated the
struggles of their friends and kin, the
work that went into evervday life. They
appreciated knowing that most of their
neighbors in the tiny adjoining
community of Fayston werce Irish, from
familics that had fled the potato famine
and could be counted on to grow
thousands of bushcls of Irish potatoes
cach year. "The villagers appreciated
knowing that the Wards over in
Moretown had roots in America going

back to the early 1700s. and that Hiram

Q. Ward—though a newcomer, not onc

Alton Farr

of their own—milled the best lumber
for clapboards of anvone in the arca.

They liked knowing who they could count on when things needed fixing or
something needed to be done. Alton Farr was that kind of man.

Alton E. Ifarr was born in Morctown on November 8. 1881, to Lewis and Carric
K. o NMiner: Farr, alocal bov who came to live with his Aunt Abbic Miner in Waitstield
after his parents divoreed in 1887,

He was educated in Waitsfield in the two-story school next to the village cemetery
north of town that had been new in 1847 but was showing its age by the 1890s. In 1898,
at age seventeen. Alton attended a three-month business course at Gloucester Business
College. Iager tor more education, he enrolled in Mt. Herman School tor Boys in
Northfield. Massachusetts. an academically rigorous school for students in grades
seven through owelve who were offered the equivalent of a freshman vear at college.

6
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The school was known throughout the region and attracted students from all over
the country, but its one-hundred-dollar tition was beyond the ability of many families.
including Alton’s. and he soon had to drop out. He worked that summer as a bellhop ata
hotel on Campobello Island on the border of Maine and New Brunswick, spending his
free time taking a course with the American Correspondence School of Electrical
Engineering. In the fall he lucked into a job in the construction department of NET&T.

Alton remained with NET&1s construction department until 1906. becoming a
husband and family man living in Melrose, Massachusetts, after he married Mary
Belle Rose, a young woman he met in front of the Lanesville post office while he was
inspecting lines.

In 1906 he transferred to the company’s engineering department. settling in for
two more vears at NET&T". Because he still had family and friends in Waitsfield.
Alton’s success. work ethic, and personal life were commonly known among the
owners of the now four-vear-old Wairsfield and Favston Telephone Company.
Although E. S. Joslin had been named president when the business was incorporated.,
he had a grist mili to tend to; Joslin found he couldn’t do all the maintenance work
himself. Matt B. Jones, who lived in Boston but was a Waitsfield native and brother
of WFT"s Walter K.Jones, was vice president of NET&T and knew the difficultics
that WF'T was having. He and his brother hit upon the idea of asking Alton to come
back to the Valley and take over operations at WE'T.

Alron quickly saw the advantages of the switch to the little company and wrote a
letter to WE'T pledging, “IFor $15 a year, 1 proposc to give vou continual service and
service to any station of the system in the Mad River Valley, and the quality of the
service . . . will be of a first class character.” The move was a risky one. and when he
tendered his resignation at NET&T, his boss told him he'd “never make a go of an
independent company.”

Alton had more in mind than just tending shop as a paid man, though; his first
order of business was to take ownership control of WE'T. Alton petitioned the
sharcholders of WE'T to purchase their shares in the company, with the proviso that if
he didn't perform. their shares would be returned to them at an "amount not to exceeed
$1 per share.” He took a unique approach in the buyout offer, proposing that, in licu of a
direct cash purchase, he would provide free local telephone service for one year, not to

exceed fifteen dollars in value.
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Alton and his wife, Mary Belle moved to Waitsficld with their two very young
children, Ruth and Isveretr.'They lived for a short time at the Cady house on Main
Strect. then moved across the street to an apartment in the Brown house. A room was

set-aside on the first floor for the relephone business office.
Establishing a Territory of Operations

Alr()n's next order of business was to fully establish WE'T7s territory of
operations. Though the company had installed its own switchboard and connected up
lines in 19o4. its subscriber base was limited to Waitsticld and South FFavston.
NET& T was the licensee for the territory covering Morctown, Waitsficld. Fayston,
and Warren. T'o continue expanding its network, W< needed control of the farger
serviee area.

On July 24. 1908, WK T and
NET&T reached an operational
agreement giving WE T what it
needed to expand its operations.
T'he agreement allowed WET to
conneet the towns of Waitsficld,

Moretown. Favston. and Warren.

