











of $1,000, telephone poles were
purchased and batteries and telephone
instruments ordered from Portland. In
early July 1887, the phone line was in
operation and reported to be in first-
class running order. Initially calls were
to be charged at twenty-five cents, with
the caller expected to talk for a
“reasonable length of time.” Within
weeks the rate schedule was changed in
amost unusual way. Rather than
charge by the call, the company would
charge by the number of words spoken.
The first ten words cost fifteen cents
and each additional word, a penny.
With this monitoring of each word in
private conversations, the new
telephone company was doomed to
failure. After just two months of
operation, the Jacksonville-Medford
telephone line reverted to telegraphy.®

In May of the following year, Riddle
decided to lease the telegraph line
between Medford and Jacksonville and
reconnect the phone in his hotel to an
instrument in the U.S. Hotel at
Jacksonville. With Bell’s patents still in
force, earnings were vital. The Riddle
Company had agreed to pay the
American Telephone and Telegraph
Company a royalty of seventy-two
dollars per telephone and 15 percent of
all money earned. After eight months
even Riddle admitted defeat and
discontinued telephone service in
March of 1889. The wire was taken
over by the Postal Telegraph Company
that opened its Jacksonville office in
Dr. Jackson’s variety store.?

In 1893, one year before Bell’s major
patents would be opened to everyone,
the acoustic telephone received its final
trial in the valley. Medford physician
Dr. Elijah Pickel installed an Elliott
Non-Electric telephone between his
office, in the I.O.O.F building on
Seventh and Central, and his home on
B Street. The doctor had arrived in
Medford in 1888 and quickly became
one of the best-known people in the
community. He was first president of
the Southern Oregon Medical Society
and later would serve as Medford
mayor. Perhaps his popularity stemmed
from his gregarious nature. In
announcing Pickel’s telephone, what it
called “Telephone No. 1,” the
newspaper couldn’t resist poking fun at
him, claiming that Pickle had reserved
“the right to do a// the talking.” But
Pickle was talking on an obsolete
telephone to his home a block away. In
the East, long-distance telephone calls
already spanned 500 miles. Acoustic
telephones were dying and the electric
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phone would be king.10

As the expiration of Bell’s patents
approached, competitors eagerly awaited
the “easy” telephone money that would
come from constructing their own
systems. Once the patents were
eliminated, not only would the royalties
disappear, the high price of telephone
equipment was also expected to
plummet. For nearly twenty years,
outsiders had seen the Bell Company’s
profits steadily increase, and
understandably, many were poised to
exploit this new opportunity. Telegraph
companies, with wire already connecting
towns, were confident that they had the
upper hand in the emerging
competition. Even burglar and fire
alarm companies were ready to convert
their systems to the telephone.
Entrepreneurs with little or no technical
knowledge were forming telephone
companies and hiring electrical
hobbyists, who overnight became
telephone engineers. With the
anticipated swift and heavy competition,
local communities felt themselves in the
driver’s seat. The valley’s long wait for a
sustained telephone system was near its
end and the only question was “which
company can hello the loudest and for
the least money.”1!

M. Kerr arrived in Medford during
the first week of June 1894.
Representing the Cusman Telephone
Company, he met with local
businessmen and proposed construction
of a telephone line between Jacksonville
and Medford. The old line had
vanished along with the Postal
Telegraph’s Jacksonville office in 1890.
For the community’s most affluent
citizens, Kerr offered to connect private
lines, which could remain private, or be
linked with the main system. Most
people were skeptical and apprehensive.
Too many times they had seen a
stranger come to town promising to
build whatever the town desired, and
ultimately the stranger disappeared,
taking their money with him. But Kerr
was a man of his word and quick to
prove it. Within two weeks of his
arrival, his first telephone lines were in
operation. The homes of druggist
Charles Strang and Dr. Walton Jones
were connected to the system’s central
office, located in Strang’s drugstore,
near the corner of Main and Central.
To stir up interest, Kerr arranged a
promotional demonstration, hoping to
entice prospective customers.