Residents could. tor the first time,

Operators Floy Bettis Fostin and Fdna Boyce

talk to cach other, and by 1914 Alton
had 175 customers, compared to 55 in
1905. Alton made sure the customers had twenty-four-hour service by providing
operators a place to sleep during the evening when the call volume was at its lowest.
In 1910 he moved the switchboard to the Lirnest Chase building in a three-year lease.
WET would remain
at this location until a fire destroyed the building in 1944.

13v this time the telephone was settling into the national consciousness as a fixed
and permanent part of American life. In the process. the technology was bringing
abourt great changes in the ways of working. living, and thinking. The telephone’s
effeet on rural America was intensive; between 19oz and 1907, a 449 pereent increase
took place in the number of rural phones, and the rise in the morale of farmers and

8
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their families brought about by this quasi-revolution quickly translated into an
increase in farm productivity. By the end of 1910, President Theodore Roosevelt's
Country Life Commission had designated the telephonce as one of the foremost
influences making for “the solution of the rural problem.”

Evervone began to feel they needed a telephone, and the Bell company —now
known as the American T'elephone and Telegraph Company (AT& T —wanted to
make sure every telephone was serviced by them. The company carctully doled out
lines to cities and territories where it could make money. and refused aceess to its lines
to any upstart telephone company. making it impossible for independent companies to
act as any more than a closed community of communications. The company’s
monopolistic attitude was looked on unfavorably by the government. which began
under the Sherman Anti-Trust Act to pressure AT&T to change its tactics.

In December 1913, to avoid an antitrust investigation. AT& 1™ Vice President,
Nathan Kingsbury. told the U.S. Artorney General thar AT& T would provide long
distance service to independent phone companices and refrain from acquistions or
forcing them out of business. The most immediate change affeeting Waitsfield and
Fayston Telephone Company was that AT& T “would make arrangements, promptly,
under which all other telephone companics may sceure for their subscribers toll service
over the lines of the companices in the Bell System.” The agreement gave Alton the
ability to start looking out for his company’s best interests in a new way—and to

identify a new target standing direetly in his path.
Calling on 2 Competitor

Gilbert R. Andrews was born
in Northfield in 1844 and was by the
early 19o00s one of its most prominent
citizens and businessmen. e had
been an agent for Pillsbury flour,
proprictor of a gristmill and a
sawmill, wheelwright/blacksmith,

lumber manufacturer. dealer in

watches. beckeeper with twenty MeGluflin Flome, East Wirren
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colonics, and farmer. By the time he was thirty-three years old, he owned hundreds of
acres of timberland in the Mad River Valley area.

LLike many people of the time with foresight, Andrews turned his attention to
telephones. specifically with the little independent Orange Coounty Telephone
Company: he beecame the company’s owner and manager about 19o6. Orange
Countv’s operations then included the Northfield arca of which Roxbury was a pare,
but Andrews had also extended telephone serviee into the town of Warren and parts
of Waitsfield by obtaining permission from NET& 1 to run a telephone line via the
Fast Warren Road to and through Waitsfield and then north to the Morctown town
line. He operated here under the name of G. R. Andrews Telephone Company. WIFT
and G. R. Andrews Telephone Company did not have any connections between
them. Consequently, some business people in Waitsfield took advantage of GG. R.
Andrews’s line running via the Fast Warren Road and through the heart of Waitsficld
village to add a second phonc to increase the service area.

The Kingsbury Commitment of 1913 left the territory that these two companies
served wide open to competition, and Alton decided to win out.

In 1918, when Andrews was seventy-five vears old, he oftered up his Warren
exchange to Alton for a price of $1,700-—a purchase that the WF'T board of directors
approved on July 6. The sale was a friendly one, and WE'T mortgaged it through G.
R. Andrews. putting up its nctwork as collateral.

Alton’s little kingdom was growing—but so were his workload and his debt.

Like many independent telephone companies, WE'T struggled financially. In the
mid-19208 NET&Ts Vermont manager sent a letter to Alton, expressing the
company’s concern over WETs delinquent account. Other similar letters would follow.

WET7s 1926 annual report to the Public Service Commission listed 256
subscribers, 2 operators and 4 pay stations. 'The network had 79 miles of pole line with
191 miles of iron wire and 7 miles of copper clad wire. all worth $10.356. Alton’s
liabilirics that vear were $10.,174, and his expenses of 86,347 were cqual to his revenues,
leaving no profit.

WITTs financial struggles led to a much-needed shot in the arm: a rate increase in
1928. NET&'T engineers noted improved transmission, and their accounting manager

sent a letter to Alton Farr congratulating him on bringing the account up to date.
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Alton had long before realized his old
boss at NET&T had been right
when he had said making a living
with an independent phone company
was nearly impossible. In an cffort to
make ends meet, he became involved

with Green Mountain Power, bringing

electriciny to the Valley. Alton became

once of the Valleys first electricians

Oscar Eaton Flome, curreatly owned by Dana and
when he began wiring homes. Elesnor ( Farr) Fluskin

Another major change oceurred in Alton’s life in the carly 1920s. one that would
have far-ranging effects on the company’s future. Alton and his wite. Mary Belle. had
in 1921 purchased a home trom his Uncle Oscar Eaton and Aunt Addic Miner
Bushnell Eaton. After closing on this property Alton moved WIS business office
from the first tloor of the Brown house to its new location on Bridge Street. "The
couple only lived there two vears when, like his parents. he and Mary Belle divoreed.
and she moved back to Massachusetts. The children staved with Alton.

A vear later, Alton married again, this time to Funice Florenee Buzzell of Warren.
Eunice immediately began working as WETs seeretany and bookkeeper.

“Altee.” as he was affectionately called., had taken scriously his promise to his
stockholders vears carlicr to provide first-class service to his customers. FHe used his
Model T Ford or a motoreyele to answer repair calls and make new installations. He
was constantly on call, expected to make repairs and put calls through no matrer what
the conditions.

"T'he lines during this period were still party lines, with potentially dozens of
people on cach of them, bur a vital link nonethcless. When the lines went down,
communication stopped: Customers who were accustomed to using telephone
operators as evervthing from emergency dispatch systems to answering services found
themselves hopelessly out of touch.

Certainly this feeling of isolation was never truer than during the devastating
flood of 1927, which demolished much of Vermont and still stands as the greatest

disaster in the state’s history.

n
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Rainfall during the month of October before the flood had averaged about 150 percent
above normal across the state. Heavy rainfall periods were separated enough so that
flooding did not occur. Instead, the rain saturated the soil and wreaked enough havoc
for Alton that he'd spent much of the time on his motoreycle, shoring up downed and

damaged lines.

r’

No one, though, expected what
happened next. The rain that began

|

late in the day on November 2
continued through the night and
increased the following morning,.
"Torrential, unrelenting downpours
lashed the land just cast of the Green
Mountains; by the end of the
morning of November 4., almost nine

The Grest Flood of 19277 (The Mad River) inches had fallen. Devastation

occurred throughout the state, with

1.285 bridges lost as well as countless numbers of homes and buildings destroyed and
hundreds of miles of roads and railroad tracks washed out. Telephone service, now such an
essential part of life, became a thing of the past.

Alton waited impatiently for the water to recede so he could tackle the task of
restoring his phone service. Finally, on the night of November 9, Alton put a canoe
into the water ar Waitsficld and paddied along the Mad River for thirteen miles,
stopping along the way to repair the lines that linked his customers to the main line at
Middlesex that was serviced by NET&T.

Alton was a hero, heralded in the Barre Times as the man who “repaired phone by
canoe.”

A vear later, NET&T's toll station in Warren was disconnected. Because
NET&T no longer needed to maintain the Warren line, they sold 275 poles and 2
pairs of wires to WFT for one dollar. Clearly NET&T was becoming less and less a
viable entity in the Valley while WEFT became more and more vital.

At the same time, another of Alton’s partnerships was growing and maturing and

raking WE'T along with it, although this hook-up was of a more personal nature.

12
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3
A Family Business

P

j. here was nothing faney about lsunice Florence Buzzell Icarr,

She was born in Warren on December 13, 1897, into a family of five brothers and
sisters who lived with their parengs on a farm on what is now Sugarbush Access
Road. The tarm was smafl and poor. and the family grew up with little more than love
and faith. "T'hey were known at chureh in Warren as the “singing Buzzell” family.
Faithful attendees, Funice and her older sister walked to church every Sunday
because the wagon couldn't hold all of them.

She wasnt a beauriful woman. or highly educated—Waitstield High was a ovo-
year school. and shie graduated when she was fiftecen—but she knew her own worth.
Funice knew how to work hard at making something of nothing, just as her father had
worked his meager hillside tarm. For a brief time after finishing high school she taught
the vounger children, as many of the voung temale graduates did. But she clearly had
other talents. When Walter L. Jones asked her to help in his general store on Bridge
Street in Waitsticld, Iunice took over the selling of dry goods and grocerics.