A small group of people listened at
the drugstore as Dr. Jones’ wife played
piano from the family’s home. The
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“The dignity
of talking consists
in having a listener,
and there seems a

kind of absurdity
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eager voice of her two-year-old
daughter, Maude, was clearly and
repeatedly heard in the background,
demanding to “Talk to phone ... talk to
phone.” Everyone declared the
demonstration an astonishing success
and Kerr promised to have Jacksonville
and Medford talking by telephone
within a month.12

As Kerr’s crew set poles and strung
wire along the Medford-Jacksonville
road, four local businessmen
announced that Kerr had sold his
telephone system to them and that the
Rogue River Valley Telephone
Company was now in business. Two of
the three telephones to be installed
would be placed in Jacksonville, one in
the Courthouse and the other in the
Reames & White General Store. John
White was designated general manager
of the new company and Medford
merchant Benjamin Franklin Adkins
was selected president. Benjamin
‘Webb, co-owner of the Adkins &
Webb Hardware store, and druggist
friend George Haskins rounded out
the board of directors. Charles Strang’s
custody of the first telephone
switchboard in the valley would only
last a month. Ironically, his drugstore
was hemmed in between the Adkins &
Webb building and Haskins’ new two-
story drugstore. With three of the four
telephone partners surrounding Strang,
switching equipment and company
offices moved into a twenty-foot
storeroom at the back of Haskins’ store
in August 1894. The Medford
telephone was installed up front, near
Haskins’ cash register, where twenty-
fivecent tickets were sold, for “five-
minute telephone talks.” Even before
the system was completed, three
hundred conversations were snapped
up. After years of anticipation, a viable
and growing telephone system was
now a thrilling reality.13

Jacksonville and Medford were
“helloing” to each other by the second
week of July 1894, just as Kerr had
promised. From the southern end of the
valley came a note of jealousy from the
editor of the Ashland Tidings. “Ashland
ought to be connected with the other
towns in the valley this way,” he
insisted. Within two weeks Rogue
River Valley Telephone workmen were
setting poles and establishing offices in
Phoenix and Talent, well on their way
to Ashland. In early September, without
boarding a train, horse, or wagon, a
customer of Barrett’s drugstore in
Ashland could speak with a friend in
Jacksonville. A Medford Mail reporter
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was almost sure that this was a “great
convenience,” but thought it might be a
long time before anyone got the notion
of what to talk about. His newspaper
got the notion for the perfect attention
grabber when it introduced a
“Telephoned from the Court House”
column, less than a month after the first
telephone was installed. Even though
the paper was a weekly, and time was
not of the essence, this column kept
readers up-to-date on the previous
week’s criminal and civil court news.4

Expectations were high and already
there was talk of long-distance service.
When someone could use the “talking
machine” to call relatives in Eugene,
Portland, or San Francisco was the
question, not 7f. There was a telephone
company with a line under
construction between Grants Pass and
Crescent City and, to the north, a Bell
phone company had connected
Wiashington state with Eugene. When
that company announced plans to
extend its line to Roseburg, the
Ashland Valley Record got excited.
“This will leave but a small connecting
link between Medford and Grants
Pass and Grants Pass and Roseburg,
which will undoubtedly be built before
another year rolls around,” it
optimistically reported. A year later, at
the end of 1895, telephone lines from
Medford finally reached Grants Pass,
but for the next three years, the span
of long-distance “helloing” was
measured by the distance between
Ashland and Grants Pass.15

The valley’s major cities were now
connected to each other and to many,
the next logical step was local telephone
networks within the towns. Although
the Rogue River Valley Telephone
Company upgraded telephone
instruments frequently, new locations
for telephones apparently were a rarity.
The business was successful enough to
force Western Union Telegraph to
discontinue service between Medford
and Jacksonville, but it still lacked
enough profit to wire up the towns. As
the company’s lines reached Grants
Pass, promises were made that local
service would be considered if and only
if “the steady use of forty phones will be
guaranteed.” The company’s lines
stretched sixty miles, a distance too
short for most people to guarantee
steady calling. Until the arrival of a
well-funded competitor, the company
wouldn’t worry about its inability to
expand local service or provide true
long-distance calling. The well-funded
competitor arrived in 1898.16