Jones had been instrumental in starting WET and in bringing Alton Farr in to
manage it. Alton was in and out of the store often: Funice. with her quict manner and
gentle way of speaking. was a soothing presence.

In 1924. when she was twenty-seven—just about the age most women of that era
would be labeled “spinster™—she and Altee married. Eunice moved into the brick
house on Bridge Street, becoming W bookkeeper and managing the compamy’s
office out of her living room.

All Alone—With My Phone

Eunicc had married both a man and a
company. What's more. the business involved an
invention that was as firmly entrenched in society
as any had ever been. A writer named Herbert
Casson. who produced a long series of

stimulating business books during the first

Alton and Ewmce Farr

3
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half of the twentieth century. had already recognized the impact in 1gio when he wrote,
“Who could have forescen what the telephone bells have done to ring out the old ways
and to ring in the new; to ring out delay and isolation and to ring in the efficiency and
friendliness of a truly united peoples”

By the 1920s. the telephone was all-pervasive, seeping into every aspeet of life, in
literature, in popular culture. One of the hit songs the year Altee and Funice married

was Ining Berlins "All Alone,” woctully declaring:

All alone—1'm so afl alone,
"There is no one clse but you.
Allalone by the telephone

Waiting for a ring.

And. it there were more people than cows in Vermont in 1930, every one of them
felt entitled to that wonder of wonders. the telephone. Funice and Aleec’s job was to
make sure those telephones worked, Altee out in the ficld and in his customers” homes,
I<unice in her own home. overseeing the house and the business.

One ot Eunice’s jobs was to keep up with the operators hired to handle the
switchboards that connected all of the WET customers. "1 he operators had been
women almost from the beginning of telephony. Male operators proved a disaster: the
voung men first hired were too impatient and high-spirited for the job. A visitor to one
carly exchange run by "the lads,” as one historian labeled them, called it "a perfeet
bedlam.” Bell leaders desperarely turned to women—whao they saw as calm, gracious,
diffident. and never impolite.

"The ladies had always been on the job in the Mad River Valley. At first, service was
only given during the working man'’s dav. attended to by the wife of the manager
benween her housework. Twenty-four-hour service was provided when it became
necessary for the company to rent separate quarters. ''hese quarters became the
apartment for the two young women employed as “Central Girls,” who carned fifteen
dollars a week.

Being an operator was much more than setting up calls between two partics. The
operator had to create toll tickhets and constantly monitor the calls to determine

whether they were still in progress. Because there were no visual cuces to show if the
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call had ended. operators entered the
connection to ask. “"Are vou waiting? Are
you through?” She would be pulling cords
out to terminate one call and
simultancously plugging them back in to
sct up another.

"The operators were also the earliest form

of emergency dispatch svstems. Three
Waitsfiel d switchboard located in top [eft corner of long rings three times in succession

building on left. (south of 48577 Main Strect) . e .
' f4 alerted evervone along the line of a fire,

calling all who could to come to tight the flames. The Central Girls could follow the
progress of the local doctor as he made house calls, the doctor cheeking in as he left one
place for another and to pick up his messages.

"The Farrs began a service of paid advertisements and public notices to help mect the
costs of the company. For one dollar. businesses could place ads that would be delivered
over the endre telephone network. "The operator would plug into the telephone company
lines and provide two rings repeated two times (tknown as a general afarm) and then read
the advertisement. Public notices would be delivered in the same manner.

All this activity was quite a lot to heap on the backs of people like Mary Moriarty.
who began working at W in 1931 and spent the next cleven vears operating the

switchboard located on the second floor of the ofd G.AR. Hall owned by Carl Long,

Gramd Army of the Republic (G AR members

15
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Although the operarors had a strict code of contidentiality . they sometimes tound
themselves acting as telephone police. When Eunice and lton asked for a rate hike in
1928, sctting new charges of 82 for a fifteen-party line and s3.25 for a private line, they
included a threat meant to aid their operators: WIET could refuse serviee to anvone
who “willfully interferets) with the serviee of other patrons. either by listening to their
comversations or otherwise causing annoyance of amy sort.” T'he condition went even
further by telling patrons they had use of the phone only five minutes before an

operator or another patron could ask them to vield the line,
Juggling Family Life with Work

}:n addition to running the company, Funice and Afton
were busy with their family and their soctal obligations. 1 heir
daughter, Fleanor Geraldine Farr. was born October 14. 1931
completing the little familv.”Uhe couple had lost a son, \lton
Jr.. shortly after his birth in 1920, and they worked hard to

both protect and enjoy their daughrer.

Alton was very special to the children of the
community. teaching a whole generation how to swim. Altor and daughter
with Jessons usually taking place in the Mad River under Elearor
Waitsticld’s covered bridge. Adton built a raft and sceured it near the Great Eddy so
the children could use it for jumping and diving in the water. Te and Funice
welcomed the voung people in the Valley, planning skating partics on the river for

them. Eunice making pans of homemade potato chips along with gallons of hot

r

chocolate. Alton cleaned the snow off the

ice and kindled fires for warmeh. Ussing

his knowiledge of clectrical wiring. he
strung clectric lights under the covered
bridge for night skaring,.

He was alover of the outdoors. a
master ar grafting apple trees and an avid
beekeeper. keeping the hives in his

orchard in the area of the Mill Hill

Alton and dawghter cajoying 1 camve vide

Cemetery in Waitstield. where many of
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the trees still exist. Alton was active in the Boy Scouts, and a troop would come from
Ossining. New York. every vear to camp with the Valley troop he led.

unice. scemingly the most patient person in the world. never was known to get
angn or raise her voice. She was soft-spoken and a good listener. She made wonderful
wedding cakes. laboriouslhy mixing them by hand with a wire whisk before the
development of eleetric mixers. and people from all over the Valley came to ask her to
bake for them. She loved plays and took part in some of the ones performed in the
Valley by friends and neighbors.

"Fheir business was growing. "T'he number of subscribers peaked in 1930 with 246
accounts and 33 fines. in part because of Targe logging operations in Iayston, When

the logging operations pulled out. the number of accounts dropped to 196—but Alton
and Funice worked just as hard.

While theirs was hardhy a perfect lite, the Farrs were happy and productive. Alton
was clever. offering up innovative plans and thinking, taking delight in writing a story
for The Vermonrer mugazine about his observations of nature.

Atreak accident brought an end to the
tamily cirde and strted Eanice on a different
path. as a parent and as a business owner. In
1933. whike Farr was helping his lineman. a
telephone pole began o fall. Alon seepped
under it w break the fall and protect his
employee. I he accident crushad his lungs. Te
became mosthy bed-ridden after the accident,
contracting tuberculosis and finally dving just
shy of his fittv-ninth birthday.

The obituary in the Barre Times
mourned the loss of “one of the best
known men in town.” a man whose
“lovalty and cfficiency in his work marked
him among men. He was a true friend to

those in trouble.”

Funice and ninevear-old Lleanor

FEurice and Eleanor tsken shortly sfter Alton’s death

were on their own.
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A Housedress and an Apron

Eunicc spent the next twenty-one
vears doing what Alton had done: running
the company. It was a notable feat in an
industry and cra clearly dominated by men.
Eunice was one of the first women to run a
utility company in the United States. She
kept the books, managed the office, and
installed the phones, sometimes going out
during a windstorm to poke apart lines that
had crossed and short-circuited. Over the
vears, she developed an advanced level of

understanding in every aspect of the

telephone business, her tenure a seemingly

Fnnice working with the old truck

endless string of challenges.

[abor was short, money was tight, and leisure was almost nonexistent.

World War [T was a difficult time for most Americans. and Eunice Farr's problems
were compounded by being a woman and a single parent running a telephone company.
"The war also brought on another responsibility that was perhaps the most difficult.
Familics lcarned about the disposition of their loved ones in the armed services via
telegram. Delivery of these messages often fell to the local telephone company.

Funice delivered many of these dreaded messages, sometimes taking her daughter
with her for emotional support. Waitsfield resident Jessamine Larrow recalls those
times—and remembers telling others that if she ever saw Kunice Farr heading her way,
she would run in the other direction. Indeed. Jessamine one day did receive one of
those dreaded messages from Eunice, saying her husband was missing in action.

Financial struggles were the norm for most businesses in the Valley during these
times, and WET was no exception. Logging and farming were the chief ways of making a
living. neither one highly lucrative. Kunice was always in the position of deciding which
bill had the farger impact on the business when determining the one to pay first.