The Sunset Telephone Company,
with Bell Company backing, was
erecting a long-distance line that ran
northward from San Diego to Yreka,
California, and by September 1898, the
line crossed the Siskiyou Mountains
into Oregon. The speed, ability, and
drive of this telephone invader must
have amazed the local company. Within
aweek of Sunset’s arrival, a local
network was set up in Medford, and
Charlie Strang got revenge on his
telephone neighbors when the new
central office was placed in his
drugstore. The company connected
fifteen telephones to the switchboard
and exhausted its supply. With eager
subscribers waiting, additional
instruments were ordered. The
company was innovative, boosting its
number of customers by offering free
switching between Medford and
Jacksonville businesses. By mid-
October, calls could be made as far
south as San Francisco and as far north
as Seattle and Spokane. Over the next
two years the Rogue River Valley
Telephone Company responded with
updated equipment, additional phones
at the County Courthouse, and a few
other new locations. But Sunset’s
dominance was becoming apparent. In
1899 many of the valley’s more
prominent landowners connected their
homes to the Sunset line and local
businessmen followed. By the end of
the year, business had increased so
much that Lillian Barr was hired as the
county’s first telephone operator. No
longer would Strang have to interrupt
his business, run to the back of his store
and connect a call on the switchboard.!?

Throughout 1900, reports of Sunset
Telephone’s growing success
overshadowed the deterioration and
occasional repair of the Rogue River
Valley Telephone Company’s lines. In
December, the four local partners gave
up and sold all equipment and rights
to Sunset. Warren Williams, Sunset’s
sole lineman, was ordered to take an
ax to the old company’s telephones, as
he removed the sixty miles of wire and
poles that connected them. The wire
would be used to build a new
telephone line between Sams Valley
and Gold Hill.18

Twenty-five years after Bell received
his patent, the Rogue Valley was
“helloing” up and down the West
Coast. Soon there would be calls to

future, the Rogue Valley would see
more than a half dozen competing
phone companies in the towns, and a
number of independent cooperative
telephone lines constructed in rural
areas by farmers and ranchers. New
switchboards, new buildings, and new
equipment were coming—dial phones in
1940, touch-tone in the 1960s, the
Internet and cell phones in the 1990s.
Growing from three phones in 1894 to
tens of thousands in 2002, the valley
was just as obsessed with “talking to the
phone,” as anyone else in the world. &

Bill Miller is a historian with the Southern
Oregon Historical Society.
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Business grew so fast for the Sunset
Telephone Company that before 1899 was
out, Sunset had hired Lillian Barr, as the
Rogue Valley’s first telephone operator.

Chicago, New York, and maybe even
London. New companies were forming
back East, promising to compete with
Bell across the entire country. In the
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MAGINE AN AUTOMATED

city in which machines and robots do

the work and cars can fly. Perhaps
since the very first machine was built,
sedentary people began dreaming of just
such a place. For most of us the future is

not so fanciful, but with some luck and
planning it will be brighter than today.

Ensuring a livable future is a fulltime
job for city planners. Their counterparts
in the private sector, developers of
subdivisions and shopping malls, may or
may not share the same vision of a
livable future. The components of a
livable city of the future have continually
changed with the social norms and
technology of the times.

Early Rogue Valley towns simply grew
to accommodate pedestrians and horse-
drawn wagons without much thought
toward the future.

Beginning in the 1880s, the arrival of
the railroad and streetcars radically
changed the way urban dwellers
visualized the city of the future.
Commuting, made possible by the
advent of streetcars, marked the
beginning of the suburbs. In 1893,
Medford resident W.P. Dodge wrote
down his vision of the future for the
Medford Mail newspaper. Under the
front page headline of “One Great City”
Dodge predicted the ongoing
Medford/Central Point rivalry would
end. The fruit and mining industries
would generate enough prosperity for
the entire region. Medford and Central
Point would become one continuous city




“with her electric lights and street
railway for the benefit and happiness of
her citizens.”

By the early 1900s, automobiles and
buses had largely replaced the streetcar,
making suburban living even more
convenient. Locally, a mysterious
“syndicate of wealthy eastern people,”
came to town in 1909 intent on
developing Jacksonville as a suburb of
Medford. They announced to the press
their intention to sell homes in the
Jacksonville foothills to Medford business
people. Commuting to work each day was
to be on a double-decker “monster
automobile” patterned after an English
coach. Walnut trees were to be planted
along the road between the two cities.
Profits from the harvest would
underwrite the road’s upkeep.2 As
planned, the scheme seems to have come
to naught, although today, many Rogue
Valley residents make this commute.