People knew Eunice was struggling herself, and they paid in any way they could.
[t was not uncommon for bills to be paid in sides of beet, pigs, cggs. vegetables,

firewood., maple syrup, and even wood ashes as barter to sertle accounts.
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Eunice abhorred the idea of borrowing money. She had been brought up to make
do with what she had, vet the stark reality was that she was forced to borrow from
time to time to keep things going at the phone company. Funice used her own home
as collateral for these loans.

In order to keep WE'T solvent, Eunice petitioned the PSC for a rate increase in
1947. The new rates took effect on August 1. 1947. Although the increase helped. the
financial struggle continued. By 1950 the annual PSC report contained the following
statistics for WE'T: 278 subscribers, 3 operators, 8 pay stations, 265 party lines. 13
private lines and 87 miles of pole line with 12 miles of #10 Iron wire, 8 miles of #12
copper-weld, 2 miles of #17 2 parallel. 274 miles of #12 Iron wire. Revenue totaled
$15.628 against $14.849 of expense. Gross income was $779 with deductions of $784,

leaving a loss of $5.
Disaster—And Change

Early in the morning on February 2, 1944, a major fire erupted in the Carl Long
building that housed W telephone switchboard. A fire had apparently oceurred
there the evening before. caused most likely by a box of ashes that had been carelessly
sct outside. "The ashes were thought to have been extinguished, but they were

somehow rekindied.

Scenes of the February2, 1044 fire

WHT lost its switchboard in the fire and needed to reestablish a connection to NET&T
as soon as possible. NET& I loaned a switchboard to W' that same day. which was
placed in the Harry Belden building south of the Waitstield Hotel on the same side of the

road. This switchboard was an older model used by the army in the ficld, a small portable
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unit with aceess for about twenty lines. Units could be stacked one on top of the other for
whatever growth was required. Wires were reconnected to the newly instalied
switchboard. and the Valley was once again in touch with the outside world.

The switchboard did not stay in this building long. By carly 1945 a larger
switchboard had been installed across the street in the front room in knos Brother'’s
housc. present site of Universal Micro Systems (4457 Main Street). 'This home would
be the last for the switchboard that controlled the old magnceto terank s telephone

svstem, remaining until 1961 when WITT made the conversion to dial.
A Mom at Wark

Eunicc spent most of her waking
hours running her business, often taking
Elcanor along with her. One of the most
common maintenance chores was to

uncross lines that had been shorted

together by winds, falling branches, and
the like. To uncross fines, lunice would Famce i the bome by officc
park the truck under the wires at the
basc of the pole where a cross began, take a rope anchored by a battery, and throw it
between the wires. towing the rope all the way to the nexr pole. Onee Kunice felt
Fleanor was old enough. she was taught how to pertorm this work as well as other
ficld maintenance. When Eleanor got her driver's license she drove her mother around
the network and performed whatever
work was required.

Though Elcanor was expected to
help work. ILunice made surc there was
time for tun—and thar as mom she
helped provide that fun. Lunice would
load eight kids in her 1947 Ford sedan to
drive to school sporting events. the girls

sitting on the guys’ laps. Lunice was very

involved in the school. When the Far

1947 Ford

housc burned in 1948. the entire high
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school emptied within seconds. the students racing toward the building and grabbing
evervthing out of the house, placing the houschold goods with neighbors unril the
home could be repaired.

Children stopped by the office on their birthdays. shyly telling FEunice. “Frarr. its
my birthday!” Eunice would give them a quarter. Sometimes. on a good dayv. Kunice
would close the office to take the kids swimming. letting the telephone operator know

where she was in case of an emergencey.
A Changing World

Eunice had lost her number-one helper when her daughter graduated trom
Waitsfield High School in 1950 and went to the University of Rochester in upstate
New York to study music. Eleanor was as familiar as her mother with the telephone
industry. She had helped with maintenance. but also spent time in the business office.
sorting and billing. While in high school. she split the Sunday operator shift with
Eunice so the other operators could have the day off. Years later, Eleanor would say
that getting into the phone business was casy. She was born in it.

Although she returned home cach summer to help her mother run the company.,
Eleanors life scemed to be moving away from WET. She had met the man she would
eventually marry, Dana Haskin, when she took swimming lessons at the Montpelier
Recreation Department while she was in high school.

Dana was born August 31, 1930, in Providence, Rhode Island. His family moved
several times before settling in Montpelier in 