By 1930 cars, roads, and railroads were
of little concern to local planners. In a
magazine article on Medford’s planning
by consultant Jacob L. Crane, he scarcely
mentions traffic. He wrote that Medford
had, “comparatively few serious and
difficult planning problems confronting
it.” His article showcased the proposed
civic center, several blocks of downtown
that included a new city hall, courthouse
park-plaza, museum, and library. Today
this is the area near Alba Park. Crane
gave Medford high praise for its
progressive airport. He expressed a widely
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held belief from this era that “airplanes
are going to revolutionize the
transportation field.”3

Today it seems the future is no longer
up in the air. The goal of many planners
and developers alike is to create
pedestrian-friendly towns and
neighborhoods. A recent ad for a new
housing development near Central Point
asks potential buyers, “Have you ever
dreamed of living in a place where you
can take a stroll through parks, linger at a
sidewalk cafe, walk to a nearby store or
local library?”

The current vision of the ideal city of
the future has more in common with the
early cities predating trains, streetcars,
automobiles, and airplanes than the
automated city with flying cars.

For now, it looks as if the future just
might be more like yesterday. &

Steve M. Wyatt is exhibits manager at the
Southern Oregon Historical Society.
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This Buck Rogers-like city of the future appeared

in an artist's imagination in 1939.
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HISTORY OF THE
FUTURE EXPLORED
IN SMITHSONIAN
TRAVELING
EXHIBITION

and plans for a nuclear-powered car
are part of Yesterday’s Tomorrows:
Past Visions of the American Future.
This exhibit will open November 23
at the Southern Oregon Historical
Society’s History Center in
Medford and remain on display
through January 4.

Yesterday’s Tomorrows uses popular
culture objects such as toys, movie
stills, world’s fair memorabilia, car
designs, and advertisements and
architectural models to examine past
visions of what the future should be.
The Southern Oregon Historical
Society is supplementing this
Smithsonian exhibit with a weekly
film festival of early science fiction
movies, guest lecturers, and artifacts
from its collection once considered
futuristic. Early computers, a
Teletype (predecessor to modern fax
machine) and a 1930s “modern”
kitchen can be seen at this exhibit.
For more information, contact the
Southern Oregon Historical Society.
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AMES SULLIVAN HOWARD,

dubbed “the Father of Medford” when

he died on November 13, 1919, was born
April 21, 1832, to Sullivan and Elizabeth
Howard in Mason, New Hampshire.
Educated in Illinois, Howard married
Margaret E. Snuggs in 1855. In 1860, the
couple and their three children moved to
Jacksonville, where Howard became a
successful surveyor and civil engineer.

In addition to advancing regional
development by conducting a preliminary
survey for the Southern Pacific Railroad and
engineering the COPCO Condor Dam,!
Howard examined surveys for the U.S. Land
Office in Oregon and Arizona until 1898,2
and opened a bakery and butcher shop in
Jacksonville’s historic Kubli Building in
1875.3 After fire destroyed Howard’s
business in 1884, he built a general store
near modern-day Front Street between
Eighth and Main streets in Medford.
Howard later recalled that contemporaries
criticized his choice of location at first,
calling the townsite “Mudville,” “Rabbitville,”
and “Chaparral,” but suggested he “laughed
last” after he “got in right” with railroad
officials® and witnessed Medford’s growth
and incorporation two years later.

A familiar presence at the Nash Hotel in
Medford’s early days, Howard became
president of the Town Board of Trustees and
Medford’s first mayor in 1885, postmaster,
and Wells Fargo agent.6 As one of Medford’s

founders, Howard had

followed in the footsteps of his father, who
co-founded Wethersfield and Kewanee,
Illinois, in 1837 and 1854.7 However, the
“rags to riches” lore associated with his
arrival in Jacksonville “with only fifty cents
in his pocket”® also distinguishes J.S.
Howard from other proud and resourceful
pioneers of his day. &

Rodney Coleman is a regular contributor to
Southern Oregon Heritage Today.
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